

The Wannabes
F.R. Jameson
To V and E, with love always...
Also by F.R. Jameson
Screen Siren Noir
Diana Christmas
Eden St. Michel
Alice Rackham
And available exclusively
An Interview with Charles Ravens
Ghostly Shadows
Death at the Seaside
Short Stories
Confined Spaces
Contents
INTRODUCTION
CHAPTER ONE
CHAPTER TWO
CHAPTER THREE
CHAPTER FOUR
CHAPTER FIVE
CHAPTER SIX
CHAPTER SEVEN
CHAPTER EIGHT
CHAPTER NINE
CHAPTER TEN
CHAPTER ELEVEN
CHAPTER TWELVE
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
CHAPTER NINETEEN
CHAPTER TWENTY
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
CHAPTER THIRTY
CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
CHAPTER FORTY
ALSO AVAILABLE....
Available Exclusively!
ABOUT THE AUTHOR
	[image: image]
		[image: image]


[image: image]

INTRODUCTION
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Congratulations!
You have in your hands (well, on your e-reader of choice) a copy of my first published novel.
Like all new authors who have sweated and toiled to get their work out – who stared daunted at novels hundreds of pages in length and wondered how they could ever get their scribblings to add up to so much – there was a time when I would beam with pride even just holding a copy of ‘The Wannabes’.
It was my book. My achievement.
Ten years plus down the line and a number of novels later (as well as a long hiatus in the middle), I don’t glow quite as much when I hold it now. 
Part of that is that is that I’ve become much more attuned to the indie author mind-set since. Yes, of course, I am still immensely proud of all my books. I give my heart and soul to each and every one. They’re all accomplishments which make me so happy. But whereas I once stopped and took a step back after writing ‘The Wannabes’ and waited for a round of applause, as it were, these days – when some fiction of mine is published – I am always onto the next writing project. I’m thinking about the next book, the next series – as well as how to market what I have and get my work in front of as many people as possible.
Also, of course, when I started writing ‘The Wannabes’, I wasn’t sure that I could even write a full-length novel. To finish it in a way that was coherent, and entertaining was a thrill in itself. Now though, I absolutely know I can finish a full-length novel. If you hang around for a bit, I’m sure I’ll have one for you sooner or later.
But, another reason why I don’t beam with quite the same level of pride as I once did, is that I think I could do better now. That’s not a criticism per se, every writer ten years on should think they can do better than their earliest novel. There’s a lot that’s really entertaining in ‘The Wannabes’. A lot that’s interesting and strange and scary and gripping. There’s a great deal about this book which works. But there’s also some choices here that I wouldn’t make again. That feel gauche and full of youthful impetuosity.
“So why don’t you rewrite it?” I hear you ask. Well, because this a young man’s book and I just feel that if I were to jump all over it as my new middle-aged self, that more than correcting things, I’d probably ruin it. I feel I could write a better book now, but I know I couldn’t write this book any better now.  
Besides there is so much about this book which is me in embryo. For a start, three of the central characters are actresses. As someone who has written, at time of writing, three novels about various actresses (Diana Christmas; Eden St. Michel; Alice Rackham), me writing about actresses so early on is clearly prescient. Or maybe I’ve just always had the same interests. 
Then there’s the supernatural elements, which are my real obsession, and you can see again in ‘Death at the Seaside’ and all the other ghostly shadows stories coming this year.
‘The Wannabes’ may be young me, but it is most definitely me.
So, there you have it. A book which I say isn’t really me anymore, but is clearly crammed full of my concerns and interests and is an entertaining thriller to boot. I say I would change things, but would I really? The more I think about it, this is a book I was always meant to write. It’s me in embryo, it’s my version of juvenilia, but it is undoubtedly me.
Ladies and gentlemen, I give you ‘The Wannabes’. My first novel and one I am most proud of.
Happy reading,
FRJ.
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Clay stood in front of the house and let the warm summer’s air sink into his lungs. Where the hell was he? Where was this place? He knew he’d come back to London. He knew he’d been in Soho, in the girls’ flat. He could recall kissing Belinda and eating dinner with her, Abigail and Judy. And he grinned as he remembered Belinda taking him to her bed.
Now where was he? This wasn’t Soho, but it was familiar. He stared at the house, squinted at it, tried to place it. It was Victorian and had four storeys; it looked both impressive and slightly neglected. He glanced up and down the quiet street and then smiled in recognition. This was South London, Brockley, where his friend Raymond Jones lived.
They’d talked about Raymond over dinner last night. Once they’d all been friends, but now the consensus seemed to be that Raymond was “one of the most loathsome pieces of filth you could ever have the misfortune to meet.” It was Abigail who said that; she was always the bitchiest. But then Judy – who liked absolutely everyone – agreed. Then he’d disappointed Belinda by sticking up for Raymond. Of course, he knew that he would disappoint Belinda eventually – he always did – but he didn’t want to do it on his first night, and so took her suggestion to shut up. 
He wondered what Raymond had done to upset them. They hadn’t really said. It was puzzling, as he’d always liked Raymond. In those basement periods of his life, when his relationship with Belinda reached another new nadir, although there was always somewhere even lower ahead. Then, Raymond would take him out, buy him drinks, listen to his whining and try to tell him what he should do. He’d never listened, but he’d always liked Raymond for trying to help. 
Now he was back, standing outside Raymond’s house. 
Clay had only been there a couple of times before and he struggled to remember the layout. There was a light on in the first floor window and he wanted to know what room that was. He closed his eyes and thought, recalling the one or two dinner parties he’d been invited to – but he couldn’t quite get it. The memories were there but he couldn’t grasp them properly. He opened his eyes and peered up. There was a light on and he didn’t know in which room, but at least it suggested there was someone home and awake.
The wooden gate gave with a nudge and a creak and he strolled up the concreted front path. He reached the blue front door and squinted through the frosted glass, but glimpsed nothing except uninviting blackness. 
He rang the doorbell. There was no instant reaction, no sound, no racing feet on the stairs. He took a step back and gazed up at that lit window on the first floor. He rang the bell again, holding his finger so that the sound reverberated continuously through the house. 
Finally, it got the response he wanted. The hall light was switched on and a figure came charging down, walking through the hallway with a military strut, as if about to offer a strong reprimand for this disturbance. 
Even through the dark frosted glass Clay knew it was Raymond. He recognised the shape of Raymond’s head and also the black T-shirt and jeans that served almost as Raymond’s uniform.
Clay was a big bloke – well over six foot, with an impressive set of shoulders – and Raymond must have been able to see the size of his visitor through the glass, but he didn’t hesitate. His movements were fast as he undid the bottom dead lock and then the top Yale lock, then he swung the door back with an angry pout.
Raymond’s expression changed instantly. Once he realised it was Clay, his mouth fell wide open and all facial hardness and tension was replaced by shock. His eyes went from being narrow behind thick glasses, to ballooning wide in surprise. He’d rested his hand at the top of the door – a barrier to this nocturnal visitor – but once he identified Clay, the arm flopped to his side. His legs seemed to tremble and he staggered back a couple of steps to keep balance. He stood with his arms outstretched between the hall walls, gaping at his old friend Clay.
Clay smiled. “Hello, Raymond.”
“Jesus!” The word was carried on a lungful of trapped breath. “Fuck! Clay, I just never thought I’d... I just thought that...” He coughed. “I can’t believe it’s you.”
“I’m sorry to come so late,” said Clay. 
“That’s fine.” Raymond tried straightening himself up, attempting to look a little more composed. “I’m glad to see you. I really, really fucking am.”
“Can I come in?”
“Sure, sure.”
Clay stepped out of the dark and pushed the door shut behind him. 
Raymond was a slightly overweight, slightly handsome guy who was just over average height. He kept his hair short because it was almost uncontrollably curly. 
He was an author. He wrote funny and sad romans-à-clef which Clay always enjoyed but which never seemed to sell. The girls’ circle was a collection of like-thinking wannabes, a bunch of dreamers whose life so far was a resting post before fame and fortune. There were actresses who just needed that break, writers working on that sellable idea, musicians a drumbeat from that next hit song. They sat around discussing their futures, becoming dizzy with impending glory in the corner of a shabby West End pub. 
Clay was there too, one of their friends. He scarcely had a creative bone in his body and used to marvel at knowing such people – even if they were stuck in an oak-panelled, beer-serving rut.
“Where the hell have you been, Clay?” asked Raymond.
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, it’s two years since we saw you. You disappeared, man. Just vanished. We thought – I thought – that... It doesn’t matter – but where the fuck have you been?”
“I don’t know. Nowhere in particular, I suppose. I’ve just been hanging around–”
“For two years?”
“I know, it sounds strange, doesn’t it? But I honestly don’t know what else to say. I’ve not been doing that much.”
“Jesus!” said Raymond. “Well, it’s good to see you, wherever the hell you’ve been. Do you want a drink? Something to eat?”
“Sure.”
Raymond led him upstairs and Clay remembered the layout. At the front of the first floor – the room with the light on – was a bedroom. At the back there was a large and impressive kitchen and a spacious dining room. On the floor above that was a bedroom and a bathroom and above that a spare bedroom in the attic, where he’d crashed once or twice long ago. The walls were all painted white with a hint of something suggestive of cornfields; it was a soothing colour, very appropriate for Raymond.
“Where’s Lizzie?” asked Clay.
Raymond glanced back at him and shrugged. “We broke up.”
“What? You’re divorced?”
“No, trial separation. I think it’s more of a trial for me, though. She seems to be enjoying it.”
The kitchen was their main room for socialising, and Clay saw it hadn’t changed much. There was a six hob oven, a huge fridge and freezer, deep cabinets and, along the walls, pan after pan hanging on hooks. Gleaming frying pans, heat singed woks and large pots you could probably cram a whole sheep into. And of course, the real focal point – the eight-seat table where the succulent food would be served and eaten. 
“So you’re here all alone now?” asked Clay.
“Yeah I am. I was just being boring and single and doing some reading.”
“Look, I’m really sorry to hear about Lizzie.”
“Oh don’t worry, I don’t think it’s your fault. We all make mistakes, don’t we?” He tried for a smile, but it didn’t really come off. “What would you like to drink? Will whisky do?”
“Of course.”
Raymond bent over and reached into one of the lower cupboards. There was the clink of bottles as he searched for the good whisky. Clay found himself staring along the wall until he came to a particularly heavy pot. Without conscious thought, he moved forward, grabbed it by the handle and held it above his head. Finally Raymond found whichever bottle he was looking for and straightened up. Clay swung the pot and smashed it into the back of Raymond’s skull.
Raymond yelped and grabbed at his head, the whisky bottle shattering at his feet. He tried to keep his balance, but buckled over, his hands clutching his scalp. 
Clay raised the pot and cracked it into his friend’s head again.
Again Raymond cried and again he didn’t fall over. This time the blow was more detrimental to the pot, which shot loose of its handle, crashed into the ceiling and clattered to the floor. 
Throwing the handle away, Clay reached back to the wall – this time choosing a sharp-rimmed wok.
He placed his hand on Raymond’s shoulder to steady the blow and then brought it down quick and hard. 
The force of it smacked Raymond’s face to the floor, cleaving his skull. As Clay tried to raise the utensil to hit him again he found it was stuck there. It had split open the back of Raymond’s head and that sharp rim had wedged amidst the pulp of broken bone, flesh and blood. Raymond grunted and shuddered, his left leg twitching spastically. Clay put his foot to Raymond’s shoulder to give himself some leverage, then prised the pan out with an odd sucking sound. He steadied himself and then clubbed his friend again and again. He kept going until Raymond had stopped grunting, moving and breathing. 
Clay took a step back and looked at his efforts. He smiled. 
The back of Raymond’s head was a mess of crunched up bits of flesh, bloody bone and brain-messed hair. 
Clay strode over to the oven and opened the door. He ran his finger along the dials and lit it up to its highest mark. He grabbed Raymond’s collar and dragged the corpse across the linoleum, placing his broken skull on the first shelf of the oven. He jammed the door in the crook between Raymond’s bloody neck and shoulders.
As he stood at the sink and washed the stains from his hands and the specks of blood from his face, he whistled a tune he didn’t recognise. He looked down at his front and saw he was wearing black, and that the blood stains didn’t show at all. 
Just before he switched out the light, he caught his reflection in the dark window-pane and thought he seemed really happy. 
The room was filling with smoke, dark and pungent, as Raymond’s cranium roasted nicely.
Clay whistled a cheerful tune and smiled at his reflection.
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Clay woke with a frightened start. He shot up from the pillow, shivering, every inch of him seemingly lacquered with the sheen of cold sweat. He stared around, his eyes blinking in disbelief, and even the realisation that he was still in Belinda’s bed didn’t ease the hammering of his heart. 
Everything in her room was green. The walls, the curtains, the bedspread, the pillows. Every sodding thing. Even the wardrobe, chest of drawers and the picture frames had been daubed this outside hue. Normally it seemed rich and healthy, as if wrapped in the skin of a Granny Smith; but this morning – as his heart pounded – the dawn light made it appear as if everything was ill and rotten, as if there was a contagion of gangrene.
Belinda lay with him under the sheets, both of them still naked. The violence of his waking had disturbed her awake, and now she appraised him with curious green eyes. 
Belinda Bondurant, the one time love of his life. He’d seen her for the first time in years last night. It had gone better than he would have hoped, and once again he was waking in her bed.
Stroking her hands down his arms, she kissed his chest. 
He felt a relief, an easing. The tension slipped away as he realised he was actually in her room, that this was real life, that he’d just had a bad and rather dark dream. He lay back and she kissed her way up his chest, towards his face. Once there, her lips found his and he slowly reciprocated. He felt the same stirrings as the previous night. She raised herself up and looked down at him.
God, she was gorgeous!
There was a jack-hammering in his chest, but still he smiled as he looked at her.
She was a beautiful redhead – not ginger, as she always carefully pointed out. She had a fantastic red mane, which grew like fire from her ivory skin, a heart-shaped face and a small mouth which usually offered a smile that was half a kiss or half a pout. But this morning those lips really did open up and stretch and give him the full glory. She was sexy, both carelessly and knowingly. A glimpse of the back of her head was enough to get a man’s attention, while full-on eye contact and that little half-kissed smile could melt even the coldest prude. 
Belinda had dimples that she didn’t like and had practised keeping her smile small so they didn’t show – she was an actress, appearances were everything – and as a result she really only had two smiles. Her normal smile was the shape of a kiss, beautiful in front of you as if you could just lean down and pluck it. He knew that was the smile she used when she was flirting, giving the lucky man the impression she was just waiting for his lips. But there was another smile – the smile that slipped out that morning – the one where emotion got the better of her and she smiled wide and real and deliciously. 
She swayed above him, her round, creamy breasts pleased to see him. Sleep still heavy in his eyes, he grabbed her pert backside and tried to pull her on to him. Teasingly, she held firm, arms locked straight. She had slim arms and long, toned and slender legs. Although every inch of her was gorgeous, she reserved most pride for her tiny ballerina’s feet. 
Even though he still had the taste of her fresh on his lips, he yearned for another opportunity. He knew she knew this. He knew that she understood precisely the effect of her smile, of her body – particularly on him. And the fact she had this knowledge made him love her even more.
He raised his hand and squeezed her breast, wanting her to lean down and kiss him. But then he blinked. Just a blink. And in that flash of darkness he saw the back of Raymond’s head with bits of brain oozing out. Clay gasped.
“What’s wrong, honey?” she asked.
“I had a bad dream.” 
“A bad dream? What happened?”
“I dreamt I went around to Raymond’s house and killed him. I murdered him in his kitchen.”
“You what?”
“Yeah, just...” His words stuttered out to nothing, tears flooded over his cheeks. “Bloody hell!” he said. “I just feel so weird. My head feels like it’s been spun round. It’s like my arms and legs ache.”
She pressed herself against him, her hands moving soothingly around his neck. “You’ve been sleeping so peacefully,” she said, “you really have. You’ve barely murmured all night long, Clay. It doesn’t make sense that you could have such a nightmare.”
He placed his hand to the small of her back and tried to concentrate on not feeling sick. “I read once that dreams only ever take place in that last three seconds before consciousness,” he said. “You know, in that brief moment when you’re not asleep, but waking. But I don’t know. That dream was so detailed, so precise – I can’t see how I got all that in three seconds.”
Her lips leant into his neck and she reached her hands across his chest. “You held me all night,” she whispered. “You were so gentle and calm.”
“Was I? It’s just–” He stopped again and wiped his eyes.
“Relax.” She moved her hands over his chest, lowering him back into the softness of the mattress. She kissed the whole way down him, nibbling at his shoulder, his nipples, his stomach, his navel.
He tried to relax, tried to enjoy her attentions. 
“You know,” he said, “I don’t remember the last time I actually dreamt, I really don’t. I can’t even remember what my last dream was about. Maybe that’s it. Maybe that’s why it looked real. I’m so used to not having them that whatever I dreamt seemed lifelike as a consequence. What do you think? Do you think that’s why?”
She looked up. “It’s just a dream. That’s all, honey. The last dream I had – the last vivid dream I had – was about you. We were, well... And I woke up and was so disappointed that it wasn’t real, that you weren’t there. It was just a dream. But now you are here, now you’re with me and it is real. We’re together now, in real life not dreams, and you have nothing to worry about.”
“Yeah,” he said. “You’re right.” 
He stroked gently through her hair, wanting to lose himself in its smoothness. He wanted to concentrate on how happy he was, how lucky he was to be with her, back in her bed, back in her arms. But all he could see was Raymond’s blood-splattered face as he lay on the kitchen floor. Clay saw himself turning the corpse over, making sure the glasses were straight on his friend’s bruised and broken face. They’d flown off as Raymond’s knees buckled and his skull jerked, and Clay had picked them up and put them back on – with Raymond’s dead eyes staring up at him.
He sat up quickly and nearly knocked Belinda to the green carpet, only just catching her in time. She gave a little scream and then a pout. “What the hell are you doing?”
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’ve got to go over there.”
“What? Where?”
“Raymond’s.”
“You can’t!” she said. “Why?”
“I don’t know. I just want to see the house again. I want to see him again. I know it’s only a dream, but I don’t think I’m going to get any peace unless I do this. It’ll be like an exorcism. Once I see it and know that everything is okay, then I guess it’ll go.”
She pulled her head back a little meanly. “Don’t leave me. Please. Of course everything is all right, there’s no need for you to actually go down to South London and check on anything. Stay here with me, please.”
“I can’t, Belinda.”
“Clay – I’m asking you!” She glared at him with eyes so strong and furious that his gaze retreated to the duvet. He swung his legs to the floor. He had to do what he wanted and he knew that she hated him when he did that.
She sat with her back to him on the bed, her spine curved so that every muscle seemed to be shunning him, yet at the same time her sex appeal was on window display. It was one of her poses, something she’d practised, a move she’d maybe learnt in a play once upon a time.
“Two years I’ve waited for you, Clay,” she said. “Two years and all you can give me is one fucking night? Is that it? Have you become the girl in every port type now? Have you? Am I your Soho piece of skirt? Here just to shag you, feed you, then weep when you say goodbye in the morning? Is that it?”
“You know it isn’t.” He attempted to stroke his hand across to soothe her shoulders, but she gave him a shrug so cold it was nearly an ice-burn. “Look, I’ll be freaked out all day if I don’t do this. I won’t be good company.”
“I can’t believe you’re going to leave me to see that bastard Raymond Jones!”
“I won’t be long. Look, Belinda, I love you. I’ve never known anyone who I’ve wanted to be with so much, but I have to go – I honesty won’t be able to close my eyes again if I don’t.” 
“Promise me you’ll come back.”
“What?”
“Promise – no matter what you see, what you find, what he says, that you’ll come back here today.”
He wrapped his arms around her and she yielded, running her fingers along his forearms.
“Of course I will,” he said. “I’ll just go there, look at it and come straight back.”
She leant her head back and they kissed.
“Do you want to make love?” she asked.
“If we make love, I’ll never go.”
“Maybe that’s not a bad thing.”
He kissed her again. “I have to do this. I don’t think I could sleep tonight if I had these thoughts unanswered in my brain.”
She pushed herself away and sat forward with her knees brought up tight to her. “You better hurry and get going then, hadn’t you?”
He got up from the bed. “Where are my clothes?”
“They’re in the laundry basket,” she flung at him, back hunched. “Have a look in the second wardrobe. Lots of your old clothes are still there. I always hoped you might come back...” 
She made a muffled sob and he felt an old suspicion that both sob and muffling were part of a performance, but he was affected anyway. “I’ll be quick,” he said.
“Just go.”
He found his old black suit and shirt. Once dressed, he looked at himself in the bedroom mirror. He was sleek and handsome in black – the world’s funkiest undertaker.
Belinda put on her bathrobe, thin material with green flowers, and accompanied him down the yellow hallway. He grabbed her behind and pulled her up to him, kissing her hard.
She wrapped arms around his neck and kissed hard back. 
And they stood there for a minute, playing a game of concrete kisses.
“Do you really think I’d go for good?” he asked.
“No,” she said. “Sooner or later you’d have to come back.”
“That’s right.” He opened the door. “And when I do, I’ll be armed with roses.”
“I’d love some, thank you.”
He smiled then stepped into the outdoor sunlight. Just before he closed the door he heard Abigail – Belinda’s flatmate – ask: “Where’s he going?”
“He had a bad dream last night,” Belinda replied.
He shut the door with a click.
––––––––
[image: image]

	[image: image]
		[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER THREE
[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]

John Clay – the returned hero, the prodigal wanderer – was tall, wide and good looking. A six foot four natural athlete with curly blond hair, he had chiselled cheek bones, strong chin and slightly lost blue eyes. His eyes were warm and gentle, and led people to underestimate him, to believe he was a little behind the pace, to think that he’d get the point eventually rather than straight away. 
He had a smile he could never really hide. If he was happy in that moment, he didn’t just feel it inwardly, he showed it with a smile that played around the corners of his lips and resembled an idiot smirk. His real smile was beautiful, it glowed on his face, while his laugh was powerful and real. It was those moments of calm though that brought out his inadvertent smile that was as much a purr as a physical attribute – a sign to the people around him that he was content. 
He didn’t feel or look like smiling this morning though, and the expression of agitation didn’t really suit his features. His aspect was nervous and afraid; his cheeks drawn; his blue eyes appeared more confused than they’d ever been before.
It didn’t take him long to get from Soho to Brockley. He just sliced through the centre of town and down to Charing Cross Station; from there it was an overland train to the lovely South East – where there was scarcely a tube station or a fashionable district. 
Raymond always seemed on a mission to sell Greenwich, as if the one half-decent area was enough to make up for the Deptfords, the Catfords, the Bermondseys, the Rotherhithes. He wanted his friends to come to Greenwich rather than stagnating in Soho, but they’d argue that there were too many dumb tourists, that that kind of prettiness was the worst English chocolate box cliché, that it was too far and really not worth the effort – when in truth they were all so stagnated in Soho that they couldn’t move even if the West End was burning down. Raymond wasn’t deterred though and never lost his passion for that part of town, no matter what fresh insult they offered. 
Unlike the others, Clay always liked it. Greenwich he enjoyed in the sunshine and the few times he’d been to Brockley he was impressed. A nice green suburban district in Zone 2; just the place for Raymond and his new lawyer wife Lizzie to settle down.
Clay got off the train at Brockley and made his way through the gate, out onto the main road. It was 11:30 and the sun powered down and made every pore feel like it was being individually suffocated. He crossed the main road and turned left, walking up the hill towards Raymond’s house. 
The tension evaporated as he walked; it became more of a saunter than a walk. He already felt too hot, but was able to hold his hands behind his back and stroll up and pretend that he was enjoying the sun. 
He looked forward to seeing Raymond again. He’d always liked him, always considered him a good friend. He thought back to the last time he’d climbed that hill, the last time he’d actually visited – as opposed to meeting in a pub. It was maybe a year before he went away. It had been too long, he’d been too neglectful. He was looking forward to shaking Raymond’s hand and telling him he’d missed him.
Breathing in summer’s air, he felt free of his dark dream already. Everything looked different in daylight – the street was different, the houses were different. The dream was fading, it was no longer as violent or as gruesome – just an unpleasant hint of memory which would soon fritter away to nothing. He walked up the street and hummed to himself and though he tried to recollect where he’d last heard the tune, he couldn’t quite catch it.
Halfway up, Clay could just catch a glimpse of Raymond’s house. At the doorstep was a policeman – a young bobby standing guard, his hands tight behind his back, his posture straight and correct. The bobby wore short sleeves, but was clearly still uncomfortable in the summer heat.
Clay nearly stumbled. It was only his concentrated momentum that kept his legs moving forward. He stared at the policeman – wishing him gone, wishing the man was fantasy, wishing he himself wasn’t here. 
When he was about six houses away, he didn’t want to go any further, didn’t want to see any more – but there was nowhere he could go. He couldn’t turn around now. He couldn’t close his eyes and dash back down the street – the bobby would know something was wrong if he did. That flatfoot would radio his superiors and Clay would be a hunted man – and even though he’d been with Belinda last night, he couldn’t explain running away, he couldn’t explain his dream. He had to keep walking, even though he trembled with every step. He had to be strong, but all he could feel were his nerves banging against his stomach like a marching band’s drum.
The policeman noticed Clay and they stared at each other. There was something wrong about the bobby’s appearance – yes, he looked too warm in his uniform and the sweat had flooded his brow, but he was pale rather than flushed. In this heat his face should have been an uncomfortable crimson or maybe, if he was lucky, an assured tan – but this policeman’s face was ashen. Why was it so pale? It was a hot summer’s day so he shouldn’t have been quite so washed-out and white. 
Clay stared at the policeman and the policeman stared back. Was it something the bobby had seen? Was whatever crime he was investigating not a petty piece of vandalism or burglary – was it brutal bloody murder? Was it a homicide so dreadful this poor young constable had had his nerves shredded and a deathly pallor had spread over his skin? 
He stared at the policeman and the policeman stared back. 
Clay tried to walk in a straight line; he didn’t want to stagger. 
He was nearing the house and his gaze left the bobby. He stared with bulging eyes. It appeared to be the standard crime scene – the type he’d seen repeatedly on TV – except it was given a fresh twist by the fact that this was his friend’s home. The front door was open and there was the tape stuck across announcing police business; officers behind the tape chatted – maybe about the case, maybe just gossip – and from the first floor the brick and window-frame showed the unmistakable signs of fire and smoke damage. 
Now he was right outside and the policeman still stared at him, a stare which – because of its proximity – seemed to tip from polite curiosity into active suspicion. Clay wanted to stop and peer over the bobby’s shoulder into the house, but his legs, having shaken so much getting up the hill, now wanted to go on and on. They didn’t want him to stop and look, they wanted to march – and he heeded their suggestion and kept moving. His gaze lowered to the cracked paving stones and he gave not a glance back to the bobby. He just charged until he reached the top of the road. 
Flashes of the dream returned – the blood running down the back of Raymond’s neck and dripping off his shoulders; Raymond’s battered face visible through the glass of the oven door. And now, the next day, there’d been a blaze but it hadn’t just been fire engines called out. There were definitely more policemen than would ever show up for a domestic flare-up. At the top of the street, well out of sight of Raymond’s house, Clay threw up.
He buckled and vomited across the pavement, against the garden wall of a bungalow, a thick red liquid – last night’s rich food and Californian wine – spewed from his nose and mouth. He pulled a tissue from his pocket and wiped his mouth and chin but couldn’t get rid of the awful smell. He staggered a little and felt light-headed. He needed to sit down and grab some fresh air and figure out what was happening. But he didn’t want to sit down near his own sick and so crossed the road. 
He leaned back against the wall of the opposite bungalow and hoped no home-owner would tell him to go away. Sitting here, he had a different view back down the street, a different angle. He couldn’t quite see Raymond’s house, but the police cars were there and the whole upsetting palaver. 
Clay knew this was no dream.
What had happened? How had he dreamt reality? It hadn’t been him, he knew that. If he’d come to Brockley last night to murder Raymond (and what possible reason would he have to come to Brockley to murder Raymond?) then Belinda would have noticed. She’d have said, “Where did you go last night? You left me alone. You walked out on me.” If she’d said that, he’d have turned himself in straightaway. But she’d said no such thing. As far as she was concerned, he’d slept peacefully right the way through. He was spoken for, he had an alibi. 
Perhaps it was coincidence – but what the hell type of coincidence was it? He had a dream where his friend was murdered and then set alight, and now the next day the place was burnt and a dozen peelers were milling around? No, that was more than coincidence, that was Second Sight. 
Maybe that was it. Maybe he was talented. Blessed. Cursed? Maybe last night was an out-of-body experience that let him see what happened to Raymond, took him there and made him watch the full horror of it. But why? He’d never experienced anything like that before. He couldn’t understand it, didn’t know what was going on. His head ached and he would have thrown up again if he hadn’t already done such a thorough job of emptying his stomach.
There was a pub at the end of the street – Ye Olde Burnt Parchment. A nice old boozer they’d go to sometimes if Raymond enticed him to that part of London. He wanted a drink now, a healthy strong jar of alcohol. Unfortunately, the pub was at the bottom of the hill, and the only way to get there was to walk back down Raymond’s street. He’d have to pass the house and pass the suspicious policeman. He’d have to pretend he hadn’t just walked up and then turned around and walked back down, like something out of a nursery rhyme.
But surely that policeman wasn’t really suspicious. Surely that was just his imagination. That dreadful dream was making him feel guilty, making him act like he had something to hide. But he didn’t have anything to hide, and there was nothing that made him stand out from any other passer-by. There were rubber-neckers everywhere, people who strayed a little too close to any crime scene they came across. He was just another one of them, another snoop, another busy-body, another nosy-parker. He was not someone with any connection to the house, he was not someone who knew the deceased. He was not someone who’d had a dream.
He straightened his shoulders then started to walk back down the street. This time he was on the opposite side to the house, this time he wasn’t even going to look at it. He was going to keep his gaze forward, his pace purposeful – appearing to be someone of consequence, who had a place to go, who had to get there quickly. 
Unfortunately, the peripheral view was just too difficult to resist – even though he knew he shouldn’t, even though he knew it was best to look ahead, even though he knew a glimpse of it would squeeze the air out of him in horror.
He walked straight, swinging his arms at his side – yet without turning his head he was able to look at the house, he was able to glimpse that policeman staring at him again. He tried to focus, to observe only what was ahead, keeping his gaze straight. 
Then, as he approached the house – and without him making any conscious decision to do so – he turned his head. 
That bobby was watching him. And next to him – also watching – was an older man in an expensive tailored suit; late forties, grey-haired, a serious face of authority on top of a strong neck and shoulders. Clay had seen enough TV series to recognise a Detective Inspector when he saw one. 
Clay looked at them and they looked at him. Their stare was hard, their pallor grey, their expression stern. The constable whispered something to his superior, who nodded once and stared even harder than Clay.
Clay didn’t know how he appeared to them. His mouth was open, his eyes were wide and there was a tremor to his gait. He imagined he looked like a man who knew something, a man it would be useful for the police to speak to, a man who might help with their enquires. His stomach churned again and he gasped as he wrenched his face away, focusing on the road ahead. He marched down the hill with long, deliberate strides.
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Clay staggered up to Ye Olde Burnt Parchment’s air-conditioned bar and ordered himself a double whisky. He bolted it in front of the barmaid and then ordered a pint. 
As the warm liquor soothed him, he gazed around. In the days he’d visited with Raymond it had been a nice old rustic place, dark wood and shaded little corners. Now it had been taken over by a chain, and although it had the same layout, the décor and feel had been beaten into a different shape. The windows were clean and the sills uncluttered, letting in plenty of light. The light reflected against the bright shiny wood of the factory-produced chairs and tables and it was all lit up in a glory that was strangely anonymous. What had once been a cosy pub for a cold winter’s evening, laden with character and history, was now just any booze-serving pile of bricks on any street corner in any town in the land.
He took a seat next to one of the new fruit machines and tried to explain it all to himself. 
Something dreadful had happened to Raymond last night and he’d dreamt that something dreadful had happened to Raymond last night. But what did that mean? 
He just didn’t know.
There was nothing he could do, he thought. He couldn’t go to the police, as what would he tell them? That the only reason he’d shown up today was to make sure Raymond hadn’t been brutally murdered? He’d never go back to Belinda if he told them that, he’d never go anywhere beyond the picturesque confines of a four by six cell. But nor could he sit idle. 
He had these gruesome images in his head. If he closed his eyes, he could see the stunned and injured face of his friend Raymond. So, surely somewhere in there, there had to be the face of the person who actually did it. If he saw what happened – for whatever terrible, uncanny reason – then somewhere in his head must be the image of the culprit. He surely must be able to find out who the killer was. All he had to do was close his eyes and concentrate, no matter how horrible that proved to be.
He took a gulp of his pint and was sure that he heard his heart beat a little softer – it didn’t calm, it didn’t relax, but it no longer reverberated around his skull. His eyes stayed open though; he couldn’t bear to do it yet. 
Slowly, he stared around the pub and decided it was wrong in every aspect. The pub he remembered was welcoming, friendly, and personable – this was that pub’s ungrateful, tearaway, bastard son. It was clearly created on the same genetic code, it had inherited a lot from its old man – but everything that was good in the original was bad here. It was too shiny, too bright, the kind of pub you saw in TV adverts and sitcoms – not a place you’d actually want to visit and have a drink. 
His gaze moved along the polished floor, the varnished tables and the glossy ‘historical’ posters. He listened to the beat of the latest number one pop hit and the whirr of fruit machines being played. He glanced over to the opposite corner and felt moisture in his eyes. That was where Raymond liked to sit. Clay thought back to one occasion when Raymond had managed to get the group down here – it was a pub quiz night. Something incredibly funny had been said and they’d all laughed uproariously and Raymond spat out his beer right across the table, while everyone screamed a repulsed laugh. Back then the corner had been an alcove, where you sat if you wanted to look like kings. Now it was just a corner. Clay gazed at it. All he saw was an absence.
“Bloody hell!” said the man at the fruit machine next to him. Clay looked up. The man had stopped playing and stood mouth agape and stunned in front of him. Clay knew the voice but couldn’t grasp who he was straight away. The man looked like someone he used to know, but was a younger, thinner, more handsome version. It was as if everything in that pub was rejuvenated, as if in its tackiness and ‘youthful’ splendour it held the secret of eternal life. 
“Where the fuck have you come from?”
“Toby? Toby Coops!” It was undeniably his old friend, looking slimmer and healthier. It was actually unfair to compare him with the pub, as he’d changed for the better. He was an improved, spruced up, twenty-first century version of the same man – as opposed to the pub whose design had come by way of McDonald’s. Toby stood with his drink held securely next to his chest, just the way Clay remembered him. He wore an expression of total shock, even his body leaning back in surprise. He’d always been this way; he didn’t so much wear his heart on his sleeve as have it projected on a cinema-scope screen that followed him about. Clay was so happy to see him that he found a smile.
“Hullo,” croaked Clay.
“What are you doing here?” asked Toby. “Where the fuck have you been?”
“Have a seat,” said Clay. He pushed a stool with his foot and Toby dropped himself onto it and placed his glass on the table.
“Bloody Hell Man!” said Toby. “It’s been – what? – two fucking years! Where the Hell have you been? Where’d you disappear to? Christ Almighty! You made the Scarlet Pimpernel look like a stalker.”
Clay shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve been nowhere in particular, nowhere exciting. To be honest, I’ve just been hanging out.”
“Hanging out?”
“Yeah.”
“For two fucking years?”
“Yeah, pretty much.”
“You’ve no stories, no anecdotage, nothing to say about your twenty-four months away?”
“They’ve just been a pretty uneventful twenty-four months.”
Toby gave him a stare in a minor key of disgust. “Well, to be honest I’m amazed you could tear yourself back. What brings you back anyway?” 
“Today I came to see Raymond.”
“Ah.”
“Yeah, ah.”
“Terrible business,” said Toby.
“Do you know what happened?”
“Apparently some bastard beat him to death in his kitchen then set fire to it.” Toby shook his head. “I was coming round to pick something up and there’s this mournful looking police officer in front of me. Awful, awful. Well, he took a statement but there was nothing I could tell him. I don’t know who killed him, I don’t even know who might want to kill him – it’s just an appalling thing.”
Clay closed his eyes and took a long draw of beer to stop himself shaking. It had all happened in the kitchen, just as in the dream. He opened his eyes swiftly, replacing Raymond Jones’s tortured image with Toby Coops’s curious stare.
“What about you?” asked Toby. “I didn’t realise Raymond had any way of getting hold of you – in fact, he swore categorically that he didn’t. What are you doing here?”
He managed to speak without stuttering. “I just came by on the off-chance,” he said with a calmness that surprised him. “I don’t know where anyone lives any more – I didn’t know if you’d still be in the same place – but he made such a fuss of buying that house, I couldn’t imagine he’d have moved.” He took another deep gulp of his drink; he’d nearly finished it.
“So what brings you back to London?”
“I’m staying with Belinda.”
“What? You’re back with her? Oh that’s bad news, man, bad news.”
“She called me and I came down.”
“Oh, so she knew where you were then, did she? While the rest of us were baffled as to what the hell had happened to you, while we actually considered employing a real-life private detective to find you – you were swapping calls and text messages with that bitch Belinda, were you?”
“I don’t know how she got hold of me.” He tried not to sound too defensive. “I don’t recall giving her my number.”
“But when she called, you came running back anyway? Dear God, man! If you wanted to visit London, you could have stayed with me, I wouldn’t have minded. It would have been good to see you after all this time, although I might have appreciated a few more travel stories and tales of misadventure. Tell me – is she still living with those other two?”
Clay finished his drink and nodded.
“Belinda, Abigail and Judy. Oh, that’s bad, man – that whole bitchy actress thing in triplicate. It was terrible enough sitting in pubs with them, listening to them drone on and on about themselves and how talented they were and how successful they were going to be and how all the men loved them, but living with them? Having all that without a break? That’s madness, man. Total fucking madness.” He took a gulp of his drink. “What are you doing? You got crucified by her the last time around, why are you putting yourself through it again?”
“I like her.”
“You like her?” Toby laughed. “No you don’t. She’s a thick, selfish, nasty little bitch. And that’s not me being unpleasant, that’s me quoting you being unpleasant – which gives these views an even greater weight in this court of public opinion.”
“I missed her then. Okay, I won’t pretend everything was always wonderful, that we were an advert for Hallmark cards come Valentine’s day – but I missed her, I was glad to see her again.”
“You’re smitten aren’t you? Go on, admit it. You’re all soft and gooey-eyed. You’re like a piece of twine that’s been double-knotted around her finger.”
“I think I’m only going to stay with her a couple of days.”
“Then what?”
Clay shrugged.
“And then I guess you’ll just disappear into the ether again, ay?” said Toby. “Oh well, I better make the most of you while you’re here. Do you want another drink?”
“Yes, please. I think we should raise a glass to Raymond.”
“Yeah. That’s the very fucking minimum we can do.”
Toby – or Tobias as his parents had christened him – was the member of their group Clay felt closest to. They were the two not aiming for the stratosphere, who were there just to relax in good company – not so they could spin out their wild future plans and have their egos pampered. At the end of the night he’d go home with Belinda, but during the evening he’d spend more time chatting with Toby. 
The others would talk up their talents and the success they were going to achieve and the awards they were bound to win, while he and Toby drank and observed them. Some nights, it was amazing. There’d be great competition as they all tried to top each other in future accomplishment. Toby always watched it with a barely concealed mixture of disgust and sneering, but Clay was more open to it. As one of those men who just drifted along, he found it fun to see such ambition, to have such entertaining futures laid out in front of him. Even when he realised – as Toby had realised on his first day of acquaintance with them – that this was largely sound and nonsense, that these people weren’t really going anywhere special, he did still love to watch their wide-eyed self-belief.
Toby returned to the table with two pints of bitter.
“Would you like to do it?” he asked.
“No, I think it’s better if you do,” said Clay.
They clinked glasses together.
“Okay,” said Toby. “Fortunately, I’m not particularly practised at this kind of thing, so I don’t know how good I’ll be – but – to Raymond. A bit of a wanker at times, but one of the best friends I had.”
“I’m sorry, Raymond,” said Clay.
“Yeah, me too,” said Toby.
Glasses clinked again.
“So what happened to everybody?” asked Clay. “I hear the group just fell apart.”
“Well, yes, it went down as if Samson had pushed away the supporting wall. It collapsed into bitterness, recrimination and general unpleasantness all round.”
“But what happened?”
“You know what they were like, mindlessly competitive. Well, when one of them became successful – and really successful, as opposed to just saying ‘Ooh, ooh, this is it, I’m going to be successful next week’ – then the jealousy took over and the bitching began.”
“Who became successful?”
“Those three cows really haven’t told you, have they? Yes, I don’t imagine they would. They’re probably trying to block it from their minds like we all do with unpleasant realities. Raymond became successful. He finally got a book published that rang the tune at the checkouts.”
“Really?”
“That’s what tore everything apart. The fact that he suddenly had achievement and wealth, and then clearly decided he wasn’t going to hang around with a bunch of losers taking the express train to nowhere. He disappeared from that ‘magic’ circle, only keeping in touch with certain people – and those certain people were blamed by the others for causing the schism and keeping them away from the vicarious success that should have been theirs. Then the people who were being shunned by him turned on each other and everyone’s Christmas card lists got a lot shorter.”
“That doesn’t sound like Raymond,” said Clay. “He wasn’t a man who just shunned people.”
“I wouldn’t have thought so either, but the fact is that he did. Anyway, it all got particularly messy. You know the way they were – no-one really cared for or liked each other. It ended up as – well, imagine you got an industrial sized barrel and in it you put six starving pigs and made them fight each other for supremacy – by the end that’s what it looked like.”
“Incredible,” said Clay. “What was the book?”
Toby chuckled a little grimly. “Well, I’m afraid to say I don’t really know. I was one of the lucky ones he kept in touch with, but he’d never tell me what this masterpiece was called. I know he stopped writing the romans-à-clef, that he either got bored with it, or grew out of it, or realised that – really, frankly, let’s be honest here – his life wasn’t very interesting and the fictionalised versions were not improving that. I know the book was horror and that he published it under a pseudonym – but the title of the book and the nom de plume I have been unable to ascertain. I have once or twice stood in front of the horror shelves in Waterstones and scanned along, hoping to recognise his oeuvre straight away – but no luck. Have you ever stood and stared at row after row of horror fiction?” 
Clay shook his head.
“It’s upsetting to the stomach, I can assure you.” Toby’s nose and lips twisted a little sourly. “Garish covers, with red as a dominant theme, of course, and ample helpings of cleavage and the pale flesh of women. I’d imagine if you’re a thirteen year old with a hard-on that never goes away, visiting the horror section is like taking some trip to your own personal nirvana – but for me...” he crinkled his face; “... well, I found it most unpleasant.”
“So he never told you what it was?”
“He was strangely cagey about the whole thing. I don’t know why. His other half was much the same. They both got skittish and never seemed to want to mention it. Maybe they were both ashamed that he’d written such a book.”
“Where was she last night? Was she at the house?”
Toby shook his head. “Lizzie left him.”
Another flashback to the dream – Raymond had told him that, or had he? Clay couldn’t quite remember; it seemed blurred now. Even his memory of Raymond’s face was becoming indistinct. He blinked quickly and took a deep gulp of bitter. It mingled with the petrified taste in his mouth.
“Why’d she leave him?” 
“Again, I’ve no real idea. I’m sorry. I’m being less than helpful here, aren’t I? Here I am, the one who stayed behind through most of these events and happenings, and I don’t know anything. Oh well, the anecdotes from your time away were hardly informative either.” He tried to smile. “I don’t know why, maybe she really didn’t like that book, maybe she got bored with him, maybe she was getting rammed senseless by Ernie the fastest milkman in the East – I really can’t say.”
“So tell me, who did he fall out with?”
“Well, he wouldn’t chat to your lovely actress friends for a start. That’s probably why they didn’t grandly toast his success to you. He didn’t speak to Nick Turnkey – although I can’t really chastise him for that one. He did speak to Bunny, although it was always at an arm and a half’s length, and he made a definite point never to speak to Charles West. I don’t know what happened with any of them and I never found Raymond in the mood to discuss it.”
Nick Turnkey was a sensitive singer/songwriter. When he first joined the group, everyone believed he was going to win Grammies and huge audiences for his pretentious tunefulness. Then they heard his songs. He talked a good career, made a convincing case for himself as some kind of missed musical genius, but lacked the intelligence, wit and talent to see that through. He was the first of their group to be picked out as a self-deluder – a passenger on this fast track to fame – and Clay guessed he was only kept around to boost the others with his failure. No matter how bad things got for them, at least they weren’t as horrifyingly desperate as they were for Nick Turnkey. 
Bunny was a struggling theatrical impresario, a tall and plump man who even in his most serious moments gave the impression of utter inconsequentiality. He believed his destiny was to make his name on the London stage, and constantly toured the provinces to spot the next big show to bring to the capital. Nothing ever worked out, but he was kept around on the off-chance that one day he might fluke something successful that they could all join in. 
Charles West was an actor in the worst possible sense – pretentious, smug and interested only in himself. There was a protean quality to him which meant he was always blandly interested in every conversation and never had an argument or dispute of substance with anyone. He always acquiesced and agreed and smiled as if that was enough to make him a real person. He was tolerated rather than kept around. Besides, even if you didn’t tell him where you were, he’d show up.
“Who did Raymond speak to?”
“Myself, but then I was like you – more of an observer than an active participant. Beyond that, I guess the only people he really spoke to were Jake and Flower – who by the way have now hooked their standards to each other and are a couple.”
Jake Monroe was an American screenwriter who – unlike most of the group – was somewhat successful. He churned out episodes of British soaps and TV dramas and was the recipient of a good wage, but he suffered the frustration of his own personal self-developed projects being constantly refused and rejected. He was brash, loud and opinionated – but good company. He was kept around because out of them all, he definitely looked the kid most likely. 
Flower was a blonde, wide eyed, big breasted artiste. It didn’t seem to matter to her in which field she actually made it, as long as she was recognised somewhere. When he’d last seen her she was straddling that fine line between poetry and acting, and was determined to be taken seriously in both. She was highly pretentious, but shone that pretension onto the people she conversed with, so they regarded themselves as more serious and important too – and they liked that.
It was Flower’s group. She’d arrived in London wanting to mingle and relate with like-minded people – similarly artistic and creative – and this was the salon that had formed around her. A place where ideas meant something, where notions were worth floating for all to see. True, there were a couple of uncreative hangers-on, but the rest were people who had the consolation of knowing that even if they weren’t noticed in life, real genius is nearly always recognised in death, and posterity allows it to shine on forever.
“So when was the last time everyone was together?”
“I don’t know. A year ago, a little over, maybe – about the time Raymond had that book accepted.”
“Do you still have everyone’s numbers?”
“Pretty much yeah, I think. I can get them, certainly.”
“Let’s get everyone together tonight,” said Clay. “Let’s do it. I know there’s been tension, but one of us is dead now and, regardless of what people might have thought of him, he was a friend once and we should try to remember that. We should get together to remember Raymond. We should get everyone to toast him properly.”
Toby’s brow crinkled like aged bark. “I’m not sure about this, my friend. There are gallons of bad blood here, a whole dammed reservoir in fact, and I’m not sure we’ll be doing anyone a service by removing that little Dutch boy.”
“Come on,” said Clay. “Please. I haven’t seen anyone in such a long time and I’ve already lost one of you. Do it as a favour for me. I’ll bring out Belinda, Abigail and Judy – you bring out who you can.”
“You’re not making this overly enticing, you know?”
“Please, Toby. I’d just like to see everyone. We lost a friend today. We should make some effort. We’ll go back to the usual; it’ll be like old times.”
Toby stared at him. “The usual is called The Murdered Bastard, remember? Perhaps it isn’t overly appropriate.”
Clay shrugged. “Maybe it would make Raymond laugh.”
Toby took a big sip of his pint. “All right,” he said. “I’ll be there. I can’t promise anybody else will, though.”
“Thank you.”
“You’ve clearly come back record-breakingly stupid, and are making me stupid too.”
Clay swallowed and held his empty glass up slowly and they clinked a tribute to Raymond and a tribute to nothing.
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The dream was fading, falling away. Clay still trembled, but as he travelled back across London – as he got nearer Belinda and their flat – the more it seemed subsumed by his unconscious. He knew he’d dreamt about Raymond’s murder, but as the minutes passed and the sun continued to shine, he could no longer recall what really happened or picture any details. The fragments were dispersing; there was the odd faint flash but nothing more. He knew what he thought he’d dreamt and he knew what had happened in reality. But it was becoming harder to make one link to the other, he thought, as he called at the florists for roses and looked at the price of wreaths.
He arrived with a big bouquet, but Belinda still opened the door without a smile. 
She wore a black dress – mournful perhaps, but a little short for grieving. She greeted him with a pout, and he guessed that in his absence she’d been working out the best way to play this scene: the shunned woman greeting her cad of a lover. It was the kind of thing she did – import a sense of high drama into her life, work out situations and bits of business to keep herself amused and make a point. 
She took a step back, her pout unmoved. He knew she was acting, but couldn’t be annoyed. Her hair lacked some of its bounce (as befitted an upset woman) and the only make-up she wore was pale pink lipstick, but she was still so beautiful. And that dress was incredible. The material curved around her and showed that even when abandoned and distressed, she still had the pill of sexiness. 
Her only problem was her stage – their hallway; the scene seemed incongruous when played in front of yellow walls. 
Their hallway was painted the shade of a bright sunny day, while the carpet had a lemony hue and all the ornaments had been bought in saffron. Originally it was meant to be the same metallic yellow as an Academy Award. The girls wanted a foreshadow of the glory they were bound to achieve, a reminder of what they were working towards. But it turned out that, away from those statuettes and the razzamatazz, the colour was gaudy – it seemed as if the room was constructed entirely from the shiniest kitchen foil. So the notion of a summer room was born, a sanctuary where even on the greyest November day there was a hint of high California sun. Of course, the colours would still match any eventual Oscar or Bafta. In fact a little yellow table was ready to display the trophies. 
But right then, the decor created a sense of misery as an intrusion. It was as if her unsmiling face, and the news he had to impart, were both taking place on the wrong set.
He handed her the flowers and she thanked him with a nod and pushed her cheek towards him. Dutifully, he kissed it and she pulled away again.
“Well, did you see Raymond?” 
“No,” he said. “He’s dead.”
She clung tighter to the flowers. “What?” Her mouth hung open. “When? How?”
“Last night. He was murdered.”
“Murdered?” She staggered back, supporting herself against the yellow walls, but she continued to cling on to the red roses.
“Yeah, I got there and the police were outside. Someone murdered him and then set fire to his house.”
“My God!” Her hand shot to her mouth, stopping just close enough for her to have space to articulate. “Did you speak to the police?”
“No, I didn’t, but I saw Toby Coops in the pub at the end of the street and he’d spoken to them.”
She gasped and jerked forward, pressing into him – the flowers held safely behind his back, her face pressed to his chest, her tears racing down his shirt.
“I can’t believe it!” she murmured. “I just cannot believe it. I know we weren’t speaking, but I never thought it was permanent, I didn’t think it was forever. I always thought we’d have a chance to make up. Oh my God! How could this happen? Who would do such a thing? It’s horrible, just so horrible.”
He held her and she held him, she almost dug her fingernails into his clothes. After his morning it was even more intoxicating to have her near again, and he wished he could freeze-frame the moment.
She pulled back, jarring him from his reverie.
“Come on!” she said firmly. “We have to tell the others.”
The others were in the blue room – their lounge. The walls and the ceiling were painted the colour of a beautiful, cloud-free sky. Then there was the cyan mantelpiece, navy drinks cabinet, azure picture-frames, and an aquamarine TV, video and DVD player. The only disappointment was the window. It opened onto a tiny concrete courtyard – so even if there was a cerulean horizon outside, they’d have to crane their lovely necks out of the window to get a glimpse of it. There was no chance of it shining through and making a fourth wall.
There were two dark blue sofas and Judy was on one and Abigail the other. He blinked as he entered – moving from the yellow hallway to the blue lounge without flinching always took some practise. 
Judy was lying back, reading a showbiz magazine. She was wearing one of her many white dresses and her legs were crossed in the air, so the hem came to rest barely an inch below her knickers. 
Abigail was in a posh pair of jeans and an immaculate white blouse. Her brunette hair fell in conditioned splendour over her right shoulder. She too was reading a showbiz magazine, but whereas Judy did it in the way of a teenager chewing gum, Abigail looked like a member of the aristocracy taking a sneering glance at this ‘show-business’ she’d heard about.
Belinda had a dramatic announcement to make – one of those moments people remember – and Clay knew that she was going to play it to the rafters. She’d only travelled from the hallway, but gave herself a little breathlessness.
“Guys! Guys! Guys!” she said, making sure both handed her their full attention. “I have terrible news for you.” There was the inevitable pause as she eyed first Abigail then Judy. “Raymond Jones is dead!”
“What?” Judy gasped, her open hand rising immediately to her face.
There was a flicker from Abigail, but not enough to break her cool demeanour.
“Yes, Clay just came from there. Apparently he was murdered last night.”
“Oh my God!” said Judy. She sat up, tears flowing from alarmed eyes.
“How do you know this?” asked Abigail.
“The police were outside his home,” said Clay.
Her voice still cool and calm, Abigail asked, “Did you speak to them?” 
“No, but Toby Coops did. Raymond was beaten to death.”
Now he was back in their flat, now he had seen Belinda, the dream seemed gone. The detail had floated away into the wilderness of lost dreams.
Judy made a dive from her sofa into Abigail’s arms. She rested her head on Abigail’s chest and grabbed tight around her waist. Abigail put one arm over her shoulder and moved her free hand soothingly through Judy’s hair.
Abigail Désiray was both gorgeous and cruel – the two seemed interlinked, and it was hard not to believe that if she looked less good she’d have been a nicer person. She had the figure of a model – tall, with long limbs that seemed to challenge any tape-measure. She was thin and didn’t carry much of a bust, but knew what to wear and how to hold herself to guarantee she was the star of any room she entered. She had a pout – not like Belinda’s, which carried a smack of flirtation, but a pout that was unreachable. It said she was better than anyone else (better than any man), that she didn’t want to be approached by anyone (any man), that she didn’t need anyone (didn’t need any man.) Some men were scared of her and she liked that; most men found her irresistible and she liked that too. 
She had cold brown eyes – Toby Coops once described them as like a shark which had difficulty emoting – and the combination of that pout and those eyes could be chilling. But there was always a certain type of man who’d sit down next to her, buy her a drink (which she’d always accept without even a nod of thank you), and try to tell her how wonderful she was. Some she’d discard straight away, some she’d play with casually, some she’d keep on – but the fact they’d come to her even though she wore that pout meant the ground rules were laid down. It meant she could abuse them and make them debase themselves in whichever way she liked and they would have to take it, as she’d made it clear from first glance that she hadn’t wanted them. 
Through all his trying times with Belinda, Clay was always thankful he wasn’t one of Abigail’s lovers. His relationship with Belinda was carved, polished and laminated in the romance factory of Cloud Nine compared to all that Abigail made her men go through.
Judy Mayhew was a different breed from Abigail. Blonde rather than brunette, happy blue eyes rather than distant brown, a giggle of smiles rather than trained cool detachment. She was constantly happy; it was the role she’d created for herself. 
Clay was convinced that actresses who can’t find work sometimes put on a performance in their real life. They decide the character they want to be and then play it. They keep this role until it becomes indistinguishable from whatever their real personality once was. So Belinda had taken the part of a blowsy charmer, Abigail had become a cool uber-bitch, but it was Judy who had the hardest challenge – she was Miss Sunshine herself.
She was forever the younger sister, the enthusiastic teenager, the girl who’d scream at spiders and pat cute little bunny rabbits on the head. 
It was a difficult part to keep playing. When he’d first known her she was in her early twenties and there was a genuine optimism in her eyes, a fullness to her smile that showed she believed every dream was possible. Now she was in her thirties, and even though she maintained incredibly youthful skin, there was a hardness that had entered her gaze. Along with the cheers and the girlish giggles – and the holding her fingers to her lips if she did something wrong – there was now a hint of disappointment. No matter how good an actress she was (and he suspected – traitorously – that she was actually the best of the three) there was no way she could hide forever the failure she felt. 
She over-compensated for her age by becoming even more girlish – enthusiastic for anything, putting her hair in pigtails, sometimes arriving for a night out in school uniform with only a cheery word of bland explanation. Some found it irritating, even though she carried it off with such vim – especially as she carried it off with such vim, he thought. But even though she could annoy with her constant excitement and clearly practised childish mannerisms, she always retained a posse of followers because of her very adult attractiveness.
Judy was the Page 3 ideal of big tits, flat stomach and no behind. A look, which – combined with her girlish attitude – drew pub-loads of slavering men towards her. She’d generally wear a tantalisingly short mini-dress – so that a glimpse of knickers was only a swish of material away – and she’d smile and simper and talk in a very young voice. The men who approached her saw this dramatically young creature, this unspoiled lovely, and they all reacted with dark thoughts of how to corrupt her. And even though they tried to smile wide and be charming and smooth, there was always a dark leer they couldn’t quite hide.
She’d chat to any man, flirt with them all. The hardness of saying No was not part of her character: she relied on Abigail and Belinda to do that for her. The three of them seemed to have a psychic link, so when Judy got bored with a man, was annoyed by him, was creeped out – one of her friends would step in to announce his time was over and he had to go back to the ranks of the losers. Judy would still smile even then, only offering a shrug of her shoulders by way of explanation or apology. Then she’d cuddle up close to Belinda or Abigail – whichever one of her big sisters had rescued her – and that poor bloke would be left with the impression that he was missing something spectacular.
Now, following the dramatic announcement, Belinda stood with her hand on her hip and her chest out, catching her breath; Judy was curled in a ball with tears on her face; while Abigail ran her fingers through her young friend’s hair in a cool, detached manner. All was right and correct.
“And how was Toby Coops?” asked Abigail.
“He was shocked, but okay I think,” said Clay. “I’m meeting him for a drink later. We’re hoping to get everyone out again.”
“What?” Belinda’s face jumped from its position of marvellous mournfulness.
“We thought it was the right thing to do,” he said. “I know there’ve been problems, but one of us is dead now and we should try to honour his memory.”
“He was hardly our favourite person,” said Abigail. “He was not a man who endeared himself to us, not a man who helped his ‘friends’.”
“You weren’t here, honey,” added Belinda. “You don’t know what he did. It wasn’t very nice. I’m upset he’s dead, but I think it’ll be a little hypocritical for us to go out and mourn him – especially with people who were equally as unpleasant.”
“Come on.” Clay looked at the three of them in turn. “We spent a lot of time together once, did a lot of things together. Laughed a lot. Can’t we just go out and have a drink and remember a friend? Can’t we do that? I don’t know what he did, but you liked him once and that must mean something.”
There was a moment’s pause. One of those disapproving silences he was sometimes on the wrong end of, but then Judy said: “I want to go.” 
“What? Why?” demanded Abigail.
“Because I want to see everyone’s faces again.” 
Abigail and Belinda both looked at her and then to each other.
“Maybe you’re actually right Clay,” said Belinda. “Maybe it is a good idea.”
Abigail nodded. “Okay. We’ll go.”
“I told Toby we’d be in the pub at eight,” said Clay. “He’s going to contact the others.”
“That’s lovely,” a smile was tip-toeing onto Judy’s tear-stained face. “It’s terrible, awful news – I can’t believe it. But maybe something good will come out of it if we get to see our old friends again.”
She continued to weep, and Abigail continued to sooth her in the calming surround of the blue room. 
Belinda took Clay to her bedroom, the sunlight streaming through the window and turning it into an English countryside idyll. 
“It’s incredibly good of you.” She leant back against the door and regarded him slowly, sexily. “It’s very good of you to get everyone together to pay tribute to your friend. It’s touching. You’ve got a big heart, haven’t you, Clay? That’s what I like about you. That’s what we all like about you – the fact that you have such a tremendously big heart.”
She kissed him full on the lips, so hard that she nearly made them bleed.
––––––––
[image: image]

	[image: image]
		[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER SIX
[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]

The Murdered Bastard had once been their favourite haunt. They spent so much time there – chewing on the stodgy pub grub, making ‘important’ phone calls, whiling away the long hours in earnest discussions. If the landlord had had the foresight to set up some beds in the bar and open a rent book, they’d all have been happy with that arrangement. It wasn’t trendy or stylish, a place in which to be noticed, but they’d all spent so much time in those establishments – trying to be trendy, trying to be stylish, trying to be noticed – that they just wanted to relax, and The Murdered Bastard was a place where they could do just that.
The females did still frequent the IT bars, and would return with tales of how they’d stood three feet from the latest Hollywood heartthrob and had him smile in their direction. He would have come over too, if his publicist wasn’t pushing him the other way. 
There were two corners of preference, one in the saloon bar with red benches against the walls and a long rectangular table, the other in the public bar with a large round table. Both allowed a good forum for tales about themselves. That was the primary reason they were there – they were frustrated artists, wannabes, talent on the move. They had thus far been thwarted in their ambitions and so needed to convince themselves again that it was going to happen. And those meetings in The Murdered Bastard gave them an opportunity to voice their ideas to an audience which wouldn’t heckle. 
They were a union of the talented but ignored. They dreamt of Hollywood, of Palm Springs, of meetings with agents and producers in New York, of sold-out theatres, of recording studios. They’d looked around and knew it didn’t take much to become successful these days, to read their name in print, to have people genuinely excited to meet them. All it took for actresses was a juicy role and then one bikini photo-shoot in a men’s magazine, then they were officially ‘glamorous’. All it took for screenwriters was one critical success and they’d be hailed across the broadsheets. All it took for novelists was one commercial or critical success (either would do) and they could write their Magnum Opus knowing that at least some of the world cared. All it took for theatrical impresarios was that one right play. They had dreams of achievement, fantasies of fame and they spoke them out loud and puffed themselves up and offered creative opium to the group. 
Anyone with a real job, mortgage, pension, children, responsibilities, would have indulged their talk with a sneer of condescension. There was none of that in The Murdered Bastard, where their dreams were greeted enthusiastically and they all knew they were as marvellous as they thought themselves to be.
A lot of time had elapsed since any of them had been there; many days had slipped by since the pub last rang with tales of impending glory. As such, it took Belinda, Abigail and Judy a long time to decide their outfits. They of course needed to demonstrate a touch of mourning, but they also needed to look their best. 
Belinda was ready first. She wore black jeans, black cowboy boots and a crisp Country and Western black shirt. The boots added to the length of her leg, while the shirt showed the shape of her breasts without exposing any cleavage. She kept the same pink lipstick as earlier, it was a down colour. She looked mournful but still prepared to enjoy herself – like someone going to a sad rodeo. 
Judy was next and clearly appreciated her role. She wore a black short-sleeved top and a black skirt – the skirt even made it halfway down her thighs. Her hair was long and straight to her shoulders and her make-up was minimal. She looked older, but older in the way that a sixteen year old would if she’d decided to dress adult. 
Abigail was always last. Every choice had to be examined with a forensic thoroughness. She wore a black polar-neck and matched it with a black pencil skirt. Her hair was tied in a pony tail, and her faded red lipstick made her look like a character from film noir. However, she also resembled a trophy wife at the funeral of her nonagenarian husband – letting any rich mourners know what she had.
They walked out into the evening sunshine looking like they’d swallowed some magical elixir of chic. Even Clay – who although big and handsome, would never have been described as glamorous – seemed to radiate in the sunlight. The pub wasn’t far, just behind Oxford Street, but they took a cab anyway. 
On arrival, they got out and tipped big and then readied themselves, the ladies setting their faces to the correct sombre but alluring position for the evening ahead.
It was clear from the outside that progress had hit the pub since their last visit. It used to look delightfully Edwardian, with battered wood panels and an old hanging pub sign which showed a man panicked by the prospect of the noose. That had all gone. The outside was now garish red, the pub sign and panels were missing and there were now just a few drawings of stick-men who may – or may not – be murdering each other. Clay stared at it, his hand to the small of Belinda’s back. There was a disappointment creeping up him that everything and everywhere he loved seemed to have changed, and so it was with a slow-punctured heart and a nervous shuffle that he led them inside.
Within, the changes were not as terrible as those wrought upon Ye Olde Burnt Parchment. In fact, it was just as if everything had been polished. The bar still carried the same choice of cask beers, the chairs and tables were laid out to the traditional plan and the television set was the same difficult to see forty-incher in the corner. There was still a jukebox, a pool table, a dartboard – only now everything was shiny. The dark wood which had been used for every one of the floorboards, the joists, the bar, the tables, the chairs – had either been ripped out or given the once over by some miracle varnish. It was light where once it was dark, it was shiny where once it was a rustic dull. It was young. Before they’d brought youth to the pub, they were the clientele with the loudest voices, the least inhibitions. Now it looked younger than they did, now they seemed out of place by being too old for it. It screamed for students and those not quite eighteen. Except – despite the improvements and all the money undoubtedly spent – the clientele appeared much the same. A couple of old geezers playing dominoes, a few middle aged couples with shopping bags, some business types needing a quaff at the end of their working day, and there – in the rectangular corner – was Toby Coops.
He gave a half smile, which raised the corners of his mouth, but was clearly nowhere near genuine. Belinda, Abigail and Judy were not disconcerted though, beaming wide grins as they strutted over to join him.
“Hi!” they chirped in high excited tones. They each leant down to kiss his cheek. He was obviously ignoring the rule that you’re supposed to stand when a lady enters a room; either that or he didn’t consider himself in the presence of ladies.
“Evening.” He grimaced as each theatrical kiss was placed. “Hello again, Clay.” 
“Hullo,” said Clay. “Did you speak to anyone else?”
“Yes, yes,” said Toby. “It was a popular suggestion, partly due to Raymond and partly due to your prodigal presence. They all said they’d be here – won’t that be nice girls?”
“It’ll be good to see everyone again.” Belinda’s tones were carefully neutral.
“Okay,” said Clay. “Who wants a drink?”
They all did, the larger the better. Belinda, Abigail and Judy all wore perfect smiles, but were clearly going to need some nerve-settling fast. Toby sighed and said he’d have one in a way that sounded casual but also desperate. 
“So how are you then, Toby?” asked Judy. “It’s been such a long time.”
She’d taken the seat next to him and was leaning over with flirtatious eyes. Abigail sat next to her, holding that detached air she must have cultivated in her pushchair. Belinda sat on the opposite side of the table; Clay was next to her and she rested her hand on his thigh.
“I’m fine in myself,” Toby said, “thank you. Although obviously it’s not a good day, I’m fairly cut up about Raymond’s passing.”
“It’s terrible news,” said Belinda.
“But you’re okay?” asked Judy.
“I suppose so. The money is holding out, I have a roof over my head – so I guess everything is much the same as when you left me.”
“What about the love life?” asked Abigail. “Is it still a dry riverbed?”
“Don’t be mean!” tutted Judy.
Abigail looked at him with what to the casual observer would have been an impassive face, but to seasoned Abigail watchers was definitely a smirk. “That’s how he used to describe it,” she said.
“Well, unfortunately,” said Toby. “My love life has – yes – returned to a temporarily barren state. If we’d had this conversation nine months ago, even three months ago, you’d have found the bank in full bloom with green plants, flowers and all kinds of edible fungi – but now alas, the tap has been turned off, the water supply has trickled out and the river is running dry yet again.”
“What happened?” asked Clay.
“Paris happened,” said Toby. “I know Paris is supposed to be your great romantic city, and couples are supposed to dance in each other’s arms in the shadow of the Eiffel Tower, say ‘Ooh la la,’ and always love the fucking place – but to me it’s a cesspool. My lover differed from me in one important aspect – she liked the French!” A sourness twisted his features, before quickly fading away. “But that was fine, I thought she was a lovely girl and we could get along if we didn’t mention it. So we went out for awhile and things were great, and we went out for a little longer and things weren’t so great. So to give us some elbow space and breathing room, she accepted a posting from her company to Paris. I was going to come and see her each weekend and it would give us a change of scene, an extra sense of romance, a kick-start to the passion. But did it really do any of that?”
He paused, as if actually waiting for an answer. His hands were thrown wide and were shaking as he told the story, as if he was still filled with a futile rage. The expression of sourness was now back and filling every inch of his face. He continued: “Did it fuck! Within a week of being there, she’d shacked up with some striped-jersey wearing, onion-selling, bicycle-pushing Pierre and ditched me. She ditched me and never even had the courtesy of telling me she was ditching me. She just sent an email saying it might be best if I didn’t come out next weekend and left it at that – not a word extra. Well, eventually I got so worried I went out there and found them together, in some nice little riverside café – kissing, kissing, kissing. Oh, it was sickening! So I threw some baguettes at them, caused a scene and ran off. As such, I think we can safely conclude it’s over.”
“That’s terrible!” Judy clutched his hand and fluttered her eyelashes in sympathy – as if flirting alone would get him over the heartbreak.
“What about you three, anyway?” he asked. “How are your lives? I can see,” he pointed at Belinda, “that you have your old faithful back. But what about you two? Do you still have that string of unfortunate men you’re torturing incessantly?”
Abigail smiled. “There are always men.” 
“But we don’t really torture them,” said Judy.
“What about work?” he asked. “Anything in the pipeline? Are the theatre electricians getting ready to put your names in bright and shining lights?”
“I did some theatre recently,” said Judy. “It was a play in Nottingham. It was only a small part, but I think I might have impressed some good people.”
“I appeared in a shampoo commercial on Bolivian TV,” said Belinda.
“Did you?” asked Clay.
“It’s the red hair, honey,” she said. “There aren’t many Bolivians with red hair. It paid well and I think I’m getting noticed in the right circles.”
“What? Bolivian circles?” Toby smiled.
She didn’t smile back.
“I have a part in a film,” said Abigail. “It’s an independent feature, but it’s a wonderful script and I think it’s going to get a lot of attention.”
“There’s always an independent film somewhere, isn’t there?” said Toby. “I’m amazed the streets of London don’t grind to a halt with them. Every corner of the city clogged up with cheap cameras and clapper-boards.”
Abigail took a slow sip of her drink.
“Oh, hello!” said Toby.
They turned. Sitting at the top of the table, with drink already in hand, was Charles West, his face, as always, a strange mix of smugness and timidity. 
For an actor, Charles West had little presence. He wasn’t somebody who was noticed if passed on the street, or riding in the same elevator, or even sitting at the same pub table. He had black hair, pasty complexion and wide brown eyes which didn’t pierce or look deep, but kind of sat there the way cat’s eyes do in tarmac. They were just there and he was just there. 
“Hello,” he said. He immediately looked at the ladies and offered his most ingratiating smile. They returned the compliment – although with that professional actress smile they all had. If there were women present, Charles always greeted them first, like a true lady’s man; while, if there were just blokes around, he’d be laddish and boozy. Although an actor, he never seemed sincere in either role.
“Ah Charlie,” said Toby. “Good of you to come.”
“Well, I felt I had to. It was awful to hear about poor Raymond. I could not believe it.”
“It’s terrible news,” said Abigail.
“Did you actually see it on the TV news?” Charles asked. Nobody had, so he shook his head and gave a full face of concentration. “It was just dreadful to look at a friend’s house like that. I mean it’s really – in terms of time – not so long ago since I was there, and now it’s being seen by millions." He took a sip of his drink. “Hello, Clay. Good to see you. How have you been?”
“I’ve been good, thanks. You?”
“Yes, I have been wonderful – thank you. I have to say, at the moment, things are looking most promising.”
“Have you got work?” asked Judy.
“Yes, I do. It’s not paid work unfortunately, but it’s most definitely there. I am involved in a new independent film. We’re getting the funding together now and I think it is going to be big. The director is this beautiful boy who is going to be the new Tarantino and the script – which I gave a rewrite to, although I’m not taking any credit – is absolutely incredible. I play the lead role and we’re going to start shooting in a couple of months.”
“An independent film you say?” said Toby. “You don’t see many of those any more. I’m glad to know you’re keeping that end up.”
Charles smiled triumphantly, while Abigail just stared coolly at her glass.
Bunny was next to arrive, showing up in a very Bunny outfit of black trousers frilled white shirt and velvet smoking jacket. Pince-nez were tucked into his top pocket and he dappled his forehead with a white and pink handkerchief – the pink being an artist’s representation of some dancing girls.
“Ah there you all are!” he said. “Beautiful to see you once again. Ah, Clay! It has been too long, my dear friend.” He clasped Clay’s hand between his palms and shook enthusiastically. “You were very naughty to stay away for so long. You were naughty not to let us know where we could find you. But now you’re back! And I welcome you with a salute and a cheer and wish you nothing but good health.” Before Clay could respond, Bunny dropped his hand and said, “Drink anyone?” 
Bunny boisterously arranged for everyone’s glass to be recharged. Clay considered that Bunny was annoyingly theatrical in the very best way. He was grand in his gestures, spoke as if a character in some terrible drawing-room play, wore outlandish costumes and was completely dazzled by the bright lights of Broadway, the West End, or even Scarborough Pier. Anywhere where there was a stage and neon, he was hooked. He was a member of the famous Eddingtons, one of London’s most prominent theatrical families – Producers To The Stars! Unfortunately, he was such a junior relative he’d never had an automatic entry to the business, and so had decided to prove himself by becoming a success alone. He longed for the day when one Eddington play moved in next door to another, only the new one was his and the old one was in the twilight of its run. 
“Darlings, darlings,” Bunny said. He made a great show of kissing the cheeks of each female. “You’re all beautiful tonight, absolutely magnificent.” He stood at the top of the table and raised his glass. “But, as much as I would adore revelling in your loveliness, I think we should acknowledge the appalling happenings of last night. To our friend Raymond, ladies and gentlemen. A man we never failed to love, respect and admire.”
“To Raymond!” 
“It’s terrible news,” said Judy.
Bunny sat down next to Charles with a sorrowful, yet giddy smile. “So, Clay, tell me, how have you been? Where have you been? I’m bursting with excitement at all the tales I’m bound to hear from you.”
Clay looked at Belinda, who clutched tightly onto his leg. “I’m afraid I don’t really have that many interesting stories.”
“No stories? Please Clay, you’ve been away – what must it be? – nearly two years now. You must have something of interest to share with the group.”
“No, not really.”
“That’s amazing!” Bunny threw his arms back. “Truly astounding! You don’t need wild tales, I guess, when you can awe with facts like that. My breath is quite taken away.”
“Well, I thought that,” said Toby. “Then it occurred to me, what tales do you have for the last two years? What dramatic news from your life? Or mine? I have to say I’m pretty much in the same place as when Clay left.”
Bunny pointed at Toby in acknowledgement. “As usual my sour-faced Yorkshire friend has made a correct and astute observation. Yes, I’m afraid, dear Clay, I have inched rather than galloped towards my theatrical destiny, and so – to a casual observer – am little better placed than when you departed.”
“Do you have anything on the boil at the moment?” asked Belinda.
“I do!” he said. “I was only two nights ago in a little theatre in Glasgow watching a fantastic interpretation of the Bard’s As You Like It. Quite incredible. They’d updated it so the picturesque forest of Arden was now the concrete jungle of today’s society. It really did give new meaning and poignancy to those beautiful words. So I met with them afterwards and discussed the possibility of bringing it to London.” 
Judy clapped her hands in excited delight. 
Bunny nodded thanks, charmed and grateful. “I don’t think it will be a great box office success, but I feel it’s just the sort of work to get the chattering classes chattering, to get the column writers churning out those five-hundred crucial words. I‘m most excited! And Abigail, darling Abigail, the young lady who played Rosalind – not that she was anything less than magnificent – but I think you could do even better. She has a call-back for some daytime drama programme – some depressing thing concerning doctors in Kilmarnock or some such place – and if she gets that, you, my sweet, are more than hired.”
He was granted that rarest of treats, a full and free smile from Abigail. 
“Is there perchance a role for me?” asked Charles.
“Oh, Charles – always thinking of number one.” Bunny patted him on the leg. “If I bring it to London then I’ll keep as many of the original cast as possible. After all, they put in the hard hours, gave the effort, and so it would seem rude to sack them. However, should they get – what they perceive to be – a better offer, then of course my friends will fill out the roles. You’ll all be taken care of, Bunny will see to that.” He took a drink and toasted himself. “And do you want to hear the most exciting part?”
“What?” Judy was excited.
“If it proves to be a success, we’re going to turn it into an independent film. We’re going to shoot it on the streets of London and sell it at the Cannes film festival and wait for the garlands to arrive. There you go, my beautiful, beautiful Abigail; you’ll not only have the West End stage fawning over you, but Hollywood on bended knee as well.”
For the second time in as many minutes she smiled. She shot a satisfied grin at Toby and then Charles – to Toby for mocking the world of the Independent, and to Charles because she now had two films to his one.
Nick Turnkey was next to arrive, shuffling in wearing a battered old suit and seeming already pissed off to be there. But then he was always pissed off to be anywhere – he generally wore a face like a Chihuahua that’s been force-fed sour milk.
He was a sad song troubadour who never stood out as being particularly good or bad. The conclusion of the group was that ‘mediocre’ was probably the best word the dictionary provided to describe him. But in the sensitive singer-songwriter world, where everyone has an acoustic guitar and can hold a tune and writes songs which are somewhat meaningful – then mediocre is really the base standard and in most cases the highest peak.
When they’d first met him they were all young and wide-eyed; it was possible that any one of them – every one of them – could make it. But behind his back, Nick Turnkey’s particular problem had been discussed a number of times. The unfortunate fact was that he was working to a short timer – as there’s an age-limit in the music business you don’t have elsewhere. 
You can still become an actor in your thirties, a writer certainly, and age is a boon to your budding impresario – but for the would-be rock ’n’ roll star, it’s the death cry to ambition. You may be able to play well, you might write a couple of good tunes, but wherever your entrance into the music business was – you missed it. 
He got a pint and sat down, his shoulders hunched, his gaze to the centre of the table. He sat like that for thirty seconds, not uttering a word – it’s what he did to make himself appear deep. 
“Hello,” he said finally, through a closed mouth.
“Hello,” they murmured back. 
“Here we are,” he sighed. “Clay, surprised to see you again – how was your time away?”
“It was fine.”
“Oh,” said Nick without looking up. He gave the impression that if Clay had been the first man to swim the Pacific he’d have got much the same reaction.
“Clay, I must remember to hire you for your raconteur skills,” said Toby. “You really do have us on the edge of our seats every time you tell that story.”
Belinda squeezed his leg. “It’s just wonderful to have him back.” 
They kissed.
“Did you hear about Raymond?” asked Charles.
“Yeah, I did,” said Nick. “It was terrible news.”
“Awful news,” said Judy.
“I’ve been writing a song about it this afternoon.” There was a flashed glance of dread across the table, in case he played it for them. Fortunately, he then said: “I haven’t finished it yet, but it’s been a cathartic experience.”
“How’s it all going, anyway?” asked Clay.
“There needs to be a revolution in the record industry,” he said. “There have to be serious changes. It’s not designed for the likes of me any more – y’know, your talent. It’s just for warbling teenagers who can dance well and mime well and are prepared to do anything The Man says. They wonder why record sales are in trouble, and it’s not because of downloads and entertainment found elsewhere – it’s because they’re keeping the likes of me down.” He jerked forward in his seat, his eyes wide and passionate and undoubtedly crazed. “In this business the cream doesn’t rise to the top any more, it stays stuck and ignored at the bottom. What actually gets poured out is thin watery milk which isn’t going to please anybody except those who never knew what cream tasted like. I know I’ve wasted some time but it fucks me off that genuinely talented people are fucked over because some sixteen year old who can barely sing will look good in a fucking bikini. The fucking bastards! They don’t know what they’re missing.” 
He stopped and just stared at that interesting spot he’d found in the dead centre of the table. 
It was then that Jake Monroe and Flower Honeysuckle entered. They held hands tightly, their pallor pale and shaken. They lingered in the doorway and stared at the table – they stared at Clay – then moved forward slowly.
Jake Monroe had come to London as a post-graduate and fallen in love with an English girl then stayed to fall in love with lots of other English girls. He was handsome in that capped-teeth American way, so he often had that love reciprocated. He had a job on the edge of successful; writing soap operas and episodes of drama series – so his name appeared regularly on television – but he never managed to interest anyone in his own work, such as his four part drama or his sitcom. So he had the same frustrated determination as the others, and of course used to make the right promises that they’d all be hired the moment he was given the green light.
Jake had a relationship with Abigail when he first joined the group, a fiery six month affair according to eye-witnesses. They broke up and considered themselves adult enough still to be friends. In truth, neither wanted the other to be successful without them. In those days it seemed – with her looks and attitude – inconceivable that Abigail’s eyes wouldn’t peer out from a Hollywood billboard, while Jake was already whistling several rungs up the ladder. There was an unspoken understanding that if one of them truly made it, the other would be in a position to apply feelings of guilt so some help would be forthcoming. Apparently, he also had a week-long fling with Judy, and – Clay felt – something had possibly happened with Belinda. But there was no animosity, no recrimination, none of the heart’s injuries were displayed in public. They all stayed together in the hope that one day, one would drag the others up. And now he walked in holding the hand of the fourth actress of the group, Flower Honeysuckle.
Flower was an “Artist” (capital A, roll the r, finish with a flourish). She saw herself not only as an actress, but a poet, a dancer, a painter, a writer of prose, a musician and a director – a creative force. She once used that term to describe herself, which even in a group of wannabes earned curious stares. She was a beautiful woman – tall, blonde and curved, with blue eyes which seemed impossibly soulful. 
She had been moderately successful in a lot that she’d done – she’d danced behind rock bands on tours, she’d actually appeared on the West End Stage (albeit boasting ten lines) and she was a published poet. This all fuelled her self-image as a Renaissance woman, who would succeed no matter what she tried. She was unflinchingly earnest about her own work and equally convinced about everyone else’s. There was no cynicism, no disbelief – she accepted everything they did as true art to match her own. This heightened artistic consciousness meant she was sometimes a little distant to Toby and Clay. She appreciated them as people, liked their personalities, but seemed to believe that since they weren’t artists she had little in common with them.
Jake and Flower stood at the table, ashen, continuing to stare at Clay.
“Clay,” said Jake. “Fuck! I can’t honestly believe you’re here.”
Clay smiled at them, a little embarrassed by their intense scrutiny.
“We didn’t know we’d ever see you again.” Flower used her most querulous dramatic tones. “We didn’t know what had happened to you.”
“I’ve just been out of London.” 
“But where?” asked Flower.
“Nowhere, really. I’ve not been doing anything exciting or glamorous, I haven’t taken many photos.”
“But why didn’t you let us know where you were?”
“He let us know where he was,” said Belinda.
Flower glared at her. She was leaning on Jake, but that glare was mean enough to hold itself.
While Jake went to the bar, Flower sat next to Toby.
Jake ordered doubles for both. 
Nobody said anything. Normally, when there was an awkward silence, Bunny would interject with some fuzzy pointless anecdote. Tonight, he’d either become more observant, or even he didn’t have a story which was going to bridge this gap.
Jake sat down and handed his girlfriend a large G&T. His eyes shot from face to face like a guilty man who’s found himself at a dinner party with his jury.
They were all together now.
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Clay spoke first: “Somebody should say some words about Raymond.”
“Yes,” said Flower. “We really, really should.”
“To Raymond,” said Jake. “This life is not going to be the same without him.”
The glasses clinked together in a quiet salute.
“I was thinking earlier.” Toby’s brow creased. “And this is a dark thought so I do apologise, but today is a day for dark thoughts. I was thinking there is a strange date in life – which you never know about – but from that day on you only have a year left to live. You’re completely unaware of it and it seems utterly inconsequential – but at that date you only have the one year left. And it’s odd, as when you die – and particularly if you die suddenly – people will say things like ‘Oh in that last year he was more distant” or ‘In that last year he was warmer and kinder.’ People will talk about those last three hundred and sixty five days as if it was the final act – how you made peace, how you stayed angry to the end. It will all be shone through the prism of your death to make sense of your sudden passing. But the thing is, you didn’t know you only had a year left, you’d have been quite shocked if you’d been told – but there you are, that was your final twelve months. What you did with it people are going to remember more than anything else, but because you hadn’t a clue it was your last year, you just went on as normal with no thoughts of posterity or what your legacy would be. Where was Raymond a year ago today? Who the fuck knows. He certainly wasn’t thinking he only had the length of a calendar then – bang! – game over, my friend. But now, whatever he did is what we’ll remember him for, it’s what his testament will be. And we’ll look back at that last year as if he knew that all along, as if he was aware he was playing an endgame, as if he was preparing for it – when the truth is, he was probably more shocked than the rest of us.”
“I’m sorry, Raymond,” said Clay.
“What for?” asked Jake.
“I don’t remember.”
“It’s terrible news,” said Belinda
“So then.” Charles eyed Jake and Flower. “What have you two been up to?”
Jake coughed. “The usual. I got some work.”
“Yes, it’s been a busy period,” said Flower.
“Really?” said Bunny. “Pray tell – what kind of things?” 
“I got a project on,” Jake shrugged.
“I understand,” said Abigail, staring casually to her fingernails and then over to Jake. “That you’re doing the television adaptation of Raymond’s book.”
He looked like a small animal which had been skewered – startled, his mouth lop-sided. 
“Really?” said Belinda. “That’s great. That’ll be such a fitting tribute to him, his work on TV.”
“Yes!” Judy clapped her hands. “I can’t believe he’s gone, I really can’t – but this will be something we can do for him. We can all remember him in this, can’t we? We should all help out – even if it’s only union scale – we should do it as a tribute to Raymond.”
“What precisely is this book about?” asked Toby. “As whenever I enquired he’d swiftly take monastic oaths.”
“It’s about some witches,” said Jake.
“Maybe,” said Bunny, “I could get the theatrical rights to the book and stage a play based on it. Have the rights been sold yet?”
“We could all do something,” said Charles. “We could all play roles in Jake’s script – there is surely a part for me, isn’t there? Bunny could do the theatrical version and I’m sure Nick would love to do the theme music.”
“I’m not going to do the fucking theme music!” Nick had been staring like a hypnotised rabbit at one spot on the table, and so the venom of his tone surprised them. Besides, he never usually did venom, his attitude was normally one of impotent annoyance. “Is that all you think I’m good for? Knocking out a blowsy theme tune to some TV show about witches? Do you think there’s a single song I’d want to write for that?” His words hit them with the same force as his spittle hit the table. “Please. I’m better than that, I’m capable of more than that. I don’t do anything with no witches, I do not prostitute my being on worthless projects like that any more.”
He stopped and went back to staring at the table.
Toby put down his pint, a sourness twisted into his features. The shock and distress of his friend’s death made worse by everyone still focusing on their old self-interests. 
“So Jake,” said Abigail, “when will they be casting this series? I’d like to go along and audition. In fact, I think we’d all like to go along and audition.”
Jake coughed. “It’s kinda already been cast.”
“What?” she said. “Already?”
“Yeah, about three weeks ago.”
“What? I’ve been reading The Stage and there’s been no mention of this, I would have known.”
“Yes, me too,” said Charles.
“Well, the producers pretty much knew who they wanted to hire,” said Jake. “So they just hired those people.”
“Who?” demanded Abigail. “Who’s in it?”
Flower’s gaze was sinking closer to the polish of the table. 
It was Belinda who noticed. “You!” she said. “You’ve got a part in this? I don’t believe it. Have you got one of the leads?”
Flower nodded once.
“Congratulations.” Judy spoke as if she’d been given that line but had no idea how to play it.
“Well, there you go,” said Abigail. “It’s clear even in the twenty-first century that the Casting Couch is still the way forward. The writer still has the power to cast any floozy on his arm.”
“Come on,” said Jake. “When we were going out, you played a role I wrote.”
“That was theatre!” she said. “That was an out-in-the-sticks shit-hole theatre in Edinburgh. Do you remember my dressing room? Do you? It was a toilet, Jake, wasn’t it? It was an actual toilet and I had to share it. This is television, the big time, and you didn’t even put my name – our names – forward.”
“The big time?” asked Nick. “Some of us are real artists. Some of us care about the kind of work we do and not just about seeing our names in bright lights. We don’t do stuff – shit, terrible stuff – just to get famous. All of you are sell outs, y’know that? Complete fucking sell outs.”
As if by mutual consent they left a gap to make sure he’d finished, then carried on.
“Well, I’m a little disappointed that no one mentioned this to me, either,” said Charles. “I do have a distinction from drama school, after all.”
“Shut up, Charles!” said Abigail. “Didn’t you pay attention? This is a story about witches. Women’s roles – do you know how hard a good female role is to find? Do you? This could have been our making, yet even when our ‘friends’ write it, we’re still not given the opportunity.”
“Let’s not do this, please,” Flower pleaded. “Raymond has been dead less than twenty-four hours – let’s not argue like this. It’s hardly respectful. Please.”
“Yeah,” said Jake. “It’s a dreadful day. Let’s think about the good times we had, let’s not do this.”
“Yes, yes. I think you’re absolutely right,” said Bunny. “This is most definitely a time to remember rather than recriminate.”
“Did Raymond know about this?” asked Judy, her voice even smaller and younger than usual.
“Please,” said Flower.
“It’s a fair question,” said Abigail. “It’s good we truly appreciate the man we’re mourning tonight.”
“Hang on!” said Toby. “Are you really going to storm out if the answer isn’t what you want? Are you going to throw off the mourning suit and go back to glad-rags?”
“I would just like to know,” said Abigail.
“Can’t we talk about this another time?” asked Clay.
Belinda’s fingernails dug into his thigh. A suggestion, a hint, a command he should shut up.
Jake took a large gulp of his drink. “Raymond had casting approval,” he said. “He had the final tick on the main roles.”
“What?” Belinda, Abigail and Judy exclaimed in unison. 
“Yeah,” said Jake. “The TV company did the casting, but Raymond had his okay on it. There you go. He knew these characters, knew how they should be played – and he didn’t call you three. So I guess it’s back to your agent’s office to find out what toothpaste ad is in this month.”
He looked stronger now, but Flower clasped his hand tighter.
“The script is written,” he continued, “the casting is done and there’s nothing I or anyone can do about it. I apologise, ladies. You worked hard on the young actress thing of being as bitchy and superior as possible, so it’s a shame it hasn’t panned out for you. But I’m afraid there’s nothing that can be changed now. And frankly, on a day a good friend of mine died, I can’t see how I’ve ended up arguing over something so fucking pointless.”
“To Raymond!” said Bunny, with an optimism misplaced on many levels.
They raised their glasses. Some with emotion like Flower and Jake, others with definite reluctance like Belinda, Abigail and Judy. Only Nick sat with his glass untouched, that one spot on the table holding his attention rapt.
“How are you, Clay?” asked Flower. 
“I’m good,” he said. “If it wasn’t for the news about Raymond–”
“Terrible news,” interjected Charles.
“–then it’d be close to a perfect home-coming. I’m with Belinda, my old friends – what could be better?”
“Where’ve you been?” asked Flower.
“Yes, come on now, my boy!” said Toby. “You’re going to have to answer that question some time. You can’t play the International Man Of Mystery forever. I know you, another three drinks and all modest reticence will be discarded and you’ll be giving slide shows.”
“I was just around,” said Clay. “There’s really not that much to tell.”
“You were just around?” asked Jake. “For two frigging years?”
“We were worried about you,” said Flower. “No one knew where you were.”
“We did.” Belinda smiled smugly.
Flower’s gaze passed across Belinda, Abigail and Judy with a calm passiveness that was deliberately without a flicker of warmth.
“Well, we kind of drifted apart not long after you left,” Flower said. “And I guess when that happened there were certain people we should have asked, but didn’t – that now seems foolish. Raymond would have liked to have seen you, he was more concerned than anyone.”
Clay couldn’t remember his dream any more, just the fact that he’d had it and it had seemed real. In it he thought he’d seen Raymond, but right then it was as if he could barely remember what Raymond looked like. 
“You’d have sucked my dick, wouldn’t you?” yelled Nick at Abigail.
The two were separated by Judy, Toby and Charles, but the violence in his voice that made her flinch.
“What?” 
“If I’d made it, if I’d sold out and made myself famous – I could have walked in here with my fly open and had you chomp down. Couldn’t I?”
Abigail gave her best shocked face; everybody else accompanied her.
“But I didn’t, did I? Because I’m an artist, y’see? A bona fide artist, not a fame hungry slut like you. I write songs from the heart, create something beautiful. I don’t do it for MTV, or groupies or press coverage – I do it because those songs are there and need to be heard. I’ve created something with my life, you know that? I’ve made beauty that’s going to live forever, be remembered years after I’m gone, be celebrated a millennia from now.” 
He stumbled to a halt, and for a moment it seemed a toss-up whether he’d continue ranting or just sit there and sob. He chose the former, lurching forward in his seat again.
“There are some people just too good for their times and I’m one of them. I don’t need the fame and fortune, I know what I’ve created is worth far more than that. But if I did have fame and fortune, I know you’d have sucked my cock, Abigail. You’re such a fame-crazy slut, you wouldn’t have teased me at all, you’d have got down on bended knee for the pleasure of it. Just so you could say you’d been with me, just in case I took you somewhere where there were photographers, just so you could think of yourself as an artist. But you’d just be a parasite clinging onto real talent – me.”
“I can assure you, Nick, that I wouldn’t have touched you,” said Abigail. “What are you talking about?”
He reeled in his seat. “You’d have sucked my cock, Belinda! You’d have sucked my cock, Flower! You’d have sucked my cock, Judy! You’d have sucked my cock, Bunny! All of you would’ve! All of you’d have sucked it if I’d just cheapened myself by accepting fame. None of you could recognise an artist, none of you could spot great talent – but fame, you’d have chowed down for that. Abigail, you fucking bitch – with your aloof air and sneering at any man who might want you. I wasted so many nights on you, didn’t I? So much time I spent on you. You needed me but you fucking ignored me. You shunned me because talent to you is what they tell you it is on television and in magazines, while if you had any real talent you’d know that I was the only talented person you’d ever met. You’d have sucked my dick, you’d have let me do anything I wanted to you. All I had to have was a little bit of fame and I could have fucked every one of you. If only you’d seen me then, Abigail, I’d have made you scream.”
“I don’t believe this!” said Abigail. “Do we have to listen to this?”
Belinda let go of Clay’s leg.
“Come on, Nick,” Clay said. “Let’s get some fresh air.”
“Yeah,” spat Nick. “I can’t stand the stench of mediocrity in this place any more.”
“That’s your aftershave,” said Abigail.
He was going to turn on her again, give another salvo – but Clay grabbed his arm. He looked back remorsefully and even tried a smile, as if this was a pleasant goodbye.
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Nick took a deep breath of warm, sticky air. He was pale, shaky – he’d only drunk two in the pub, but had clearly started earlier than that. He reeked of booze, he reeked of disappointment, he reeked of his life long-failure to get what he wanted. The street was quiet, a nondescript corner of shut-down shops and abandoned free newspapers.
“What the Hell’s the matter?” Clay demanded.
“Fuck it!” said Nick. “I ain’t seen them in a year and I don’t expect to see them again. I don’t expect to see her again. We’re only together tonight because of Raymond and because of you, and Raymond ain’t going to die again and we won’t welcome you back again – so fuck it!”
“Why’d you say those things to Abigail?”
“Because they’re true, man. It’s all true. And because I can. And because,” he sobbed once, “this is the first time I’ve seen her for a long time and not been in love with her. I loved her for an age, man. I really did. I loved her and she let me love her. She captivated me. I don’t know how, since she never did a single thing for me – but I did so many things for her, things that I shouldn’t have done, that she wanted me to do. She had a power over me – one look from those eyes and I’d just do anything – fucking anything. What a loser, ay? I loved her, man. I wanted her so much and now I don’t love her anymore and I can say what the fuck I like.”
“Come on, mate. Even then you shouldn’t have said all that to her.”
“You don’t know her! You don’t know her like I do. I have my eyes open now and I can see what she is, I can see what she did. I just can’t figure out how the fuck she did it. Suddenly she was all I could think of, every thought I had revolved around her. I was spellbound. I tried to talk to her, tried to tell her I loved her – but she already knew that. She didn’t tell me that she didn’t love me, she didn’t tell me that she’d never love me – she just let me love her and used that.”
He put his hands to his eyes, but there were no tears there.
“You ever been in love with someone who didn’t love you?” he asked. “I don’t suppose you ever have, have you? It’s hard, man, it’s fucking hard. It’s hard if she uses you, if she makes you her tool. I would have done anything for her, anything at all. All she had to do was smile, all she had to do was call me – and I’d fucking lose all rationality. One day she kissed me on the cheek and I thought I might just blow up. What a fucking simpleton, ay?” 
“I’m sorry,” said Clay.
“When I was on my own I would think about how crazy it all fucking was, how I was so madly in love with her but had no reason to be madly in love with her. I mean, she’d never even shagged me; she was never going to fucking shag me. But each time I decided never to see her again she trapped me even more. I once went a week without calling her – didn’t even answer a text she sent me – and when I went round there feeling strong, determined to end it, she answered the door in her lingerie. Can you imagine how fucking good she looks in her underwear?” He answered his own question, shaking his head in amazed disbelief. “I still dream about it now. I loved her, man. She made me love her. Then one day she didn’t need me to love her any more and so she sent me away – she stopped seeing me, stopped taking my calls. She broke my heart without ever giving me her heart.”
“I’m really sorry, Nick.”
He took a deep breath, as if sucking all the upset back inside him. “Don’t be. I’ll get the last chuckle. I hung around a long time. She let me take her out, buy her drinks, left me in pubs while she went off with other fucking men. It was all fucking horrible, I loved her so much and she destroyed my fucking insides. But it means I know things about her, know things about her past – and I’m going to get her. Don’t worry about me. Don’t feel sorry, I’m going to show her. I’m really going to fucking show it to her.”
He staggered into the road, a black cab swerved to avoid him, the cabbie yelling abuse. He stopped just before the opposite kerb and spun back to Clay, his heels so close to the pavement that a gust of wind would have knocked his arse down onto it.
“I’m glad you’re back, Clay. I’m glad you’re back from wherever the Hell you’ve been. It’s good to see you again. Word of advice, though – don’t trust them, don’t trust any of them. Don’t fucking trust her. I promise you, you’ve got no reason to trust her.”
And then he turned away and pelted down the asphalt.
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Clay re-entered the pub and found everyone staring at him. It was a quiet bar and so voices inside travelled, so it wasn’t only his group which gawped. There was the barman, the barmaid, the regulars, a couple of blokes in suits and a gaggle of girls getting drunk on bottle after bottle of white wine. All of them appalled and amused by this soap opera they’d witnessed; all now hoping for the next instalment.
“I’m sorry about that,” he said, sitting down. “He’s just really drunk.”
“He’s an arsehole is what he is!” said Abigail. “An absolute arse. I’ve always thought as much and I’ve always said as much.”
“I don’t know why he pointed to me in the middle of all that,” said Bunny. “I actually have sucked his little cock.”
“Really?” asked Toby.
“We had a moment once. I sucked it and he lay there and hated me. It’s the curse of the homosexual and the slightly bi-curious man.”
“He is an arse and I can’t see why we let him stay around so long,” said Abigail.
“He was never really one of us,” said Belinda. “We’ve got talent and charm.”
“It’s a shame as I used to quite like him,” said Judy, “I even kissed him once. But sometimes I’m very wrong.”
An awkward silence which had been creeping up now swooped over the table, covering them all in a cloak of taciturn embarrassment. 
Nick had never been particularly popular and so no one spoke up in his defence. While Bunny – whose stock of pointless anecdotes ready to be told at awkward moments used to be quite amazing – seemed to have run dry.
“So,” said Abigail finally. "Congratulations on the script. When do you begin shooting?”
Jake looked up. “Three weeks’ time.”
“Three weeks’ time?” she said. “That’s great. It’s all cast and ready to go then?”
“Yeah, it’s all there.”
“And Flower has a main part?”
“I earned that on merit,” said Flower. “I did read for it.”
“Of course you did,” said Abigail. “What do you think we’re saying? We’ve seen you act, we know how good you are.”
“We’re proud of you,” said Belinda.
“We really are,” said Judy.
Charles nodded once. He wore a look that Clay recognised. It’s sometimes said that people hate it when their friends are successful, but it’s nothing compared to actors watching other actors get jobs. So what if the role was the wrong gender? He still thought he should have been considered.
“What’s this thing called?” asked Toby.
“It’s got the same title as Raymond’s version,” said Jake.
“Which is?”
“Well, Raymond wanted it all kept hush-hush, so I don’t think today is the appropriate day to go against his wishes, do you?”
“Oh come on!” said Toby. “I could never understand why Raymond wouldn’t tell me. I understand even less from you. When some show comes on having been written by Jake Monroe and starring Flower Honeysuckle, I’m going to know what it is, aren’t I?”
“I’ll tell you before it goes out,” said Jake.
“Please do,” said Bunny. “I’ll be sure to stay in with a box of chocolates.”
That silence lingered over them again.
Abigail yawned theatrically. “I’m sorry. It’s been a tiring night and I’ve had a long, hard day. I think we may possibly go.”
“Yes I think we should,” said Belinda.
“Okay,” said Judy.
“Clay, why don’t you stay?” asked Flower. “Please. It’s been a long time, we could catch up.”
“Yeah,” said Jake. “You could tell us where on Earth you’ve been.”
“You’re not going to get an epic from that direction,” said Toby.
“What do you think?” asked Bunny. “A few more drinks, Clay, to count out the evening.”
Belinda stood with a smile. She held out her hand and knew he’d accept it – she knew she was too difficult to resist. He thought quickly of Nick being so enamoured of Abigail, how she could apparently purse her lips and he’d jump. He thought how hard that must be if the love is only going one way. His hand slipped into Belinda’s and they smiled at each other.
“Apologies.” he said. “I’ll take them home. But look, I’m back now. I don’t think I’m going anywhere, so I’ll see you all again soon.”
“Well, leave one guest off the list next time,” said Bunny. “I’ve seen some bridges burnt in my day, but to use so much incendiary...”
Clay shook their hands and received a warm kiss on each cheek from both Flower and Bunny. They were so happy to see him, they said, they’d missed him so much – and he thanked them and said he’d thought often of them too. Then he joined the waiting Belinda, Abigail and Judy. The four of them exited together, arm in arm. He must have looked to a lonely passer-by like the luckiest bastard in London.
With three women hanging off him it didn’t take long to find a black cab. He sat at the middle of the back seat with Judy and Abigail either side, both leaning on his shoulder. Belinda sat on the jump seat in front of them, watching with a smirk of mischief.
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The cab moved away.
“I can’t believe that ugly moron Nick Turnkey,” said Abigail. “I just cannot believe it! As if I’d ever suck that man’s cock. As if I’d ever give him the impression I possibly might one day.” She turned her face so her lips were only an inch from Clay’s. “You don’t believe that, do you, darling?”
Judy started to kiss Clay’s shoulder. He turned from Abigail’s piercing eyes to Judy’s softer gaze, which peered up, as if nervous. 
Belinda chuckled; both her friends were now wrapped around him.
Abigail whispered in Clay’s ear, so close her lips were touching it, warm and tickling. “What did he say about me, darling?” she asked. “When you were outside, what did he say?”
Judy’s eyes were tranquil and blue, but he managed to release himself back to Abigail. 
“Go on,” Abigail whispered, her lips leaning into the contours of his mouth. “What did he say about me?”
“He said he was in love with you.”
She laughed. “Really? Well, I suppose that’s sweet.”
“He said you somehow made him fall in love with you, that you let him be in love with you, that you used him while he was in love with you.”
She laughed again. “How odd! What a strange boy. You don’t believe that do you, Clay? You don’t believe I’d be so cruel?”
Her lips were almost pressed against his; Judy’s teeth were giving little nibbles to his neck, while Belinda was smiling at him.
“No I don’t, but he does. He said he was going to have the last laugh. He said he knew things about you, that he was going to get you.”
“What does he know?” 
“He didn’t say.”
“Oh,” she snorted. “Thank you, Clay.” And she kissed him, holding her lips to his for a long cool moment.
She let go and Judy reached her hand over his face and pulled his attention back, her eyes shining with impatience. He glanced at Belinda as his gaze moved; she still smirked.
“What did he say about me?” Judy asked.
“He didn’t say anything.”
“He didn’t even say what a good kisser I am?”
“No. Sorry.”
“Well, shall we see what he’s forgotten?”
Her tongue was in his mouth, swift but gentle. She instigated her kisses, but once there wanted to be dominated. She wanted her head bent back and her mouth barely let up for air. He obliged, and felt Abigail’s hands run down him and her lips on his neck, kissing him, licking him. He had one hand resting in the middle of Abigail’s thighs as she kissed him, he had one hand up Judy’s skirt as he kissed her. Belinda’s foot stroked against his knee. He could feel her chuckle, sense her merriment, and he thought he heard the phrase: “You’re always mine. You will always be mine, won’t you?”
He could remember those words. He saw himself with another man – another tall, muscular man. They were both naked, excited, giggly for each other. They kissed. He was actually kissing a man – something he’d never done. He led the man to a bed and sat him down. He then knelt before him and started to give this man he’d never seen a blow-job. It looked so clear, so real, but it had never happened. They’d done it before, he thought, but they’d never done it before. Clay got him to where there was only pleasure ahead, then let go. The man gave a sigh of disappointment and maybe even a little pain. Their eyes met, looking at each other so delicious, so in lust, so in love. 
“You’re always mine,” said Clay. “You will always be mine, won’t you?” 
“Yes,” said the man. “Yes, I will.” 
And Clay pulled a knife from under the mattress and sliced open the man’s chest. It sprayed blood across the sheets and right over the walls.
He flashed back to reality, flashed back from something that had never happened. His hand was tight on Abigail’s thigh and her kisses were little nips at his throat. Judy’s head was bent back, their tongues dancing together, his hand beneath her knickers and on her bare backside.
They blushed as the cab pulled up to the flat, and slowly disentangled themselves from each other. Clay paid the cabbie for the ride, though the thought occurred – as he saw the sly smile on the cabby’s face – that they should really have got him to pay for the show.
Inside they said goodnight with red-faced reserve, a peck on the cheek like friends after a meal out. Then Belinda, still with a smirk, led him to her bedroom.
She pushed him backwards, kissing him as she went until he dropped to the bed. She straddled him and gave a flick of her red hair, setting her face at just the right angle for one of her Hollywood moments. Her image frozen with her most glamorous smile, her skin smooth, her eyes lit perfectly to show off their intense green beauty.
She squeezed him between her knees and dropped her face to his. He tried to turn her over, but she resisted, hitting his hand away. She bit into his lips, and when she raised her head for breath – raised her head so he could see just how incredible she looked – her lipstick seemed red, as if smeared with his blood.
“You’re always mine,” he said. “You will always be mine, won’t you?” 
She blinked and stared at him. “Yeah, honey,” she said. “And you’ll be mine won’t you?”
“Yeah.”
She grinned and they continued to kiss and move in the green light.
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He dreamt he was outside a concrete block of flats on the Holloway Road. It took him a moment, but he recognised it as Nick Turnkey’s building. He smiled and walked to the front door.
The last time he’d visited, the door had been a chipped white – battered by the elements and stained by drunken old men urinating against it. Now it was a brilliant red – but, sadly, still obviously suffering the effects of wind, rain and old men’s piss. It looked like the same door though, just a lick of paint – and that was good. Nick always complained about this door, the fact that anyone could get in if they knew what to do. All someone needed was to punch the lock hard enough and it gave, swinging open for all to enter.
Clay shut it behind him.
As it was essentially a private residence there were carpets in the hallway – but, like nearly everything on the Holloway Road, they appeared dingy and used. There were cigarette burns, a few specks of blood, other stains that were impossible to identify.
He grabbed onto the metal banister rail and climbed the two flights of stairs.
Nick’s flat was number five and Clay stood outside the heavy door and stared at it. He didn’t move, just waited unflinching and tried to make eye contact with anyone the other side of the peephole. There was nobody, yet. Finally he raised his fist and banged three hard blows.
There was no sound in response, just an echo of silence.
He waited a minute, completely passive, a stone man come to visit. Then, he raised his hand again and hit the door three more times.
Now he heard movement, rustling from the other side. He looked straight ahead and was gratified to see a shadow fall across the peephole.
He smiled and banged the door three more times.
He heard the deadlock undone and then Nick swung the door open a couple of inches and glared at him suspiciously.
Nick tried to make himself look as big as possible. He pushed out his shoulders and stood tall as if trying to block out the light behind him. But he still resembled a little boy playing tough.
“What do you want?” he demanded.
“I just thought I’d come and see you,” grinned Clay. “I thought I’d check you were okay.”
“I’m okay.”
“Good.”
They stared at each other. Nick not moving from his place in the doorway, Clay not shifting from outside it.
“Listen,” said Clay. “When I visited before you always had a good bottle of something hanging about. It’s been a long trip and I was wondering if I could possibly have a refreshing dram.”
Nick chewed the inside of his mouth, in annoyance or suspicion or just plain animosity. But evidently his mind didn’t work fast enough to think of a reasonable excuse and so he stepped out of the way.
The flat was exactly how Clay remembered it; a bloke’s flat decorated by a bloke with a lack of imagination. A man who’d proudly state his originality by sticking Beatles posters to the walls. All the walls were a dirty white, and the overall impression was of a particularly dingy student flat.
He followed Nick to the lounge and that was exactly as he remembered it too. An old sofa, old TV and masses of musical instruments. There were guitars: electric, acoustic, twelve-string, bass. There were keyboards; three different types lined up in a row. There was a saxophone, always un-played, and an old drum machine. At the centre was his sixteen-track recorder, with wires and microphones spooling out from it.
On the wall were shelves creaking with the weight of dozens of black lever-arch files, all crammed full with pages of limp lyrics and clichéd chord changes.
“Have a seat,” said Nick.
Clay dropped to the couch.
“I only got mugs.” Nick nodded his head towards a blue mug on the floor. Even from Clay’s place on the sofa the smell of rum was obvious. Clearly his drinking for the night hadn’t stopped, though he seemed soberer now. “I had a party and lost all the glasses,” he explained.
“Mugs are fine.”
Clay smiled at Nick and hoped he’d go away to get the drink, but instead he just stood there and glared at him.
“What are you doing here Clay?” he asked finally.
“I’m having a drink.”
“Nobody goes across London at three in the morning to get themselves a drink. What if I’d been out? What if I’d been sleeping?”
“I couldn’t sleep so I thought I’d take a walk.”
It was a funny thing to say as he knew of course that he was asleep.
“Who sent you?” asked Nick.
“Nobody sent me.”
“You just left Abigail’s and wandered over here by yourself?”
“Belinda thinks I’m asleep – they all do.”
That was funny too.
Nick stared at him. He leant down and picked up his mug, taking a long gulp. He was clearly no nearer to fetching Clay that drink.
“I’ll be honest with you,” said Clay. “I’m a little curious about what you know about Abigail, and so I thought I’d pop over and find out what it is.”
“Did she send you?”
“No.”
Nick chewed his tongue around his mouth.
“So, what do you know?” asked Clay.
“Oh, I know a lot of things. I know what a bitch she is, I know what a slut she is, I know what a cunt she is. I know what she’s fucking capable of. I hung around a long time and found out all kinds of juicy shit she wouldn’t want public.”
“Go on then, get me a drink and tell me all about it.”
Nick’s suspicion was still clinging on. “Why do you want to know?”
“Because she’s never liked me and I’ve never liked her, and now I’m back it’ll be sweet to have some leverage against her. After all, knowledge is power – and if you have the knowledge, I’d like to have the power.”
“You sure you want to know this?”
“Sure I’m sure, Nick.”
“Okay.” He nodded once. “You might not enjoy it though.”
“I’m sure I’ll live,” said Clay. “You told anyone else?”
“One or two, but it’s still very exclusive. Stay there, I’ll be right back.” He finished his mug and headed to the kitchen.
Clay jumped up and stared around the musical instruments. On the floor was a fresh plastic bag of new guitar strings. He opened it, wrapped them around his hand and then picked up the acoustic guitar. He could already hear Nick put the bottle down and could picture him coming back through the hallway.
He dashed behind the lounge door and waited.
Nick came to the doorway and stopped. He’d clearly expected his guest to be sitting on the couch and was bemused to see him gone. Clay waited for him, the guitar ready.
Nick looked over his shoulder, perhaps to check if Clay had gone to the toilet, then took a step into the lounge.
The guitar came crashing into his head.
He dropped to his knees with a cry. His fists smashed into the carpet, cracking the mugs and sending shards into his fingers. The guitar exploded around his ears, the blow seeming to vibrate from the back of his skull to the trembling of his eyeballs, all the way up Clay’s arms.
Clay stretched the guitar strings between his fingers and strung them around Nick’s throat. He pulled tight, slicing into the musician’s skin.
On his knees with bleeding hands, Nick Turnkey reached frantically to his throat. His eyes bulged, a series of tiny veins and capillaries in the whites exploded into a brutal red. The strings cut into his flesh, his callused fingers tried to prise into his torn neck to pull them back out. His final breath choked in his throat and he fell forward as the last remnants of life faded away. His face at the end was crimson and swollen, covered in a film of tears and snot and blood, his engorged tongue poking out of eerily dry lips.
The D string snapped, but the rest held. Clay strangled him for longer than was necessary, just to be positive he was really dead, just to be sure the strings truly ripped into his vocal chords. He held the strings as a surgeon holds a scalpel – delicate care and expertise combined with power.
Clay unwrapped them carefully from his fingers and then grabbed at those shelves, emptying the lever arch files over the body. He buried Nick in lyrics and tunes, making sure not a single sheet escaped.
He found two bottles of vodka and some cooking oil in the pantry. He poured them over the papers and drenched the body, lighting it with kitchen matches. The conflagration was swift; those dry sheets burnt quickly. It was the kind of sight which would have cheered a Viking.
With a smile and a skip Clay headed to the front door, humming Beatles tunes as he went.
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He woke like a man who had been one gasped mouthful away from drowning – his head piercing the water – confused, alarmed, frightened. His eyes were wide and shocked, his heart pounding, his breath thin. He shot from the bed with a silent scream, the ceiling getting closer at a hundred and fifty miles per hour. 
There was trembling in every part of him and he swung his feet so they touched solid floor. His hands went to his face, wiping away a mixture of tears and sweat. He felt the air groan and ache from his mouth to his lungs, and was conscious that every pore of his body was covered in cold salt-water. He knew he’d never felt so scared.
Belinda touched him. She soothed her hand across his shoulder blades and must have found his muscles like a badly moulded steel bar. He jumped, but she persevered. She ran her fingers up his spine, then wrapped her arms around him and kissed the back of his neck. He leant his weight towards her. He lifted his head from his hands and let her take care of his tears.
“What’s wrong, honey?” 
He gasped for words and she pushed her palms across his chest and massaged his lungs. 
“I had a dream,” he said. 
“Another one? What about?”
“I killed Nick Turnkey.”
“What?”
“I went around to his flat and hit him with his guitar and strangled him with his guitar strings. I set fire to the place.”
“Oh my God! Okay, be calm – it’s just a dream.” 
“That’s what you said yesterday, but look at Raymond. I dreamt I killed him and he ended up killed.”
“How did you kill Raymond?” she asked.
He shook his head. “I don’t remember, it’s faded. But I know I killed him and I know the next day he was dead. And now I’ve killed Nick – what if he shows up dead? What happens then?”
“He could be perfectly fine, Clay.”
“What if he isn’t? What if he’s been beaten and burnt? What then?”
“Clay, you haven’t killed anyone,” she insisted. “You’ve been with me all night, I can promise you that. You haven’t got up to commit a murder without me noticing. You’ve been here, you’ve been with me. Nobody has been hurt, nobody has been murdered – you’ve been sound asleep.”
He clutched her hand. “I’ve got to go round there.” He was determined, but the words still stumbled from his mouth.
“What? Why?”
“I’ve just got to see. If the flat is fine and looks good from the outside and there are no police, then I’ll walk happily away. If it’s burnt and there are police, then–”
“Then what?” she asked.
“Then I guess I won’t sleep again.”
“You’re being insane.” 
“Am I? These dreams are so real, it’s like I can touch in them, feel in them. There’s nothing distant or imaginary, it’s as if I’m really there, really doing it – and the next morning I wake up and someone is dead.”
“But you’re not really there. You’re not really doing it.”
“It doesn’t matter, I’ve got to go. If there’s nothing, I’ll walk away and believe what happened yesterday was a terrible coincidence. But if there is something, then I’ve got to find out what the Hell is going on.”
“Stay here,” she said. “Stay with me. Forget about the dream, as that’s all it is, Clay – a dream.”
“Don’t you listen to a word I say?” He shoved himself from her. 
He left her on the bed with a pout and went for a shower in the pink bathroom. The sink, bathtub, shower-head, shower-curtain, wall and floor tiles were all shiny bright pink. Even the radio, there to play pop hits for them to dance to, was perfectly girlie. Unfortunately, he looked horribly out of place in here, his skin wasn’t perky pink, it was dreadful grey. 
The water was lukewarm and he stood with his eyes closed, his body still, his mind zooming. 
Nick fell hard to his knees, there was a musical thud as he was struck. There was cramp in Clay’s hands, as if his muscles were tight from strangling. There was the smell of smoke from the burning songs. There was a man’s naked torso, himself kneeling in front of him, ready for murder – but he didn’t know who this man was, couldn’t see his face, didn’t know why he was murdering him. Was that another dream? He tried to concentrate on other parts of the picture, but all he could visualise was that man’s body and himself – as if it took place in a void, everything around completely black. 
Clay had never been a violent man, had always been too big to necessitate it – people stopped making trouble the moment he looked at them. But now he had all these thoughts, these memories of violence and he didn’t know where they came from. 
Belinda wasn’t in her room any more; he walked back in to an empty bed. She’d opened the curtains before she vanished, and there again was the blue sky with the sun starting to rise and dominate. 
He looked at his clothes and picked out a pair of jeans and a black shirt. He wondered where she was. He wanted to speak to her again, have her hold him again, make her see he was doing the right thing. He thought he should look for her, but then he wanted to be gone, to get to Nick’s and hopefully find that everything was all right. He wanted these dreadful images to stop flashing each time he blinked.
He left her room and moved down the hallway. The sunlight shone around the walls and gave an almost ethereal glow. It was still the quiet time of morning, all seemingly lost to slumber. Then he reached the front door, his hand on the lock, and Abigail’s voice cried: “Clay? Oh Clay, are you out there?”
“Yeah?” 
“You couldn’t visit me in here, could you?” she asked. “I could do with a man’s help.”
He pulled his hand back from the front door and crossed the hall to Abigail’s bedroom, which was a brilliant white – a perfect white – every wall and surface immaculate. The wardrobe, chest of drawers, bed, the frame of the full length mirror appeared as if showered in clean powdered chalk. The sheets, pillows, carpet, curtains were spotless. There was no sign of wear, no hint of life taking place in this room. It was all so pristine. 
This morning, the only thing which wasn’t white was Abigail herself. Generally, her pale skin suited the decor, with only her hair offering a contrast. Now however, she was wearing a pair of black panties and a black push-up bra. She had her hands on her hips and wiggled them as he entered – not too much, just enough for him to notice, yet not enough for it to seem blatantly noticeable.
He remembered what Nick said last night – before the dream. He’d been right, she did look so fucking good.
She beamed wide at him and ran her tongue around her lips. “Good morning, Clay. And how are we today?”
He couldn’t think of any words. “Yeah,” was all he said. He was conscious of staring at her, but also that she was there to be stared at. She was phenomenally sexy and knew that as well as any man who’d ever ogled her. She wasn’t going to appear in her underwear without expecting him to drool. It would be rude if he didn’t, a sign there was something wrong with him. He looked at her toned calves, long smooth thighs, the tantalising black silk of her underwear, flat stomach, perky breasts, long thin throat and that lovely superior face. He looked right up to her welcoming smile and then wanted to do it all over again.
She looked so beautiful, and yet Nick had said he knew something terrible about her, both last night and in the dream.
“What can I do for you?” he asked.
“Could you possibly move that chest of drawers?” she said. “I’ve had a feeling for a few months it’s in the wrong place. Two inches to the right should be perfect I think.”
“Okay.” His gaze just managed to tear away from her and over to the large and intimidating white chest of drawers.
She stood close behind him. He felt her breathing, and then actually felt her lean against him, her breasts pressed to his back.
God, he wanted her.
“You know,” she said, “it’s extremely good to have a man around, someone to do the things that aren’t quite so good if you try to do them yourself.”
He tried to swallow. He felt suddenly vulnerable, like prey which had chosen the wrong hiding place.
It was a large chest of drawers, wide and deep. He thought he could probably move it, reckoned he had enough strength to shift it the two inches. He was just so hot, shaky. He wanted to get out to Nick’s flat. This was an unneeded distraction. Her hard body pressed to his was more than just a distraction.
He was Belinda’s, and she wouldn’t want anything like that to happen which she didn’t know about.
“Do you think you can do it, Clay?” Her voice sank so sweet and soft into him. “Can you manage it? Are you man enough?”
“I can move it.”
“Good,” she purred. “I like to see a man use his muscles.”
Nick thought she had bewitched him, that she had somehow made him fall in love with her.
Abigail stepped back and Clay’s breathing relaxed. Then he placed his hands at either side and yanked it. There was no way he could physically lift it, but he had just enough strength to pull it across the carpet. He probably only got it about an inch and a half before he let go. 
His relative failure didn’t bother her though. She was a step behind him, magnificent in her knickers and bra, one eye-brow raised and a slow hand-clap of appreciation.
“Bravo!” she said. She took his hand. “Come here you poor thing, you look exhausted.” She sat him down on the bed. 
What was it that Nick knew about her?
Her hand stroked his face. “Relax for a minute. Thank you for that. It’s been in the wrong place for some time now and it’s been bothering me. It’s just been so long since I’ve had a real man in here.” 
What would Nick have told him about her in the dream?
She sat in his lap and wrapped one arm around his shoulders and stretched out her long legs. He looked down and could see her dark erect nipples poking through the thin bra. “Now, the only thing left is to thank you properly.”
The dream wasn’t real though – it surely wasn’t real – but she clearly had the power to enchant.
She leant her lips to his, but he managed to turn his head and instead she caressed her tongue into his ear. 
It had almost hurt to turn away. He thought of Nick landing with a crack to his knees, the back of his skull dented by the impact of the guitar.
Almost against his will Clay stared down at her flat stomach and her thin thighs and then, involuntarily, wound his arm around her waist. She reached for his mouth again, and again he turned away.
When Nick tried to pull the strings from his throat his hands were already cut. The blood from both his neck and his fingers sprayed out in front of him.
“Come now,” she said. “Where does Belinda think you are? She thinks you’re out, doesn’t she? She thinks you’re not at home any more. Please, there’s no need for her to think any different – we can be slow, we can be quiet, we can have fun and no one need know about it. Do you know how good I am, Clay? Do you? I’m as good as I look. Can you imagine that? Somebody shagging as good as I look? I tell you, that’s the way it is and I can prove it. You’re so tense, relax a little – enjoy.” 
As the strings got tighter, as they bisected his throat, the blood started to spurt out of Nick’s mouth.
“I’ve seen the way you look at me. You may think it’s out of the corner of your eye, but I know. I can feel your gaze on me. I like you, Clay. I want you too. I can feel your hand on me now. I can feel how fast your breath is.” 
At the end, it was as if Nick’s lips receded, as though they’d been dragged back to leave his tongue and teeth exposed. That’s how he’d looked when his broken head fell to the carpet.
“Don’t you want me, Clay? I know you want me. Kiss me, feel me, make love to me. Let me make love to you. Don’t go out, stay here and enjoy me.”
She was so fucking fantastic, she was so fucking sexy. She was so fucking delicious. He wanted to tear the bra apart with his fingers, rip her knickers off with his teeth. He wanted to kiss every gorgeous inch of her, to hold her down and screw her all day long. But he thought of Belinda, thought of the broken and angry head of Nick Turnkey, thought he couldn’t get caught in her spell no matter how spellbinding she was.
Her eyes held his, but he struggled the words out: “I’ve got to go.” 
Her hand caught his face sharp, dragging down his cheek bones. She was quickly off his lap, wrapping a dressing gown around her.
“Get out! Get the fuck out of here! You’re my flatmate’s boyfriend – my best friend’s boyfriend – and I don’t appreciate you making passes at me!”
He stood up, the bulge still in his trousers but mouth agape – scared of Belinda hearing, scared of how he’d explain his presence in Abigail’s room.
“Get out, you sleazy bastard! I’m not doing those things with you! How dare you? How dare you suggest that?”
He ran to her door, dashed through, slammed it behind him. 
The hallway was quiet. Nobody was there, nobody had come running to her cries. She wasn’t even crying any more. It was as if her point was proved when he ran away scared. He was alone in the sunshine hallway. The only sound was his rapid breath.
Then, Belinda’s door opened and she stepped out in a pair of jeans and a white T-shirt. She wore only a touch of make-up and her hair was brushed down and lacked some of its usual bounce. For the first time in years he saw her wearing glasses rather than contact lenses. They were designer, with plastic black frames; they made her look both smart and sexy, which he guessed was their point.
“Good,” she said, “you’re still here. I want to come with you.”
“Do you? Why?”
“Because you’re disturbing me as well, honey. And if something has happened, I want to be there to find out what the Hell is going on. I want to be with you. Is that okay?”
“Yes. Thank you, Belinda.”
“Come on then,” she said. “Let’s go.”
He gave a guilty look at Abigail’s door and everything was still quiet. He took Belinda’s hand and they left.
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They walked down Holloway Road slowly, barely speaking, just holding tight. As usual the street throbbed with misdirected energy. Pedestrians charged past – yapping to a friend, yapping to a phone, looking crazy yapping to a hand’s free, genuinely crazy as they yapped to no soul but themselves. The drivers whizzed by as if unaware even of the concept of speed limits. There was the roar of tyre on tarmac, the screech of brakes and the tone-deaf chorus of beeping horns. 
There were sirens and, each time he heard them, Clay flinched. 
It was Holloway Road so there was a cacophony of sirens – ambulances, fire engines, police cars – all dashing to the latest catastrophe. Nothing to do with Nick, nothing to do with any murder. This was the back-end of North London; there was a lot of need for sirens. 
Nick’s building was a block and a half ahead. They both stared hard up the road, trying to pick out something wrong, a sign of a dream come horribly true. They walked in tentative small steps. 
There was activity outside and cars were parked there – but this was Holloway Road, there was always activity, there were always cars. He tried to see the front of the building, strained to identify any smoke damage, was desperate to see if any of those cars were police cars. There was a lorry parked in front – an articulated, refrigerated lorry – blocking their view.
Belinda hung on his arm almost as if she wanted to pull him back, wanted him to go even slower than their slow pace. 
He tried to think happy thoughts, to imagine everything was fine, that it was all just a dream. He tried to whistle in his mind. But each time he picked a Beatles tune and saw Nick’s doubled-up body on the carpet, his tongue hanging from his mouth – the veins popping up dark against the flesh.
Their gaze passed the lorry. Then they saw it. The second floor of that building – the front flat gutted. He staggered and tried to stop. But now she pulled him on, kept him going.
“It may not be the same flat,” she said. “It could be one of his neighbours, it might still be a coincidence.”
He let her pull him on, too numb for anything else. 
The food delivery guy leapt in the cab of his refrigerated lorry and drove off. There were police cars on the scene – two marked, one unmarked. 
Clay stumbled, but she made sure he didn’t stop even though he felt vomit bubble in his insides at every step. They were on the other side of the road staring at that ad-hoc crematorium, rubber-necking with pale faces. 
There were two police officers – one in uniform and one not. He guessed one was a detective. The front door was half open. The last time he’d been there it was white, now it was red just like in his dream. 
He gasped and nearly buckled. Belinda held him upright and kept him walking – but he was ill, teetering on the edge of collapse. There was surely no way he could hide his guilt. He must have been stained suspicious – and so it was with good reason that, even across the race of traffic, the detective turned and looked. 
It was the same detective who’d been outside Raymond’s yesterday.
Clay turned away quickly, too scared to even risk a glimpse any more. He leant into Belinda, let her guide him to the next corner. She turned him round it and they walked five feet before he dropped into the first doorway and melted into tears in her arms.
He saw a repeated snapshot of Nick’s broken face. His eyes were shocked and petrified, there was blood pouring from the narrow slices in his throat, from his smashed open fingers, from the back of his head where splinters of guitar had pierced him. It was blood that got darker and thicker the more it flowed. He saw it all in the burst of a flashbulb from many different angles. He saw the photos neatly produced and flicked through fast like a child’s motion book. He saw them real, vivid, so much like his other memories – because that’s what they were, weren’t they? – pain-filled memories from the night before. His knees shook and the vomit bubbled just between his stomach and his chest.
“It’s okay,” said Belinda. “It’s just coincidence. You don’t even know it’s his place, there’s more than one flat up there and it could be any one of them. Don’t cry. This is nothing to do with you.”
“The door.” 
“What?”
“The door. It’s the same colour as last night. It wasn’t that colour the last time I was here, but it was red in my dream. It was red in my dream and it’s red now, and I killed someone in my dream and there’s someone dead now.”
“You didn’t do it! You were with me all night.”
“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “I can remember it, I can remember being here. I can remember murdering him – and now there are police outside. If it was just a fire, there wouldn’t be police. Something happened last night Belinda, something terrible – and I can remember it happening.”
Belinda held him, supported him in that doorway when it seemed every particle of his strength had gone, when it seemed he’d collapse into a pathetic puddle of former muscle and bone. She clutched his neck and kissed him. She made soothing sounds. She didn’t actually utter words but made noises that were kind and sympathetic. She sang gentle tunes that were without blame. 
He’d always believed himself a decent man, a good human being – and now he’d literally woken up and found himself a monster. A vicious murdering bastard of a demon. It didn’t matter if Belinda swore he was with her, they were still his memories, his thoughts: the pictures in his mind. He needed to feel the closeness of a loved one, to hear her kind sounds, to believe she still regarded him as someone she could safely touch. And so with every sweet caress and caring coo, he buried himself deeper within her.
The tears subsided, as tears always have to, and he began to straighten up. He caught his reflection in the glass of the doorway. Red skin, swollen eyes and wet nose. She wiped his face and then held him again until he seemed calmer, more normal. She continued to run her hands down his back and to make those mothering noises. 
She took him up the road to a café. There was one back on Holloway Road, about two hundred yards up from Nick’s gutted home. She guided Clay out onto the pavement and made sure he didn’t glance over his shoulder at the building. His steps were nervous, like Lot’s wife moving slowly because she knew – even though she’d been told not to – that she should really look back. But if Lot had been as strong as Belinda, there would have been no incident and no story. He’d have just taken his other half by the arm, talked sweetly but determinedly, and walked her away until her steps got quicker and the devilish temptation had passed.
It was a greasy spoon, with cracked tiles and plastic tables. Belinda held Clay’s arm and led him to a seat with its back to the window, where she left him while she got them something to drink. The guy behind the counter was a good looking young Greek with a sparkle in his eye. He’d clearly have liked to flirt quite heavily, and Clay felt that on another day she’d have consented. Instead, she shrugged apologetically and just handed over the money with a smile that was a kiss. He gave exactly the same smile in return. 
Clay had tea, Belinda coffee.
“Here you go.” She sat with a grace and poise which didn’t suit her surroundings. She was miscast, clearly bringing too much class to this greasy spoon role.
“Thanks.” Clay’s voice was numb.
She reached across and took his hand. It made him look up from the morose gaze he was giving the floor and to the appealing, sympathetic look she had waiting for him.
“It’s a mystery,” she said. “I don’t know why you’re dreaming these things. Have you ever had a psychic moment before? When you were a kid perhaps?”
He shook his head.
“I don’t know then, Clay. Maybe this is some kind of gift.”
“Yeah, it’s a great gift. I see these dreadful things and there’s nothing I can do about it. By the time I arrive the person is dead and I’m the shop-worn cavalry.” He took a gulp of hot, tasteless tea. “I don’t know if they’re visions, I don’t know what they are. It’s not like an out-of-body experience, it’s not like I’m floating there watching it. It’s me who goes to their homes, me they talk to, me they address and when their backs are turned – bang! Me who kills them.”
She tilted her face to an even kinder angle. “Tell me again, what happened in the dream you had about Raymond?”
He took his hand away and pushed them both hard through his hair, pressing against his temples.
“I don’t remember. I know I killed him, set fire to his house – but I can’t recall the rest.”
“So you don’t know how he died?”
“No.”
“And how about Nick? We don’t know he died the way you said. We don’t even know he’s dead – it could be one of his neighbours.”
“Yeah, maybe I got the wrong flat.”
“Clay, you never went anywhere,” she said. “Look, unless we ask the police, we don’t know what happened. It may be completely different to the way you remember it – dreamt it. Yes, it’s horrible you’ve had these dreams – but they don’t mean anything. These dreams could be wrong. Maybe we should go back, maybe I can talk to one of the young constables. You know, play the role of the amateur detective – the way I look, I’ll have him buying into me in no time. What do you think? I can easily find out what really happened.”
“I don’t want to go near there again.”
“You won’t have to. Just wait here and I’ll do it.”
He shook his head. “It’s not a good idea. He might recognise you.”
“What? Who?”
“The Detective Inspector. I think he’s already suspicious of me, and if he recognises you then he’ll be suspicious of you too.”
“Clay, what are you talking about?”
“The Detective Inspector. I saw him yesterday when I passed Raymond’s place, and he saw me. He was outside as we walked up now. Maybe he saw me across the road. If he did, he’s bound to have seen you too.”
“The same guy?” she asked. “But that was South London, this is North?”
“Maybe they’ve connected them already.”
She sat back, her hands away from his. She clearly thought she’d found a way out of this, but now her path through was blocked by an immovable object - Clay. He felt sorry for her as the flash of disappointment registered on her face.
“If he’s seen you with me,” Clay said, “then he’s going to ask some questions – and do you really want to explain what we’re doing up here today?”
She didn’t even shake her head. 
The café was quiet. It was mid-morning and the early day rush had gone, the lunchtime crowd was still an hour away, and this wasn’t the kind of place you went for nice elevenses. As such it was an event when the door opened – especially for the good looking Greek guy, who clearly hoped some single, vivacious red-head would walk through the door. 
When it did open, it signalled the entrance of a small pale ginger girl – ginger rather than red, as Belinda would no doubt have pointed out. She looked worn and tired, as if she’d been crying. If she’d been an actress, she’d have actually over-played the crying part, as she had puffed-up eyes, bloated red face and a crumpled paper tissue for real emphasis. Maybe she had come for a sit down away from the sunlight, somewhere shaded that better suited her mood. She didn’t get very far.
She took a step in and saw Clay and Belinda and then stopped. She wasn’t a pretty girl – eyes too far back in her face, a snub nose, greasy skin. But then maybe her looks weren’t helped by the shock that overtook her. She suddenly shook from her feet to her face. She stared at them, terrified. 
Clay and Belinda stared back with a shared expression of bemusement.
There was no vague emotion for this girl – instead there was terror, fear, a tremble in her legs that consumed her whole body. She was clutched with horror, and when she actually regained movement she bolted away. She turned and stumbled into a run and was gone.
“Who was that?” asked Clay.
“I’ve never seen her before in my life,” she said.
“You sure?”
“Absolutely. I don’t know anyone like that.”
“Well, she seemed to know you.”
“Maybe she knew you, honey. You get nuts in these parts, remember that.” She finished her coffee. “What do you want to do now? Shall we go home?”
“Can we go see Toby first?”
“Why?”
“I don’t know. I just want to see him, I’d like to talk to him.”
“What are you going to tell him?”
“I don’t know,” he said. “Not the whole thing, I don’t think he’d believe me. But I want to see him, I guess I think of him as someone I can trust.”
She held his hand again. “Can you trust me?” 
“Yes.”
“Will you always trust me?”
“Of course.”
He trusted her and loved her and would be hers always. He clutched her hand.
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They took the bus to Toby’s flat in Camden. 
When they’d first known Toby, he’d lived in a small apartment in a converted Victorian house in Noho. He’d been proud of his home – or rather proud of his location. He’d smugly remind you where he resided on a regular basis. He’d lived with Tess, who’d moved in with him in the first giggly passion of romance (and because, he later suspected, she was fed up with her crappy place in Battersea.) However, when they broke up – or, as he would describe it, when she met that obscenely rich stock-broker with the large cock – she somehow manoeuvred it so she kept the flat and he moved out. She persuaded him to leave the home he’d found four years before he met her, to gather his stuff and take a white van ride elsewhere.
And so in his depression Toby ended up in Camden, or in that lovely area of tight terrace houses, kebab shops and on-the-corner prostitutes that made up the border between King’s Cross and Camden. He’d been there seven years now and gave the impression of hating every fraction of every second of it. However, despite the bile he spluttered on the subject, he still hadn’t moved. He could have moved, he probably had the money for that, but it was like a man in any rut – once he’s gone to the trouble of shifting his TV, sofa and all his comfortable pillows down there, then it becomes very much his rut. 
Clay and Belinda sat silent on the bus, holding hands but not looking at each other. She gazed out of the window and he stared around the other passengers, and saw death reflected back at him. He felt sorry for these innocent people, who sat so carefree and worry-less on a sunny day, having to share a trip with a man who’d seen the things he’d seen. He superimposed a dead face, a dead body over all of them. Their blood spurting out, their bodies toned and muscular until he sunk the knife in. He held Belinda’s hand tightly; it made him feel calmer.
It took four rings of the bell before they heard movement the other side of Toby’s front door. Finally there were a few grunts, the sound of something falling over (an occasional table being staggered into perhaps) and then an attack on the locks. In that neighbourhood it was sensible to have a collection of sturdy locks (Toby had five) and it sounded like – at that morning hour – he’d charged into them with fury. 
At last the door opened – on the chain – and his worried, hung-over, miserable face glared out at them. He shot them both a mean look and then slammed the door. He slid the chain off and opened it again, his back already towards them as he staggered up the hall wearing just an old T-shirt and a pair of boxer shorts. He vanished into the kitchen, leaving Clay to shut up the bolts. Belinda – who’d never seen Toby’s home before – took Clay’s hand nervously and followed him to the lounge. 
Toby was a man who had everything in its place, and that place was several large piles strewn across his floor. There was a book pile, a bill pile, a magazine pile, a pile of clothes (that had been worn once but were still clean enough to be worn again), a pile of small plates (the bottom of which really needed to be washed up) and various miscellaneous piles. 
Clearing off one of the two battered armchairs, Clay suggested that Belinda sit in it. She lowered herself, resting one buttock gently on the corner. Clay cleared the other chair and sat safely back into it. And the two of them waited, facing Toby’s couch – his home within his home.
Finally, he returned, carrying an epic mug of black coffee, and collapsed to the couch without spilling a drop.
He took one long slurp and then stared from Clay to Belinda and back to Clay again. “What the fuck are you doing here?” 
“Nick Turnkey has been murdered,” said Clay.
Toby took another swig of coffee. “What?” 
“We’ve just been round and there are police and...” He stumbled over his words. “It looks like a tribute to Raymond’s house yesterday.”
“Jesus!” Toby said. “This is terrible news! I’d never met anyone who was murdered until yesterday and now I’ve got two in a row. Fucking hell! That’s depressing. Did you talk to the police? Did they tell you what happened?”
“No, we didn’t.” 
“Why not?” 
“I didn’t want to,” said Belinda. “I was too upset by the whole thing. I couldn’t believe what was happening and I didn’t want to go over there and – I don’t know – be part of it.”
“But you’re sure he’s been killed?”
Clay nodded. “We’re sure.” 
“Christ fucking Almighty!” He poured the coffee backwards, blessed with an asbestos mouth. He wiped his lips with the back of a hand. “I can’t pretend I liked the man. He was always a prick and his performance last night was quite appalling – but yes, you can think you’re never going to see someone again without necessarily wishing them dead.” He nursed the mug. “What were you doing there, anyway?”
“What do you mean?” asked Clay.
“If Nick hadn’t been murdered and was alive and well and answered his front door to you two this morning – I feel confident he’d have a surprised look on his face. What did you go and see him for?”
Clay looked quickly to Belinda.
“It was my idea,” she said. “I wanted to get an apology from him. To make him say sorry to Judy, to make him get down on his knees and beg forgiveness from Abigail. She’s terribly upset about what he came out with last night.”
“Really? I wouldn’t have thought that given her highly superior position he could do anything to upset her.”
“You’d be surprised at how sensitive she is.” 
“Evidently.”
“So we went over and he wasn’t there any more,” said Clay. “Some bastard had killed him. I’m thinking it’s probably the same bastard who killed Raymond.”
“What?” said Toby.
“What?” echoed Belinda.
“Well, the two of them – okay, they weren’t friends, but they knew each other. They were both murdered in their homes at night and their homes were fired up afterwards. If these are random unconnected killings, that’s a lot of coincidence, isn’t it? Besides,” he said, “the same detective who was at Raymond’s yesterday was there today.”
“Which detective?” asked Toby.
“The one with the silver hair and nice suit. The one who looks like he’s trying to be a detective.”
“Oh, the Welsh guy.” 
“You’ve spoken to him?” 
“No, the police officer I talked to yesterday told me about him. A rather nasty piece of work was my impression. He apparently never smiles, never gives the inkling he’s likely to smile. I suppose if they run a good cop – bad cop, he doesn’t get to choose which one he’s going to be.”
“I think he’s running both cases because they know they’re connected,” said Clay.
“Jesus yet again!” Toby threw the mug back and finished off that coffee with a drawn-out gulp. “It’s hardly the sunshine bus when you come to visit, is it? Learning that a serial killer is picking off my friends and acquaintances is not a cheery thought with which to start the day, or indeed to be given at any point of the day. Fucking hell! Do you want a drink by the way?”
Toby was justifiably proud of his skills with the coffee bean, but they both declined. It was an odd feeling – even in that hot weather and with all the stress Clay was carrying, he wasn’t thirsty. Or rather he was, but it was a strange kind of anti-thirst which made him almost too thirsty to drink.
“You know,” said Toby with a smile. “I think it’s you, Clay.”
Belinda stared at him, shocked. “What?” 
“Clay in the drawing room with the candlestick and kerosene.” 
“Why do you think I did it?” asked Clay.
“You’re the unknown element, aren’t you? The prodigal son returned to his old friends – who suddenly start to die. Maybe on one of those voyages around the High China Seas or wherever you’ve been, you contracted some murderous brain fever which now possesses you.”
“It’s not Clay,” said Belinda. “He was with me both nights.”
“I know it’s not Clay.” Toby’s smile faded. “He couldn’t kill a man any more than I could, but you have to admit that without the character witnesses he’d probably make the police lists. Do you have any idea who it might be?”
“How would we know?” asked Belinda.
“I’m sorry, I’m new to this game. Until ten minutes ago I didn’t know there was a serial killer in our midst. You’re a lot further down the track than I am, and so I was just wondering how far you’d got.”
Clay shook his head. “Not that far.” 
“No idea then?”
“If I did I’d have no hesitation going to the police,” said Clay. “That’s why we need your help.”
Toby stared at him. “What do you mean by that?” 
“I’ve been away and Belinda has lost touch, so we don’t really know that much about Raymond’s or Nick’s lives – but you do. We need your help to speak to the right people, to find anyone who had a grudge against them.”
“And then what, Poirot?” asked Toby. “We wrestle him to the ground, bind him with some twine we keep for just such an occasion, and he confesses it’s a fair cop? What – even if we do magically find the culprit – are we going to do?”
“Look,” said Clay, “there’ve been two murders in two nights – if there’s going to be another tonight, don’t we want to try and stop it?”
Toby swung the empty coffee mug around his fingers.
“Are you sure about this, Clay?” asked Belinda.
“As sure as I possibly can be.” 
“All right,” said Toby. “I’m in. It’ll beat another day lingering around here. Where do you want to begin?”
“I don’t know,” said Clay. “Did they have any friends in common?”
“Well, us.”
“Friends who liked them both?” 
“Face reality, Clay. Nick was never the world’s most popular person. I’m not sure how many people really liked him.”
“We’ll start with Raymond, then. Do you know where his ex-wife is?”
Toby shook his head. “I don’t think I was ever looked upon as a good influence over him.”
“Who then?”
“I suppose Jake. I would imagine he’s probably the closest friend.” 
Clay nodded. “Do you think he knows anything?”
“I don’t know, Sarge. This is the first murder case I’ve been assigned to.”
Clay tried to smile, but his face was too pained to make any genuine effort. He reached for Belinda’s hand and put out hers to reciprocate, but the gap between their chairs was just too wide to be bridged.
“Fine,” said Toby. “I’ll take you round to see them.”
“See them?” asked Belinda.
“Flower generally lives with him. Will that be a problem for you? Will you and she be able to keep your claws in long enough to make this a bloodless visit?” 
“I’ve no problem with Flower.” 
“Good,” said Toby. “Stay here, I’ll get dressed.”
He stood up slowly and staggered from the room on feet that were still sleepy.
Belinda dashed from her seat and sank to her knees in front of Clay. She clutched his hand and kissed it, her face creased into an expression of impassioned plaintiveness. She was upset and worried, but just having her touch him again made him feel so much better.
“After we go round there, let’s go back to ours,” she said.
“What? We may not have anything then.”
“But when will we have something, Clay? Toby is right. We’re not detectives. We don’t really know what we’re doing. Besides...”
“What?”
“With these weird dreams of yours, I’m scared you’ll say something you shouldn’t. I’m scared you’ll give away some fact you probably shouldn’t know and then they’ll suspect you. Toby has already asked some awkward questions after all, and he’s only Toby.” She hesitated. “I’m your alibi Clay, but I don’t know if they’ll believe me because – well – I love you. I’d probably say anything you needed me to say at any time, and the police will know that and so whatever is in the script of my statement will get ignored. I don’t want you taken away, Clay. I don’t want to lose you. Please understand, please listen to me.”
She entwined her fingers into his and he felt suddenly so much lighter inside.
“I love you too.”
“Then hear me,” she said. “Let’s not be foolish here, I don’t want the police showing up and handcuffing you. I don’t want whoever it is coming to kill us all because we know too much, when in fact we know nothing at all. I don’t want you arrested and taken away and then this maniac tries to kill us, as who would protect us then? Please.”
“What about my dreams?”
“They may be coincidences.”
“I know they’re not.”
She stroked her other hand up his leg. She was so beautiful and vulnerable and he loved her so much.
“You think that,” she said, “you don’t know it. Look, I’m with you on asking some questions, but if Jake and Flower don’t know anything – then what are you going to do? Where are you going to go? Will you wander the streets with a magnifying glass, or will you let the police do their job? We’re so far away from what we know here, we’re in danger of screwing up. Please, Clay, I’m scared for you.”
She rested her head on his thigh, tears – magnified slightly behind her glasses – contorting her lovely face. He stroked his hand through her hair; his fingers tingled at the touch.
“Maybe,” he said. “I’m scared, Belinda, I’m scared about what’s happened and I’m scared about what might happen. But then – you’re right – I don’t want to be arrested and I don’t want you to be hurt.”
“I love you, Clay.”
He stroked her cheek. “Okay, we’ll see what Jake and Flower say and then we’ll think about what to do.”
“Thank you,” she said. “Thank you.”
And even though her tears vanished quickly, she still clung to his legs as if he was the only strength in her world – when in fact, if she let go, he’d probably crumble.
––––––––
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The three of them took the bus trip to Jake Monroe’s Bayswater flat. 
Toby sat by himself, staring wistfully out of the window, thinking of coffee, cigarettes and the recent nightmare events. 
He occasionally glanced at Clay and Belinda, the other side of the aisle, arms clutched around each other. 
Since Toby’s trip to the shower and wardrobe, their relationship had become very tactile, he felt. And the way they touched wasn’t just young love or horny private parts, there was something overly needy about it. She was like a mother accompanying her sixteen year old son off to the nearest troop depot for deployment to the Somme – if that analogy wasn’t too great an insult to those brave women who’d preceded Belinda. 
Toby didn’t like her and would never have sought her out if he wasn’t already thrust into the same company. Although, he did view her as the best of the bitches in her flat. Abigail was a rude self-obsessed slut, a walking narcissus who may as well answer “Me” to every question she was asked. He was deeply irritated by Judy’s unremitting perkiness. She was a silly little girl who only played those tiresome flirting games because she wasn’t bright enough to keep up with the conversation. 
Belinda was a bossy and rude cow. She was self-obsessed like all the actresses he’d met, a little dim and too prone to performance – but he was at least able to talk to her. True, the subjects they conversed upon were normally ones she guided them to, but she was often quite astute and entertaining. He did wonder why she wasn’t a better actress, but concluded there was a real Belinda and a performance Belinda – and performance Belinda showed fakery in every gesture and word. It disturbed him that Clay seemed to have no appreciation of there being two different Belindas, and so listened to everything she said as if she meant it all.
It had always been a mystery to their gang where exactly Jake Monroe had got his money (his usual American brashness didn’t stretch to financial matters, well not his financial matters). Whilst most of them found fiscal reality a struggle, he’d always lived on the better floors. The standard theory went that he was the offspring of a rich father – a stock broker perhaps, someone in computers – nothing too exciting or grand or worth boasting about. 
Toby, however, was of the belief that Jake’s money existed entirely because he was American. Toby was a little Englander and so viewed everybody else with a degree of well thought-out small-mindedness, and made their characters fit in with any stereotype he might create. This wasn’t racism, it was just that – even though he’d been in the cosmopolitan capital for twenty years – he still viewed with suspicion anyone who wasn’t from his small Yorkshire village. This was ironic as he’d always disliked that village and those who lived in it. But his opinions were nearly always formed by the fact that the people he met were not from his village, and so had advantages/disadvantages he’d never had. Jake Monroe was a fine example of this, in that Toby decided the reason he had all that money and success with the ladies, was not through charm or good luck – but entirely because he was American. 
There was something about Americans, Toby felt, that attracted cash and girls to them. It was the land of the free, country of opportunity – it had long roads, tall buildings, golden beaches where fantastic looking women existed just so they could be fantastic looking women. All of that was better than being a lawyer’s son in some small Yorkshire pit-village, all of it implied more luck and success – and so it was really no surprise that a Jake Monroe turned out to be luckier and more successful than a Toby Coops. It was the way of the world and Toby could accept that and rail against it at the same time.
He stared out of the window and speculated as to how Jake was actually going to take this news? In what dramatic way would Flower react? He wondered if either would have anything to tell them. Never in his life had he expected any of his friends to know anything about murder. He was all for activity, all for trying to stop another death – he just wondered whether he’d embarked on some stupid fool’s errand. But then, there was an anxious and fervent glow in Clay’s eyes he’d never seen before. He considered whether that meant Clay knew something, if there were clues somewhere that he wasn’t being told about.
He glanced back across the aisle at them, as casually as he could.
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The images were fading for Clay. Just as he could no longer remember details of the Raymond Jones dream, the Nick Turnkey equivalent was also dissolving to nothing. He could now only see the look on Nick’s face at the end, his eyes cold, red and petrified. 
It was maybe Belinda’s touch which calmed him, helped him. She held his hand and stroked her little finger across his palm. She didn’t say anything, but her holding him eased his haunted feeling. The images were vanishing and a lot of him was glad as he didn’t like those pictures trapped in his head. Yet a man died last night and he still wanted to understand it. He wanted to hang on to the details until he spoke to Jake and Flower, so he’d know if they said anything important. Unfortunately, with each stroke of Belinda’s little finger, the details became more vague, and – when he closed his eyes and saw nothing but darkness – he couldn’t help but be happy with that.
The bus stop was five minutes from Jake’s flat. Toby led the way – walking in a slightly stooped manner, his hands behind his back, a serious expression etched into his brow. Occasionally he looked back to Clay and Belinda, who followed in equally sombre mood. They resembled a small mourning party which, for some inexplicable reason, had come out without its coffin.
Jake’s apartment was the top two storeys of a grand Victorian building, on a wide boulevard that these days comprised almost completely hotels. He was therefore far from the only American in the neighbourhood.
Toby climbed the steps to the heavy front door and pressed his finger hard to the intercom button. 
Clay and Belinda waited behind. He kept a tight grip on her hand, but still tried desperately to hold on to the important details. 
It took two rings before Jake’s crackly voice came across the speaker. “Yeah?”
“It’s Toby.”
“Hey! Come on up.”
There was that electronic buzz, Toby pushed the oak door and they entered the elegant hallway.
There were four flights of stairs up to Jake’s apartment, and the carpet was soft and expensive, while the banister had been expertly varnished and gleamed. 
At the top of the stairs the door was already open and Flower waited to greet them, casual on a summer’s day in just an old Yankees T-shirt. She smiled when she saw Toby, smiled wider when Clay appeared and even managed to hold that smile when Belinda came into view.
“Hi,” she said. “You’ve surprised us, we weren’t expecting company.”
“Apologies,” said Toby. “Sorry to barge in like this, but I’m afraid it’s not really what you’d call a pleasant social visit.”
“No?” she shot a wondering glance at Belinda. “Well, come in and tell us all about it.”
“Thank you.” 
“Lovely to see you again, Clay,” said Flower.
Even as he held Belinda’s hand, he could appreciate how beautiful and tanned Flower was, how great her smile was, how lovely her bare legs were.  
The two women shared an obviously strained smile. Flower making it clear she didn’t want Belinda in her home, while Belinda tried to make it clear she didn’t want to be there. 
Flower shut the door and the guests’ eyes were filled with split-level, open-plan affluence. It was opulent but tasteful, moneyed but minimalist. It stood proud before them, boasting a shiny red kitchen, a long black dining table and everything else in clean white. The carpet was pristine as were the walls, the sofas, the occasional tables. The only sign of clutter was a small desk in the corner with papers and books piled across its surface. It looked like a writer’s desk, although under those piles of paper that PC clearly hadn’t been used for a while.
Jake sat comfy on a sofa, a nifty laptop open on the coffee table in front of him. 
The apartment was a fairly new acquisition. Toby had been there before, but Clay and Belinda stared at the space, the decor, the superb views across the vistas of Hyde Park, and clearly shared the emotions of admiration and jealousy unevenly between them.
“Hi,” said Jake. “Good to see you. What brings you around this way?”
“Bad news, I’m afraid.” Toby sat down.
“Aw God! In what way?” asked Jake. “Clay, Belinda – have a seat.”
Flower rested back in her position at his side. She didn’t stretch her legs out, instead she curled her knees under her so she was elevated and able to stare down at the other sofa – stare down at Belinda. 
It was Clay who made the announcement: “Nick Turnkey is dead.”
“What?” Jake spluttered. “You’re fucking kidding me?”
“He was murdered last night.”
“That’s un-fucking-believable!” Jake got to his feet, animated, looking as if he was going to pace the floor, give real momentum to his thoughts – but instead he sat back down.
“What happened?” asked Flower.
“Much the same thing that happened to Raymond.”
“Jesus!” said Jake.
“Most distressing news,” said Toby. “To have one friend murdered looks like bad luck, to have two seems like a jinx.”
“That’s awful!” said Flower. “I cannot believe it! We only saw him last night – he was breathing, he was angry, he was alive – and I know things were uncomfortable, but I hardly imagined it’d be the last time we’d ever see him.” 
“I can’t believe this!” Jake’s words were racing. “It’s just one of those ‘What the fuck?’ moments! How can this have happened? I don’t believe it! How could this happen?”
“He didn’t have a family, did he?” asked Flower.
“No,” said Toby. “He was an only child and didn’t like his parents, or vice versa.”
“So we’re the only ones who are going to mourn him?” she observed. “That is awful.”
“I can’t believe this!” said Jake again. “Two people I know killed in two days. What are the odds of that happening? What a fucking coincidence!”
“That’s the thing,” said Clay. “We don’t think it’s entirely a coincidence.”
Jake jumped to his feet again and again didn’t go anywhere. “What?”
Flower’s face showed the same question. She arched herself back against the sofa, as if scared of being attacked right at that moment.
“We think,” said Clay, “that the same person killed them both. That it‘s not just an unfortunate coincidence.”
“Man-Fucking-God!” It was Jake’s oath of choice at moments of true crisis. His mouth was open, his hands loose at his side, his eyelids blinking so fast it was as if he was trying to order lunch in Morse code. He looked like he might faint, throw up and explode simultaneously. “What the fuck makes you think that?”
“Two men who know each other die on consecutive nights in the same way – it looks likely doesn’t it?”
“Hey!” yelled Jake. “Don’t get carried away in serial killer melodrama! This is real life. There can be outlandish coincidences, events that stretch credibility. Strange shit can happen without it being deliberately weird or post-modern. Maybe this is one of those times, maybe this is one of those occasions, maybe we shouldn’t get panicked just yet about serial killers bumping off our friends.”
“Oh I don’t know,” said Toby. “If we’re going to panic about something, this seems a better subject than most.”
Flower reached over and grabbed Jake’s hand. He still stood tense, amazed by them all. He gripped her fingers, but it took three gentle yanks to make him sit down.
“What makes you sure about this?” asked Flower.
Clay looked at her, ready if necessary to talk about his dreams, but Belinda pre-empted him.
“We’re not,” she said. “But Clay wants to be careful.”
Jake stared at them. “I can remember the first time I met Nick fucking Turnkey. We were at this party in Islington. It was me and Raymond. There was a guy in a suit – intense looking guy with a CD of songs he’d recorded, telling everyone he was a singer/songwriter. Of course he wasn’t really that at all, he was one of those guys who sells crappy cigarette lighters on street corners. Have you ever noticed the really pretentious types will do that?” He shook his head in a fit of mild disgust. “Flower and I met this girl who said she was a poet. We said ‘Really?’ and she said she’d worked in a bank for years, but actually she was a poet. No darling, you’re a banker. Sell some poems and come back – until then it’s credit cards and dividends, not iambic pentameter and stanzas.” He pushed his hands back through his hair as if still feeling the irritation. “And that’s what Nick was like – all that big talk about his music and the band he was going to put together and the tours he was going to go on and the awards he was going to win. It was shit and nonsense. All of it. He was shit and nonsense! God’s bastards, he irritated me. That talentless, humourless, no-mark prick. I didn’t like him, but now he’s dead, I do feel sad.” He wiped his hand across dry eyes. “I don’t know what the fuck’s the matter with me.”
Flower reached out her arm and he leant into her. She stroked her hand through his hair and stared across the room with those wide blue eyes, eyes which existed only to look soulful. “I didn’t know him well, either,” she said. “Did any of us really? He was one of life’s quiet men, only able to articulate through a guitar – but then not articulate enough to say anything meaningful. I thought he was lonely, that he needed someone – because after all who will comfort the quiet man? That’s why it was such a shock last night when he said those things. Not only because he had such anger boiling within him, but because his version of the past was so different from my version – from what actually happened. He must have been there, but not there. He must have been with us but simultaneously in a make-believe world. I was so angry with him last night, but sympathetic as well – as it must have been terrible to be him.” She stared thoughtful towards the window. Even though she was quiet, to speak then would have still been like interrupting her. “I think his problem was that he wasn’t an artist – or indeed talented – and so his dreams were destined to fail. All he could do was be envious of those who were genuinely talented and creative. I’m stunned he’s dead. How can someone who was so alive yesterday – even if they were alive in their own fantasist world – just vanish like that?” 
There was a moment’s pause, where they all sat silent and remembered, then Jake jumped again. He lurched out of his lover’s arms and stared at them with red-eyed fury. “Does anyone want a cup of coffee? Does anyone want a fucking cup of coffee? No? How about something stronger then? How about whisky? Come on, we’ll have some old Scotch whisky. Look, a beautiful English afternoon – what could be more appropriate than whisky? Am I right? Come on!”
He dashed to the kitchen and came back with a large bottle of Johnny Walker and five tumblers. His hands were shaking. He poured and spilled some over the white table. Flower gently leant across and wiped away the liquid with a tissue.
She was always pristine, always spotless, Clay thought. That wasn’t to say she was sexless – she had long straight blonde hair, full lips, round breasts and incredible legs. She was undeniably sexy. It was just that her sexiness had a purer quality than Belinda’s. Belinda – thanks to her pout and an air of flirtation she wore almost on her skin – had a sexiness that was immediate, that was there for all to see and to salivate over. With Flower, it was clear that any man would have to worship at her altar for a while before he even got so much as a kiss. 
Jake handed out the tumblers. He stood in front of them as if ready to toast: “You fuckers think I did it, don’t you?”
“No!” said Clay.
Toby laughed. “Of course we don’t.”
“Yeah you do. You think I was so upset by what he said to Flower, that I went round and did the fucker in. That’s what you think, isn’t it? That’s why you’re here – you’re trying to make me confess, aren’t you? Aren’t you? Just say it!”
Flower reached up and stroked his arm. “They don’t think you did it, darling.”
“Maybe they think we’re in cahoots. Maybe they think we did it together.”
Clay shook his head. “We don’t think you did it.” 
“Yes,” said Belinda. “You’re successful, you’re not going to kill someone like Nick.”
“And really,” said Toby, “if we suspected you were a serial killer, we’d hardly be likely to show up here and place ourselves in your clutches.”
“So what are you doing here?” Jake asked.
Clay sipped his drink, but didn’t really want it. It was Jake who needed the whisky. “We thought you might know what’s going on,” said Clay.
“How the fuck would I know that?”
“You were one of the closest to Raymond at the end,” said Toby. “You knew Nick. We thought you might be able to form a link. Is there some person who hated them both?”
“Those two fell out,” said Jake. He bolted back his drink and poured out another. “I don’t know how close to friendly they were anyway, but they talked for awhile and then Raymond decided he was best avoided. I don’t really know why. Maybe it’s just because Nick was such a fucking space cadet.”
“Was there anyone who’d have placed them both on their hate list?” asked Clay.
“No,” said Jake. “Not that I know of.”
“What about Raymond? Did anyone dislike him?”
“Not enough to kill!” said Jake. “He was my friend, our friend. When you have friends you don’t believe there are people who’d hate them enough to kill them.”
“Oh I don’t know,” said Toby, “I have one or two. There are a couple of bods of my acquaintance who I wouldn’t be surprised if they were killed by some knife wielding lunatic. There are others who I wouldn’t be surprised if they were knife wielding lunatics. The kind of people who if they start killing serially, the neighbours aren’t going to be reported in the press as shocked, but instead as not surprised at all.”
“Why aren’t you questioning them then?” asked Jake.
“Because unless they’re killing people at random from my address book, it seems a tad unlikely they’re behind it.”
“What’s Raymond’s book about? asked Clay. “Maybe that’s something to do with it.”
Jake coughed and looked at Flower; his concern was reflected back at him. “He only wanted a few people to know.”
“But that hardly matters now,” said Toby. “Surely, unless it’s a ghost story, he’s not going to come back and voice his disapproval; if it is, something like that could help.”
Jake took a deep breath. “It’s about some modern day witches and how they become powerful.” 
“Why didn’t Raymond want anyone to know about that?” asked Clay.
“There were reasons but they were fucking nuts.” 
“It’s about the occult,” said Flower. “And the whole subject spooked him.”
“How do they become powerful?” asked Belinda.
Jake grimaced. “Oh, it’s nonsense. I told him this, but he never fucking listened. They murder someone, that’s how they become powerful. It’s well written and it’s scary and it’s sexy, but I have to say it’s mumbo-jumbo. But Raymond freaked out a bit, said a lot of crazy things, things that weren’t true – I know that now. He told nuts stories, had strange theories for what was in his book. But I didn’t believe them, neither of us fucking believed them.”
Clay stared at him baffled. “Why was he so scared of his own book?” 
“Because he thought some of it was real!” Jake’s voice was filled with exasperation – not for them, but for a hundred earlier conversations with Raymond. “That’s part of the Nick Turnkey thing. Nick told him some stuff he put in his book, but then Raymond decided that Nick was too flaky to be trusted and so avoided him. He really didn’t want what was in the book to get out among his friends, he didn’t want it to affect his real life.”
Clay stared to the window, his thoughts speeding. What had Nick told Raymond? What did Nick know? Abigail?
“Look,” said Jake, “Raymond’s marriage was trekking in ill-fitting shoes through a rough patch, his old support group of friends had gone – he wasn’t totally on top of things, he wasn’t tap-dancing through life. And then there was this book as well. So he had all these pressures and they made him a little paranoid and he ended up believing things. He spouted off sometimes, but we both never fucking believed any of it.”
Toby crinkled his brow. “He never said anything to me.” 
“That’s because you’ve got a big fucking mouth!” said Jake. “Look, he liked you and trusted you, but we all know that sometimes we can tell you things and you’ll flap your lip all over the place.”
Toby’s brow looked like it might never be smooth again.
“Honestly, Toby,” said Flower. “It doesn’t matter. When Raymond was in one of his moods his words were nothing more than sounds on the breeze, they were swiftly gone and if you turned your head you’d have missed them altogether. Please, he was just being self-indulgent and he probably knew that.”
“What was the book called?” asked Clay.
“It’s called Covent Garden Coven.”
“Covent Garden Coven?” 
“It wasn’t a title he liked,” said Jake. “The publishers made him take it.”
“What name did he write it under?”
“Carl Chainsaw.”
Toby laughed. “Covent Garden Coven by Carl Chainsaw? That’s a little excessive on the alliteration front isn’t it?”
Jake shrugged. “Again it was the work of some genius in the marketing department. Apparently Carl is one of those names that suggests intelligence – Carl Jung, Carl Sagan. While Chainsaw of course implies violence and destruction. He reckoned the girl who came up with it almost pissed herself in excitement. He was more indifferent to it, but then there was a mortgage to pay.”
“Well, thank you for that,” said Toby. “I’ll pick up my copy on the way home.”
“Me too,” smiled Belinda. “I look forward to reading it.”
Jake nodded once.
“Look, this is all good,” said Clay, “but it’s not getting us nearer to what’s going on. We need to find out why someone would kill both Raymond and Nick. I don’t know. Could Bunny tell us anything?”
“Bunny?” asked Belinda.
“She’s right,” said Jake. “Bunny didn’t know them that well.” 
“Let’s be honest,” said Toby. “Bunny doesn’t really know anyone or anything beyond his own sequin-tinged fantasies.”
“What about Charles West?” asked Clay.
Jake shrugged. “Who the fuck knows how close that idiot was to Nick? I know that Raymond never trusted him as far as he could spit him.”
“I’m glad to see there was an outside of that loop whose exclusivity wasn’t just reserved for me,” said Toby. 
“He liked you more than he liked Charles,” said Flower.
“Thank God for that.”
“What about Raymond’s wife?” asked Clay.
“She’s been in Portugal,” said Jake. “She’s coming back tonight.”
“Can I speak to her?”
“Sure. If she wants to speak to you.”
They’d run out of names. Jake sat emotionally wrought, Flower held him with her serene calmness. Toby looked edgy, scared by the day or maybe just needing a cigarette. Belinda held Clay’s hand with a gentleness that was almost forceful.
“Come on.” Belinda eyed Clay. “We should go. It’s a hot day and I think we’re both exhausted.”
“You sure?” asked Jake.
Clay felt Belinda’s soothing touch and knew that he couldn’t be without it. If she wanted to go, he was going with her.
“What about you, Toby?” asked Jake. “You joining this charge out of town, or do you want to stay for another?”
“I might actually have another,” said Toby. “If no one minds.”
“No, no,” said Flower. “It’ll be good to hang out and just be calm.”
They gave their goodbyes to Belinda. Jake kissed her on the cheek – Belinda lingered on it. Flower and Belinda managed to peck farewell with a thespian degree of pleasantness.
“It’s a truly wonderful place, Jake,” said Belinda. “It must be so marvellous to live here.”
“It has its moments,” said Jake.
“What do you mean? What could possibly be wrong with it?”
“Oh, we just have this trustafarian bastard downstairs. He spends his nights getting smashed and rattles in at the early hours making all kinds of noise. It pisses you off after awhile.”
“But beyond that, it’s quite, quite perfect,” said Flower.
Jake grabbed Clay’s hand and told him not to be a stranger, to come back again. Flower hugged him. She told him it was great to see him and he was always welcome. She let go slowly, with a show of actorly regret.
Belinda led him downstairs. They didn’t speak, walking in silence through the grand hallway. At the bottom she fell into his arms, tears already breaching her eyes.
“What’s the matter?” he asked.
“I’m sorry for making you leave,” she said. “It’s just all that talk of murder – it got me scared, Clay, frightened. I didn’t know what to say. I was just listening to it with my stomach moving like it was a choppy sea, my mind spinning round. I couldn’t take it any more. I’m an actress, so I have experience of tragedy, but not like this. This is horrible. Please hold me, Clay. I feel safer when I’m just with you. I know you won’t hurt me.”
“I love you, Belinda.” 
“And you’ll never let me down again, will you?”
“No, I won’t.”
“You’re always mine. You will always be mine won’t you?”
It was the first time he’d heard her say those words, and he shuddered – but then held her tighter.
“Yeah,” he said. “I promise.”
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In the sunlight Belinda surprised him: she suggested they walk. 
Normally she never walked, believing that the bland exercise of walking was somehow beneath her. She was one of those ladies who would just hop in a taxi and demand that it take her anywhere. (She rarely had the funds for such extravagance, but reality in relation to her money was not something she often considered.) Today, however, she insisted they walk. She took Clay’s hand and led him back to her apartment. 
Usually, Belinda hated sunlight as much as the wet and cold. She had red hair and pale skin, so after a day uncovered in the hot sun, she claimed her face looked like nuclear fallout. (It wasn’t a look she’d had since she was six years old on holiday in Tunisia, and it wasn’t one she ever intended to have again.) She avoided the sun because she liked to look pale and cool, especially when everybody else was hot and sweaty. She avoided the rain because she liked to be dry and in control, when everybody else was wet and bedraggled. She avoided the cold, because who likes to be shivering and cold? Generally, she only walked on a treadmill in her gym. Walking outside was for the suckers and the plebs; most of them – she supposed – couldn’t even afford a gym.
Today, she held his hand as they strolled through the bright reflected sunlight of Central London. Their fingers were entwined and Clay’s mood brightened. The dreams had all but vanished. He knew he’d had them, but had lost the specific details. It’s understandable to feel haunted when you have the image of a man’s last breath locked in your mind, when you can see the final imploring look in his eyes. Once that fades – once those images sink back to the brain-junk level that all other dreams exist on – it’s easy to regard it as just another distant and vague memory. 
He knew he’d had a dream in which Raymond Jones had died, he knew he’d had a dream where Nick Turnkey had died – but that afternoon he couldn’t recall a picture from either. He knew they’d happened, but now wondered if – in his shock and startlement this morning – he’d bent the fantasy of his dreams to fit reality. Had he really seen each flat burn down? He couldn’t remember. Had he really noticed that red door at Nick’s building? Or had he seen the red door and superimposed it into his dream? He didn’t know. It was a sunny afternoon and he was holding the hand of the woman he loved and he didn’t feel sleepy and he didn’t feel scared. He just felt so happy, and even though he knew he’d seen terrible things, he couldn’t remember what these terrible things were any more.
But then, even as he smiled, there was a little corner of his mind harbouring thoughts of Abigail, sudden fears of Abigail. Nick had said he knew something about Abigail. Nick had told Raymond something so spooky it had freaked Raymond out. What if he’d told Raymond all he knew about Abigail? What if she was involved somehow?
Belinda let go of his hand and abruptly clutched his arse and steered him into a bookshop. They started to scan the horror section. 
He held her tight in case she was frightened by the covers. He watched her face as she confronted this legion of blood splattered prose. There was a mix of curiosity, amazement, revulsion. Curiosity since she’d never been so close to horror novels before. Amazement at their garish, dark colours – night time crossed with blood. Revulsion at the more lurid covers – the ones that spread their blood thick and gruesome. She stared at them with open eyes, a crinkled nose, her two front teeth bit nervously into her bottom lip. He should have helped her hunt, but was too absorbed in looking at her, touching her. 
“There it is!” she said and jumped from his grasp. It jarred him, suddenly not to have her in his arms, and he staggered back a step. She didn’t notice, too busy bending down to pull out a tome with Covent Garden Coven printed in shaded silver letters. Below it, a signature supposedly scrawled in blood – ‘Carl Chainsaw’. Compared to some of the covers, it was restrained. It pictured a young voluptuous woman in bikini and veil, holding a blood-stained knife – and around her was only darkness. 
There was a smirk on Belinda’s face as she flicked through. “Would you have picked this out as Raymond’s?” she asked. “All those years of education, all those pretentious words, all those quotes from the ‘Classics’ he spewed out – and this is how he gets his work in print? No wonder he didn’t tell anyone.”
He cleared his throat once. “You haven’t read it yet.”
She turned and clearly realised the effect of letting go had on him. Wrapping her arms around his waist she kissed him. 
He was instantly rejuvenated.
“You’re right, honey. I haven’t, so I shouldn’t judge,” she said. “I’m looking forward to it though. I’m looking forward to finding out just what he’s written.” Her tongue slipped into his mouth again.
She led him to the checkout, where they were served by a dopey fat girl, who wore too much mascara and held the book by her fingertips as if scared of contamination. Belinda paid cash and smiled a big Thank You, then walked out with a bag in one hand and a man in the other.
London was fantastic in the sunshine. The monuments glowed, the offices gleamed, the shops shone, the trees ripened. There were crowds of course, a throng of marching bodies with arms, legs and bellies on display. There were fifty different languages and a hundred different accents, and they zigzagged their way through it all. From outer space it would have looked like snakes slithering and crawling over each other. But in the midst of it – with the sun beating down – everybody was capable of grinning and wishing the best to their fellow men. Even though you had to mutter “excuse me” at every minute and turn your shoulders to squeeze past an impromptu meeting of Germans and Brazilians, and duck the tall and clumsy and hop over the small and clumsy and weave and turn and pirouette through it all – it was still enjoyable, still fun, still worthwhile being there. The mob was one happy party that had congregated spontaneously and was having a wonderful time, and if some great god of fun had been minded he would have piped down music and everybody would have danced and laughed and forgotten where they were going and why their lives were so important.
Belinda Bondurant and John Clay walked the streets in love. They kept hold of each other, even when it seemed impossible. But their arms were so tight around each other’s waists that it appeared unlikely they’d ever be prised apart again. And if they did have to wait – at some pedestrian crossing on the way – then they just filled the moment with kissing each other deeply, his heart exploding with fireworks.
Except, still floating around, were thoughts of Abigail. He loved Belinda so much, but what about Abigail? She had tried to seduce him this morning. Phenomenal in her underwear, she had offered herself to him. But why? She’d never liked him, never wanted him, rarely glanced at him with anything but disapproval before. Why had she done that? Why had she suddenly wanted to spend the whole day shagging him? 
Maybe it was to stop him going out. Maybe it was to keep him there, hold him captive to lust. The walls of that flat were thin, so without even trying she must have heard something of his and Belinda’s argument through them. She could have heard about the dream. Maybe she tried to seduce him so he didn’t go out to see Nick, so he didn’t find out what Nick told Raymond to make him so paranoid. So he didn’t find out about Abigail. 
They reached Soho, where the streets were quieter and they could actually own the pavement. They were so blatantly and obviously in love – it would have been clear to even the most short-sighted, self-absorbed misanthrope. They laughed together at nothing at all, their eyes rarely parted and they didn’t care about any other random pedestrian. Her hair was lighter in the sunlight, almost strawberry blonde rather than cherry redhead. Her lips were full and her eyes wide and she looked so pretty in her glasses. But, he couldn’t stop his thoughts creeping to Abigail.
She was waiting in the flat just around the corner. What was she going to say? What was she going to do? Maybe he was just more attractive to her than he’d ever realised, maybe she just wanted a shag and the first man who came along would have done. It didn’t make any sense for her to be involved. What could Nick really have known? What could he really have said? What was wrong with Raymond that he’d have listened to anything Nick ever said? It didn’t make any sense about Abigail. She was Belinda’s flatmate and underneath her bitchy veneer she was a good person. But still his thoughts floated there, still he felt apprehensive about what she was going to say as they walked in.
But then, he kissed Belinda and the apprehension vanished. Nothing could be said that would hurt him and Belinda. And they held each other and laughed and turned the corner to her flat and there – parked right outside – was a police car.
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A shudder, an electric jolt, carried from his toes to his hair and then jerked back again. All sunlight and good times and love just vanished. He was a man cowering. 
It was a four by four – the stripes and sirens in place – parked ominously at the kerb outside the flat’s front door. 
Belinda hid behind him and pulled him back into the alleyway. She was trying to duck around the corner, to hide from it, pretend that their reality was still blue skies and love and happiness – that such things as busy policemen didn’t exist. Despite her touch, despite the sunshine, despite love – the dark thoughts swept back to engulf him. 
He couldn’t remember the details – but he knew he’d dreamt of the murders of Raymond and Nick, and now each of them was a charred corpse lying in a refrigerated drawer. He closed his eyes and staggered, sick in his throat, oblivious to Belinda’s silent pleading. 
She yanked at his hand, wrenched his arm, desperate to get him out of sight. She clutched both her hands around his, but that big muscularity she’d always adored meant he couldn’t be moved unless he wanted to. She pulled hard, but nothing happened – he budged not an inch even though tears appeared in her eyes. She gave a silent scream of frustration and let go. It had the right effect. Even though he’d seemed oblivious to her touch, the loss of it upset his equilibrium. He stumbled backwards. She grabbed him and swung him around the corner, where his frightened eyes couldn’t see the police and they couldn’t see him.
She leant him against the wall, both of them now breathing heavily. He panted, his eyes desperate to strain around the corner, to see what was happening. But her gaze held him – as frightened as his, but stronger. Those sharp green orbs peered into him, seduced him, kept him still with tangible electricity.
“Are you okay?” she asked. Her voice was deeper than normal. The lightness of her hair, her fresh-faced freckles, her vulnerability in glasses were all inconsequential – she was a force.
He couldn’t speak.
“It’s fine,” she said. “We’re acquaintances of Raymond’s and Nick’s. They’ve probably found an address book and have come to see if we have any information. It doesn’t mean they’re suspicious, it doesn’t mean they have a police appointed dream reader.”
“Shit!” He rolled his eyes desperately in the direction of the flat. “What do you think they’re asking the girls?”
“I don’t know.” She held him still. “But they’re probably not asking about you, Clay. They probably don’t know anything about you. You’ve got nothing to be scared of, nothing to be worried about – you’ve got an alibi, honey.”
He was still wheezing, still trying to rip his eyes away from her (as if any man ever did that without permission), still intent on drawing attention to himself.
“Look!” she said. And she put her hand behind his neck and pulled him to her, jamming her lips to his. 
It was a punch as much as a kiss, smacking into his teeth, knocking his head to the wall. She stretched herself tall and kissed him with full force. He leant his head back and then pushed his head forward and competed with her. He kissed her as hard as she kissed him. She yielded instantly and he took her entirely into his grasp.
He jerked her up so she wasn’t on her own weight; she was completely reliant on him. She reached around his neck and bit her lips against his – kissing and chewing simultaneously. There was scarcely a molecule of space between them – but still he tried to pull her tighter to him, still she tried to pull him tighter to her.
She was so delicious, but part of him could still only think of the police in the flat. He wanted to peer at what was happening, to strain his eyes around the corner – but she wouldn’t let him. Her mouth started to move across his jaw, his cheeks, to chew against his ear. It excited him and soothed him at the same time, it made his worry melt like cherry ice-cream. He clutched her breast, feeling her nipple become rigid through her T-shirt and bra. He closed his eyes and started to nibble her white shoulder, moving the material of her shirt, stretching it so her skin was bare in the sunlight. 
With a gasp she raised her leg and wound it around his waist – her thigh making an L shape to her body, her calf curving across his back and clasping tight. It took her entirely into his control, or placed him entirely into hers. She pulled herself against the hardness of his groin. Her hands massaging through his hair, clutching to the muscles of his neck. How could he possibly let her go? How could he really take an instant to look back round that corner?
He bruised her behind as he grabbed it, slipping two fingers between her legs and gluing her to him. She gave another gasp and raised her face away from him, up to the sky – so it shone in the light. It was as if she imagined a photograph taken from above, of her held entirely by her lover, of her holding her lover so entirely. Her face was a smile of rapture and exultation. 
She loosened her grip on his neck and their lips met again – their tongues dancing. She gasped and looked up once more, allowing that aerial voyeur photographer another glance at their passion. 
Clay held Belinda but it was she who moved, she who controlled. She lowered her face to his and they swallowed each other up again. He could barely remember to breathe, let alone think about the police car. Her right leg raised and dug itself sharply into him. He grunted in pain as her heel bruised his back, then grunted in pleasure as they melded together. She worked fast, chewing him, nibbling him, eating him. She pressed into his hard-on, working it through his jeans. It was like he was her pet; she knew exactly where to touch him to give pleasure. She forced herself against him, pressed herself to him, and he found that every thought of the police was absented from his mind. She moved swiftly against him, ratcheting up the passion, actually bringing him off through his clothes. They clutched together, they cried together and then his back arched in relief and she let go. She unwound her legs and arms and slid down to the pavement against him. He clutched her and leant weak to the wall. He could feel his breath – it was somewhere between his throat and his lungs, and didn’t seem to want to leave.
They waited in the alleyway, softly kissing through their clothes. She gently bit against his chest, while he chewed her cloth-covered shoulder. They gave soft sighs which made it sound like they were parting soon. 
Slowly, she let him go, the smile on her flushed face, the look in her eyes sheer exuberance. 
Nervously, she peered around the corner. The police car had gone. She seemed to smile even wider. 
They crept out of the alleyway and towards the flat, holding hands casually, nervously, as if they had something to be ashamed of. She fumbled her keys at the front door and he looked back. For a fraction of a second he thought he saw that ginger girl from the café on Holloway Road, staring at them. 
He blinked, startled, and then didn’t know if he’d seen her at all.
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Abigail and Judy were hidden away from the summer’s day in the light of the sky-blue lounge. Judy sat on the floor, her ankles crossed and her head bent. Abigail was on the sofa behind her, neatly plaiting Judy’s hair with motherly gentleness. There was a calmness to Abigail’s face, a real care and enjoyment – that strangely made her look her age. She was in her thirties and could easily have a small daughter whose hair she kept in plaits. 
Abigail smiled up at them both as they entered. Clay hoped that meant nothing would be said of their encounter this morning. Belinda still held his hand, soothing his jittery nerves. She nodded to her flatmates and took him to the couch opposite. Judy hadn’t yet raised her head, only giving a tuneful grunt of greeting. 
The plaits were nearly tied. Abigail’s fingers moving nimbly, Judy emitting tiny winces of pain as her hair was once or twice pulled too sharply. When they were finished – one in a white bow, one in pink – Judy looked at them with the closed mouth, satisfied smile of a happy six-year-old. Abigail shifted slightly on the couch and tapped the seat beside her and Judy got up and sat next to her, instinctively holding her hand. 
And there they sat as strange mirror images: Judy, smaller and weaker than Abigail and holding her hand for support; Clay, bigger and stronger than Belinda but using her as the same kind of bedrock.
Clay stared at them. “You’ve had visitors.” 
Judy and Abigail just looked at each other, as if given some meaningless clue to a riddle.
“The police,” he said.
“Oh yes – them,” Abigail said. “Yes, they’ve been here.”
“Weren’t you going to tell us?”
Abigail smiled. “It was the word ‘visitor’ that threw us, my dear Clay. When I hear that word I think of friends accepting your hospitality and giving you a nice time in return. I think of cake, tea, laughter and maybe a bottle of wine. None of those things I would associate with the dropping by of police officers, and having now had them ‘visit’, I’m sure my assumptions were correct.”
“They were both cute though,” said Judy.
Abigail glanced at her. “Well, one of them was a bit too young. I thought he looked gawky in his uniform, although Judy disagrees. The other was older and had a manly air, a real presence. It’s so rare you meet someone who – without saying anything, or showing off – can fill up a room. It’s a shame he went into the police force rather than the stage, he’d have been a natural.”
“Was he a Welsh bloke?” 
“Why, Clay, you seem to have turned psychic,” said Abigail. “Yes, he was – Mr Llewellyn. Have you met him?”
“We’ve heard of him,” said Belinda. 
Clay edged forward in his seat. “What did they say?” 
“Apparently, Nick Turnkey has been murdered.”
“We know.” 
Abigail raised an eyebrow. “I’m beginning to believe I’ve underestimated you, Clay. You really are a surprising source of information. He was murdered in his flat last night and they’ve linked it to Raymond’s murder, and so are talking to everybody acquainted with both.”
“They wanted to know where we were at the time of the murders.” Judy couldn’t help putting a note of excitement into her voice.
“What did you tell them?” asked Clay.
Abigail shrugged. “We told them the truth. That we’re Soho girls and never go near such places as Brockley and the Holloway Road.”
“Did they ask about us?” said Belinda.
“Yes, they did. They asked about you, darling, because you’re of course a resident of this flat, and they asked about Clay because someone had already told them he was back in town and staying here.”
“Who?”
“They didn’t explicitly say. Dear Mr Llewellyn is far too cagey and clever for that. But from some of the words the younger officer used, I’m suspecting it was Charles West.”
“He should learn to keep his mouth shut,” said Belinda.
Judy nodded.
“What did you tell them?” asked Clay.
“We told them that you were indeed back and you were indeed staying here. What else were we going to tell them, Clay?
“We told them we were all pleased to see you,” Judy added.
“Did you tell them where I was last night? The night before?”
“Well, they asked,” said Abigail. “And we told them that we couldn’t swear absolutely, but the girl you were sleeping with uttered no complaints, so it seems a fair bet you were snoozing safe beside her.”
He sat back.
Belinda clutched his hand. “You’ve nothing to worry about.” 
“Why should he have anything to worry about?” asked Abigail.
“He’s been having bad dreams.” 
“Not just bad dreams.” He jerked forward again. “Horrible dreams. Real, vivid, nasty, bloody, horrific dreams. I dreamed I killed Raymond, then last night I dreamed I killed Nick. So as you can see, they’re not just your passing easy-to-forget bad dreams.”
“Oh no!” Judy put her hands to her mouth.
“That’s awful,” drawled Abigail.
Belinda leant into him. “They’re only dreams, honey.” 
“Tell me all about them,” said Abigail.
“What?” 
“Tell me about these dreams. What do you do? What are you wearing?”
He hesitated. “I don’t know. I can’t really remember.”
“But you just said they were vivid and horrific, not your passing easy-to-forget bad dreams – how could you possibly have forgotten them?”
“They’ve vanished,” he said. “I know I had them, but I can’t remember anything about them.”
“Well, there you are,” said Abigail. “Dreams vanish, they’re not real, they’re fantasy. You shouldn’t worry about dreams, even ones which appear to come true. If you can’t remember them, how do you know which parts fitted in with reality and which parts were just nonsense in your head?”
“But they seemed real,” he said. “And when I went to Brockley yesterday and Holloway Road today, it was like I’d been there in my dreams.”
“But you can’t remember them now?”
“No.”
“Then forget about it,” smiled Abigail. “You may have had a dream in which some piece of violence happened to Raymond or Nick, or maybe even to other people. And because your mind is malleable you may have bent your notion of that dream to fit in with reality and thus make yourself look psychically blessed.” She sat back in the sofa, totally relaxed, totally confident that she was right and that he’d believe that she was right. “I wouldn’t get concerned, I wouldn’t be upset, I wouldn’t worry if the police come by to chat. You’ve nothing to fret about, Clay, I can promise you that.”
Belinda kissed his cheek. “You were with me both nights, sleeping softly. She’s right, Clay, she’s right.” 
He ran his hand softly through Belinda’s hair, but still felt uncomfortable. It was Abigail’s superiority, it was her assurance that there was nothing to worry about. It irked him. What if she had some reason to make him want to forget? What if it suited her that he forgot? He watched her and knew he wouldn’t be able to read her, but wanted to try anyway. She stared at him – looked down at him. His thoughts had slipped to the beauty of her almost naked body, and her haughty raised eyebrow let him know she knew this.
“I have bad dreams,” said Judy. “Dreams where there’s this play and I really want the lead part, as the character is spunky and cool – a girl I can identify with. But no matter what I do, how I change myself – they won’t let me have the part. And the first girl who has it leaves because she becomes a big star, so I audition again. But they give it to another girl, and she becomes a big star – so I audition again. And it just goes on and on, with all these girls – who aren’t as good as me – getting the part, and me being left behind, unknown and unwanted.” She leant across and wrapped her arms around Abigail’s waist, squeezing her tight.
“And you come to me, don’t you, little one?” said Abigail. “And I help you with your dream, don’t I?”
“She comes to both of us.” Belinda leant into Clay, so again they were a mirror image of the other couch. “We both help her.”
“Yes, you do.” Judy squeezed herself tighter to her friend.
“She tends to have it the night before auditions,” Belinda told Clay, squeezing herself tighter to him. “It can really shatter her nerves, which is not a good thing before an audition. Even if you’re going for a character with major self-esteem issues, you’re supposed to show up at the theatre confident.”
Abigail kissed Judy’s cheek.
“Come on then, sweetie,” she said. “Let’s get started on Clay’s feast.”
“What?” 
Abigail stood up from the couch. “We were going to cook you a large and beautiful meal yesterday.” 
Judy still held her hand. “To welcome you back.”
“But of course terrible events intervened. Tonight though, I think we should do it – if only because the food will waste if we don’t.”
“Thank you very much,” said Clay. “I’m not sure how hungry I am though.”
“Oh you’ll be hungry,” laughed Abigail. “I’m sure if I leave you in Belinda’s hands, she’ll work up your appetite.” 
“It will be my pleasure,” she said.
Abigail and Judy giggled and left the room, like sisters on a day-trip to somewhere pretty.
Belinda was still wrapped tight around him. “Ask me what I dream of.” 
“What do you dream of?” 
“I dream of a big house in Hollywood,” she said. “It’s a palace, a mansion. It was owned by some great silent film star whose face and spirit are still present. I have two Oscars and two children, but I’ve still kept my figure. I look absolutely fantastic in every photo shoot I do. I have directors who ring me and want to work with me. I have huge stars who want to work with me and seduce me. I have millions of fans who write me wonderful letters to tell me how beautiful I am, how talented I am, how phenomenal I am. I work on one film a year, and it’s always a huge box-office success and in the running for all the awards. I go to parties and the adulation is intense. The actors try to seduce me, the directors – seeing me in the flesh – also want to seduce me. I flirt a little, play a little, smile in their direction, laugh at their jokes, touch their arms when they say something particularly beautiful. But, at the end of the night, I go home with my husband – the big, wide, handsome Mr Clay, who the showbiz magazines admire as the only man strong enough to tame the gorgeous Ms Bondurant.”
His lips moved up her neck, working his way to her face, her eyes closed in rapture. She allowed him to reach her lips at the final words – once she’d finished the soliloquy and the images were painted fresh.
He remembered his lines: “How many cars do you have?” 
“Six,” she said. “One made out of pure gold which I use to make the neighbours jealous.”
“How many planes do you have?”
“Only one, because I can only fly to one place at any time and my darling husband and my darling children never fly anywhere without me. I only have one, but it is the most luxurious plane anybody has ever had.”
“How many houses do you have?”
“I have four. One in Hollywood, one on the beach in Hawaii, one in New York and one in London so my husband and I can go back and feel like real people. That’s one of the things the magazines love about me, that I haven’t lost touch with my roots, that I’m still very much a real person.”
“What else do the magazines say about you?”
She squealed. “They say I’m the best actress of my generation, as good as anyone who has ever been before. They say I’m the most beautiful woman in the world, the lad’s mags always vote me the sexiest woman in the world – but I never do photo shoots where I take my kit of and that earns respect. I’m seen at the best parties and I’m always pristine. I understand fashion, I understand style, I understand what it is to be a great actress – and a great mother and a real woman. My smile alone will double the circulation of any magazine, and triple the audience of every TV show it appears on.”
He kissed her, slow, lingering.
She pushed him off. Her eyes open, fear visible.
“Oh Clay, it will happen, won’t it?”
“It will happen.” 
“When?”
“Soon.”
“You’ll make sure of that?”
“I will.”
“Oh, honey. I know you’ll get me exactly what I want.”
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Belinda gave him a twirl in her red satin dress. It dipped to a V in her cleavage and clung tight and smooth to her waist before flowing out. She’d washed her hair so it was thick and luscious and she was again the dynamo redhead. 
They’d finished in the lounge and crept out – scooting past the kitchen, as if one glance could give away what they’d been up to. They then lay on her bed, touching and laughing, making sounds of adoration. 
She got up from him reluctantly, told him that even though they were staying in, the plan was to dress for dinner – after all, he had come to the apartment of three very glamorous ladies. 
When he saw her in that dress, it was a heart-somersaulting thrill. He actually felt the breath tumble in his chest.
In her wardrobe she had a number of his old suits, and she pulled out the one she considered most princely, an elegant black two-piece, and a white shirt. She said it reminded her of moody monochrome adverts, of a man like Clay staring at something interesting, and yet maybe distressing, at the middle distance. It was for that exact same reason that Clay disliked it. It didn’t feel like him, it felt like the outfit a younger, cooler, more pretentious man would wear. But nonetheless he agreed, and she dressed him with excitement.
He sat on the bed, his wrists resting on his knees, in exactly the position she’d have posed him. She stood before him, hands on hips, legs slightly apart. 
They didn’t touch – they burned with gas-heated passion – but were not allowed to caress or grope or feel. She’d spent too long on her hair, her make-up, her nails, on getting her hips and lips and tits just the way she wanted them, to spoil it with a quick bunk-over before dinner. She couldn’t allow any creases in her dress or smudges in her rouge. 
Right then, he didn’t care about any of that. He wouldn’t have cared in what kind of bedraggled state he took her to dinner, he just wanted to have her. But he knew – had learnt after much trying and failing in the rodent maze of their relationship – that, if attempted, he’d get a sharp electric shock and wouldn’t even receive cheese later.
He stood slowly and offered her his arm. She took it with a smile and a half-curtsy, and then he escorted her gently all the way from her bedroom, through the yellow hallway and into the dining room which glowed red. 
The walls and ceiling were painted a full and rich shade of scarlet, while the carpet was a blooming cherry that at first glance seemed to offend by clashing so horrifically with the walls. The first time he saw it his eyes were forced shut by the merest glance; when he opened them again though, he realised that in a crude and unscientific way, they actually did complement each other. They shouldn’t, but once acclimatised, he saw there was no other shade of carpet which would so stylishly match. Across the walls were framed posters of would-be impressionist masterworks, where the artist had given the colour red a starring role. And at the centre of the room was a large mahogany table, that reflected the surrounding shades and seemed to radiate crimson. 
Belinda’s hair and dress gave her possession of that room; she walked in at her shiniest, brightest and most desirable. Abigail and Judy had lit it for mood, two candelabras on the table and side lamps in the corners, the bulbs ruby.
Judy was sitting at the table already, surreptitiously eating a bread roll – knowing she was naughty to fill up on carbs before the meal. She wore a stunning pink party dress that dropped from her bust to her knees. Her hair was straight and crisp to her naked white shoulders, so that she resembled a beautiful teenager from the fifties. She jumped up as they entered.
“Oh Judy,” said Belinda. “You look absolutely magnificent!”
“Thank you! You look so beautiful! That’s your premiere dress, isn’t it? That’s the dress you’re going to wow them with at the premieres.”
“Yes,” nodded Belinda. “And that’s your premiere dress.”
“This is my Royal premiere dress. This is the one I’ll wear in front of the King and Queen and the handsome princes.” Judy looked so proud. “Until that point, nobody outside these doors sees it.” 
They hugged in their highly practised way, careful not to crimp or upset any of those spontaneous touches so immaculately prepared.
“And Clay,” said Judy, “you look so handsome.”
Belinda took his arm. “He’s amazing, isn’t he?” 
“Oh Belinda, why can I never get a man like him?”
“We’ll find you one. Don’t worry, we’ll get a good one for you.” 
Clay blushed to match the wine and the walls, but his voice was unaffected. “What are we having?” 
“Ah, it’s a secret,” said Judy. “Have a seat. It won’t be long now. Clay, you sit there and Belinda you sit opposite him. Would you like any wine? Red is probably best. Red is best to complement you, Belinda.” 
They had a selection of wines along the sideboard, and Judy picked one and poured him out a large glass, filling it to the brim. He thanked her. She poured Belinda’s glass, stopping barely half-way up, before treating herself to a mere splash. “Boys are thirstier than girls,” she explained.
They clinked their glasses together, then Clay took a sip and it slipped down smoothly. He smiled at his hostesses. “Thank you very much.” 
“You’re welcome,” said Belinda. “You don’t know how glad we are to have you back.”
“It’s wonderful to see you again,” Judy smiled. “It’s great that you’re still so big and strong.”
The door burst open and Abigail entered triumphantly – her spoils a silver platter on which lay a roast piglet with a red apple in its mouth. 
Abigail stood proud and magnificent before them. She was wearing a pair of Cuban heels, skin-tight black trousers, a bright sequined blouse of many colours and a bolero jacket with the collar turned up macho. Her hair was pulled to a pony-tail and she had little in the way of make-up, although her lips were an exotic brownish-red. “Olé!” she yelled.
The piglet was small without much meat, but looked scrumptious. The rich red apple glowed in its mouth and its skin shone roasted brown. Abigail danced it to the table and waved her hand over her head flamenco style.
If they’d been as successful as they’d hoped to be – as successful as they sometimes thought they were – now would have been the moment the servants appeared carrying the vegetables and sundries. Unfortunately, every Hollywood feast they attempted was still going to be cut-price. They refused Clay’s offers of help, insisting he was the honoured guest. And so he got to sit there nursing a large glass of wine, watching the incongruous sight of three incredibly beautiful women – at their most striking – each carrying hot dishes with their hands swaddled in tea-towels.
Once the food was served, they sat savouring the aromas. Abigail, despite doing most of the work, was supremely nonchalant. She hooked her thigh over the arm of her chair and stared out smug and satisfied. 
The piglet was placed Clay’s end of the table. Beyond it were dishes of peas, carrots, cauliflower, broccoli, radish, red cabbage, tomatoes and deep red sauces and dark brown gravies. 
Abigail gave a flick of her pony-tail. “Mister Clay,” she said, “would you please do the honours?”
He nodded and took a healthy gulp of wine. She handed him the knife. There was an odd expression on her face, as if she wanted him to prove how good he was with it. His strong hands were dexterous as he carved the tenderest meat. 
Belinda wolf-whistled and the three of them laughed, but even that didn’t bump his concentration. He sliced off enough delicious white flesh to serve four plates and they were passed around. He then gave an embarrassed half-bow and sat to a round of applause. Abigail clapped slowly, but seemed impressed.
They took his plate and loaded it high, piling it with the wonderfully fresh looking greens and reds, dousing it with his choice of gravy. The steam rose and his nostrils twitched. The ladies served their own plates, taking a petite selection of each vegetable. 
Judy poured more wine and filled Clay’s glass to the brim again, then gave lady-like splashes to her flatmates and to herself. 
And there they sat, the food mouth-watering, the wine rich and ready.
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Abigail cleared her throat and, as if she was the patriarch of this little artificial family, held her glass high with a perfect smile: “Here’s to Nick Turnkey!”
All four glasses were raised, though Clay was the only one in genuine mourning. He could understand why Abigail didn’t like Nick – after last night she of course had her reasons – but the gloating look on her face almost gave a sour taste to the food. What if she’d wanted him murdered?
He took a long sip and watched the ladies eat, little Mmmm’s rising up as the tastes touched their lips. 
Clay held his fork still, hovering over a succulent slice of pork. “It’s a shame he’s dead.” 
“Of course it is, honey,” Belinda cut off a tiny piece of broccoli to chew on. “It’s a shame for anyone to die in that way.”
Judy scrunched up her face. “I didn’t like him – but I’m still sad he’s dead.”
“We’ve not lost anyone important, have we?” Abigail took a sip of wine, then swished the red liquid round in her glass. “Regardless of what you thought of him as a man, he was never someone who was going to achieve a great deal. He clearly thought he was, with those tapes and the way he forced that guitar into your face – but really, he’d achieved all he was ever going to. He’d been born a failure and lived a failure and was never going to die any way different no matter when he went.”
He stared at her. “Does that matter though?” 
“Well, if you’re a normal person, no. If you’re just normal you get your husband/wife, mortgage, three kids – and you’ve achieved your lot.” She held her glass up and swished the contents around, a thin smile on her face as she did. “But, if you have aspirations of being an artist, you should attempt to make something of your life beyond the norm. Even if you’ve absolutely no talent – like our late friend Nick Turnkey – you still crave success so you can prove something to yourself. In those terms, you’re a failure if you don’t see your name in lights at least once, and since he never did he must have known – at the end – that he died a loser.” She took a gulp of wine and then grinned at Clay. “The problem for him was that no matter how long he lived, he’d always have died a loser.”
Clay eyed her across the table, glass in her hand, trying to stay nonchalant. What if Abigail had wanted him dead? What if she was happy he was dead because she planned it? It was the same with Raymond, Clay thought. The first night Clay was back she said how much she hated him. And Raymond died too. What if she was behind it somehow? What if she did it? But that was insane. How could she possibly beat a man to death? She wouldn’t open a tin if she thought it might damage her nails. Surely murder was beyond her.
She couldn’t have killed either of them, and even if she had, that wouldn’t explain his dreams. It was just a crazy theory that didn’t make sense.
He didn’t want to stare, so had a few mouthfuls of food and chewed as his thoughts flew. She was beautiful, she was hard and callous – but a murderess? He took a heavy gulp of wine. “It’s still wrong though,” he said.
Belinda glanced a little meanly at him; she clearly thought he was being slow on the uptake. “She isn’t saying it’s right, honey. But she’s correct that he wanted to be famous and successful, and now he never will be.”
“But murder victims get their own fame,” he interrupted. “They get their photo in the papers.”
“They get their photo on page eighteen,” she told him. “They don’t get any lasting fame unless there’s something special about them – and there was nothing special about Nick. Besides, by his own standards, he must have died knowing he’d failed, and I guess we should feel sorry for him.”
“I didn’t like him,” said Judy emphatically. “I know it’s a horrid thing to say, but when I first heard the news I thought ‘Oh good!’ I know that’s a terrible thought, Clay, but after the way he behaved last night, I’m glad I never have to see him again.”
“You can’t honestly expect us to be paid-up members of the Nick Turnkey memorial society.” Abigail took a gulp of wine and encouraged him to do the same. He raised the glass to his lips, but just took a sip. She continued: “It’s a terrible thing when somebody gets murdered, but we’re not going to pretend to be too upset. We’re all trained to cry on demand, but it doesn’t seem worth the effort in his case.”
“And you never liked him either, honey,” said Belinda. “Let’s be fair.”
Clay nodded and finally took a bite of the pork; it was marvellous, seeming to dissolve on his tongue and tingle backwards. Would Abigail behave like this if she’d actually done it? Wouldn’t she act more upset to throw people off the scent? His eyes fixed her across the table. “It’s still a terrible thing.” 
“It’s a terrible thing when anyone is murdered,” said Abigail. “Even Nick Turnkey.”
And what about Belinda and Judy? Surely Abigail couldn’t murder two people without them knowing, without them having some part in it even. He knew that Belinda wouldn’t do it; surely Judy wouldn’t, either. It was all nonsense, all crap. His mind was tired and stressed; none of what he thought made sense.
He smiled at Abigail. She actually smiled back. 
They ate. Clay, after turning his food around aimlessly, now chewed zealously. He piled his fork with the mix of vegetables, each one a treat and present for his stomach. He helped himself to more of the rich red sauce.
“What about Raymond?” he asked, his mouth half-full. “Why did you all hate him so much?”
“We didn’t hate him,” said Belinda.
“I liked him!” said Judy. “When we first knew him, I thought he was one of the sweetest guys. He was so kind and considerate. I know he changed afterwards, and was a lot meaner then – but in the beginning, I really liked him.”
Abigail sat back in her chair. “I don’t know. I think that meanness was always there and a lot of the niceness was just a front. I used to think – I never said it to anyone but I used to think it – that there was something dark and spiteful in him. And as time went by, he proved me right.”
“What did he do, precisely?” asked Clay.
“He became successful,” said Belinda. “And then he cut his old friends who weren’t so successful. You remember, honey, you were there; we always used to talk about helping each other when the moment arrived – well, the moment arrived for him and he just abandoned us.”
Clay shook his head. “He didn’t abandon Toby and he’s not successful.”
“But he’s also not an artist.” A sneer stretched across Abigail’s face. “He was no threat to Raymond.”
“We heard there were three great female parts in his book,” said Judy. “Three super-duper roles any actress would want. We heard one was blonde, one was brunette, one was redhead – and he didn’t even make sure we went up for those roles. He didn’t even let us be considered.” 
“So you see, darling,” said Belinda, “he wasn’t really our friend at all. Friends do friendly things, they help you out. They don’t let roles you should have played go to Flower Honeysuckle and two strangers. Imagine – Flower Honeysuckle, the lead in a TV drama? She’s barely an actress. I liked Raymond, but the moment he became successful, the moment he didn’t need us to fuel his ideas and creativity – he just pretended we didn’t exist.”
“Look! Look!” Judy jumped from her seat. She dashed to her bag on the floor and wrestled out a magazine. It was one of those bright and shiny show-biz mags that gave the impression celebrities are better than real people whilst making fun of the outfits they wear on their Sundays off. Clumsy fingers flicked through until she found the right place, then dropped it to the table. There were blurred paparazzi shots of a young, willowy celeb going shopping. She was dressed in jeans, white T-shirt and baseball cap. One of the photos was taken as she bent over and looked in a jeweller’s window, and you could see her thong. Judy pointed at it, breathless.
“Who’s that?” he asked.
“That is Jemima O’Connor,” said Abigail. “She’s the new flavour of the month – but it won’t last. She’s allegedly going out with Josh McCartney.”
Belinda pouted. “I don’t believe that. I don’t think he’d touch her.”
“Who’s Josh McCartney?” 
“Oh Clay,” said Belinda. “You really are out of it, aren’t you? He’s a film star. A tall and handsome proper film star.” 
Judy was still bouncing on her heels, but managed to get her words out: “She’s going to be in Raymond’s thing!” 
“What?” 
“I heard it today. She’s playing one of the leads, along with Flower.”
Belinda curled her lip and crinkled her nose in disgust. “You see, honey, that’s the kind of friend he was. He has casting approval on a TV show and he gives a role to this trollop.”
“Look at her!” Abigail sneered. “Has she no class?”
“Maybe he thought she’d be good for the role,” said Clay.
“Better than us?” asked Belinda. “Please, darling, really. The man was just a bastard. The moment he became successful he turned his back on the people who’d supported him, the people who were his friends and deserved some kind of reward.”
“Yeah, bastard!” Judy crumpled the magazine and threw it back towards her bag.
“He was only successful in the loosest sense though, wasn’t he?” said Abigail. “He used to tell us he was writing these great important books, about – I don’t know – various tedious things. But look how he actually ended up making his pennies – writing trashy horror under a fake name.”
“He was still successful though.” Clay took a big gulp of wine.
Abigail smiled pityingly at him. “Yes, but being successful like that is the bespectacled ugly man’s ‘getting your tits out for the lads.’ You don’t have the talent it really takes and so you cheapen yourself. Let’s be fair here, Clay – look around you – each of us would have had a ‘successful’ career if we’d taken our clothes off for the mags. Yet we’re above that, we don’t demean ourselves – but obviously poor Raymond wasn’t above it at all.”
“None of us have read it yet.” Clay took another gulp of wine. “It might be good.”
“It might be incredibly good,” said Abigail. “But it doesn’t matter how good an actress you are, or how talented a singer – once you have your boobs out on page three, then that’s all you are. One of those girls who makes a living taking her kit off. It makes us serious artists mad. The women with real talent, who won’t degrade themselves are punished for it – because papers give attention to those who do. Look at the celebrities we have these days. All those one hit wonders and reality show contestants and glamour models. Big-titted tarts who have scantily clad photos taken every single day, just because they’ll sell papers and make a bit of money. Nothing more meaningful than that. Well, that’s all Raymond did. If he was going to write a book which was serious and about proper issues, he might have been applauded for it. As it is, he just cheapened himself.”
Clay chewed around a mouthful of food and swallowed it back with a satisfied gulp. Judy smiled at him and filled his glass. He signalled when halfway up but she ignored him and took it to the brim.
No, Abigail couldn’t have killed them. Belinda and Judy wouldn’t and couldn’t have helped. They weren’t murderers, they were just women who were struggling to break through – wannabes who needed that little bit of luck – and they hated it when they saw an opportunity snatched away from them. They had reason to dislike Raymond, they had reason to dislike Nick – but that didn’t mean Abigail would actually kill either of them. Abigail wouldn’t do anything to mess up her hair, certainly not bloody brutal murder.
He swallowed and stared at them mischievously. “But, even though this book cheapened Raymond, you’d have appeared in the TV adaptation?”
“Please,” sneered Abigail. “I don’t know how they run Channel Four, but if they want to take some crappy horror book with a terrible cover and make a big budget series out of it, then that’s their choice. Once they’ve made that decision, I want to be part of it. I’m a young actress, I have a lot to offer, I have roles to play – bills to pay – so yes, I’d like to be considered.”
“It was incredible.” Belinda held her glass still in front of her. “When we first heard the book had been optioned, we were so excited. Even though we hadn’t heard from him in a while, we couldn’t believe he’d be so myopic. After all, he knew us, knew how talented we were. It was inconceivable he wouldn’t tell the casting director to come to this address.”
Judy looked sad. “We even had the magazine interviews worked out – ‘Flatmates to Starmates!’”
“But did we get a call? Like Hell! We didn’t hear a thing.”
“Well, who did you hear about it from?” 
“Charles West told us,” said Abigail. “He was aggrieved that he hadn’t been considered for a part, but frankly that was understandable. Who’d want their drama tarnished by the presence of that talentless turd?”
Clay took another mouthful, he’d nearly managed to clear his plate. “So are you jealous of Flower?” he asked, and instantly regretted it.
There was a pause, a silence which might have been awkward if it wasn’t for the scraping of his fork against his plate. 
Then Abigail let out a laugh. “I wouldn’t say I ever really did jealousy, darling. Besides, Flower Honeysuckle is not a substantial enough figure to be jealous of, to worry about, to have strong feelings for. She’s like a blancmange – how can you desperately love or passionately hate a blancmange? It’s just blancmange. She flits from one ‘artistic’ notion to another, wasting her time and other people’s money and never getting anywhere. She’s just a silly school girl who one day wants to be an actress, one day wants to be a dancer, one day wants to own a pony. She’s not someone we’d be jealous of.”
“She’s got a part in the show,” said Clay.
Belinda raised her eyebrow in mild annoyance. “But that’s something to be irritated about, honey, not jealous of. Jake clearly got her that part because he’s besotted, because she refused to shag him unless she got the role. I guess Raymond went along with it, because – well, Raymond didn’t like us and wanted to stub out a nasty little cigarette on us. Nobody can really believe she’s an actress, that she’ll give a good performance. Maybe she does it in bed for Jake, but not on stage, not in front of the cameras. It doesn’t make us jealous, it just makes us feel the injustice of it. Who knows? Maybe the producers will realise when they watch her. Maybe they’ll get rid of her.”
Abigail took a sip of wine. “Maybe she’ll be forced to drop out for some reason.” 
“Yes, we shouldn’t give up hope,” said Judy. 
“She’s a bitch!” snarled Belinda. “I saw her today, wearing this tiny little T-shirt that showed her pants. She was flirting like mad with Clay, while the same time stretching over Jake and claiming him as her possession.”
“I don’t remember her flirting with me.” 
“That’s because you only have eyes for Belinda,” said Judy.
“That’s because you’re the best boyfriend I’ve ever had.” Belinda held his hand across the table.
Her fingers felt good in his and he took another gulp of wine, then wiped his brow. “Is the heating on?” 
“No,” said Abigail. “It’s probably just the hot weather and the food.”
“Here.” Judy filled his glass again. “Have some more wine.” 
“What about Jake?” He was feeling a little light-headed now. A bit pissed, in fact. But he had a large glass of wine in front of him and thought it’d be rude not to drink it. Really, it was most palatable.
“I like Jake,” said Belinda. “Although I think it’s a mistake he’s with Flower. He was a nicer guy when he was with Abigail.”
Judy giggled. “I had such a crush on him. It’s a terrible thing to admit about your friend’s boyfriends, but I did fancy him.” She lowered her eyelashes and flushed. “I have a crush on your boyfriend too, Belinda.”
Belinda laughed and Clay blushed. Judy sat beside him, so pretty.
“Jake was an okay boyfriend.” Abigail turned the food over on her plate with polite disinterest; she seemed to have barely touched half of it. “He was all about himself though. All conversations were about him and what he liked and what he wanted and what he was going to get. All we did when we were together were things he wanted to do when we were together. They weren’t my needs satisfied, my desires – it was just about him. I sometimes wonder why I stayed with him so long. I guess because he was handsome, quite sweet and I thought he was going places. I don’t know, I suppose when you’re younger it’s nice to bewitch a man like that. Just on closer inspection, it turns out he wasn’t worth bewitching.”
Bewitch? The glass stopped halfway to Clay’s mouth, thoughts jerking through his alcohol-addled brain. Nick had said Abigail bewitched him. But surely that was different. Jake and Abigail were actually lovers; it was proper that some level of bewitching took place. He took a sip of wine. He had to stop having these crazy thoughts. He shouldn’t be drunk and paranoid.
“I didn’t like the thing he had with Raymond,” said Belinda. “The way the two of them – and Toby as well – made out they were more intelligent than the rest of us. The way they’d drop all those stupid cultural, historical references into conversation, and expect everyone to know what they were talking about. That annoyed me. And then you’d have Flower, who’d sit there with a knowing smile. Anything came up she didn’t know, she’d just sit there with that smile and not say a word. She didn’t know what it was any more than the rest of us, but she liked to feel part of that superiority.”
“There’s that smugness to Jake and there’s that smugness to her,” Abigail said. “They actually make a very good couple, they deserve each other. You wouldn’t think that two people who put themselves first, first, first could make it in a relationship, but obviously they can.”
“How long have they been together?” asked Clay.
Judy shrugged. “About a year I think.” 
“From when he started to get commissions to write proper TV shows,” explained Belinda. “She managed to find herself back on the dating scene then.”
“Yes!” laughed Abigail. “Remember that penniless poet boyfriend? She had her suffering artist lover. Remember that architect? She had her professional lover. That builder guy? Her bit of rough lover. That actor? Her on-stage fling lover. Now she’s worked her way up to successful screenwriter lover. Although I can’t see her giving up this one as easily.”
Clay was hot; he was full and tipsy. He looked at them and his vision blurred. He felt calm and relaxed though. He felt safe. It was incredible that he’d had such thoughts about them – about Abigail – even for a moment. “What about Charles?” he asked. “What do you think of him?”
“He’s nothing at all in my opinion,” said Belinda.
Abigail shook her head. “He’s a crap actor and an even worse excuse for a human being. I don’t mean that in a nasty way, I just mean he’s so inconsequential in both roles that there’s little point him being in either.”
“Bunny?” 
“I like Bunny,” said Judy. “He’s sweet and funny and nice. Maybe some day one of his shows will be successful, maybe he’ll be lucky.”
Belinda laughed. “He’ll have to be very lucky. But I suppose, if you see some of the shows in the West End, some of the crap ideas and crappier performers – then who knows? His lack of taste might come into fashion long enough for him to have a hit.”
“I like him too.” Abigail gave one of her affectionate smiles, something she hadn’t really mastered, and as such it usually made her look sinister. “I don’t have much confidence in him making it though. I think he’ll always be at the edge of things, always trying to trade off that family name. No doubt, after we’re famous, he’ll try to use us in some way. He’ll try to get us to star in one of his crappy plays.”
“He better have a better script than normal,” said Belinda.
“Quite,” Abigail raised her glass. “Or maybe he’ll put on a play about us. Can you imagine that? A drama about three talented actresses and the gay Svengali who puts them on their path to fame.”
They all laughed.
“Here’s to you!” said Clay.
The four of them came together in a whirl of wrists and glasses. He celebrated with another gulp.
“Are you okay?” Belinda asked.
He stared at her. “I’ve probably felt better.” 
“Oh poor honey. Would you please excuse us? It’s been a very long day.”
“But we still have dessert,” said Judy.
“I’ll eat it tomorrow.” He was slurring his words now, suddenly incapacitated by the drink, the food, the heat, the tiredness. He stood up and lurched forward and Belinda’s arm steadied him. Judy clutched his other side.
He looked at Abigail – so beautiful, so smug, so superior, so lovely. He didn’t know what had happened this morning – God, was it only this morning? – and he doubted he’d ever know. They weren’t likely ever to discuss it, after all. But he knew she was a good person underneath. She was with Belinda and Judy, and she was a good person.
“I know you didn’t do it,” he heard himself say.
Her eyebrow rose. “Sorry?”
“I know it wasn’t you.”
“Oh. Okay then.” She was clearly baffled, but held her hand out for him to kiss, and he nearly toppled into the table as he did so. He felt Belinda’s arm on him, and Judy’s, and stood straight with a grin of embarrassment.
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They helped him from the room. He felt large, as if he’d swelled in the space of one course. It was like he was walking on ornamental weights which had been lovingly carved into the shape of his feet. He had his arms around Judy and Belinda, and was amazed that they could carry him. He felt so cumbersome to himself – if he’d had to rely purely on his own muscle, he wasn’t sure he’d have moved anywhere. He was big and fat and hopeless. The light flickered as he tried to keep his eyes open.
Belinda’s bed offered sanctuary, a green relief that he fell towards. He landed face first, a knee banging into the side. He heard one of them laugh, and then hands grabbed him and rolled him face down to the pillow. 
He felt a hand – Belinda’s touch – stroke his scalp tenderly. She maybe sang a snatch of a lullaby as well, he couldn’t really tell – everything was so fuzzy. Maybe it was just a gentle tune caught in his head. Her fingers moved through his scalp, going round in circles – a vortex of calm and relaxation. His eyes stayed shut, his breath got deeper, and the circles got smaller until they ended at a full stop.
“Come on.” He heard Abigail’s voice. “He’ll sleep now.”
The touch of the hand vanished, the soothing went and he was left in the dark. For some reason he couldn’t open his eyes and was glad of that: he didn’t want to see the real world, he just wanted to lose himself in beautiful blackness. He squeezed his eyes tighter and brought his fingers to his face.
The images came quickly. 
He was with a man, a man whose face he couldn’t see even though they were kissing. The man must have been big though, as Clay had to tip-toe to kiss him. He was glad to see the man, happy to be kissing him again. 
They were in a hallway and they were moving. Clay was gently pushing him in the direction of the bedroom. 
The man took off his T-shirt, jeans, boxers and there he was – a beautiful specimen. He sat on the bed and Clay knelt before him. They kissed on the lips and then Clay moved his tongue down the man’s torso – licking his muscles, not yet touching the erection that was waiting for him. The man sat back, and even though Clay couldn’t see his face he knew he was smiling. 
Clay reached under the mattress and wrapped his hand around the hilt of a sharp knife. His kisses against the man’s chest grew more passionate. He was biting now, leaving little pinches on the flesh. 
He kissed him from his throat to his crotch and then swallowed his dick in one. The man pressed the back of Clay’s head, trying to keep him there, trying to make sure he never came up – but Clay wriggled a little and the man let go. 
Clay looked up at the man’s eyes, even though he couldn’t see them.
He smiled at the man and spoke breathlessly. “You’re always mine. You will always be mine, won’t you?” 
“Yes,” said the man. “Yes, I will.”
Raising his hand, Clay sliced the man’s chest open. The blade punctured the skin just above his belly and Clay pushed it through his ribs. The man didn’t scream, he was so happy and horny that he didn’t utter a sound until the blade was deep and working its way up. The blood splattered across the room, covering the bed and the pillows and caking Clay’s face and hair. The man sank back to the mattress, wearing a stupid imploring look. 
Clay jammed his mouth into the wound and started to lap away at the warm, flowing blood. The man reached out but Clay easily smacked off his weak, dying hand. Clay roared, a sense of glory in the gore, and there on the floor were the burnt bodies of Raymond and Nick. 
He grinned, his teeth smeared red.
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He leapt like a live man in a grave. 
The lights were off and he stumbled in the dark before managing – almost by accident – to hit the switch. The room came alive in sickening green and Clay stood in sweat-drenched clothes, his chest tight with breathlessness. Wide-eyed, he grabbed the wall to keep steady and sucked in vast gulps of air. 
He wasn’t drunk any more – instead, he felt faint, ill. It was still only midnight and he was alone and having horrible nightmares like a nervous little boy. Except he wasn’t like a nervous little boy – his nightmares came true, they actually happened as he dreamt them. But this one wasn’t like that, it was something different, something he could remember at an acute angle. He’d never kissed a man, never sucked a man’s dick – yet the dream was so real. He’d never killed a man – but could remember the coldness of the knife, the warm spraying of the blood, the triumph. Yet it hadn’t happened, it was just a dream like the others – but then it turned out the others weren’t just dreams.
He tore off his clothes, actually ripped stitches out of stitches. He staggered to the bathroom, listening to the three women laugh as he stumbled past the closed dining room door.
The pink light of the bathroom was harsh and he blinked as he stared at himself in the mirror. He’d picked up a tan in recent days, but right then looked grey, haggard, grimy – covered with a sweat that wasn’t clear and salty, but was moist and dusty. He took a flannel and wiped himself down, then with a lurch bent over the toilet bowl and threw up, vomiting out a viscous red-wine liquid. With the back of his hand he wiped his mouth and coughed, then flushed the toilet and watched it drain away. The sensation of drunkenness had gone. It didn’t feel like he’d ever even tasted alcohol. He straightened up as the most sober man alive.
There were pink plastic cups by the sink and he turned the tap and filled one with cold water and threw it back in a bolt, then took another and another and another. He carried one final cup to rest on the bedside table.
He quietly opened the bathroom door and crept down the hallway. There was no laughter from the dining room – just a complete stillness.
Belinda was waiting for him in red knickers and bra, lipstick freshly applied along with empathy in her eyes. She lay on the bed, right leg arched. She smiled at him, managing to be both desirous and concerned. “Hello, honey,” she purred. “I was surprised to find you gone. I thought you’d be asleep.”
He sat at the end of the bed, his back to her. “I can’t fucking sleep. I’ll have dreams.”
“You don’t know that.”
“You don’t know I won’t.”
“But Clay,” she said, “somebody else killed Raymond and Nick. You were with me all night. You had some terrible dreams, but you’re not responsible, you didn’t do it.” 
“What if I have another dream? What if I dream I kill you? What if I have a sweet little dream where I lean over and strangle you? What happens then?”
She was on her knees behind him, pressing into him, her hands moving to massage his shoulders.
“Don’t worry, Clay. That’s not going to happen.”
“How do you know?”
“Trust me, it won’t.”
He turned around sharply, forcing her back. She landed on her backside and elbows, but didn’t pout at him. Instead, she managed a seductive little smile.
He spoke quickly. “What was I like last night? And the night before? Was I sleeping peacefully? Was there any movement? Any sound?”
She blinked. “I didn’t notice anything wrong.” 
“Really?”
“Clay, you slept. I don’t know what else to say. You were asleep, you were calm, relaxed. I even – I can’t believe I’m telling you this – I even sat up and watched you for a bit both nights, so glad to have you back. You didn’t move, you didn’t do anything.”
He turned away from her. “I can’t sleep!” 
“So what are you going to do?”
“I don’t know.”
“You can’t stay awake forever, Clay. You’re going to have to rest some time.”
“You don’t understand, do you?”
“Please, relax.”
“You’re not listening to me.”
“They’re only dreams.”
He was on his feet, his face red, his fists clenched. “They’re not only fucking dreams are they? If they were only fucking dreams then Raymond and Nick would still be breathing now, wouldn’t they? One of them would still be writing in Brockley and the other would still be strumming out terrible songs on the Holloway Road. They wouldn’t be lying in morgues with their flesh burnt off! These are not just dreams!”
She pulled her legs in towards her a little, as if made vulnerable by his shouting. “Do you really think someone’s going to die tonight?” 
“I don’t know. But how can I sleep if when I wake up there’s a dead body, and I’m the one who can remember doing the killing?”
“But you look exhausted, Clay.”
“I feel shattered – but I can’t sleep, I know I can’t sleep.”
“Just relax.” Her voice was soft. She moved towards the end of the bed. “Just please lie down and relax. It’ll be okay, I’ll hold you, I’ll ward off the bad dreams – I promise you that. Don’t be like this, Clay. You’re frightening me.”
“I’m sorry,” he said, “but I’m a little shit-scared of myself right now.”
“Don’t be!” She offered her hand. “You’re with me all night, you’re not anywhere else, you’re not killing anybody. I don’t know what’s happening, I don’t know why you’re seeing these things – but please believe it isn’t you. Tonight I’ll lie on your chest, I’ll sleep in rhythm with your heart, and if it starts racing I’ll wake you.”
“And if it doesn’t start racing?”
“Then I’ll guess you’re sleeping fine, honey.” She gave him a full smile. “I’ll guess you’re not killing anyone.” 
He held her hand and with the other stroked the side of her face. She turned her head and kissed his open palm.
“Okay,” he said. “Let me just get another cup of water.”
She nodded and kissed his hand again, her green eyes wide and loving.
She reassured him but his throat was still achingly dry, and he threw the contents of that small cup back in one. 
He examined his face in the bathroom mirror. It was pale, sweaty and – despite her reassurances – still filled with a look of trembling panic. He couldn’t dream again. She said he’d slept soundly the last two nights, been relaxed, breathed softly – that as far as she could tell his brow hadn’t even furrowed with wind. He’d been a good, calm sleeping boyfriend. So how was she going to know if something happened tonight? How would she tell if he was visiting horrors? He needed something else to stop him, to smack him into wakefulness. How would she really know? She’d be asleep too.
He looked down at the sink and there were his razor blades, out of place against the pink. He could drop a blade into one of his shoes, so if he did dream he was walking across London, a voice would kick in to tell him he had a razor at the bottom of his foot – convince him that if he was really out, his sole would be cut open. It would stab him out of his dream, pain him into consciousness. Then when he woke, and everything was fine again, he could remove the blade and carry on safe with the rest of his life. It was a thin plan, but it might offer some success. If she listened to his heart, if he had the blade in his shoe – between them, maybe he could stop the dreams. Maybe nobody would die tonight.
He sat on the bed and slipped the blade into the bottom of his right shoe. Belinda dozed on her side, her eyes shut, her nose scrunched up, her breasts rising and falling. He lay on his back and she reached over and rested her head on his chest. They cuddled, his arm curling over her shoulder, stroking her hair. He switched out the bedside light and then lay with his eyes wide, committing the ceiling to memory.
The tension surged through him – a rickety train across his shoulders, he felt the full metal pressure, shudders, powerful shakes that trembled him to his toenails. He wasn’t sure if his eyes were open or closed. He stroked Belinda but felt he was hurting her, pulling too tight, making her wince. He dropped his arm, holding her round her waist, not moving, keeping his grip tender. He loved her so much and couldn’t believe he didn’t feel safe in her presence. Her breath irritated him. It was so gentle, calm, soothing, inviting. She wanted their breath to be together, their heart-rate to be one in peaceful slumber – but he couldn’t do it, and it made him suddenly angry that she wanted him to do it. 
“Go to sleep.” Her voice was deliciously drowsy. 
“I can’t.”
“You’ll have to sleep sometime.”
“What if I never again sleep? Okay, I’ll look and feel like shit. I’ll be slow and staggering and ill. The tiredness will get under my skin and I’ll itch constantly and have to have showers every hour to stop it. But if nobody gets killed that’s worth it, right? Isn’t it? I can give myself all that pain and it will be worthwhile if everyone is safe.”
“You’re not making sense, you’re tired.”
“I can’t sleep.”
“What if you don’t sleep and someone still dies tonight? What will you do then? Will you have yourself a nap?” 
“I don’t know.”
“You’re not thinking. Go to sleep, you’ll feel better.”
“You’re not listening to me!” He shoved her away. She sat up, even in the dark he could sense the expression of hurt pinched into her face. “I cannot sleep!” 
“Fine. Be a lonely insomniac.”
She turned her back to him and curled up tight.
He went to the bathroom and watched himself in the mirror. He didn’t know how late it was, didn’t think it was that late at all – but already he felt like the loneliest man in England. It seemed everybody was asleep but him. He pictured them all – wrapped up in beautiful little balls, next to their loved ones, dreaming lovely dreams in bright colours. His face yawned to the mirror and he staggered a little at the sink. 
It was insane – what could he even remember of those dreams? He tried to think what he’d seen in Raymond’s and Nick’s homes. He tried to recall a single detail of either dream. He thought he saw himself setting the fires, but did he? Did he really see that or did he add the heat and smoke afterwards? He couldn’t even picture their faces. Well, he could – but not from the dreams. 
The last time he saw Raymond was in a pub in Greenwich, it must have been years ago now. He was having problems with Belinda and knew he was going off to an argument. He’d shaken Raymond’s hand goodbye and Raymond had said “See you soon” – in a calm, casual way that didn’t suggest they’d never actually see each other again. 
He’d last seen Nick outside The Murdered Bastard. He was this pathetic little man, desperately aggrieved, somehow going to have his revenge on Abigail. Clay had pretty much known he’d never see him again – who the hell was going to invite him out after that? 
But he couldn’t remember their faces in the dreams. He couldn’t remember going to their homes, he couldn’t remember what was said, he couldn’t remember how they were murdered. He couldn’t remember if he’d started a fire or not. They’d all faded. The dreams were like coloured gas pumped into a room with an open window – at one point you’d be able to see the particles clearly, but they would soon dissipate. 
A yawn forced his mouth wide and seemed to stretch down his whole body. Belinda was surely right, they were only dreams, nothing would happen, he’d just have a quiet night’s sleep. He yawned again and his eyelids fluttered. He switched out the bathroom light.
Clay lay on the bed with his eyes closed, but felt no comfort. Belinda lay away from him, asleep with her back to him – as if still sulking. He tried to lie on his back, on his front, on both sides. It was too hot under the duvet, too cold on top of it. The tiredness was almost painful, but he couldn’t sleep. No one had thrown the switch in his head that allowed him to slip into beautiful reverie. He wanted to sleep now, fucking needed it, but there was a fear speared right the way through him. A voice in his head told him to ignore it, tried to convince himself they were just dreams – he heard Belinda’s voice utter the same sentiment – but there was only wakefulness.
He heard a creak at the bedroom door. It opened, but no light shone through – whoever was there was used to travelling through the flat after dark. He sat up, resting on his elbows. Belinda stayed asleep beside him; she hadn’t stirred.
“Hello?” asked a frightened voice.
“Hello, Judy.” 
As soon as he spoke she was on him – a vulnerable mess of tears and shakes. Her arms wrapped around his chest and she wiped her moist tear-stained face against him. She wore a long nightdress and seemed smaller in the dark, it was as if he was nursing a scared six year old.
“Oh Clay!” she said. “I had a bad dream.”
She clung to him, her voice mixing a wail with a gentle consideration – showing how unhappy she was, but not wanting to wake Belinda. Her legs curled, so that – even though they were both lying down – she was effectively sitting in his lap.
He stroked his hand through her hair. “What happened?”
“It was a bad dream,” she whispered. “It was just so dreadful. I was so useless in it, so terrible. And it just made me feel that I am really useless and terrible. It just made me feel that I’m not a good actress, that I have wasted my life even trying to be an actress. It just made me feel such a failure, Clay, such an absolute loser. It made me feel talentless and useless.”
“You’re a wonderful actress,” he said.
She raised her head so he could glimpse her water-logged eyes shining in the dark.
“You really think so?” 
“Yeah, I’ve always thought you were a brilliant actress.”
“Thank you.” She reached up and quickly kissed his lips.
His hand moved down her and he looked at Belinda. She was asleep beside them.
“You know,” whispered Judy, “when I first knew you I was so hopeful, I thought it was going to come so easy. I thought by the time I was twenty-five I’d be a big star with the mansion in California and a résumé of wonderful films. I thought everybody everywhere would know my name, I thought they’d all love me. I didn’t count on life though. I didn’t count on life being a cruel bitch who’ll slap you down at any chance she gets. Oh, the things I could have done if I’d had the breaks, Clay, if I’d had a little bit of luck. There were roles I went for, good roles that made people – and all the time I stayed here. I’m thirty years old and feel such a failure. I feel that my time to be a star is slipping, that it’ll be gone soon – and from then I’ll have to go for character parts with my teeth out. I feel such a loser, such a pathetic fucking nothing.”
“You’re not nothing.”
“Do you believe in me?”
“Yes.”
“Do you think I have talent?”
“Yes.”
“Charisma?”
“Yes.”
“Presence?”
“Yes.”
“Am I beautiful?”
“Yes.”
“Will I make it?”
“Yes.”
“Oh Clay!” Her lips slipped onto his and they were locked together. He kissed her, his hands pawing and clawing at the material of her nightdress – she arched herself up and tore it over her head. 
They made love quickly, quietly. She rode him while his hands reached up and kneaded her tits. He held his breath, while her squeaks of pleasure were caught in her throat. She came with a sigh that was drawn out in its need to be quiet, and then dropped down onto him. 
He glanced at Belinda and kissed Judy. Her kisses became slower, more distant, as sleep took her. She rolled over so she lay beside him. She was gone swiftly and then he stroked his hand down her peaceful face, kissing her lips as her two front teeth rested between them. He lay on his back and Belinda turned and moved into him. She was still asleep but felt his arm and – recognising his touch – curled up into it. 
And with Judy one side and Belinda the other, he felt safe. He was contented, and gradually the peacefulness of their breathing took him. His eyes flickered but couldn’t stay open, and he knew that he couldn’t resist and didn’t want to anyway.
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He stood outside Jake Monroe’s building in Bayswater. It was a cloudless night with the moon as bright as a winter sun, the neon-lamps rendered superfluous. He waiting across the street, knowing he couldn’t crash through that heavy front door, knowing that after recent events Jake might not just buzz him in. He leant his weight entirely on his left foot, as for some reason his right seared with pain every time it touched the asphalt. He lingered with the moon shining directly on him, a silvery figure in the dark, a ghost on the prowl. 
About a hundred yards up the road a black cab stopped with a screech and a well-dressed drunk fell out. He must have paid already, as the cab raced off and left him with a mouthful of gutter. 
Clay thought he should help, but something kept him back, told him to watch and wait. 
The man pushed himself up to his knees and then laughed. He looked feral, making wild sounds to the moonlight. He pulled himself upright and stumbled against the nearest car – that was particularly hilarious. Then he staggered straight as he could down the road, as if trying to give the impression he was sober. Despite his shakes, the flecks of vomit, the step that reeled him right across the tarmac – he seemed to think that if he kept his head up and affected a nonchalant whistle, nobody would notice.
He was tall – as tall as Clay – but lanky and thin, seemingly made up of angles. It did give him an advantage when he was this drunk, as even when he spilled from the pavement back into the gutter, he retained a kind of aloofness. 
When he stopped at the steps to Jake Monroe’s building, Clay decided to help him.
The man was unsteady, zigzagging his way to the front door, looking like he’d fall backwards every time he gained a step. 
Clay limped across the quiet road, watching him try to slip the key into the right hole – but doing more damage to the paint work.
“Need some help there?” he asked.
The man didn’t hear, he was still whistling thinly – the tune getting lost in deep breath and hiccups.
“Do you need help?” Clay’s voice was forceful. 
This time the man spun round, nearly losing his footing and collapsing into Clay’s arms. The sight of Clay didn’t seem to reassure him, maybe because he was so stained by moonlight. 
The man gawped as Clay hobbled up the steps and took the keys out of his hand. He stared at Clay and backed away, as if unsure this was a flesh and blood creature he was dealing with. 
Clay pushed the key into the lock, gave a nudge with his shoulder and swung it open. 
Fear vanished from the man’s face; he smiled as his home became accessible. He even let Clay take him by the arm and guide him in.
Clay shut the door behind them and led the man to the lower of the two apartments. That lock was tricky and even Clay needed a minute or so to open it – no wonder the drunk was so noisy when he came in unaccompanied. Finally, the door creaked open onto darkness and the mewing of a hungry feline. The man staggered into his home and Clay handed him his keys. The drunk tried to form slurred words of gratitude, to thank Clay for his kind deed, perhaps to invite him in for a nightcap, maybe to suggest the two of them continue the party. But Clay stopped him before he could speak, putting his finger to his lips, grabbing the knob and shutting the door from the outside, leaving the man alone and unsteady in his dark hallway, incapable of dealing with an increasingly demanding cat.
Clay climbed the stairs to the upper floor, Jake’s apartment. His right foot felt as if it was being seized by the fangs of a snake, some force cleaving it apart. His hand clung to the banister rail and pulled him up on his left foot. He winced if he even brushed his right. 
Reaching the top of the stairs and Jake’s door, he leant against the frame as he knocked. He had the odd sensation that his shoe was filling with blood.
He banged three times. 
There was no response. 
He could picture Jake inside, Flower curled next to him – enjoying the early hour’s slumber. 
He slammed his hand against the door again. 
Once more there was nothing. 
He wondered if he’d woken them, and they were now staring at each other in a curious – maybe scared – silence. 
He banged and kicked the door simultaneously. 
This time there was something, a light rustle, the sound of a man desperate not to make any sound. 
Clay smiled as he watched a shadow fall momentarily across the peep-hole.
The door swung open and there stood Jake in his boxer shorts – black with Valentine hearts strewn across them.
Jake stretched his hand across his yawning mouth, then tried to blink himself into full consciousness. “Clay – what the fuck do you want?”
“Have you seen Toby Coops?” 
“What? Why would I have seen Toby?”
“He’s vanished.”
“What?”
“Can I come in?” 
“Yeah, yeah,” Jake flicked the light switch. “Sorry, you fucking woke me, man. What’s all this about? What time is it? Christ, man! – what the fuck happened to your foot?”
Clay limped into the apartment and stared down, unsure himself. “I had an accident,” he murmured. 
“What happened?”
Clay attempted to shrug nonchalantly, but that was difficult with all his weight balanced painfully on one foot. 
Jake shut the door quietly behind his hobbling guest. “What’s this about Toby?” 
“We don’t know,” said Clay. “He seems to have vanished.”
“How can you tell? He could just be in some crappy bar playing fruit machines by himself. That’s what he does, ain’t it? Have you checked every crappy bar in London? Have you?”
Clay just shrugged. 
“Then why have you come and woken me before you’ve fucking done that?” Jake threw his arms wide in tired astonishment.
“His place is a mess.”
“His place is always a mess.”
“More so.”
Jake stared at him. Clay just stood still and gazed away from his American friend, taking another look at the split-level opulence of the apartment. He wanted to sit down and tend his foot (what the hell was wrong with it?) but knew he didn’t have time for that.
Anger was rising in Jake. “So what do you want me to do about it? What do you expect me to do at three in the morning?”
“Is it that late?”
“Yeah, there’s the clock – it’s that late, Clay! What are you doing here?”
“I thought you might know where he was.”
“How would I know that? I’m not his fucking social secretary!”
“I thought you’d want to know he’s disappeared.”
“You’re not even sure he has disappeared!” yelled Jake. “Listen, I know I’m very tired, but what the fuck is this? Why are you looking for Toby? Why, when you can’t find him, do you come to me? I don’t understand. Is this about something else? Is there something you’re not telling me?”
Clay looked down at the coffee table; on it lay Jake’s slim, sleek, expensive lap-top. It was jet-black and closed for the night, but even in its dormant state the quality of the item was clear. “Is that what you wrote the script on?” he asked.
“Yeah. So what?”
Clay nodded and picked it up. 
“Don’t fucking touch it!” 
Clay swung it into the side of Jake’s head. It gave a triumphant thud, smashing against Jake’s skull then reverberating around the apartment. It buckled from the blow and dropped from Clay’s hand – a bruised remnant of its shiny self.
Incredibly, Jake was still standing. His eye was cut and his cheek had caved in – he gave a little squeak of pain – but he was still upright in front of Clay. His early days of American Football had obviously given him a sturdiness that belied his frame. He stood there, shaking, clearly stunned. The muscles in Jake’s face twitched and there was a lone drop of dark blood slithering down his cheek, but in that first moment, there was no other reaction. 
Clay jumped at Jake, knocking him down, landing him with a crack to his shoulder blades. His large hands wrapped around Jake’s throat and squeezed. 
Jake gasped, the last sound he ever made, his fingers desperately clawing at Clay, trying to find some way to push him off. He tried to scream, but there was no sound. His eyeballs were suddenly beyond red, a sickening puce – every capillary and blood vessel burst and flooded his whites the colour of death. 
Jake gave one final push against Clay’s chest, a last despairing attempt to knock him away, but it seemed that there wasn’t even a molecule of strength left in his arms. His eyes filled with blood, so that thick trickles oozed out of the corners. His throat was crushed, red bubbles forming at his nostrils and mouth. He clawed his fingers once more at Clay, and then suddenly his arms went limp and just flopped to his side. His head arched back with his neck black with bruises, his face crimson and contorted. 
Clay leapt from the corpse of his American friend and nearly fell over. His right foot wept with pain, as if a spear had been thrust through his skin and now ripped his flesh with every movement. 
He steadied himself and limped to the kitchen. He had to be quick. Surely Flower hadn’t just slept through that. Surely she was awake and frightened somewhere. She was waiting for him, maybe calling the police; the goddamn cavalry were on their way to save her. Lurching like a malfunctioning Frankenstein’s monster, Clay pulled out the kitchen drawers until he found a sharp and shiny butcher’s knife. Then he headed to the bedroom.
The knife – which no doubt had been used on nothing more exciting than chicken until now – gleamed in the half-light. He was going to cut off her face with it. She thought she was so beautiful, so spectacular – but he was going to show her she wasn’t. Before he killed her he was going to take that face from her. It would be fun. There’d be no more smug pouts, no more fluttering eye-lashes, no more superior looks.
He put his hand on the wall to retain his balance. There was blood pouring over the top of his shoe, leaving stains on the white carpet. He ground his teeth, pretending his foot wasn’t dragging some way behind the rest of him. 
His hand wrapped around the banister and he pulled himself up the stairs to the upper level, blood smearing the steps. 
At the top he managed to hop and charge forward. 
Clay threw open the bedroom door with a snarl, wanting to scare the stupid bitch – and all he found was an empty bed. The sheets creased, a pillow dented – but no Flower. 
She must be hiding somewhere. 
Unsteadiness in his every movement, he had to keep going. He threw back the bed and underneath was just rubbish – the collected cardboard boxes of a man who never tossed anything out. 
Blood spilled over the side of his shoe as Clay spun round and grabbed open the wardrobe, sending the blade ripping through Jake’s suits. 
Again there was no Flower. 
He careered into the hallway. The bathroom door was open and he yanked down the shower curtain, but again nothing. 
All the spare bedroom had was a small bed with no sheets. He threw the mattress over and she wasn’t cowering there either; she wasn’t in the closet of that room – nothing was. 
Clay roared breathlessly, consumed with anger and hatred and frustration. 
The knife was still in his hand, his whole body shaking with adrenalin. He hopped and staggered and stumbled back to the stairs and then slipped, tumbling down. He banged his face against the sharp steps, landing with a thud on the lower level. The blade came down hard and was embedded in the carpet two inches from his nose. He struggled to wrench it free. 
He stood up slowly, his right foot behind him – a pirate reliant on one leg.
She wasn’t here. 
The stupid lucky bitch wasn’t here. 
He stared down at Jake’s body and momentarily felt sorry for him. 
Clay hobbled carefully to the kitchen and took some cooking oil to pour over Jake’s red and bruised corpse. He pulled down some books from the shelves and scattered the leaves over his friend. They were all How To... screenwriting books. Clay, having murdered the man, now desecrated his bibles. 
He covered Jake in paper, then grabbed a chef’s box of large matches. The smoke alarm was right outside the kitchen and he took a moment to slam the knife into it and then removed the battery. 
Clay sat on the sofa and watched the flames take hold. He looked at the blood on the carpet, blood on the walls. Footprints, handprints, fingerprints – all his. He didn’t have time to turn the apartment into a proper inferno. All he could do was hope that Jake’s body burned fiercely enough for his entire home to go up with him. If it didn’t, well, he wasn’t around for that long – let’s see if the police could get him before he went.
He got up from the sofa just as the smoke turned black. He limped through it and closed the front door behind him. It was painful hopping down the stairs, one hand to the wall, one to the banister. 
Something stopped him on the ground floor. He suddenly had the impression that he was being watched – as if that drunken fancy-Dan hadn’t just passed out, but was standing at the peephole staring at him. 
A voice told Clay that he should quickly kill him, get him out of the way – he was a witness, after all. But another voice – closer to his own – said no, he didn’t want to kill another man tonight. For a moment, there was more pain in his head than there was in his foot, but he managed to get outside without further blood on his hands.
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He woke with a scream that ricocheted through his skull. His eyes bulged, his mouth hung open, he almost choked on the fresh morning air. 
Either side of him lay Belinda and Judy, both naked now. They were absolutely beautiful and, though asleep, each faced him with a little smile. 
He dived down the middle of the bed and dropped painfully to his elbows on the floor. He rolled over and stared at the two women.
Belinda stirred, but not in a startled way; more as if she’d heard the sweet sound of the dawn chorus.
There were bruises on his arms that hadn’t been there when he went to bed, and his face was tender. He stared at his foot and it was bandaged. 
A scream came fast to his throat. The dream was on replay as he closed his eyes. 
Belinda smiled drowsily. She looked at Judy and registered no surprise or jealousy – instead she drew closer and ran her hand down Judy’s body, thumb lingering on her hip. It was a sleepy tenderness, and she gave Clay the same delightful warm expression.
“Hi, honey,” her voice was languid. “What’s up?”
“What’s up?” he yelled. “What have you done to me?” 
Judy stirred, again peacefully, as if the only noise she could hear came from woodland squirrels foraging nearby. She wrapped her arms around Belinda’s naked body for early morning comfort.
Belinda smiled at him. “What are you yelling for, darling?” 
“What do you mean, what I am yelling for? Look at me!”
Judy peered at him with unconcerned curiosity, her eyelids only half-open. 
Belinda ran her hand through her flatmate’s hair. “Well, don’t you remember?” 
“Yeah, I fucking remember! I remember all of it, every fucking thing! What have you done to me?”
“But if you remember,” said Judy, “why are you yelling? It was so beautiful, I’ve never been as happy as I was last night.”
“What?”
“He was drunk,” said Belinda. “He was pissed and maybe he had another of his bad dreams and got confused.”
He stared at them and they kissed, softly and lovingly on the lips.
Belinda turned to face him, her pout still gorgeous. “Don’t you remember? We had a few drinks and then we had a threesome. Judy joined us.”
Judy cuddled into Belinda, nibbling at her white neck, her hand playing with Belinda’s left breast. Belinda’s hand moved in from her flatmate’s hip. 
Judy was a little breathless as she spoke. “We can do it again if you like. I mean, if you really don’t remember.”
“What?” he said. “What are you talking about? What the hell happened to my foot?”
Belinda gave him a full yet tender smile he never knew she possessed. “You were drunk, my darling, and maybe a little dizzy with happiness. You went to the bathroom and somehow stepped on a razor blade. It went quite deep and we got it out and bandaged your foot. I’m amazed you don’t remember – did you have another nightmare?”
“What happened to my face?”
Judy didn’t look at him, concentrating on Belinda, her voice distracted. “You fell over. We were very scared that you might have hurt yourself, but afterwards–” – she smiled at the memory – “–you proved you were in full working order.”
He pressed back to the green wall and stood up slowly, gingerly using his right foot. They had their arms around each other, stroking, their mouths kissing, their tongues obviously eager to move down naked flesh – so incredibly alluring in the dawn light. But – as pictures of Jake whirred around his head – there was something in the placid calm of their faces that chilled him on a summer’s day. He leant as far against the wall as he could, getting his strength, frightened to be near them. 
“What happened to Jake last night?” he asked.
“Sorry?” Belinda’s voice was a breathless whisper.
Judy was nibbling her way down Belinda’s chest. “We haven’t seen Jake.” 
Clay smacked his palm to the wall. “Yeah, but I have! I saw him clearly. I saw him when he answered the door, I saw him as he questioned me in his front room, I saw him as I brained him with his computer. I looked into his eyes as I throttled him on his carpet. I fucking know what happened, I know what I did, I know what you made me do!”
They kissed once more on the lips and then gazed at him, their faces side by side, their arms tight around each other. 
Belinda spoke: “You’ve been here with us all night, darling.”
“I’ve been here all night? Having a threesome I can’t remember? Digging a razor deep into my foot by just standing on it? That’s fucking nonsense. I’ve been out, I’ve killed someone, I’ve killed someone again – and you made me do it!” He was breathless, his brain filling with words faster than he could speak them. “Do you want to know where the razor came from? Do you? I put it in my shoe last night to make sure I didn’t go out, jammed it in there so I’d know I was only dreaming because my foot wasn’t hurting. Except my foot was fucking hurting!”
Judy trembled in Belinda’s arms.
“What the fuck have you done to me?” he screamed. “Those dreams were real! I wasn’t here last night or the night before, was I? I was out killing people for you. What did you do? How did you make me do it? Jesus Christ! I killed all three of them – you made me do it!”
Judy trembled and wrapped herself tighter to Belinda. “You cut your foot on a razor blade on the bathroom floor, you fell over because you were drunk.” 
“You got me drunk last night, didn’t you? You got me drunk so I’d fall asleep. You gave me all that food, all that drink, had sex with me – just so I’d pass out and you could make me do this. Oh my God! What the fuck are you?”
“Nothing like that happened,” said Belinda. “You were with us all night.”
“Just like I’ve been with you the last two nights?”
“Yes.”
“So if I go to Bayswater he won’t be dead, will he? The flat won’t be burnt? Everything will be normal and Jake will be waving from his window – is that right?”
“Yeah, honey, Jake and Flower will both be fine.”
Clay laughed, felt it deep within himself – a hate-filled, triumphant laugh. “That’s right. You sent me to kill Flower, didn’t you? It wasn’t for Jake, I just had to kill him on the way through. You sent me for Flower. Well ladies, she wasn’t there. I killed Jake, but Flower is still alive.”
The door opened and there, her arms stretched across the frame, was Abigail – her hair ruffled, her head held high, her naked skin as if lit by a red glow. She was incredible – so taut, so supple, so athletic. She was beautiful and sexy and devastatingly cruel, and she knew it to every inch. “Hello, Mister Clay,” she said. “How are you today?”
He trembled away from her, back down the wall, moving from the doorway which had been his escape. His eyes found it difficult to leave her, but when he did flash a glance to Belinda and Judy, both now boasted smug smiles. He glanced quickly to the floor and saw his clothes.
His voice trembled but he managed to speak. “I know what’s going on.” 
Abigail arched an eyebrow. “Well then, what’s going on?” 
“I know I killed Jake and Nick and Raymond. I know I killed them all and somehow you made me do it.”
“Somehow?” She laughed once. “Somehow? To me the word ‘somehow’ is not closely linked with the word ‘know’. One is vague and questioning, the other definite. What do you know, Mister Clay?”
“We told him he’s been here all night,” said Judy.
Abigail shrugged. “I think even Mister Clay is thinker enough not to believe that any more. Belinda did a magnificent job convincing you it was all a dream the last two nights, didn’t she? But this time – well, it’s the disappointing third revival of a play, isn’t it? The first two were triumphant, the third is making even the most easily pleased critic think up new swear words.”
She took a step, swayed towards him, and he backed the corresponding distance away. Her limbs were long and tantalising, her groin was smooth and hairless, her breasts pert, her face stunning and yet so mean. He noticed Belinda’s expression as he moved: she was delighted by his fear.
“You had a bad dream again, did you? I can’t understand why that happens – you’re not supposed to remember anything in the morning. You’re supposed to be the ideal killer. You can never give yourself away.”
She took another step and then sat calmly on the bed. Belinda and Judy separated so that she could sit between them, and then they all wrapped their arms lovingly around each other. There they were – gorgeous and knowing it – the blonde, the brunette, the red-head. Licking their lips and staring at him with wide, enquiring, enticing eyes – while he trembled in the corner away from them.
“What are you going to do then, Mister Clay?” asked Abigail.
“What do you mean?” 
She looked at her friends. “Aw, ain’t that great? That’s one of the reasons why we’ve always liked you, why we invited you back – you’re really not much of a thinker are you? You don’t strain your brain too hard.”
“I don’t understand any of this.” 
“I can explain, if you like, but first you’ve got to tell us what you’re going to do.” She stroked her hand through Judy’s hair and kissed her forehead. “What are you going to do, Mister Clay? Are you going to stay here with us, or are you going to go out there into the big bad world?”
“I’m not staying here! After what you’ve done, I’m not staying near you.”
“Then where are you going to go to, Mister Clay? The police are looking for you out there, you know that, don’t you? If you leave, they’ll find you, and then what will you tell them? What will you tell them, Mister Clay? How will you explain away your bloody fingerprints at the scene of the crime?”
“I’ll tell them what happened.”
She laughed. They all laughed; a high cacophony.
“And you think anyone will actually believe that?” she said. “What we’ve done – what you’ve done – is beyond the realms of most people’s imagination. Do you think the police will believe your tale? And what about your friends, your blessed friends – do you think they’ll listen? This strange story that – even though you were the one murdering in cold blood – it was somehow our fault. Do you think they’re going to accept that?” Her eyebrows arched and she leant her shoulders back, her body long and taut and beautiful. “You could maybe not tell your lovely friends, just count on their good will to get you through, but – let’s be honest – they’ll know the police are after you. They’ll figure out that Mister Clay has been back three nights and there are now three dead bodies. Do you really think they’ll look after you? Do you think they’ll trust you? Do you think they won’t dial 999 the first time you go to the toilet?”
“I‘ll get myself locked up. You can’t make me kill with bars between me and the world.”
“Brilliant, just brilliant – and quite chivalrous too. You’d really get yourself imprisoned for years and years for something you blame us for? That is incredible, Mister Clay. I wish there were more men like you.”
Belinda rested her head on Abigail’s shoulder and gave him a studied gaze of adoration. “I love you. You’re the man I want to be with, and I thought you wanted to be with me too. I’m sorry about what’s happened, but we could only use a very specific man – one who loved me, loved us, cared for me, cared for us – who’d understand there were horrible things we needed to do.”
“Murder?” he yelled.
“It’s a sad thing.” Judy’s voice was so soft and young. “But there are some people who need to be murdered.” 
Belinda raised her head from her flatmate’s shoulder. “I love you, I love you so much. Don’t you love me too, Clay?”
He managed not to answer.
“This is the best place for you,” purred Abigail. “We’ll look after you, take care of you, love you, fuck you – all three of us. We’ll explain, make it clear. You’ll understand why it was the right thing to do. We haven’t done any real wrong, Mister Clay. You’ve been away a long time, you don’t understand what’s been happening. Stay here and we’ll look after you, take care of you, adore you. Can you imagine that? The three of us at once? Men dream of that, men would pay for that. Some men would gladly kill for it. What do you think, Mister Clay?”
“And who do I murder tonight?”
“Maybe you don’t murder anyone tonight. Maybe it’s all over, maybe you just get to spend time with us.” She licked her tongue around her lips.
“What about Flower?” he said. “You wanted her dead and she wasn’t there – what’s going to happen to her tonight?”
“Oh Flower.” Abigail shook her head. “She always was the lucky one – poor Jake. Oh well, I guess that’s what he gets for going out with such a talentless slut. But then, maybe we don’t have to do anything with Flower now, maybe her grief will make her disappear for us.” 
“Just like you made Raymond and Nick disappear.”
“Not quite, but the effect will be just the same.”
He stared at her.
“What if I told you it was over?” she asked. “What if I told you that if you go out now, you may not save a life? That you’ll launch yourself into misery for nothing? Can you imagine what it will be like behind bars? All those sweaty criminal men staring at you? You spending your nights dreaming of us – and you will dream of us – but never again being able to touch or see us?” She ran her hand through Judy’s hair and then kissed Belinda. “Can you imagine that moment of betrayal when you go to your ‘friends’ for help? Them suddenly so scared they scream ‘Police’. Can you imagine how that’s going to feel? Or would you rather imagine life with us?” 
Both Belinda and Judy started to kiss her neck. Belinda clutched her small breast, Judy moved her hand between Abigail’s legs, while Abigail rolled her eyes with delight and then fixed him with a gaze that said this pleasure could be his. “We can look after you, take care of you, entertain you. We’ll tell the police we don’t know where you are. We’ll tell them you left and we don’t know where you went. If they want to search our flat, we have places for you to hide. In the meantime, you get to spend your hours with us – in absolute bliss and happiness. What do you think, Mister Clay? What do you think?”
“I’m not killing for you!”
She ignored his whimpering, opening her legs slightly and – with a sparkle in her eyes – bringing her friend’s lovely bodies closer to her. “Just stay with us, we’ll look after you, take care of you. Each of us will give you our undivided attention. Do you really want to go out there? Do you want to see your ‘pals’ betray you? Do you want to spend the rest of your life behind bars with a tattooed maniac as an amorous cellmate? Or do you want to stay with us and be loved and loved and loved?” 
They moved together, as if becoming one – a delicious, delightful, deadly package.
“I love you, Clay,” said Belinda, her eyes still on him. “Please don’t leave. We’ll talk, I’ll explain. We won’t keep secrets from you any more. Just stay, please. Stay with me. I want to be with you. I want to love you. I want to be loved by you. Please, honey, don’t leave me.”
He was a weak man who frequently gave into the needs of comfort and the appeal of a pretty face. He wanted to be with them, to be with all three of them, to crawl among them and be lustfully spoilt like an old time Roman Emperor. But, when he blinked, all he saw was Jake’s red and choking face, his eyes bulging, a drop of blood running towards his mouth, his arms flailing in a vain struggle for life. From somewhere – maybe imagination now – came the dead faces of Raymond and Nick. They flashed before his blinking eyes like detailed snapshots. They were photos in three dimensions; he could reach out and touch the corpse, trail his hand in its blood, poke it with a stick. He shut his eyes and opened them again sharply. There they were, naked beckoning sirens pouting before him – but even with his eyes open he could still see the dead faces. He could see them superimposed on the three attractive women before him – killed and killers combined. He limped towards the bed. 
The smile grew on Belinda’s face. Judy giggled. Abigail flicked her hair in approval. 
“I’ve got to get out of here,” he said.
He reached for his clothes, and Abigail’s foot caught him. She was far stronger than she should have been and kicked him back against the far wall. He smacked into it, dropping to the floor with a grunt, his clothes still in his hand. 
Abigail stood up, lithe and sexy, but the expression on her face was as cold and cruel as a cutthroat razor.
Belinda reached out her arms to him. “Please don’t go, Clay.” 
“Please!” echoed Judy.
“I love you, you can’t leave me,” Belinda pleaded. “Can’t you see I love you? I know I’ve done bad things. I know that you don’t understand what’s been going on – but please believe that I love you. I love you and don’t want you to leave me.”
He didn’t even look at her – Abigail held his attention, tall and marvellous before him.
“Where are you going to go to, Mister Clay?”
He swung to his side and crawled to the bedroom door, his trousers and shirt in one hand, his shoes in the other. Abigail followed him, she chased him. She hadn’t touched him – yet – but he cowered, lowering his head.
“What are you going to do, Mister Clay?”
He was a big man yet he scampered along the floor, his limp tail between his legs. His head down, tears in his eyes, snot dribbling from his nose, he scurried in terror.
He couldn’t move as quickly as he wanted. He was in the jaundice hallway and the front door was ahead, but he couldn’t seem to gain on it. She was beside him, hands on hips, a confident swagger.
“Come on, Mister Clay, you must have some answers.”
He reached the door, stretching out his hand, pawing at it. He tried to shield his face from her glare, to turn away from it – but her look was frying him, those dark eyes hot and furious. He turned his head slowly to her, his hand to his mouth – the snot and saliva running over his fingers. 
She stood magnificent, her long powerful body and high imperious head, a smile cut into her lips. Behind were Judy and Belinda, their arms around each other, still enticing him to stay.
“We’re here for you,” said Abigail. “You’re ours and we’re yours. It’s not safe for you out there, it’s not safe after the things you’ve done – and it was you who did them, no matter what wild story you might tell. Here you’ll be safe, here you’ll be looked after, here you’ll be loved. Stay with us, darling Mister Clay. We want you to stay with us, we want you to be with us forever.”
He whimpered once and reached for the lock.
She frowned at him, but made no move. 
He was blocking the door himself, and had to shift round to get it open – but not one of them moved, not one of them stopped him. He wanted to go fast, but seemed to be horribly slow. 
His gaze went to Abigail, peering at him with hatred, then Belinda, tears in her eyes; then Judy, a look of total disappointment. 
He tried to be swift, but didn’t want to touch Abigail – and so carefully had to squeeze himself between the open door and her legs. 
Belinda leant her head on Judy’s shoulder, as if about to wail in heartache. “I love you, Clay,” she murmured.
The door was open, just enough to fit his sturdy, shattered frame through. And he crawled – shoes in one hand, clothes in the other – wailing into the sunlight.
“Mister Clay!” Abigail called. 
He didn’t turn his head back, just closed his eyes and saw Jake’s face again.
“We’ll be thinking of you when you sleep,” she said. “We’ll be thinking of you then.”
He gave a final jump and heard the door click behind him. He lay on the warm pavement of Soho, naked, hugging the bundle of clothes, weeping like a small child who has seen too much.
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Climbing up from the fast-food wrappers of the gutter and – with a slug-trail of tears on his cheeks – he managed to stagger into his clothes. Even with a wall between, he could feel them watching him – their penetrating stare, their harsh judgement. A tremor grabbed his clammy skin, like someone was not just walking – but dancing – over his grave. He knew he could just go back, ring the bell, that they’d smile as they opened the door to him. But he looked at his hands and saw a murderer’s hands, a monster’s hands. And with another shudder he limped away from their Technicoloured apartment.
He waited for a bus on Shaftsbury Avenue, this big, strong looking fellow – his red eyes a running tap of tears. Two bored teenage girls tried to talk to him, asking what was wrong. Perhaps they wanted to comfort him, but he gave them a fuck-off snarl. They had pretty, fresh faces – but all he saw was two become three and Belinda’s, Abigail’s and Judy’s features hovered instead. And on top of them were the faces of his three dead friends. The girls walked away yelling insults, calling him a creep and a loser – cruel adjectives that were correct but got nowhere near the actual truth of him. He just stood and wept, with people ignoring him while wondering how long their bus would be.
The bus arrived and he paid with change he found in his pocket, then hobbled the steps to the top deck, stumbling along the aisle as the vehicle moved. Still the tears ran. His foot throbbed, his hands trembled, his mind ached. The sun was getting high, the rush hour was over. The bus, the streets, the pavements were all strangely quiet – those at home too smart to leave their garden and those at work too smart to leave their air-conditioning. It was just him and the bus and some cars and a few hundred lonely pedestrians. 
His memories didn’t let him go. He could remember lurking outside, helping the drunk. He could remember Jake’s expression as he answered the door and when he hit him with the laptop. He could remember the lone drop of blood trickling down his friend’s face, the feel of his throat between his fingers. He could remember a knife, looking for Flower. Worst of all, he could remember the rage beating through him. 
And then there was a man, a beautiful man, a man he was extremely attracted to but also hated. He knew that he’d invited him over just to kill him, that he’d been working up his nerve all day. He greeted the man with a kiss and thought that was funny as it was such a cruel kiss, it actually tasted like blood. He pushed the man to the bedroom without letting him speak, kissing him the whole way. He didn’t care what the man had to say, didn’t want the man saying something nice and sparking a conscience and possibly shattering the whole plan, didn’t want the man saying something deeply stupid and him being unable to hide his contempt. He wanted the man to think he liked him, that their problems were over, that this was a night of pure lust. He wanted the man to be naked and vulnerable. He sat the man on the bed and curled himself into a ball on the man’s lap, letting the man adore him. Then he got down on his knees in front of him, adoring the man in return. And, just as the man clutched at him in his normal needy and pathetic way, he looked up and asked: 
“You’re always mine. You will always be mine, won’t you?” 
“Yes,” said the man, his voice dumb with gratitude and pleasure. “Yes, I will.” 
Then Clay reached for the knife and there was blood all over.
He shuddered in the bright light. A lot of that memory was more real and immediate than what happened last night, but it was somehow more of a dream – vaguer, less clear. He couldn’t recall where it was, couldn’t pick out any identifying features. He didn’t know this man, couldn’t even make out his face. 
Who was he? What had happened? When did it take place? 
The bus terminated at King’s Cross and he limped towards Camden, sweat rising on his skin and then steaming off to the sky. He felt dirty, grimy. Girls and boys went by, immaculate in the white sunlight, not a bead of perspiration allowed, not a crease in their foreheads. There was no way he fitted in; he hobbled past them, looking exactly what he was – a guilty man running away. His legs tried to move faster, to get out of the scorching rays, but his foot throbbed and he gasped at the blue sky. 
When he finally reached Toby’s building he had to stop and collect himself at the front steps. He was so warm and pained and needed a few moments of deep breath to compose himself, some stillness to stop his brain racing away. 
How was he going to walk into the home of a good friend and say that although he was a murderer, it wasn’t really him? He stared at the building, at the white front door which looked cool to touch. 
Maybe he should commit suicide; perhaps that was the best way out. He couldn’t kill anyone else if he’d done himself already, so really it was the only way to make sure he couldn’t harm again. He looked at his hands, trembling all over. He was strong enough to murder three friends with them, to knife a man he couldn’t recall – but seemed to be too weak to actually slice himself open and save everyone more pain. 
No, he wasn’t too weak, he was just waiting. He wanted to find out what was going on, how this was happening – and to do that he needed help. Afterwards, he’d do whatever it took, but for now he had to know. And that meant looking a friend in the eye and watching the fear and hatred rise.
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His finger pressed the doorbell. There was a long pause that came – he guessed – from the ring piercing Toby’s dream and Toby hoisting his head from his pillow and trying to wonder what it was. 
He rang the bell again, and knew Toby would be lying there baffled as to why he was being disturbed so early. He knew Toby would be considering ignoring it. 
Pleading with Toby to get up, he pushed his palm into the bell. He held it there until there was human noise. There was a rumble of locks and a grand swing open, then Toby’s face was before him, almost regal in its annoyance. 
“Hullo.” There was an apology in Clay’s voice.
“Hello,” said Toby. “Are you alone?”
“Yes, I am.” 
“Thank Holy God for that.”
“I have something I need to tell you.”
“Oh dear.” Toby crinkled his brow. “More bad tidings? Come in.”
In the morning Toby moved in the way you’d expect a boulder to move if it ever learned to walk. There was a stiffness that suggested he wasn’t really made of muscle, a solid clumsiness that said he’d rather be rolling along. He turned in the hall and stumbled back down it, almost bouncing off the walls. Clay shut the door behind him. 
Toby offered him a coffee but he declined, and just sat in the lounge waiting. Clay heard the sound of a lighter igniting and smelt early morning cigarette smoke drifting through. Even this merest whiff of tonic seemed to work, and Toby entered the lounge looking a younger, fresher, healthier human being than seconds before. It was as if he’d been bunched up on himself and now felt good enough to unfurl. Toby half-smiled at him, but it was a look that carried anticipation of bad tidings. He was sipping nervously at his coffee.
“Well,” Toby said, “after the news that’s broken the last two mornings, I can’t say I’m overly eager for this.”
“You’ll want to sit down.” 
“Of course I will. How wonderful.” He perched gingerly on the couch.
“There was something I didn’t tell you yesterday, or the day before.” Clay’s hands were knotting into each other, his eyes fascinated by their movement. “The reason I was at Raymond’s, the reason I went to Nick’s, was that I had dreams about them. I don’t remember much about the dreams now, but I know I dreamt I killed them both.” He looked up. Toby sat tense, holding the coffee mug so tight he’d soon implode it. “This panicked me – of course, especially when the bodies showed up. But I was in bed with Belinda and she told me I’d been there all night, that we’d been in each other’s arms, that I’d slept soundly.” He shook his head at his own stupidity. “Last night I put in a razor in my shoe before I went to sleep, just so I’d know any dream I had was only a dream because I hadn’t cut my foot.”
Toby took a nervous sip of coffee. “That’s thinking with your head.” 
Clay nodded. “I did dream last night, I dreamt I went to Jake’s and murdered him. I killed him, set fire to his apartment, all the time my foot aching. And when I woke this morning, there was a huge gash in my sole.” The words choked in his throat momentarily. “I slept with both Belinda and Judy last night.”
Toby’s lips twisted, as if in disgust at the very idea, and despair that Clay would do such a thing.
“They set it up nice,” Clay said. “They eased me into sleep and both got to claim I was there with them. But that’s nonsense, I was out and walking last night – I have the scar to prove it. I was out the two nights before and there’ve been dead bodies each time.” He choked; Toby stared at him so nervously. “I haven’t been round Jake’s place yet, but when I do I know I’ll see it burnt and the murder squad outside. I’ll see I’ve killed another man, another friend. But please, Toby, listen to me – it wasn’t really me who did it. I don’t know what’s going on, but something terrible is and I want to find out what.”
Toby took a slow sip. It was obvious he was trying to remain calm but the mug was trembling all the way to his mouth. “Have you come to kill me?”
“No, I’m awake now, really awake.”
“And Jake is dead?”
“I haven’t looked, but yeah – I can remember doing it.”
“What do you mean, you can remember doing it? Didn’t you have any control? Any sense of right or wrong? Any qualms of conscience?”
“No,” Clay said. “It was a dream. You know what things are like in dreams – you don’t have any control, you don’t really know what’s happening. I’m sorry, Toby, I’m sorry for everything. I’m sorry for coming back, sorry I have to sit here and tell you this. I’m sorry I’m scaring you right now, sorry I killed your friends – but I promise you, it wasn’t my fault.”
Toby lowered the mug to the carpet and dropped his head to his hands. He rubbed his palms against his eyes. His gaze came back up slowly and gave Clay an almost sympathetic expression. He lifted his mug and gulped back the rest of his still steaming coffee. It must have burnt his tongue, the roof of his mouth, his throat – he didn’t seem to mind though.
“I’ve something to tell you too.” Toby’s voice was numb.
“Yeah?” 
“Jake and Flower told me about Raymond’s book yesterday. It was an interesting chat, it gave clarity to a number of things. Raymond’s book is about witches, Clay, and he based them on Abigail, Belinda and Judy.”
“What?”
“Yes, that was my response. Apparently, he had evidence they were practising witchcraft, using it to forward their acting career, boiling love potions to snare the men they wanted. I don’t know. Until this morning I thought of them in that crappy little flat and concluded they were obviously as good at witchcraft as they were at acting – but maybe I underestimated them.”
“Oh my God.” There was a taste of such sourness in Clay’s mouth. 
Toby continued: “Raymond believed it completely, was absolutely convinced. He became quite paranoid about the fact, cut off all ties with them just in case, cut off ties with mutual friends. Apparently, he had a couple of large glasses of wine one night and got a little indiscreet with some people, and that obsequious prick Charles West danced over to tell them. There was a phone call the following morning about how Charlie had told them Raymond had written a good book and how excited they were. Raymond changed his number straight away.”
“That’s why the whole gang fell apart then.” 
“Quite. He got wrapped tight in worry. It cost him friendships, cost him his marriage, apparently. He felt he’d found out this terrible thing and rather than keep quiet about it, or perhaps gone to some kind of witchcraft-exorcist or whatever, he’d published and was going to be terribly damned.”
Clay just stared at him. “If they are witches, could they really make me do all this?”
“I don’t know. I can’t help thinking if they’re that good, why don’t they just put spells on casting directors, producers, rich husbands? Something that would allow them to fuck off and leave us alone.”
Clay sat back in the chair, his head aching. “It’s the TV adaptation. That’s why they’ve done it. They wanted parts in that show, they wanted to play themselves, I guess. They killed Raymond because they must have known he’d never allow that to happen. And last night I wasn’t looking for Jake, I was looking for Flower – I just took Jake on the way. They must have wanted to kill her so one of them could take her part. Oh Lord – I’m so sorry!”
“Flower was with Lizzie Jones,” said Toby.
“What?”
“She went over there to comfort her. Jake would have gone too, but they thought Flower’s softer touch would be appreciated more. She said it was possible she’d stay the night.”
“Okay,” nodded Clay. “They clearly didn’t know that.”
“What about Nick Turnkey?” 
“I don’t know. He did say he knew things about Abigail, but what would he know?”
“I haven’t a clue, but there’s something else I should tell you.” 
Clay took a deep breath, his fingers tense on the arms of the chair.
“The book is apparently about them becoming full witches, rather than just dabbling. And it ends with them sacrificing one of their lovers to a demon and receiving powers in return.” Toby sighed. “Christ – this sounds like nonsense.” 
“How do we know what’s nonsense any more?”
“Yeah, but how do we know what’s real? Raymond thought, because you’d disappeared, that you were the one they’d sacrificed. He thought they’d killed you and wrote the character of the lover accordingly. Obviously, you haven’t been murdered, but maybe with these powers they’ve developed some kind of hold over their other lovers.”
Clay nodded. It was some kind of explanation. 
Toby suddenly shot up from his seat. “Jesus, man!” he yelled, pacing left and right across the carpet. “What the fuck am I talking about? What am I, some rabid Dennis Wheatley fan? Some reader of The Fortean Times? No, I’m a cynic, a disbeliever – there’s no such thing as witches, demons, men who can be controlled in their sleep to kill. All of that is unreal, all of it can’t happen. It’s all wide-eyed, zero-credibility, mumbo-jumbo bullshit – yesterday.” 
He took a deep breath, trying to calm himself. “Even after Jake and Flower told me, I didn’t really believe them. I thought they were still shocked at Raymond’s death, had bought into some of his more overt rubbish. He never told me what his book was about, but he did become awfully credulous, annoyingly willing to believe. You could end up having conversations about ghosts, yetis, aliens, the Loch Ness monster – all of which were possibilities to his mind, none of which could be dismissed out of hand. I liked Raymond, liked him a lot, but he could get irritating after the first two hours. Jesus, man!” He sat back down. “I wish he could have seen you, I wish he could have seen you alive – that would have given him a much needed shock of reality.”
“I think he did see me.”
“Oh yeah...”
They sat silent, each staring at a spot three foot in front of them. Church bells struck noon, the chimes blunt in the still air. Outside, children screamed in playful delight – their fun not yet affected by despondency and a ground-down lack of energy. The two men sat in their chairs and pretended not to hear these sunshine noises of normality, heads down and just looking at the first clear piece of carpet they could find.
“What are we going to do?” asked Clay.
“I don’t know how to answer that.” 
“What if I turn myself in? I’ve killed three men, after all.”
“You haven’t really though, have you? They’ve killed three men, you were just the weapon. Besides if you get banged up, maybe I’ll be murdering people tonight. Who knows who else they could do this to? I’m assuming they can do it to you because you’ve shagged one of them – in which case I’ll fortunately be safe – but think of how many other bastards they’ve shagged and how many people they could do this to! Maybe if you’re locked up safe, someone else will start having strange dreams and carry on with their kill list.”
Clay put his head in his hands and groaned.
“Anyway,” Toby added, “what are you going to tell the police? Are they going to believe the truth? Are they even going to listen to you? You go to them and you’ll accidentally fall down a staircase in no time.”
“So what do we do?” asked Clay.
“This only happens when you’re asleep right?”
“Yeah.”
“So, how long can you stay awake?”
“The rest of my life.”
“Good,” said Toby. “We’ll go see some people. We’ll comfort Flower and Lizzie – that’s really the least we can do – but we can also see if there’s any more they can tell us.”
Clay nodded. “And what are we going to do with whatever we know? How are we going to stop them?”
“I don’t know what we’ll find out yet but, as long as you don’t fall asleep, we’ll be okay. Tell me if you feel like a snooze and I'll jam you full of coffee, Red Bull, Pro-Plus. I’ll make you jittery with caffeine. And if that doesn’t work, I’ll stub cigarettes out on your arm. I’m not having you visit me in a murderous somnolent state.”
“I want to go somewhere first,” said Clay.
“Where?”
“Jake’s place – I want to look at it.”
“Why?” 
“I guess I want to make the dream a reality.”
“Are you sure?”
“I want to see what I’ve done.”
“Okay.” Toby stood up. “We’ll go pay our last respects.”
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It was a mournful bus journey. They sat side by side, never looking at each other – but their connection was impossible to miss. The two of them shared a pained numbness, an expression of thoughtful hurt, both churning over the same agonies again and again. To passers-by they might have looked like a pair of lovers at the cigarette butt of their relationship; surely no one guessed that death stained them: it was on their clothes and faces and in their eyes. People avoided them. The seats behind and in front of them and those directly to their left were all pointedly unoccupied. People – pensioners, mothers, fathers, wandering kids – looked at them and thought whatever it was might be catching, the mood might turn violent with a bitter screaming match. Little did these people appreciate that the two men were stinking of death, the odour of embalming fluid. Two sad-eyed undertakers on a lonely ride to somewhere dreadful.
Toby wasn’t scared of Clay. Even knowing what Clay had done, he still felt safe. He was terrified, that was true. But Clay was not what terrified him, it was everything else. He’d always been a man for facts and reality, not giving credence to what he saw as the ramblings of crackpots and charlatans. Now his entire world had been bent and twisted out of shape. From being a place he knew – but didn’t like, a lot of the time – it was now mysterious and strange. There was no such thing as witchcraft and spells that could make you kill. That was the kind of nonsense which belonged in the fiction of Carl Chainsaw. Now he had a new and disquieting thought, how much of that was actually fiction?
If there were such things as witches, demons, ghosts, goblins, aliens, then they’d never intruded into Tobias Coops’s world. However, if even one of those things existed, it was conceivable the others did as well. It was possible the ghosts people thought they saw from the corners of their eyes might really be rattling their death chains. There was a chance the President of the United States did meet with space aliens and various treaties and accords existed between the planets. It was maybe even likely that Elvis was working behind the counter of a chip-shop in Swindon. To Toby’s mind all of these things were crazy and unknowable, but if one was possible, then the entire world was crazy and unknowable too. 
Clay he knew. Clay he regarded as solid. He’d done these terrible things but he hadn’t chosen to do them, he’d been forced into it by this awful world which now existed around them. Clay was a good man. Clay was also scared but Clay was going to help him get to know the world again. As long as Clay stayed awake and kept that remorse in his eyes, then Toby would know him and feel safe. The moment his friend’s eyelids drooped, or worse, remorse was replaced by something colder in the pupil – then Toby would worry, then Toby would run away. Until that dreadful moment though, Toby was going to trust in his friend.
Clay stood up and pressed the bell for the next stop and they made their way tentatively down the moving bus. Toby sensed that the top-deck gave a quiet but recognisable breath of relief at their departure. It was understandable; after all, they were men who’d received bad news – and there is nothing more discomforting than men who have received bad news. It was a bright sunny day and most people were travelling somewhere nice and pleasant, so were glad that all signs of misery had departed. He guessed they wouldn’t even be curious; in fact they were probably an odd kind of anti-curious. None of them wanted to know what this bad news was; whatever it might be, they didn’t want to be stained by it too.
Bright and harsh, the sunlight shone down on them. They walked side by side, silent mourners on their way to a funeral. Clay limped badly – the pain in his foot seeming to increase the nearer they got to the building. Toby slowed his pace to compensate, and the two men moved achingly stutteringly along. 
They both knew what they were going to see, already knew the building would be burnt, that inside would lie the beaten and charred remains of a good friend. 
Clay had seen it and Toby had seen it in the conviction of Clay’s eyes. But he still wasn’t scared of Clay. He separated them – the Clay who visited here last night was not the same Clay he was accompanying now. 
The corner waited for them, the corner they’d have to turn to see the fate of their friend. 
Clay’s limp got worse, his right foot lingering as if reluctant or even scared behind him. He winced as he walked, but didn’t make a sound. Toby kept a polite distance, his hands behind his back, his gaze ahead.
The police officer guarding the building was looking the other direction when they finally rounded that corner. If he’d been looking up the street rather than down it, he’d have caught sight of them which would surely have made him curious. Two men appeared and then halted, quite still and terrified. One of them, the bigger of the two, seemed to collapse sideways into the black railings, clutching at the metal uprights for support. The other – slightly shorter – trembled with his mouth dropped open. He was shocked, but also looked as though he was expecting that shock. 
Clay pulled himself along the railings, out of view. 
Toby stayed and stared at the building. Alone, he knew he’d be mistaken for just another morbid voyeur, a man minding the business of somebody else’s tragedy. He looked at the windows out of which he’d gazed the day before, the now blackened windows. He looked at the police officer – the second time he’d seen a uniform outside a friend’s house. It was another life gone, another existence destroyed. 
One could never think of Jake or Raymond or Nick again without being touched by the denouement. All memories tarnished by the fact that not only did they die young, but in such horrible violence. They were friends, he’d liked them and disliked them, he’d had some good times with them – and now whenever he thought of them, he was going to have to think of this, their brutal fucking end. 
Toby watched the house until gradually his senses returned to a semblance of normality and he could move and think and feel. All he had was hatred, complete loathing for the evil bitches who’d killed three friends and given another nightmares which couldn’t be forgotten. His anger was quiet, everything was quiet – death does that. Even though you generally can’t wake a corpse, people like to whisper around it just in case. The neighbours, stunned by the terrible crime on their street, had retired behind their curtains to mourn the bloke they’d barely known next door. The police officers, because the duty of the job demanded it, stood completely still. The pedestrians held off their whistling, their gossip, their laughter. Their eyes tried not to stare, but stared anyway at this newsworthy event on their route. 
Suddenly Clay attempted to jump back in surprise, but because of his right foot he just staggered clumsily. “That girl!” he gasped, staring ahead, eyes bulging.
“What?” Toby was startled, but still turned his head slowly.
“That ginger haired girl, over the road, just heading round the corner. Don’t you see her? I saw her on Holloway Road yesterday, I saw her in Soho. She keeps staring at me, she keeps following me. She’s someone, Toby, I tell you she’s someone.”
Toby stared at him and stared at the corner. He couldn’t see anybody.
Clay straightened up, almost as if he was going to run and somehow chase this ginger phantom on his dodgy foot – but then a mobile burst out. 
Toby fumbled in his pocket with clumsy hands and finally wrestled it free at the sixth ring. He looked down at the screen.
“It’s Flower,” he said. 
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Lizzie Jones’s home had been burnt and was now uninhabitable, although since her husband had died there it seemed unlikely that she’d want to stay within its walls even if she could. So she was with her sister in Islington, being comforted, being nursed – as if either would make an immediate difference.
Flower had stayed with her, first to give sympathy and then to accept hers. 
Over the phone, Clay could hear Flower’s voice scream in agonised tears at Toby. It took about quarter of an hour to get an address out of her, a clear idea where she was. Toby told her they’d be with her shortly and then hung up with his face seemingly pained by invisible bruises. Clay thought he even saw tears in his friend’s eyes.
On the way over, Toby decided they could tell them their suspicions of Abigail, Belinda and Judy but, for now he thought it best if they left out anything about Clay’s dreams. They were women who’d lost their loves; it was difficult to know how they’d react if they found themselves in the company of the murderer. 
The sister’s house was a large place off Upper Street. It had four floors, a pretty garden, was well looked after and showed not the slightest hint of violence or destruction. Clay hoped that by going there he wasn’t damning it to some terrible fate.
They rang the doorbell; it chimed distantly.
Lizzie answered the door numbly, no tears in her eyes, no expression on her face. She stood back without a whisper, letting Toby pass with just the merest glance. It was Clay she looked at, the great disappearing act that was Clay, the enigmatic Clay. 
She was small and cute, with jet black hair and wide blue eyes which always made her look a lot younger than she really was. She generally had a closer resemblance to a rebellious teenager than to a qualified lawyer. Since she’d heard the awful news though, her eyes seemed to have widened and she now resembled a shocked and neglected small child. 
They were shown into her sister’s living room, a quirky little den, containing a collection of chairs of different styles and vintages. Being at the back of the house, it was a dark room, the light within faint and fragile. They could hear Flower before they entered, and there she was – all dressed in black – on a 1950s sofa, appearing likely to drown in tears.
Her arms went out to Toby and she stood up and then seemed to lose strength and coordination in her legs and arms; she flailed at his shoulders to stop herself toppling to the floor. Her arms clutched around him, her head pressed to his chest. He helped her back to the couch and she reached for him again, curling herself into him. Her legs stretched over him, her arms gave a weak throttle around his neck, her face burrowed deep into his shirt. Toby held her and flashed a look of concern and embarrassment towards Clay. 
Clay sat in a soft 1960s bubble chair the other side of the room, and stared back with embarrassment mixed with guilt. He could remember it all, perhaps because he had the utter knowledge that it was real – the image of Jake’s death was one that hadn’t faded, one he could conjure up in painful red. 
Lizzie placed herself in front of him in a 1970s black leather chair. She looked at them and then stared at Clay with a drugged numbness.
“Who’d have done this?” wailed Flower. “Everybody loved Jake, everybody! There was no one who disliked him. There wasn’t, was there? He was always so nice and happy and willing to go out of his way. Who would kill him? Why would anybody do that? I’d have been killed as well if I’d stayed there, wouldn’t I?” She pressed her palms against her eyes to dry the tears, then tore her hands through her hair. “That fucking bastard would have come for Jake and he’d have killed me too. I’d have seen him, I’d have screamed and he’d have killed me like he killed Jake!” Her words were getting lost in an anguished breathlessness. “But maybe that would have been best, maybe it would have been good to be killed so I wouldn’t have to feel like this. My insides wouldn’t be like they’ve been stained with fucking acid. Maybe it would have been better if I’d stayed there and let him kill me too.”
Clay lowered his head, but raised it again when Lizzie said:
“The police are looking for you, Clay.” Her voice, in contrast to Flower’s, was a complete monotone, as if no hint of emotion had ever affected it.
He nodded. “I know.” 
“He’s seen them,” said Toby.
Lizzie just stared at Clay and Clay tried not to stare back. Somewhere in the last two years – or maybe it was just the last two days – the smallness, the blue eyes, the jet black hair had made her look a lot older, rather than younger. Beforehand, she may have been mistaken for a truculent teenager, a young Goth, now she was a granny with a hard stare which had seen it all.
“I don’t understand this!” Flower cried to the ceiling. “How could this have happened? Do you know what’s going on? Do you? Who would kill him? Why would anybody do that? Do you know? Do you know who the fuck would do that?”
“Yeah,” said Toby. “We think we do.”
“What?” Lizzie’s voice was cold.
Flower reacted slowly to the statement. It wasn’t the line she’d expected and her soliloquy was shattered by this ad-lib. Her head was still on his chest, her hands tight around his neck. She gave another muted wail, then stopped, her eyes wider, her mouth open, her arms slipping away from him. She jumped back on the couch. Her legs still lay across him, but the rest she kept at fingertip level. “What are you talking about?” she demanded.
“We think we know what’s going on,” said Toby.
Flower glanced at Clay – Lizzie’s eyes had never left him – and he lowered his gaze in pained knowing.
“Who is it?” asked Lizzie. “Have you told the police?”
“No,” said Toby. “It’s a little delicate to inform the blue meanies, as even with the progressive state of our legal system it’ll be very difficult to prove in court.”
Flower shook her head. “What are you talking about?”
There was hesitation in Toby’s voice, as if for a moment he couldn’t believe what he was going to say. “We’re pretty certain it’s Abigail, Belinda and Judy.” 
“What?” screamed Flower. She swung her legs and staggered to her feet, taking the floor. “What do you mean? They couldn’t do this. They’re three girls, there was no way they could beat him in the way the police said. They said whoever did this was huge, that he was monstrous – it wasn’t three girls, they couldn’t have killed him like that.”
Her voice trembled, her skin shivered with rage and despair. Clay couldn’t look at her, he couldn’t look at any of them, he just felt his insides crumble.
“It’s witchcraft,” said Toby. “They’ve cast some kind of spell.”
Flower stared at them both, astounded.
For the first time, emotion affected Lizzie’s face. It was pain. Despite the drugs she’d taken to block it, the pain had now risen so high it was pouring over the medicated walls. She winced and put her hand to her forehead, before meeting them again with a level gaze.
Toby continued: “We don’t know exactly how they’re doing it, but it’s them. I’m sorry about this. I’m sorry for your loss and I’m sorry we’ve come here in your mourning period and told you what sounds like – at first hearing – absolute piffle, a great big trifle with your emotions. But you told me about the coven yesterday. And Clay has heard some stuff. Bringing it all together, it seems as if it’s definitely them.” He reached out his hand to Flower. “I know it sounds preposterous, I know it sounds utter nonsense – but, once you’ve eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the case. Except, sometimes you can’t eliminate the impossible.”
“Oh God!” Flower pulled herself into him again. “Oh dear God!”
“What kind of things did you hear, Clay?” asked Lizzie. 
“Just things.” His voice was subdued. “Whispers as I passed.”
“All circumstantial evidence,” said Toby.
She nodded. “Raymond would have loved you. As long as some little tangential evidence fitted his theory, then he was delighted to believe anything. Welcome back, Clay. If you’d shown up a week ago, I’d have been overjoyed to see you. I’d have guessed it would’ve snapped my husband out of his stupid obsession – now all I can say is, why didn’t you show up a week ago?”
“I don’t think it would have made any difference,” said Toby. “I think those bitches were going to do this anyway. I think he’d still only have had a week left alive.”
For a second it appeared as if tears might show in her eyes. “Maybe. I’m still trying to get used to the idea that someone would kill him. I’m still trying to understand someone going out of their way to do it. It’s so hard to think of someone – three someones – planning the death of my Raymond.”
“It’s impossible, just impossible!” cried Flower. “How can this all be happening? How can they be dead?”
Toby held her and she held him. 
“This is quite obviously the most shocking time of our lives,” said Toby. “There’s been Raymond, Nick, Jake – you don’t expect your friends to have such high mortality rates.”
“Why did they do it?” asked Lizzie. “For kicks?”
Clay shook his head. “We think it’s because they didn’t get parts in the TV series. We think that’s why they killed Raymond and Jake.”
“But that’s preposterous!” Flower’s neck craned away from Toby’s shoulder. “They’d be no good in it! I’ve seen them act and they always look like they’re acting. They don’t look like real people. They look like actors delivering lines – bad actors delivering lines.”
“They think they’re talented,” said Clay.
“And it is actually based on them,” observed Toby. “It’s probable – in their strange, twisted, selfish little minds – that they thought they deserved it.”
“But what about Nick?” Flower cried. “Why did they kill poor Nick?”
It was Lizzie who answered. “They probably killed him because of what he knew.” 
Toby stared at Clay and then back to Lizzie. “What in Hades did he know?” 
“He was one of Raymond’s main sources.” Lizzie reached her right hand over and scratched her left wrist, hard, as if trying to draw blood. “He told him a lot about those girls, about those ladies, about those cunts.” 
“What d-did h-he know?” Flower’s voice had a stutter.
“Abigail,” said Lizzie. “He knew Abigail. He told Raymond what Abigail could do, what she’d taught the others to do – and after you went away, Clay, Raymond built himself a whole fun story.”
Clay sat forward in the seat. “What could she do?” 
“You need to ask? She’s a real born witch. I don’t know what it is, maybe some part of genetics nobody has ever explored. But she’s a real-life broomstick-riding evil fucking witch.”
“Jesus!” said Toby. “I cannot believe this is real.”
“It’s real.” Lizzie stopped scratching, as if she’d given herself enough pain for the moment. “Raymond was right. Look what’s happened, look what’s gone on – can you really believe he didn’t have something here? That he wasn’t right in a single way? That’s one of the saddest things about this. Raymond and I argued about it. I sneered. I left him when it all got too much. Then look what happened – he was right, I was wrong and he died alone.”
“I’m sorry.” The tears were like treacle in Flower’s voice.
“What could Abigail do?” asked Clay.
“She was able to bewitch men for a start. Didn’t you notice she was able to enchant any man she considered useful to her? From Jake onwards, she could always make men who might help slaver over her.”
Toby shook his head. “Come on! She’s an attractive woman and – let’s be frank – a little slutty. Those are the type of females these men go for.”
“If you’re a director or a producer – do you ever stop meeting attractive women who are a little slutty?” asked Lizzie. “Of course not. But you don’t whisk them away to chateaux in the south of France, you don’t promise them above the title credit on the world after you’ve gotten into their pants. That doesn’t happen. It did for Abigail though, because she had them entirely in her thrall and wanted what they could give her before she let them go.”
“If that’s all true, why wasn’t she more successful as an actress?” 
Lizzie tried to smile, but only managed to raise the corners of her mouth slightly. Her face resembled a medieval death mask. “Because, I’m guessing no type of magic could help her type of acting. It’s one thing to have a director, a producer completely in your power – it’s quite another to have the magic to make the crew agree, to make the rest of the cast agree. She had nowhere near enough power to make the audience love her, to make the audience see her as anything other than a truly bad performer.”
“She was fired from a lot of things,” said Clay. “Well, she’d say she’d quit because she’d taken the play as far as she could – but since she’d then wallow in weeks of despondency, I always thought she was dropped.”
“Oh my God!” the tears ran down Flower’s face. “This is in Raymond’s book. I read it in Raymond’s book, didn’t I? She didn’t get work and the others didn’t get work, so she started to show them witchcraft. I don’t know, maybe she thought if one made it, they’d all make it.”
“How did he know this?” asked Toby. “I’m guessing they didn’t write it down in a Christmas news letter. I’m supposing they didn’t put it on the internet. How could Raymond know all this?”
“I told you,” said Lizzie, “from Nick.”
“How would he know?” 
“He was in love with Abigail. Didn’t he always follow her around? Didn’t he hang on every stupid word? Didn’t he adore her?”
They all thought back to the younger Nick Turnkey, when he was more presentable, just before jadedness smeared his face, his posture, his hair. Then he’d had a look of intense passion that appeared whenever Abigail came near.
Lizzie’s voice was still cold, but it was undeniable she was warming to her subject. It seemed that even through her medication, hate was one emotion she could feel. “Apparently, she let him follow her about. She was a struggling actress, stuck in penury, and needed someone to buy her drinks and take her out for food and treat her to little baubles she could wear. Nick was good for that, he was an adoring sap – and she knew that if she didn’t sleep with him, it just made him crazier about her. She put a spell on him. She enthralled him like she enthralled the others, but whereas from them she wanted something big and worthwhile, from him all she needed were the little things.”
“And she told him all this stuff?” asked Clay.
“Yes.” Lizzie still stared at him. “He was her troll. I didn’t know what that meant either – Raymond found it on the internet. Apparently, sometimes a witch will enchant a man so far he is caught completely in her power. She doesn’t have to do anything, she can treat him like shit, and he’ll always be there and will always do anything for her.”
“Isn’t that called being a boyfriend?” asked Toby. 
If it was a joke, Lizzie failed to see it. She just closed her eyes. “He wasn’t her boyfriend though, he was little more than her slave. He kept her money-wise, but she kept him in a whole other way. She told him things to keep him interested. He apparently thought he was special as he knew her secrets, but I’m guessing she was just playing with him.” Her eyes stayed shut and her face was passive, but she still looked so pained. “She told him about her witchcraft, told him how she trapped those men who could help her, told him how she was teaching Belinda and Judy. It must have made her laugh – telling a man she had completely trapped how she was trapping others. She told him the three of them were going to be strong witches and then do what they liked. She told him all they needed was a sacrifice, the death of a lover and then they could go to the next level and become immensely powerful.” Her eyes opened again. She stared at them, grieving, angry, almost unable to believe the words from her mouth. “And he spent all that time with her, astounded by her words, lost in her charms, hoping to be that sacrifice.”
“Shame he wasn’t,” said Toby.
Lizzie did try to laugh at that, but it sounded like a cat choking.
“She kissed him – that’s as far as it went – on the lips the last time they went out just the two of them, and then she stopped using him. Raymond supposed she’d lost interest, had maybe found another sap. Soon Nick woke up in tears and realised he’d been led on in idiot chains, realised what a Queen Bitch she was – and then he began to talk. He talked to Raymond. It was just after you’d gone, Clay, and Raymond and Nick put their ideas together and – voila!” 
The grief and guilt twisted Clay’s insides.
Lizzie sniffed. “I think Nick just wanted to talk it through, loosen it from his chest. Once he realised that Raymond was writing something, he Sellotaped his mouth shut, refused to acknowledge him. Who knows why? Maybe he was still scared of her, still in love with her. It started to make Raymond nervous as well. He wrote his book and then tried to keep quiet about it – but even then I don’t think he truly grasped the risk he was taking. I don’t think he realised until that odious little shit Charles West went and told them.” She spat the word out, biting into her lips as if to stop herself from screaming. “Suddenly there were phone calls, pleas. Raymond already supposed he had one friend dead on the altar of witchcraft and panicked. Poor Raymond. He was never the same after that – we were never the same after that. They may have ruined my life when they killed him, but they ruined us long before.”
Flower stood up unsteadily and crossed the room, squeezing herself into the chair with Lizzie, leaning her tearful face to Lizzie’s shoulder. Lizzie raised her arm languidly and stroked it through her hair. 
“It doesn’t seem real to you yet, does it?” Lizzie now had quiet tears rolling down her face. “I’ve had three times as long to get used to the idea, but still nothing. It’s fantasy. Can you believe you’re never going to see him again? He’s just away somewhere, he’s popped out, he’s going to come back and smile and everything will be fine.”
“I know,” cried Flower. “I know.”
“Why’d you go, Clay?” asked Lizzie. “Don’t you see none of this would have happened if you didn’t go away? It was you disappearing that made Raymond curious, made him suspect, made him write this book. If you hadn’t gone away, he wouldn’t have written it. If you hadn’t gone away, none of this would have happened. Why did you go away?”
“I’m sorry.” His voice was as numb as hers. “I don’t know why, really. I wasn’t enjoying London that much, I guess. It seemed that my relationship with Belinda was falling to shit even though I loved her, and so I suppose I just decided to go. You know, a clean break, forget about her.”
“But you didn’t forget about her,” said Toby. “You sent her postcards. They told us.”
Clay closed his eyes. “I don’t know, I can’t remember. Maybe I sent one or two, I can’t recall. Everything is blurred, everything seems distant today.”
“Why didn’t you let us know where you were?” Flower choked. “Why did you only let her know?”
“I don’t know,” said Clay. “I guess I’m just a big fool for her.”
“Still?” 
“No.” Clay stared at them both together, so broken. “Not still.” He wanted to say more, to confess it all, to tell them that he did it. He wanted them to call the police, to be taken away. He didn’t mind if he was beaten up in the cells, he didn’t mind if he got Life. Lizzie was right. It was his fault, after all. If he hadn’t gone away, if he hadn’t left, then Raymond wouldn’t have written the book and none of this would have happened. 
His hands did it, so it was probably best if he was behind bars before he fell asleep. He looked at Lizzie and Flower, he glanced at Toby, each wearing their grief in a different way. He deserved punishment, deserved retribution. It didn’t matter that it was Belinda, Abigail and Judy behind it. It was his fault. He went away and started it. 
And he was just about to speak, just about to confess everything, when another thought dropped into his mind: “The girl!” 
“What?” asked Toby.
“The girl I saw just before Flower rang.”
“I never saw her.”
Clay took a deep breath. “Yesterday, after Nick was murdered, Belinda and I went up there. We were sitting in this café and a girl walked in. She took one look at Belinda and ran out, frightened. I’d maybe think nothing of it, but she followed us. I saw her again in Soho yesterday afternoon, I’m sure I did. And I saw her today, I definitely did. I saw her. She’s following me. What if she knows something? What if she knew Nick and has something to tell us?”
“How are you going to find her?” asked Toby.
“I think she’ll find me.”
“So we just wait for the doorbell to ring?”
Clay stared ahead, desperate for his thoughts to come quicker. “Well, maybe if we head back to Holloway Road. I think that was her patch. She might feel safer up there, more willing to talk.” 
“And what happens if she doesn’t?” said Toby. “What then? Door to door enquiries along Holloway Road? That should bring some interesting results.”
“We’ve got to do something!” yelled Clay. “We’ve got to try!”
“Yes,” cried Flower, raising her head from Lizzie’s shoulder. “We have to do something!”
“Do it,” said Lizzie. “We could spent the entire afternoon discussing it. We could cry lots of tears, but they’re going to be meaningless unless you do something. I don’t think I can leave this flat. Having made it here, it now seems too painful to go outside. But I want you to go, I want you to stop them. I don’t want them to take another life apart with their painted claws.”
The murdered faces of Jake Monroe, Nick Turnkey and Raymond Jones flashed through Clay’s mind. He stared up to see if anyone had spotted his guilt. 
Maybe Lizzie had, but her face was pale and numb and emotionless. Flower hadn’t; the tears had been unleashed again and she was desperately trying to restore balance to herself. Only Toby stared back at him, only his face showed the hardness of knowledge. It was as if having been his confessor, Toby now had the power to see right inside his head, to be able to glimpse the images Clay saw and feel how repellent they were. 
Clay’s gaze spun around the room, taking in every colour, shape, scent and sound. He was stung by Flower’s sobs, by Lizzie’s painful comforting. His stomach turned at that dead unidentifiable smell that always lingers around mourners.
He rose carefully. 
“We better go.” 
“Yes,” said Toby. “These things happen at night. I’ve always prided myself on knowing nothing of this witchcraft, superstitious rubbish, but – I don’t know – do we think they have more power with the moon?” He glanced at Clay.
Flower slowly uncurled herself from Lizzie. She sat upright and wiped a paper tissue to her eyes, trying to smile, perhaps to ward off the tears. She straightened her black skirt and concentrated on standing. She stared down to her feet and spent thirty seconds willing them. Finally, they moved. She wavered on the way up, her body as if caught in a gale. “I’m coming with you.”
“You sure about that?” asked Toby.
She looked to Lizzie. “Unless you want me to stay...”
Lizzie’s arm had fallen from Flower and was now immobile at her side. She stared at them without even a blink. “With what I’m taking, I get a lot of sleep. It’s not pleasant sleep, it’s not restful sleep, but I am unconscious. What are you going to do when I pass out, Flower? It’s best you try and do something useful.”
Flower bent down and hugged her. Lizzie didn’t hug back.
“I’ve never been so angry,” Lizzie said. “That’s my emotion now. Before I saw you, I was distraught, I was crushed – now I’m angry. I’m enraged that my life was just a toy to these people, that when they didn’t like it, they felt they could just break it. Break them for me, would you? I’d like to see them broken as effectively as they broke Raymond, as they broke me.”
They kissed her, lingering their lips on her cheek, hoping it would somehow make her feel a little better. She barely acknowledged them, not even when Flower wrapped her arms around her neck and sobbed against her again. She just sat there and let herself be kissed and nodded once as they walked away. No one actually said the word ‘goodbye’, no one uttered the sentiment ‘farewell’ – it would be something too final. Lizzie just watched them go.
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Where was she?
Clay’s eyes flitted around, trying to spot her in every corner. A ginger girl, scrawny, not that pretty. He was sure he could recognise her again, sure he could pick her out – but beyond those general characteristics, he couldn’t recall a single thing about her.
How tall was she? What had she been wearing this morning? How had her hair been? He didn’t know, he couldn’t remember. The glimpse he’d had was no more than a flash; he couldn’t even stretch it out in his head to make something more substantial of it.
He just had to hope she would come to him.
Eyes hunting the streets, peering into every corner, he scanned around. It was as if she was always there at the periphery, just at the edge of his sight, but no matter which way he turned, he could not bring her into focus. He was trying to watch for her, but then maybe she was trying to watch for him too. Each just needed to step forward to see the other.
Upper Street was busy, lots of people enjoying themselves in the sunshine – lots of girls who might just be her. He could just stand and try to look in the face of every passer-by, but really he knew that they needed a sense of direction. So they boarded a double-decker to Holloway Road.
They sat on the top-deck and he stared at every passenger and at every pedestrian walking by. There were other ginger women, of course, and he strained at the window as the bus passed them, and he tried to bring the sketchy image he had in his mind to match the girl outside. It was never her. He may not have had a clear idea what she looked like, but he knew instinctively that he’d recognise her if he saw her. There was something about her he’d know.
The bus stopped just beyond the charred brickwork of Nick’s flat. 
Clay could do no more than glance at it, checking that direction in case she was there. However, Toby and Flower took a moment to stare at the scorched walls, the heat-broken windows, the police-tape across the front door, the bobby keeping guard – against what, no one knew. There was now one of those yellow information signs propped up outside, the word ‘MURDER’ in ominous lettering, an appeal for witnesses. 
Clay kept his back to it and led them to the café, Flower leaning against Toby. 
The sun burnt down, almost tropical now, golden and imperious. None of them really felt it; to them there was only an unshakeable chill in the air. 
The bell on the door jangled; the café was empty again, just the good looking Greek bloke behind the counter. Toby and Flower took a seat while Clay asked for three coffees. The bloke checked out Flower as attentively as he had Belinda.
“I was here yesterday,” said Clay.
“Of course you were, sir. I remember you and your lady friend well.”
Clay nodded. “There was a girl who came in. We thought she was a friend of ours, but she disappeared quickly. A thin ginger girl?”
He just stared blankly. “We get a lot of chicks in here.”
Clay thanked him and paid. He carried the drinks to the table.
“Now what?” asked Toby
“We’re on Holloway Road,” said Clay. “We wait.”
They nodded and looked down to their polystyrene cups.
“How do you think they’re doing it?” she asked. 
“I don’t know.” Toby crinkled his brow. “This is all new to me. Some kind of voodoo perhaps. Maybe they have a doll of the person in question.”
She wiped her eyes. “You sound frightened.” 
“Well, yes, I am fucking frightened. Petrified. I never thought I’d be able to take advantage of the undertaker’s three for one offer, but here we are.”
She put her head in her hands and then stroked back through her hair, she lingered over a breath. “I think Jake was going to propose.” 
“Really?” 
“Yes, just an impression I got. I thought he was building himself up to something. Although the last time I got that idea the bloke was working his way to ditching me, but I don’t think Jake would do that – would he? Did he say anything to you? Did he mention wanting to marry me? Did he mention being sick of me?”
“Not to me,” said Toby. 
There were tears in her eyes again. “So what do you think it means?” 
“What do I think him not mentioning anything about anything means? I don’t know. That sounds like a woman’s area of expertise.”
She tried to smile but instead choked on sobs. “I wish Raymond hadn’t written that book. I wish if he had written that book he hadn’t told Charles about it. Why did he tell him? Why did they have to find out? Why did any of this have to happen?”
“I’m sorry,” said Clay.
“Stop apologising!” she snapped. “It doesn’t make anything any better, it doesn’t do anyone any good. You’re not the one who needs to apologise!” She reached for another paper tissue. “Oh, I don’t know what to do, I really don’t. What do I do with this? Tragedy used to be something that existed in Shakespeare, but now I have this and it’s real – so horribly real – and I just don’t know what to do with it. I’m so broken up, Toby, so broken up.”
Toby put his arm around her and she leant into him. She let him comfort her for a few minutes, until she determined she had enough strength to sit up by herself and dry her own eyes.
He finally took a sip of coffee and then twisted his lips; it clearly did not meet with his exacting standards. “Why didn’t you tell me about all this?”
Flower stared at him. “What?”
“Well, Raymond came up with the theory that Clay here was dead, he actually wrote a book on this theory. At some point he told you and Jake this theory, maybe when the script needed to be written, maybe before – I don’t know. The point is, why did no-one mention anything to me? Why didn’t you tell me about this? I can remember not so long ago sitting in a pub and talking about hiring private detectives; why did you go through that if as far as you were concerned Clay was already dead?”
“I’m sorry,” she reached over and clutched his hand. “It’s what Raymond wanted. After he told Charles...”
“So Charles fucking West knew about that, did he?”
“No, not that part – only that Raymond thought they were witches, only about the book. Not about Clay.”
She looked at Clay, her beautiful eyes wide and tearful with apology.
“So why didn’t Raymond tell me anything?” asked Toby.
“Because – I don’t know – you can talk too much Toby, and this was a subject he didn’t want to talk about at all.” She stared at him as if about to boil over with tears again. “At the beginning, it was just speculation, it was just an idea. He couldn’t even go to the police. How could he go to the police with that? There was barely enough to have Clay declared a missing person. At the start it could have been slander to tell people that. It was terrible rumour-mongering and he had no proof for it. He wasn’t sure how real it was himself. Then after a while he convinced himself and got scared – and once he was scared he didn’t want to tell anybody.”
Toby peered into her eyes and bit his lip in apology.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “It was more to do with Raymond than you. Maybe he should have told people about the witchcraft, but look – Clay’s alive. How could Raymond have gone around telling people he was dead?”
“There she is!” yelled Clay.
And there she was. Flower and Toby sat with their backs to the window, and on the other side of that plate of glass was the ginger-haired girl.
She stood there, glaring at them. Her hair was lank, her face drawn and hollow, her eyes too deep in her skull, a scared fury twisted into her lips.
Flower and Toby turned round to look at her.
The girl hesitated, her gaze passing over all three of them, as if wanting to communicate – but not knowing how. She stared at them and they stared at her, and then she turned nervously and scurried away.
“I’ll get her!” said Flower, and she dashed to the door. The little bell rang and the door slammed and the café returned to peacefulness. 
Clay shivered. He raised the half cup of coffee to his mouth like a soldier with a prayed-for bowl of soup in the trenches. “I should have gone.” 
Toby peered over his shoulder and out the window, trying to spot the women. “You looked paralysed, my friend. I don’t think you could have moved anywhere. Besides, Flower’s gentle touch may work better.”
“Who the hell is she?” Clay asked. “Why is she following me? What does she want? What does she know?”
“I’ve no idea.” Toby sounded frightened again. “Look I’m just going to check Flower is okay.”
Clay nodded.
Toby got up slowly, stealthily, and went to the door. He tried to open it without the ring – in case the sound reached the women – but it tinkled out anyway and he cursed. He looked around the corner and then pulled his head back quickly. He sat down and wiped the perspiration from his face.
“Flower has her. They’re at the corner talking. The girl looks mightily upset.”
“Who do you think she is?” asked Clay.
“I don’t know. Girlfriend, maybe.”
“Did he ever mention having a girlfriend?”
“Clay, I don’t know if you picked up on this, but Nick and I were never the closest matches in the box. We didn’t talk much, and when we did I found myself suffering from headaches and nausea. A shame, really, as he clearly had some interesting things to say, but let’s be fair – they were hidden away amongst a cavalcade of incredibly dull things.”
“He still didn’t deserve to be murdered.”
“Very few people do.” Toby took an anxious, impatient glance to the door. “How are you feeling?”
“I’m okay.”
“Are you sleepy?”
Clay took a long sip of coffee. “I’m awake. Do you think I’m ever likely to sleep again?”
“The body can’t keep going forever.” 
“We’ll see about that.”
“What if they have some kind of sleep spell?” asked Toby. “What if they can magic you to sleep?”
Clay nodded. “You’ll be with me, won’t you?”
“Certainly.”
“Then kill me.”
Toby stared at him. “I’m really not sure, honestly, that I could actually kill you.”
“Then give me something to kill myself before I drop off. Just don’t let it happen again. Don’t let me harm anybody. Don’t let me hurt you, don’t let me hurt Flower.”
The door opened and Flower stumbled into the café. Toby sprang from his seat and just managed to keep her upright. 
She was shaking and tears burned her red cheeks. She staggered and tried to speak, but her words were lost in a mix of trembling and saliva.
“It’s you!” she said finally, smashing her hand against Clay’s shoulder. “It’s you, isn’t it? It’s fucking you!”
	[image: image]
		[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]

Flower turned and rushed from the café. They dashed after her. Her mind was clearly reeling, she seemed barely able to control her legs or the swinging of her arms. If she’d been thinking straight, she would have turned right onto Holloway Road, headed back towards Nick’s flat and the bored policeman outside. Instead, she went left, away from that place of death.
Clay grabbed at Flower’s arm and she shoved him off. He persisted and this time held her – or rather he caught her, her legs slipping away in a semi-swoon. She was conscious, but unable to stand. Holding her by her shoulders, Clay peered into her blue eyes. She couldn’t focus. She looked at Clay, looked around him, looked through him. 
Toby joined them and Clay shook her, gently, desperate not even to cause a bruise.
She blinked back into alertness and revulsion twisted her face as she saw him. She tried to shake herself free, he refused to let go.
“Why?” she cried. “Why did you do it? They loved you, both of them did! Both Raymond and Jake adored you. Why did you kill them?”
“Who was she?” asked Clay. “Who was that girl?”
“Why?” she whined. “Why did you do it?”
He shook her again, a little more forcefully, trying to make her hear him – so he could ask questions, so he could explain. 
Toby winced at his side.
“Who is she?” asked Clay.
“I don’t know.” Flower shook her head, tears flowing, saliva dribbling from her mouth. “Her name is Beatrice, she was a friend of Nick’s – he told her things.”
“What did he tell her?”
“He told her about Abigail and the others, told her about the witchcraft. She told him things too.”
“Like what?” 
“There’s a man,” she sobbed. “A man they have power over, who they can make do their bidding. They had to wait until they could call him back and once they did, he’d do whatever they wanted. That’s you, isn’t it? Who else has come back? Who else has reappeared just as everybody starts to die?”
He let go of her shoulders and she sank against the wall behind her. Toby caught her and she clung onto him.
“They did it while I was asleep,” said Clay. “I didn’t realise it was me until this morning.”
“Couldn’t you stop yourself? Couldn’t you say ‘No, I can’t do this! I can’t kill him!’ Couldn’t you, Clay?”
“No.”
“So you just killed whoever they told you to?”
“It was a dream, it was like I wasn’t in control.”
She wailed and sank further. Toby held her tight and she grabbed onto him, clutching hard, as if she was fearful of landing on the cracks in the pavement.
“Did you know, Toby?” she asked. “Did you fucking know what he‘d done?”
“I’m afraid so.” 
She tried to wrestle out of his arms, but it was a weak gesture. She didn’t have the force, the stamina to do it. She pushed herself against him and then wrapped herself tighter around him. 
“Then why didn’t you say something? He should be inside, he should be locked up. Don’t you realise what he’s done? They were your friends, Toby, and he killed them! How can you walk around with him? How can you be with him? He killed my Jake, he killed the man I love. ”
“He didn’t,” said Toby. “Those bitches did it.”
“It was still him!” she cried. “His hands are the bloody ones, he’s the murderer!” Her knees buckled and Toby held tight. Clay reached across to support her and she hissed as if patted with acid. “He needs locking up! He’s going to kill someone tonight and we need to stop him before he does. We have to tell the police so they can put him where he can’t do anything.”
Clay nodded. “I’m willing to do that.” 
“No, you can’t possibly,” snapped Toby. “You can’t, we can’t, as it isn’t really Clay – it’s them. If we lock Clay up it’s not going to make the slightest bit of difference. The police will prosecute, the jury will find him guilty – as they’ll never put the truth in their mouths, let alone swallow it – and then he’ll go away for a heavy stretch. But they’ll still be out here, they’ll still be doing this shit. And you don’t know, maybe they’ll cast a spell over someone else and make him murder. We have to stop them, Flower, and right now Clay is our best and shiniest hope.”
She wailed, a painful sound reminiscent of dying. They were starting to draw attention from passers-by.
“I know what I’ve done.” Clay talked quickly and quietly. “I know how terrible it is – but I want to stop it. I won’t sleep again. I’ll kill myself before I fall asleep. But until that happens, you’ve got to help me. We’ve got to stop them before they do this to anyone else.”
Her face was red. She was riven with pain and emotion. But she listened to what he said.
“Now, what else did that girl tell you?”
“She–she–she–” Flower staggered on her words, as if her mouth wasn’t her own. “She said they’d cast a spell and called you back, that you’ve only come for a week and in that time you’ll do whatever they want.”
“A week?” 
“That’s what she said.”
“How did she recognise me?”
“Beatrice is a witch too. A good witch, a nice witch. She recognised Nick, just saw him on the street and realised he was under a spell. So she got to know him, helped him, looked after him. He told her about Abigail boasting that she’d make somebody do their bidding. This girl thought that was crap, because no one is that powerful – but when she saw you, she recognised you as someone under an awful spell. She recognised that person as you.”
Clay felt those familiar cold footsteps tracing his spine. It wasn’t Belinda she ran away from that first time. She’d seen exactly what he was and been too scared to do anything else.
“Who has she told?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” she said, “I don’t know. Clay, there was something else – but I just can’t believe it.” She choked on emotion. “Clay, tell me – where were you? Where did they call you back from?”
“I was just away, just hanging out.”
“Where? What was the name of the place?” 
He was sweating. There was no shadow near and he could suddenly feel the sunlight bearing down on him, burning and blistering his skin, warping and twisting his skull. 
“It was a good place,” he said. “There was a beach, there was sea. There were other people. I liked it.”
“What was it called?” she asked.
Toby held her tight. “Why don’t you know, Clay?”
Clay was weak, a vampire in the sunshine. He staggered while standing still, his body swaying on otherwise steady feet. 
“Where was it, Clay? Do you know?”
He pitched forward and smashed into the wall. Flower screamed and he was gone.
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It was him and that man again. 
He’d waited, excited to see this man. Waited, nervous to see this man. Spent the whole day in restless anticipation, unable to sit or focus clearly on anything else. It was like a jumping in his heart when the doorbell finally rang – punctual, of course. 
They kissed. He swooped his lips up to him, so happy to see him, delighted to have him there, because he didn’t actually want to speak to him. It was difficult to describe how much he loathed this man, absolutely hated him. There were no real reasons for it, no horrible crime of which this man was guilty, nothing much in his personality worth hating. But he’d just pulled together all his little irritating traits, combined them with his own circumstance and sense of failure, and created an irrational correlation between the two. It was as if this man was responsible for it all; without trying, he had ruined his life. This man’s mere presence meant his own existence was marked by the wilted flower of failure. 
He kissed the man long and hard, better to shut him up, to bruise his lips and make him wince. He led the man back towards the bedroom, kissing the whole way. 
They giggled as they went – and this made him hate the man even more. He was giggling because he knew what was coming, he knew what was really going on, while the man was giggling because he was stupid, because he had no comprehension of what was going on. He kissed him and pitied him, kissed him and hated him. 
They reached the bedroom and he got the man to undress. It was the one thing about the man he hadn’t tired of, his body – his chest, his stomach, his behind, his thighs, even the whites of his soles. He enjoyed looking at him naked, enjoyed being with him naked. It was everything else he disliked, every other moronic limitation he possessed. 
The man sat on the bed and they continued to kiss. He bit into the man’s lip – gently, but not really gently – and twisted it around in his teeth. The man seemed to enjoy that – he really was something to be hated and stamped upon. 
He got himself undressed quickly, and was glad to see that usual spark of desire in the man’s eyes. They kissed again, his naked legs on the man’s naked thighs, kissing and kissing, trying to hurt the man and the man seeming to enjoy it. 
He was soon bored though. The man might have liked it, but this wasn’t what they were here for. He slipped out of the man’s grasp – the man’s hands grabbing for him as he went – and got down on his knees in front of him. He could see the flash of surprise on the man’s face: he rarely did this for him. 
As he sank to his knees, he simultaneously reached under the mattress. He put the man’s cock in his mouth and grabbed the knife. The sense of power was acute: he actually enjoyed giving a blow-job for the first time in a decade. 
The man was totally at ease, vulnerable, expecting nothing but pleasure from his companion – and in his right hand he had the chance to exploit that vulnerability, to give everything but pleasure. 
He worked that cock and felt the man’s enjoyment grow. The man – like an imbecile – reached his hand onto the back of his head. He didn’t force his head back up as he normally would, he didn’t spit the dick out in disgust – he just gripped that knife tighter, the hilt warming in his hand. 
The man was excited. He could feel the moment getting near and he worked faster. Then they were there – the man reached the edge of climax with a stupid schoolgirl gasp, and he tortured him by letting go, taking his lips away and looking up. 
That hated, stupid man was sweaty. He was out of breath, needing to be brought off, desperate for it to happen. 
He smiled at him, smiled at his discomfort, and didn’t care that the smile wasn’t loving. 
There was a vow he needed the man to make, words which needed to be spoken. 
He held the knife. 
“You’re always mine,” he said, fixing the man in his anxious-to-please eyes. “You will always be mine, won’t you?” 
“Yes,” said the man. “Yes, I will.” 
He smiled and leaned forward. Predictably, the man closed his eyes and lolled his head back. 
It was then he brought out the knife. 
He jammed it into the man’s chest and he gave another stupid gasp – more frightened schoolgirl this time. Then he sliced open the rib cage. The man slumped back to the bed – still alive, just the way they needed him. 
Rising up from his knees, he grinned at the bed, the blood seeping across the sheets. He laughed at the man’s face, those eyes shocked and pleading. 
And for the first time he recognised him, knew the man’s identity. 
It was Clay. Himself. 
He was lying helpless, life-blood pumping rapidly from him. He’d been sliced open by a lover. 
He looked around and realised that everything in the room – the walls, the curtains, the bedspread, the carpet, the furniture, all knick-knacks and ornaments – were green. 
And then he saw the mirror and the reflection of Belinda. 
She was naked, with the spray of blood across her throat, her breasts, her stomach and right the way through that red hair. He saw the triumphant smile on her face, blood-stained dimples. He saw her delight at what she’d achieved. 
He heard her call to Abigail and Judy, so they could see how well it had gone, so they could finish the rest of the ceremony. 
She looked at Clay, the blood spurting from him, a pathetic hurt expression on his face, his heart exposed but still pumping. She stood above him, her hand on her hip and gave a little wiggle of power, then she spat in his eye and laughed. 
She laughed at how easy it had been, at how wonderful she was to have killed someone as worthless as Clay.
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Clay woke on the pavement of the Holloway Road with a hard, wrenching cough that threatened to bring up his gut. 
His eyelids flickered as the sunlight entered him. He found the brightness reassuring. After the darkness of memory, after two years of waiting – two years when he hadn’t even realised he was waiting – the white light invigorated. It was real, he could feel it, he could recognise the world under it. 
Toby and Flower knelt in front of him, fear gone, anger dissipated, offering concerned pity.
“They killed me.” 
“Who did?” 
“Belinda – but they were all together. Now I can remember going there that night. We’d argued and she rang me and apologised, told me she was sorry, that it was her fault, that I should come over so we could make up. I’d been having a drink with Raymond – the last time I saw him properly – and he told me not to go, but I didn’t listen to him.” Clay’s voice was thick with emotion. “I was so stupid in love that I dashed round there. We kissed, she took me to her bedroom, then she pulled out a knife and sliced me open.” 
He stared at Toby and Flower. The memories flooded back and sickened every inch of him. You’re not supposed to remember your own death – what the Hell had they done to him that he could actually manage to do it?
It took him a moment to find the words, then he continued: “Belinda called the other two and the three of them stood in front of me. They were all naked and they put their hands in my blood and smeared it all over themselves. They laughed as they did it. They fucking laughed as I was dying.” It was as if he could feel the pain all over again. “They put their arms around each other and then Abigail started to chant. They chanted in some language I couldn’t understand. Maybe it was Latin, maybe it was something even older. The three of them sang this tuneless song to some horned god below, and then Abigail reached her hand into my chest and ripped out my heart. She actually tore it out. I could see it in her palm – still beating.”
Flower and Toby both clutched him, the three of them sharing tears now.
“She had my heart in her hand and held it up and sang that chant once more. And then they ate it. They ate my heart while it was still beating. They tore it apart with their bloody fingers and ate it.” He choked. “I can remember no breath in my body, but I was peering up at them while they ate my goddamned heart. Drooling as they stuffed it in their mouths, swallowing it quickly. They ate it and smiled at me, their teeth stained with my blood.”
He buckled over. The sun still burned down but he was pale and washed away.
They both held him.
“What-what-what did that girl tell you?” asked Toby finally.
Flower took a breath. “Apparently, Abigail got drunk one night and told Nick about the killing and the heart eating. This was before it happened and she didn’t say she was going to do it, just brought it up as a hypothetical witch’s thing. One of those scary tales from old books that don’t make any difference in today’s life.” She wiped her eyes and then laughed – a strange laugh, without a fraction of joy. “He was so besotted, he apparently thought she was flirting with him, thought she wanted to sleep with him, for him to be the sacrifice. But when he made a pass, she told him to fuck off and left with some other bloke. Afterwards, he told this Beatrice girl about it and she looked it up in one of her books. There is a spell like that. It makes the witches incredibly strong. It gives them power over their poor victim. Even though he’s dead, they still control his soul. They can summon him back – only for a short time though, a week or so. But they can make him physical again and control him.” She rested her head against his chest. “Oh dear God, Clay, I can’t believe this could actually happen.”
“This girl – Beatrice – she’s a witch, isn’t she?” said Clay.
“Yes.” Flower raised her head back up, fixed him with her sodden blue eyes. 
“Well, can she help me? Can she cast some kind of spell on them?”
“No. I asked her and she said Abigail is too powerful for her – they’re all too powerful now. She could try but it wouldn’t do any good. She’s sorry, but there’s nothing she can do. If there was, she would have helped Nick.”
“Okay.” Clay stared up to the sun. “I know what to do.”
“What?” asked Toby.
“I’m going to sleep.”
“What?” exclaimed Flower.
“There’s a limit to their power,” he said. “Last night, I didn’t go to kill Jake – I went to kill you.”
Flower’s hand covered her mouth.
“They wanted you dead because you’ve got a part in that show – and if you died it would have to be recast, maybe to one of them. The problem was, you weren’t there, and they had no way to find you. So I think if you all hide yourselves away – all the people we know, all the people they’re likely to hurt – if you hide tonight, then whichever one they pick, I won’t be able to find. I won’t have chance to harm. And when the evening’s over, they’ll bring me back to them, bring me back to their flat and I’ll deal with them there.”  
“What will you do?” asked Toby.
“I don’t know yet. But if you’re safe, I don’t have much to lose.”
Flower crushed herself to him, trembling with sobs.
“Make phone calls,” he told them. “Get everyone out tonight – Bunny, Charles, Lizzie – anybody who might be next.”
Flower shook her head, worried. “I don’t think Lizzie will leave the house.”
“Okay, you’ll have to take care of her separately. The others though – tell them I’ve just seen the police so they don’t ring them beforehand to give my location. Then, when we’re all together, I’ll tell them to hide – to get out of sight where I can’t find them. And afterwards I’ll check into a hotel, swallow a few sedatives – and it’s goodbye.”
Toby stared at him. “You sure about this?”
Clay nodded. “Once you’re all safe, well – I’m hardly going to worry about dying myself, am I?”
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Clay stood on a corner and tried to put together the last two years. He wanted to know where he’d been, who he’d met; what it was like to be dead. There was certainly a physical sense to it. He could remember touching things and recall vague sights. He thought there were other people who were similarly waiting. But all specifics, faces, names seemed to have left him now. He could picture a beach, a rugged coastline that was smashed repeatedly by high waves. He could visualise a boarding house made of dark wood. He had a little room there, a single bed, not much in the way of possessions – but then he supposed he didn’t need many. He had an image of himself lying on the bed, his hands behind his head, staring at the ceiling. He was waiting for something. Waiting and waiting and waiting. He didn’t really know what for, he just stayed patient and never suspected it would be so horrible.
Where was he buried? What did they do with his body? 
It was odd to be walking around in some simulacrum, something that wasn’t actually him. He was physically here, had presence – was able to touch, feel, eat, drink, make love, hit, kill – yet this wasn’t really his flesh. His body was elsewhere, scarred by its violent end, doubtless decomposing by now. Did they bury it? Did they cut it up and throw it out with the rubbish? Did they feed it to the neighbourhood cats? 
They had disappeared him, removed him so completely from the living world that there wasn’t even a spot of earth that was his. He only had this strange body he’d inherited, flesh and bone that felt like his but wasn’t, skin and hair which would vanish in a few days as he disappeared from the world again. 
Would he sense his body if he came near it? Was there a patch of land that would make him shudder if he crossed it? As he was genuinely walking over his own grave. Or would he pass it and not feel the slightest tingle? Somehow, that was more painful – if he was unable to recognise his own grave, how could anybody else be expected to? 
“Hello,” said Toby. He’d been standing with Flower, making phone calls for the evening, while Clay stared at the traffic. “What’s it like being dead then?”
“I was just considering that. I think it’s neither pleasant nor unpleasant, neither heaven nor hell. I don’t know, maybe I was in purgatory. It’s odd. I’m sure if you’d asked me yesterday, or even six hours ago, I could have given you some kind of proper answer. I think I could have told you about the place, about the people I knew, about what I did – now, it seems I’m barely able to remember any of it. I know you did ask me yesterday and I didn’t give you a real answer. I don’t know why, maybe I wasn’t supposed to – but I think I did know where I was.” 
An articulated lorry raced past. Toby turned to his side to cover himself from the dirt and grime spat up in its wake. Clay held out his arms and faced it, he wanted to enjoy these things which he may never see again.
He continued: “Perhaps it wasn’t real, maybe it was all in my imagination. You know how some people say you don’t dream your dreams in real time, that every single aspect comes together in that three seconds before waking – maybe it’s like that. Maybe I didn’t do anything over the last two years. Maybe I just lay in the ground and rotted. And when I was summoned back my imagination created all these memories to fill the gaps.” He shrugged. “Maybe being dead is nothing, maybe you have no consciousness. Then again, perhaps it is something, just whoever’s in charge doesn’t want us dead people telling you living people about it.”
“Did you see God?”
Clay smiled. “I can’t really recall who I saw, so if I did see Him, He didn’t make that big an impression.”
Pocketing her mobile phone, Flower joined them, salt-water still staining her cheeks.
“Are we there?” asked Clay.
She nodded. “Yes, they’re going to come. I told them it’s important.”
Toby put his arm around her. “What did they say?”
“I think they’re just glad to have somebody – anybody – to talk to. Bunny is petrified, three of his friends have died and he’s filled with tears as to who’s next. Charles is, well, Charles. He’s only really interested in whether he’s okay. I had difficulty being civil to the fucking prick to be honest, but I suppose we do have to warn him.” She hugged Toby tightly. “What are you two talking about?” 
Toby hesitated then said: “Death.” 
“Whose?”
“Mine.” Clay looked to the road. “Do you think I can die again? Do you think if I stepped in front of one of those heavy trucks, I could actually be killed? Do you? I’m already dead, this isn’t my body – what could happen to me? What would happen if I was hit by a car now?”
Flower reached her hand to him. “Please don’t!” 
Clay smiled. “Yeah, I guess we have other things to do.”
He looked at the two of them. Flower leaning her head on Toby’s shoulder, staring at Clay with her beautiful concerned face. Toby had his arms around her for support, his face matching hers in angle and expression. 
Clay smiled at them and stepped back from the kerb. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s go down.”
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The Revenger’s Tragedy was a dark boozer just north of Oxford Street. It was an empty cave without atmosphere, only attracting custom by staying open longer than most pubs and thus pandering to that 4am crowd who should know better. It was Toby who suggested it. He’d seen it on his travels and guessed it’d be a good place to hide away for a quiet rendezvous.
They arrived early, taking a watchful perch in the corner. It was a simple, old-fashioned public house. The walls were painted a mild yellow, the carpet had seen better days, the chairs were wood chairs and a small bar was hidden away. 
Bunny was first to join them. Despite the heat, he entered wearing a long coat and a wide-brimmed hat. He marched with his arm across his midriff as if nursing some terrible blow to his insides. His other hand waved limply to them. 
“Oh my God! What has been happening? What has happened since we last met? My God, my God, my God! I’ve never in my life witnessed anything quite so dreadful. My friends don’t die, they live and celebrate life – how could they die? Who would do such a terrible thing? My mind is spinning, my digestion has stopped. I’m in a terrible state.”
“Sit down,” said Clay. “Would you like a drink?”
Bunny dropped himself into an empty seat. “I think a drink is precisely what I need now, thank you. A big stiff drink, the stiffer the better.”
Clay bought him a double vodka. 
When he returned, Bunny was comforting Flower, or maybe it was the other way round. The two of them were wrapped together, and he was soothing her while sobbing into her shoulder.
“I’m so dreadfully sorry. You’ve no idea what a shock it was to me, what an absolute blow. You don’t know how much I loved Jake, worshipped his dear American heart – and to have a friend like that cut down in his prime! Well, I’ve wept, I can tell you, I’ve truly wept.” He put a bright handkerchief to his eyes. “I didn’t know Nick as well... We were intimate, of course, but that only seemed to make him more of a stranger. But Raymond I adored. Who was a nicer person than Raymond? And now both he and Jake have gone. It’s a tragedy.”
Flower’s voice was strained. “I can’t believe he’s gone.” 
“Gone forever! Gone for good! Oh, you poor heart! It was love, wasn’t it? Real life love, the proper and genuine article. And now he’s gone, snatched away from you. How can you possibly bear the pain, my darling? My heart weeps because I’ve lost two dear friends, but it also weeps for you. It’s the most dreadful thing, and I’m sure everybody would understand if you killed yourself. It’s a terrible thing to say and it would be appalling for you to do. Absolutely the wrong thing – but, if you did find yourself at the end of patience with life, then nobody would judge you harshly for it.”
She pulled back from him slightly. “I won’t kill myself.”
“Thank God!” He tried to squeeze her tighter, his face creased and crimson. “As for me, I don’t know. I don’t know if I can keep going. It’s such a shock, such an appalling shock – I’m in a delicate state and who knows what I might do next?”
Flower moved slowly from his grasp. “Bunny.” Her tones were tremulous, but considered. “You’ve lost a man you occasionally went to the pub with, you’ve lost a couple of people you used to have casual drinks with. I lost the man I loved, the person I wanted to be with forever. You have other people to go drinking with – I have no one. I appreciate your sympathy – but, please, what you’ve lost is zero compared to what I’ve lost.”
This didn’t stop his tears but in fact increased them. “I know, I know, and I feel so broken up for you. I realise I’m being such a frightful old drama queen but I just feel so dreadfully wounded. And I can see you must hate me for it, but I can’t help it. I just can’t help it.” He waved that colourful handkerchief around, a particularly gaudy representation of the Moulin Rouge. He wiped his eyes and blew his nose loudly.
“Have you seen the police, Bunny?” asked Clay.
He raised his head, still wiping. “Yes, yes. They’ve been around.”
“What did they say?” 
“They were most anxious to speak with you, Clay. They gave the impression you were a man who could – what’s the phrase? – ‘help them with their enquiries.’ I told them it was nonsense, that John Clay – although a big man – would never harm a miscreant fly. I told them there was no need to have suspicions of you.” He blew his nose again. “You’ve seen them now though, haven’t you? What did they say to you?”
Toby answered: “It was all perfectly fine. I was there. He’s got an alibi in the form of Belinda, and that flat is so small Abigail and Judy would have heard him if he’d tried to creep out. That’s three witnesses and that’s the kind of figure the old time peelers like to hear.”
“Oh that’s good,” Bunny said. “That is good. But what is happening? It’s just so unbelievable! Do we know what’s happening?”
They hesitated. A look passed between them, which Bunny – even in his agitated state – must have noticed.
“Well, we’ve – uh – got a few thoughts,” said Clay. “We think there might be another killing tonight.”
“Oh my sweet God!” gasped Bunny. “Any idea who?” 
“No,” said Clay. “And since we don’t know, we want you to hide tonight.”
“Hide?” yelped Bunny. “Why do you want me to hide?”
Clay cleared his throat and tried to explain. “We think that last night he was looking for Flower, not Jake. She wasn’t there and so he couldn’t find her and couldn’t kill her. If you’re not where you’re supposed to be tonight, then he’s not going to get you, either.”
“But why must we hide?” asked Bunny. “There are enough policeman in the London. We can stay in our homes and be guarded. Nobody is going to come for us if we have big, strong policeman outside our doors. They wouldn’t dare! Please, let’s call the police, tell them what we know, get them to look after us.”
“We’re not calling the police.” Toby’s voice was firm.
“Why on Earth not?”
Toby hesitated. They knew they’d be asked this question, it was just a case of giving the right answer. “Because, we have a little problem with the police. We’ve conducted this investigation under our own aegis, and if the police find out they’ll not only be less than happy, but anxious to discover how we came across certain information. I appreciate your point – but really, large police officers would not be the most prudent of moves.”
“But I’m terrified – what if I’m found in my hiding spot?”
“Please, Bunny,” said Flower. “There must be places you can go to be safe.”
The door swung open and Charles appeared. He bound in as if genuinely excited, pleased to be part of something that was grabbing the headlines. Yet when he saw the group and their less than giddy faces, that enthusiasm was replaced by a sudden contriteness. His face and body went mournful, and even though he was probably genuine in his emotions, it looked entirely an act.
“Flower,” he said. “I am so dreadfully sorry to hear the news. Jake was well... Jake was Jake.” He leant forward and kissed her cheek, holding his lips in place a little longer than necessary. 
“Do you want a drink?” asked Clay.
“Please, yes. A pint of something.” He smiled sadly. “I need a drink to steady my nerves, I’ve been terrified all day. I’m sure you’ve all been thinking the same – with them gone, am I next? Am I the next one this maniac will slaughter? It could be me, couldn’t it? If they’re gone, it could be me next. Do you think I’ll get an obituary? I’ve been in a few things after all. Maybe just in The Stage? Oh, I’ve been so scared.”
Clay brought him his beer.
“So what have you been talking about?” asked Charles.
Bunny was brandishing the handkerchief again. “Oh it’s dreadful. We’ve been discussing how to avoid getting murdered tonight.” 
“You started without me?” asked Charles. “Without me and the girls?”
The tension was suddenly clear on Flower’s face. “The girls?” 
“Abigail, Belinda and Judy – surely we should wait for them before you tell us the plan.”
“Don’t worry,” Clay said. “They already know what’s going on.”
“I thought this was a group meeting. We’re not really ‘the group’ if the girls are absent,” observed Charles. “We’re not complete, are we?”
Flower’s voice was cold. There were tears, she was shaking, but she was trying to keep control. “If you worried a little less about those ‘girls’. If you weren’t as concerned about constantly ingratiating yourself with them – then this wouldn’t have happened!”
“What?” His eyebrows rose in dramatic shock, but any question or protestation was beaten back by her furious expression. He stared at her, and then his face settled into a puce pout of wide-eyed, full-lipped frustration. He never lost his temper, never thought he betrayed an ounce of frustration, but the effort to bottle it up was impossible to disguise. He turned slowly away, as if backing down gracefully.
Clay took control. “All of you need to hide. We have a theory the killer wanted Flower yesterday but couldn’t find her. So we think that if you hide, go somewhere out of the way, then you’ll be safe from him. You’ll get to live through the night.”
Charles stared at Clay, clearly not wanting to look at Flower. “Where do you suggest I go?” 
“We don’t know,” said Clay. “Just find somewhere, go there, don’t tell anybody where you are.”
Flower snarled. “Well, maybe you can tell the adorable Abigail, the beautiful Belinda, the juicy Judy where you are. I’m sure they’d appreciate knowing.”
Toby put his arm around her to sooth her, to quiet her.
“If he wants to, let him do it,” she said between gritted teeth.
“What is it with those three?” Charles’s face was still puce, but he was putting on his most reasonable voice, his ‘decent guy’ voice. “Tell me – what have they done? What have I done? You surely can’t believe I had anything to do with the murders? That would be nonsense. So what is this? I’ve been a strong and supportive friend to you all – especially those recently departed. I loved Jake like a brother, I would never have done anything to hurt him.”
Flower’s teeth were grinding together, her full fury clearly only just held back. When she spoke, her words were forced out between thin, barely open lips, as if she thought she’d scream if she opened her mouth wide: “I always knew you were a worthless shit,” she said, “but I thought you were a harmless worthless shit – that there was no need to worry about you. I was stupidly wrong and now have to pay for being wrong. You may think you’re a good bloke, you may have given yourself that part to play, but you’re nothing but an odious bastard. A deeply selfish, think-of-nobody-but-himself turd. I hope he does come for you tonight, I hope he finds you wherever you are and the same treatment that was given to Jake is given to you.”
Only Bunny looked shocked. Toby and Clay listened and hoped she wouldn’t go too far and say something that would require too much explanation. They hoped that beneath her fury there was still self-control.
Charles West’s face was lava red, with bulging eyes and lips protruding in a desperate bid to suppress an eruption. They could see him do it. The waves of rage disappearing, sinking down to somewhere deep, where they’d be allowed to fester until one day exploding his insides out. He turned away and took a slow bitter sip from his drink.
“Right,” said Clay. “I’m going to go find my hiding place. I suggest you don’t linger too long and hurry up to yours. Anywhere will do – friend’s house, hotel room, cardboard box. Just as long as you’re somewhere nobody expects you to be. Then – hopefully – you’ll be safe.”
He got up and they rose with him – an automatic response, or maybe some kind of bizarre toast. 
Bunny hugged him, kissed his cheek. “Oh you sweet man, I hope nothing happens to you. Please make it through the night and don’t disappear from our lives again. I don’t think I could cope, I really can’t imagine I could handle it.”
Charles shook his hand and a breezy affability forced its way upwards to his face again. “Take care of yourself, mate. Thank you for tonight.”
Clay took his goodbye from them, hoping that they hid well and he didn’t encounter them later that night. It was a strange thought, but he hoped he didn’t see either again. 
Toby was finishing his drink.
“What are you doing?” asked Clay.
“I’m coming with you.” 
“We’re coming with you,” said Flower.
“Are you positive?”
Toby shook his head. “No, not really, but I guess we want to.”
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They found a late-opening chemist and purchased a sleeping draught across the counter. None of them knew how well it would work, but Clay guessed if he swallowed enough doses it would surely have some effect. He was already strangely sleepy, but also scared – and wondered if when he rested his head on the pillow, that fear would torture all sleep out of him. 
What if those three witches could find out where the others were? What if he was wrong? 
He checked into a cheap little hotel in Noho. The room wasn’t much more than a cupboard with a single bed. There was a rail for clothes, a tiny bedside table with an old battered clock-radio. In lieu of a mint on the pillow, somebody had kindly left a fun-size Mars bar.
Clay turned to his friends. They weren’t in the room with him, there wasn’t the space for all of them and so they lingered back in the hallway. Clay pressed his hand down on the bed and it felt like masonry with an eiderdown stretched across it.
The anxiety was clear on Toby’s face. “So, what do we think they’re up to now?”  
“I don’t know.” Clay sat on the hard bed. “I guess they’re waiting for me. I was thinking about how they did it – not the actual murders, but making me forget the next day. There must be another spell. So many things they can do, so many fucking unnatural things. Belinda held my hand all day and I thought she was easing my mind. I think now she was probably wiping it. Do you think they’re nervous about where I am, what I’m doing?”
“They’re bound to be,” said Flower. 
“I don’t know. They’re so confident. They’ve killed three – four – people and they’re so sure it was right to do it. That’s where they are now: they can kill and be righteous about it. Think it was deserved. Oh God. I loved her, you know, really loved her.”
For a moment it seemed as if Flower was going to come and join him on the bed, comfort him. But instead she shifted her feet awkwardly and stayed back in the corridor, Toby’s hand in hers. ”We can all get love wrong,” she said.
“I always thought the three of them were bitches,” said Toby. “There was that catty superiority to them, that fucking madness of deluded self-belief. Smugness, that’s what it is. You’re correct, it’s righteousness – sheer unbending self-righteousness. Everything they do is right because they’re the ones doing it.” An expression of disgust crossed his face. “You were always a hopeless sucker for Belinda. I can remember asking you, years ago, whether you thought she’d still be your girlfriend if she made it big. You said ‘Yes’, but of course she wouldn’t. She’d be shagging some star the moment she got the chance, and you’d just be one of the little people she was once upon a time forced to dally with. And she ran every relationship like that – they ran every relationship like that – everyone was dispensable, easily discarded if necessity demanded it.”
Clay stared at him. “When did you ask me that?” 
“When you were having problems with her.”
“Just before I disappeared?” 
“Yeah, I suppose.”
“Maybe I should have listened to you, maybe I should have paid more attention – who knows where we’d all be now if I had?”
“It’s not your fault,” said Flower. “You can’t blame yourself. It wasn’t you.”
Toby pinched thumb and forefinger at the bridge of his nose and blinked his eyes. “Listen, Clay, I’m sorry you’re dead. I know that sounds stupid, but I need to say it. I’m sorry I never mourned you. I just thought you’d gone away. You know, you’d got pissed off and done a wander. I missed you. I thought a lot about you – where you were, what you were doing – but I never lamented you, I never grieved you and I’m sorry about that.”
Clay attempted a smile. “Thank you.”
“Do you have any idea where you’re buried?” asked Flower. “What they did with the body?”
“No. Maybe they should have buried me alive, then I’d know.”
“I’m sorry,” the tears rose in her voice. “It’s just that everyone should have a marker in death – a gravestone, a plaque, a favourite cherry tree they’re scattered beneath. My great grandmother was lost at sea, and it was apparently an annual ritual for my great grand pa-pa to go down to the coast and hurl a dozen roses into the water. I don’t know how much peace he got, but at least he had it. With you, there’s nothing.”
“Why don’t you pick out somewhere?” suggested Clay. “I don’t know, once a year lay a dozen roses outside The Murdered Bastard.” He smiled. “Appropriate, ay?”
Flower shook her head. “You weren’t a bastard.” 
“Yeah, but my hands have done terrible things. That place will do, despite the name – it’s where we spent most of our time, it’s where we had most fun, it’s where we were most innocent.” 
Something that sounded like a strangled chuckle emanated from Toby. “Innocent? Yes, I guess we were. It’s hard to believe though, isn’t it? Back then – when we were spreading gossip and telling each other about sex and blow-jobs and drugs – that we were actually innocent. To puritan country folk we’d have looked like the talkative end of Sodom and Gomorrah, but we were babes. If you compare it to what’s happened now, God, we were innocent.”
“Are you okay?” asked Flower.
“Yeah, I’m fine.” Clay took a deep breath. “Look, you better go. I want to try and sleep soon and you need to be somewhere safe.”
Toby nodded. “Are we still sure sleep is the right idea?”
“What else am I going to do? If everyone hides it’ll be fine.”
“Okay.” Toby looked unconvinced, and frightened. 
“Do you think we’ll see you again?” asked Flower.
“I don’t know.”
“Well, if we don’t, it was charming knowing you.”
“Same here,” said Toby.
Clay smiled. “Likewise.” 
He hugged them in the doorway, all holding their breath. Flower crushed herself to him, holding back her sobs. Toby clutched around his shoulders. They let go gradually and then both of them stepped back and away from the room. 
Clay nodded to them one last time and shut the door.
He lay on the bed with his eyes open. He’d poured back the sleeping draught and wondered if he could die again. Was it possible to overdose on across-the-counter sedatives? If so, what would happen if he was rushed to hospital? What would they do when they felt for his heartbeat, and found that, even though he was breathing, he didn’t have one? 
Except when he reached to his chest he found he did have a heartbeat. Something was making a boom-di-boom sound. He wondered whose heart he was using.
Anxious, he turned over, trying to get comfortable. He lay on top of the sheets, in his clothes – foot still aching – waiting for sleep.
They were probably waiting too. In their flat, not far away, playing with magic. 
How had they ended up like this? Desperation, he guessed. They hadn’t lived the lives they hoped for and had been passed over too often. They wanted the power over their own fates that other people seemed to have. But maybe that was too kind; maybe they’d never been pure, maybe they’d always been corrupt. Toby was right, they were superior bitches and this gave them the chance to demonstrate it. He’d just been too in love with Belinda to notice. Too blind. Too fucking stupid.
He lay on his back, thinking of Raymond, Nick and Jake. What went through Raymond’s mind when he saw him? The utter surprise of him being there, the shock of being beaten by someone who was supposed to be his friend. What about Nick? Didn’t he suspect? Didn’t he have an inkling of what might happen? He thought of Jake. He’d been suspicious, had looked at him warily – but had not been quick enough in mind or step to avoid being killed. Jake would still be alive if he’d just been a little more cautious. But then, even in heightened stressed out circumstances, you don’t really believe a good friend has come to kill you. 
Clay thought of himself, his surprise when the knife broke his flesh, when love was betrayed and that horrible spiral which begins at the end of your life starts spinning down.
He was on his side, starting to lose his grip on consciousness. It hadn’t been all bad with Belinda. There’d been good times. A reason for love. He thought of her smiling, of her biting her lip, of them kissing. There was the way she tossed her hair back, the shrug of her shoulders, her wiggle. They held hands, held each other, made love. Fond memories of lazy mornings, lying together and talking. She smiled when they said Hullo. She’d run her hand through his hair as they said goodbye. 
And now here he was in this anonymous room, a room that reminded him of one he’d seen a lot in the last two years. 
But his thoughts of her still made him smile. He remembered her saying “I love you”. He could almost hear her voice saying, “I love you”, could breathe her nearby breath as she whispered it – “I love you.” 
––––––––
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He stood in front of Angel tube and it was closed for the evening. He knew it wasn’t a dream. This was happening. Every cab which passed was real. Yet he couldn’t stop moving, couldn’t prevent himself doing whatever it was he was going to do.
But what was he doing here? Who lived near Angel? 
Lizzie’s sister, that’s who. Lizzie. 
They’d obviously read his mind, found out where she lived. They can’t have any idea he’d told her to hide though. But had she hidden? Toby and Flower were going to look after her; had they had enough time? Had they been able to make her leave? He tried to spot a clock, but there was nothing. It was clearly late, it was quiet – they must have had enough time to get Lizzie out.
That was fine then, he could limp to the house, break a window, hunt around for her – but she wouldn’t be there and it wouldn’t matter. Let them send him there. He wouldn’t harm anybody. Lizzie couldn’t be touched. There’d no fresh blood dripping from his hands. 
And then he remembered – Lizzie’s sister. She’d answer the door. It’d be her he’d kill to get to Lizzie. And he’d have no choice in it. He’d strangle her, break her neck so she didn’t scream. But Lizzie wasn’t there and this poor woman would die for nothing. 
He sank his full weight down to his feet but still kept moving. In desperation, he tried to reach out and grab a lamppost – but his hands were stiff and frozen, already tensed to throttle. He didn’t trudge, none of that weight he bore down had any effect on his step. 
Clay moved purposefully towards his destination.
Upper Street was quiet. The house was the next turning, on the right. 
He wondered if he could say something to her. The moment she answered the door, maybe he have enough strength to bark, “Run!” Just say one word, but with enough fear and meaning that she’d take that advice from a relative stranger. Could he make her flee and save herself? 
Only a few hours before, he’d been sitting in that house as Lizzie grieved. Now he was going back to kill someone else she loved, and in the morning she’d wail again. 
The corner was close and there were no passers-by, no one he could ask for help, no one to stop him. A cab went past but it was hopeless – he couldn’t wave at it, he couldn’t leap in front of it. All he could do was keep striding towards Lizzie’s sister’s house. Once there, he’d commit bloody murder. 
His feet reached the corner, but didn’t turn. They kept moving, kept on going.
He wasn’t going to the house of Lizzie’s sister! He wouldn’t wake her and then put her brutally to sleep; her sister was safe. 
Where was he going then? Who was he going to see? He tried to think. There was nobody else who lived down this way, no-one he knew. 
His feet kept moving, clearly knowing the way. His right foot hurt, it was bleeding again. Where were they sending him? Who was he going to see? 
What if they’d managed to find Toby’s hiding place? What if through some incantation they’d managed to read somebody’s mind?
Toby, Flower and Lizzie would all be there. Maybe he’d set everyone up for their deaths. Maybe he’d hidden them away and was now going to show up to slaughter them. He trembled, but kept moving. Surely they’d be asleep by now, lying helpless as he arrived. Maybe not. Toby would stand guard, he’d be vigilant. But what good would it do? He was bigger than Toby, could easily overwhelm him and then kill the others. He had no choice, no control – he was going to murder his remaining friends this summer’s night.
He turned a corner. There was still nobody on the streets, no-one to stop him. Why was everywhere so quiet? Why was there no-one to plead to for help? He could move his lips, form words. He mumbled to himself, a garbled version of The Lord’s Prayer. There was no answer, no response. He just kept moving. 
He was like a shark on the pavement, unconcerned by anything but his next spilling of blood. He turned again, into a road of large terrace houses. 
They probably thought they were safe here, probably believed there was no way he – anybody – could find them. They were wrong, there was no limit to what those bitches could do. He leaned back so every ounce was heavy on his feet, but the effort still didn’t slow his pace. 
He hoped Toby was ready, hoped Toby was armed. He prayed that Toby would kill him properly.
And then he stopped. He was facing a house on the other side of the road. It was one of the few with a light still on, with a sign of life. 
There was a girl in the kitchen window, making herself warm milk in the microwave. She wore a T-shirt and was ready for bed. She was incredibly attractive – honey coloured hair, hazel eyes and a full pouting mouth. He’d seen her before but had never met her. She was familiar to him, but they’d never been in the same room. Where did he know her from? Where had he seen her before? 
He took a step across the road. Happily making herself a bedtime drink, she hadn’t seen him in the darkness. 
He moved closer. She was whistling, had no idea he was coming. 
His foot hurt – he hurt all over – but he kept going. 
She pushed a hand back through her hair and her beautiful skin caught the light. 
He needed to stop, had to stop. 
The microwave beeped and she reached for the mug, but it was clearly too hot and she crinkled her nose and put it on the side. 
What could he do? He was going to kill her. 
She danced on one foot as she waited for it to cool. 
Suddenly, he remembered her. She was in that magazine Judy had shown them, the up-and-coming starlet who was playing one of the parts in the TV show – Jemima O’Connor. 
He was so close, only a few yards from her now. 
She was still languidly dancing, practising some moves while waiting for her drink. 
Couldn’t she see him yet? Didn’t she know that she had to run? He tried to make his steps smaller, but kept going. Flower had a part in the TV series and they’d failed to kill her, so now they were going to kill one of the other actresses and then maybe tomorrow they’d get the third. 
He was only a few feet away from the front door, seconds from reaching out and ringing the bell, drawing him to her. Could he warn her? Say something? He thought he could speak, but it didn’t seem he could even move his mouth any more. 
Only a step away. Tears filled his eyes and a terrible trembling ran over his skin and there was nothing he could do. He concentrated, yet still moved forward. 
Then he stopped. Just as his finger reached up for the bell, just as his mind roared with every effort to stop himself, momentum suddenly died and he went limp. He collapsed, fainted, yet remained conscious the entire time. 
His head hit against that girl’s front door and then he fell backwards to the street. He lay there and stared at the stars, still aware, happy not to be moving. He wanted to move, could feel his feet itch to go forward – but he lay there and didn’t get up. 
They couldn’t make him stand up again. 
He lay on the road, staring at the stars with a smile on his face. He wondered if that girl had heard a sound and would come out to see him, but nothing happened and he lay there. Then, finally, he seemed to drift, seemed to move – but away now, away from that girl, away from any harm he might cause.
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He returned to true consciousness, opening his eyes onto deathly light. 
Abigail was straddling him, making use of an unconscious erection. She pumped herself up and down and laughed as his dozy gaze flickered into the waking world. She screamed with joy as his eyes moved, as they focused on her, as the fear and revulsion grew. Her mouth twisted up and she reached out her finger and dug the nail into his eye. 
He winced and tried to move, desperate to raise his hand to hit her away. But nothing happened. He was completely immobile, lying on something cold. Abigail was using his body, twisting her hand into his face, as if he was no more than her play-thing. 
She moved faster, bringing herself close to climax. 
He was numb – his mind didn’t command, his nervous system didn’t respond. He was a corpse in nearly every way now: his breath was frozen, he was unable to move, he couldn’t even react when people touched him – or even fucked him. 
She went faster and faster, one hand scrunched through her hair, one hand stroking and digging her hard nails into his soft face. Her mouth gasped open in desire and then her two front teeth sank into her bottom lip. But her eyes shone darkly. They were cold and cruel, and she looked at him as if she was the butcher and he was the puniest lamb of spring. 
She came with a triumphant cry, her palm wide across his mouth, her nails in his cheeks. She fell forward so her head was next to his, her hair suffocating him. She wrapped her arms tight around his neck and bit into his face like a viper.
Through her strands of hair, he saw that he was in the dining room, laid out on the table. He wasn’t strapped down; he just wasn’t able to move. Behind his head was a pillow. He guessed it wasn’t placed there for any reason of comfort, but just to give him the torture of seeing more.
Spread across the carpeted floor were dozens of candles – large and ornate, small and practical – giving the room a funereal glow. Other candles stood on little tables and some floated in bowls of water. Their light changed the room – the walls no longer looked a friendly red, but the colour of spilling blood, which seemed to be running off, dripping down, pouring out from some terrible unseen gash. There was no longer the artificial hue of paint, it looked thick and viscous – as if they’d smeared the walls in his blood and now it was flowing. 
Judy sat in one corner, naked, her leg slung over the arm of a chair. She was chewing an apple and had her hair in pig tails, but didn’t look cute anymore; she was older, wrinkled. 
In the opposite corner was Belinda, likewise naked – no fig-leaf for modesty. She was staring at him with – what was it? Care? Affection? Love? She looked as if she liked him, as if she was proud of him, as if he was someone who meant a lot to her. She flashed a smile and then laughed at how easy it still was to fool him. She cackled at the enjoyment she got from making him think she actually cared.
She got up and walked to the head of the table, then gently pushed her fingers through his hair and started to massage his scalp. 
Abigail raised her head and then kissed Clay full on the lips. Strangely, he responded, his mouth and his eyes seemed the only part of him that he could move. 
“Thank you,” purred Abigail. “I was beginning to feel terribly left out. You see, you’re actually much more mine than you are theirs. They helped, they did their part – but you’re my creation, my darling, my pet.” She climbed off him slowly, then lay her head on his chest. “My beautiful, wonderful creature.”
Belinda’s hands continued to work gently into his skull. He could hear Judy crunching her apple.
“What have you done to me?” 
“Oh, honey,” said Belinda. “Don’t use that tone of voice, please. We made you Jesus Christ, you should be grateful.”
“What?” 
“We resurrected you,” smiled Abigail. “We brought you back from the dead. Do you know how few people have done that? There’s the Messiah, Lazarus and yourself. Death is death, Clay. You should be grateful, glad for all we’ve done for you.”
“But you killed me!” 
“We were at the end though, weren’t we, Clay?” Belinda’s hands kneaded his scalp. “I’m sorry it had to happen, but we were finished and you always said you’d do anything for me – and so I decided you would.” 
Abigail licked his chest. “What were you going to do without her, Clay? Where were you going to go? Who were you going to see? You loved her too much, were besotted by her, struck constantly with adoration. You may have gone away and found another girl and married and settled down to have kids – but you’d always have been haunted by her.”
Belinda leant forward so he could peer at her beautiful green eyes. “I’m your great passion and you’d soon have realised she didn’t match that, that she wasn’t as attractive as me, as spectacular as me. And you’d have dreamt about me and longed for me and started to hate her. You’d have hated her because she wasn’t me, you’d have disliked your children because they weren’t our children. You’d have sickened for me and taken your life with you. Well, I saved you from that. I made sure I was always special to you, and you were always special to me.” She kissed his lips. “And I’ll always feel grateful for what you’ve done for us.”
Judy joined them at the table. She sat up on it, leaning her elbow back against his knee. She finished her apple and smiled at him. 
They’d prepared for him, their hair and make-up was pristine, the candlelight glowing against their skin. But they all looked old, they all looked the wrong side of their prime. They looked what they were – three women who needed the right make-up, the right lens, the right shine to make them perfect. Except, because they were nonentities, because this wasn’t the movies, they had to make do with what reality could provide – and it wasn’t good enough any more.
Three women who’d shrivelled on the inside, and now it was starting to mark their skin.
“What have I done for you?” A snarl was slashed into his voice. “You’re still in the same crappy flat, you’re still nobodies, you’re still nowhere.”
Judy crossed her legs and swung her foot backwards and forwards, casually but knowingly. “That’s just luck. That’s bad, bad, bad, bad luck. That will change.”
“The public are idiots,” said Abigail. “Ignoramuses. You try to give them something good, give them quality – and they just stay in and watch the latest reality show. What are those? Talentless morons without wit or personality, saying and doing nothing of worth – but the whole thing presented like it’s interesting. Well, it isn’t, but the people watch it, and what we do – despite its quality, because of its quality – is ignored.”
Belinda still fixed on him; her eyes possessed a cold shine that he’d never seen before. “You know how talented we are, Clay? You may hate us now, you might be angry with us – but there’s no denying our talent, is there?” 
He tried to shake his head, but it wouldn’t move. All that went from side to side were his eyeballs. “You’re not talented,” he said.
Belinda’s fingers dug a little harder into his skull, but her placid visage didn’t alter.
“None of you is remotely talented,” he told them. “You’re average, that’s all you are. You look good, you make the right noises, but when it comes to talent – you’re just mediocre.”
“How would you know?” asked Belinda. “You’d never been inside a theatre before you met us, how could you recognise good acting?”
Her fingers dug into his skull, her look of attentive care now smeared with hatred. He was glad, it helped him hate her too. 
Abigail gave a glance of cold-eyed disgust even as she lay compliant against him. 
Only Judy still tried to play her role, the innocent sex-bomb – her legs crossed, front foot swinging. Though even she couldn’t conceal her loathing of this pathetic thing in front of her. 
Belinda’s hands moved harshly through his hair, seeming to tear into the flesh and draw blood. But what did that matter? What was a little more blood now? How was anyone going to notice in this room?
He couldn’t move. There was another spell on him, one that paralysed his muscles, but presented him with the torture of having his eyes open, disgusted by all he saw. “You know what I think?” His voice was confident, even as Belinda ripped into the softness of his scalp. They stared, uncaring. “I think the reason Raymond didn’t cast you was that he knew how bad you were, guessed your performances would be rubbish. He was scared of you, knew what you could do – knew if you found out you’d do something terrible. So why didn’t his fear make him cast you just so he could have a simpler life? Just so he’d have a chance of making it to old age? I think that despite what he knew, despite his fear – he thought you’d ruin it and he didn’t want it ruined. That’s why. It wasn’t to spite you, it wasn’t to punish you for what you did to me. He did it because he knew you’d be no damn good.”
“It doesn’t matter why he did it though, does it?” Abigail’s mouth worked down to his naval and he couldn’t prevent his traitorous body being aroused. “He’s not here to do it any more,” she said. “That was a very efficient job, my lovely. You were beautifully forceful.”
“Fuck you!”
She kissed his belly. “You’re welcome.”
“What are you going to do now?” he demanded. “The cast are still alive, and even if they weren’t, Lizzie Jones knows enough to stop you. What are you going to do?”
Judy shrugged. “There are other parts, other roles. The only way we’ll get beaten is if we beat ourselves.”
Belinda was tearing his skin up and down. The fact she continued to smile made it more sadistic.
He tried to shake his head again, to relieve some of the pain, but failed. “All those deaths and you’ve got nothing for it. You haven’t got the roles, haven’t got the fame. They’re all dead for no reason, aren’t they?”
“There’s a reason,” said Belinda. “They deserved it.”
Judy nodded. “Raymond and Jake were both mean to us.” 
“They didn’t give us what we deserved,” Belinda said. “So we gave them what they deserved.”
“And Nick,” sighed Abigail. “Well, Nick – I don’t know what happened to him. He used to be so reliable, used to love me so much. But I couldn’t control him any more, and he may have told you all kinds of things if we’d left him alive.”
“Besides, he clearly wasn’t happy.” Judy’s voice was soft. “He was probably glad you called by.”
“And who knows about the others?” Abigail kissed his chest. “Those vapid little actresses you’re so concerned about. Who knows what might happen to them? It’s a dangerous world, full of so many possible accidents.”
“What accidents?” he said. “I’m not going to kill for you again.”
“Well, you’ve certainly made a stand.” Abigail eyed his errant erection. “It is amazing. Who knew you had that in you? I’m astounded you were able to break my spell. Maybe you’re a lot stronger than I ever gave you credit for.”
“You’re not even that good at witchcraft are you?” he sneered.
“What?” 
“This has all gone wrong, hasn’t it? Every aspect. You can’t have wanted me to remember what I was doing, you can’t have expected the vivid dreams. I’d obviously get suspicious, paranoid, stop sleeping. You can’t have guessed I’d remember what you did to me – even if it took me a little while to put together. You must have thought you’d always be able control me, that I wouldn’t have any free will, that I couldn’t stop you. You were wrong though. You weren’t good enough. You’re just as mediocre as witches as you are as actresses.”
The pout on Belinda’s face was vicious, nearly matched by the snarl on Judy’s.
Abigail kept calm. “Mediocre? I’m a necromancer, you stupid fool! I brought you back from the dead. I had you kill three people. How is that mediocre? How is that not phenomenally good?”
“No,” he said, wanting to but unable to shake his head. “It’s not good enough. You haven’t got anything from it, you haven’t been rewarded for your trouble. Despite your efforts, it’s all gone wrong. It’s the same with acting – you could take those lessons, go to those auditions, let yourself be pawed by those men who might help you – but it’s still got you nowhere. You’re still hampered by the fact that you’re not quite good enough.”
Belinda bit him, piercing her teeth into his lips. “I was always too good for you,” she whispered. “I always deserved better.”
He felt blood roll down his chin and drops of it dribbled from her lips. Her hair, her mouth and now her jaw all matched the flowing colour of the walls.
Abigail stood straight and rolled her neck until she was comfortable, then gave him a wide, friendly smile – the smile of a charming hostess. She sashayed to the cabinet in the corner and pulled out a dark wooden box. It was ornate, with carved symbols and words he wouldn’t have understood even if he’d seen them properly. She carried it in front of her, now wearing a glorious grin, and rested it next to him on the table. She laughed, the light giving shadow to her thin cheeks and hollowing out her dead eyes.
She held up the box and flicked it open. He glimpsed inside: it was a sliver of red flesh, no bigger than a segment of orange. It lay in a small puddle of blood. 
It was beating.
“You’re supposed to keep a bit of it,” she told him. “You’re supposed to keep some safe so the spell will work. I checked it while you were away and it had withered and died – rotted just like the rest of you. But now I’ve brought you back, now I’ve given you life again, it’s become healthy, alive. You call me mediocre, Mister Clay – well, I show you this.” She moved it close to his ear. “That beating sound you hear, that’s this little piece of heart – your heart. I’m not mediocre, I’m extraordinary. I’ve done things no one else will ever do.”
He looked at that pathetic piece of meat and felt tears which were as thick as blood. “So what?” he spat. “You’ve still got nothing. You’re still not good enough.”
“We’re good enough,” said Belinda. “And we have your heart to prove it.”
Judy stroked his thigh. “Yes. It’s you who’s average, you who’s the nothing. What have you ever done? What talent have you ever had?”
“You’re nobody, Clay.” Belinda’s hands were soft again. “You were good looking, you were a ‘nice’ guy, but you were nothing – nothing at all.”
“We still believe.” Abigail leaned over and kissed his nipple. “Do you believe in yourself, Clay? No. You can’t even do that, can you? There’s nothing to believe in.”
Judy leaned down and kissed him at the top of his leg. “Really, you should be grateful to have known us.”
“There’s nothing you can say to hurt us.” Belinda’s voice was delicious. Her hands were gentle now, careful on his aching head. “We have faith, belief. What do you have, Clay? You can’t even move. You’re just our little play-thing to do with as we please. We’re beautiful, talented, spectacular – and you are nothing. You are going nowhere. No one even mourned when you died, Clay. We have belief, confidence. We know – with or without your help – that we’ll be recognised as special.”
His eyes closed. Belinda’s soft hands stroked through his hair. Abigail’s warm lips kissed his chest. Judy enthusiastically moved from his legs to his groin. The three of them kissed him, caressed him – not out of lust or love, but simply because he was theirs and they could. Just because they believed they could do anything to him and he couldn’t stop them.
But surely he had belief too? He had his own strength. They’d wanted him to kill that girl and forced him to walk to Angel to beat her to death. But he hadn’t done it. His will had stopped them. It was the same now. Again, he was under a spell, again they thought too little of him to worry that he might break it. 
They kissed him and his mind went giddy with somersaults. 
He tried to concentrate. He thought of his fingers, lying there so cut off from his control, as if his neck was broken and all his limbs were now useless at his periphery. He tried to move them, but all he could feel was the cold of the table and their warm kisses filling him up. 
He thought of his little finger. If he could just get it to drum the table once, that would be good, a sign he could break the spell. But there was nothing, no sign. He couldn’t feel his finger, wasn’t sure where his finger was, or even if he had one. All he could feel was the table and their sweet, seductive kisses. 
Once upon a time they’d carved him open and ripped out his heart. 
He focused on his hand, frustrated by his finger. Aiming larger. More powerful. He wanted to grab, punch, beat, strangle. He’d never been a violent man – but unwillingly he’d killed three people and right now was in the mood to kill three more. He thought of his hand, trying to form a fist, trying to get it to rise from the table, trying to get it to flinch, to respond to his will.
Belinda kissed down his face to his throat. Those familiar lips. Abigail’s lips were warm – letting him know she was adoring him now, when they both knew it was really his place to adore her. Judy’s kisses were eager, as if an amateur in the kissing game and willing to be educated. Even now he could slip away, it was still possible for him to fall as they kissed him – to stop thinking, worrying, caring about anything but the pleasure they could give. 
That’s what they wanted. They wanted him to switch off, to give himself over to lust for them. Once he did, they could do anything to him. They could make him do anything for them. They were so beautiful, so sexy. They were kissing every inch of him. Making him hard and his mind soft. And he knew that if he let himself give in to pleasure, that would be all he’d ever feel again. All he’d know for the rest of his existence would be their lustful bodies. He wouldn’t remember his own death. He wouldn’t remember Raymond or Nick or Jake. He wouldn’t have a clue about the next unfortunates they made him kill. All he’d know was breathless endless delight.
He concentrated on his hand. He thought he could feel his fingernails – the dead part of the live flesh. He tried to send a tingle back from the cuticles – but all he could feel was them.
Their kisses were sweet, soft. How many men have three women at once? Three willing and beautiful women, who had waited years for his return. Their tongues, lips, sighs – the pressing of their breasts, legs, stomachs, moist public lips against him – were infecting him, mushing up his brain, so he’d do whatever they wanted. 
He visualised his hand. It was no longer laid out on that table, it was resting somewhere warm and comfortable. He was on a large bed, pandered to with everything he could possibly desire, his fantastic, to-be-envied harem doing everything and anything he desired. He saw his hand. It was lying on softness, as if stretched out for a manicure on a floating cloud. It would be easy to drift away, pleasure is always preferable to pain – and they were going to give him immense pleasure. 
He thought of Raymond Jones, his eyes wide open and shocked as he lay on his kitchen floor. There was Nick Turnkey, the guitar strings digging deep into his throat, blood streaking down his neck. Then Jake Monroe, his skin and eyes a horrible matching red. 
And there was Flower Honeysuckle and the death they thought she deserved; and Jemima O’Connor and the end they were going to take to her.
Abigail was nibbling at his stomach. It was as if she was inside, like she wasn’t just kissing his skin but had burrowed through and was now lapping away at his flesh. They weren’t outside him any more, they were within him, part of him. Each of them was slipping their way in, so they could infect him, contaminate him, make him absolutely and utterly theirs. 
Clay squeezed his eyes tight. The sounds their lips made, the touching of their fingers, the pressing of their thighs – they were no longer external sensations, they were doing it to his flesh, to his bones, to his mind.
It couldn’t happen. He couldn’t fail like this, no matter how much he wanted to. They were in his body, they were in his head. They whispered to him, not words as such, but sounds of desire and pleasure and temptation. Sounds that let him know how much his body was going to tingle with delight if he just let them work their magic. 
His whole being was enraptured, as if every part of him was feeling that moment before ejaculation. That beautiful moment, that is necessarily fleeting, but you want to last forever. The whole of him was seized with total pleasure and they were going to let him feel that for the rest of his existence.
And what did it matter about Raymond or Nick or Jake?
What did it matter about Flower or Jemima O’Connor?
Or whoever else they had on their list?
When he had unlimited pleasure, why would he care what kind of monster they’d made him?
Abruptly, both of his hands jerked forward and out. A fist smashed into Belinda, knocking her sideways. His knee found strength and rose sharply, hitting into Judy’s chin, thrusting her off the table onto the floor. In the same instant, his other hand grabbed Abigail’s hair. He pulled back on her scalp and wrenched her face away from him. She screamed and roared simultaneously, a high-pitched animal sound. 
Still gripping her hair, he sat up and her face twisted towards his. Her eyes were wide and dark, filled with blood and delight; inhuman, they were without light, but for the first time since he’d known her, they showed delight.
She screamed again, her mouth wide, wider than it could possibly be. Her incisors were like fangs; it was as if he was peering in to a serpent’s mouth. He flinched at the sight and she lurched her head forward at him, a clump of her hair tearing out in his hand. Her mouth snapped at his throat, his jugular, trying to end him again. She’d clearly determined that if he wouldn’t be moulded in her hand, then it was better he ceased to exist.
Clay pulled back from her and swung his fist into the side of her face. Her cheek bone crumpled and she let out a deep bellow, a sound so low it was barely recognisable as human. She jerked her head towards him again and he sank his fist fully into her nose. He could feel the cartilage and bone push back into her skull and heard a squelch as it ruptured her brain.
Deadness quickly filled Abigail’s eyes – still dark, still bloody, but the delight forced out of them. She swayed, all vestiges of strength slipping from her. She fell dead to the carpet, upsetting the garden of candles. Suddenly, in a room full of incense and fire, Abigail burst into flame. 
Judy came at him, her chin looking slightly crooked, her scowl lopsided. Her arms were on his shoulders, her misshapen face was at his and the two of them toppled off the table and landed next to Abigail’s burning body.
Judy looked so much older. Her face was wrinkled, hard grooves had dug into her cheeks and forehead, her pretty nose was wider and had sunk back into her skull. She looked like a pig coming at him, an angry sow determined to chew on his dead flesh.
Her weight was on his chest, and she was clawing and biting at him. He’d landed on his back, and he grappled with her, while trying to keep his shoulder away from Abigail’s flaming body. It was as if Judy was rabid, moving so fast and ferocious that it was impossible to get any firm hold on her.
Her teeth scraped against his cheek. He grabbed her broken jaw and yanked hard, forcing her back. She squealed, just like a pig, and then he flipped both of them over. 
They crashed into the table legs and knocked it over, spilling more candles, many of them raining on their struggling nude bodies, fuelling the inferno. 
He was on top of Judy now and her twisted, aged and wretched face snarled and spat at him. Her legs and arms flailed at him. The smoke was building up. They were both coughing and it was getting difficult to see her. He grabbed her head and smashed it back into the solid floor, again and again and again. He did it until she wasn’t moving, until her eyes were staring blankly to the ceiling. 
Every one of the little candles seemed to be popping into a new fire, while the walls pumped out blood. 
Clay hauled himself to his feet just as Belinda charged at him from behind with a knife. It sank into the soft flesh below his shoulder blade. Coldly and coolly, Clay recognised the feeling. He recognised the fucking knife. There was a frisson as it went in, an electric charge of recollection – it was the same knife she’d used to kill him the last time.
Belinda was screaming, one hand tearing at his hair. But he caught her hand before she could pull the knife out. The two of them crashed through the door and landed on the yellow carpet of the hallway. 
He straddled her, holding her hands above her head. Once, a lifetime ago, they’d been in this position during lovemaking. Now there was no love, only death. 
Belinda squirmed and wriggled and kneed his wounded back and spat and screamed at him: “You fucking bastard! You fucking low-life nothing piece of filth! I hate you, I’ve always fucking hated you. I hated you so much I made you love me, I made you love me, you fucking fool, but you were always fucking nothing. You know that? You were nothing to me, nothing at all – just something I could use! Nothing. I laughed so much when you died, Clay, I laughed so fucking much at the death of a nothing.”
He looked down at her, letting her words bounce off him. She barely resembled the girl he’d loved – if indeed that girl had ever existed. The passing years meant she was running to fat; she was jowly and it had blunted her prettiness. She looked round and brutal now. Life’s disappointments, those late nights spent drinking over missed opportunities, had tarnished her skin, wrinkled and coarsened it. Even her eyes – those incredible flirtatious green eyes – showed no sign of the girl he had loved. They were just full of hate now and looked like they’d never been any other way.
He held her wrists above her head with one hand and reached back to pull the knife from his shoulder. It slid out cold; obviously, his blood was not warm enough to affect it. He looked down at this stranger he had once loved so much, this real person behind the mask, who had done so many dreadful things – and then he pushed the knife in between her sagging breasts.
As the knife went in, she didn’t give him the satisfaction of screaming; she just glared at him with her vicious, snarling face.
“I loved you,” he said. “I loved you since I first saw you. I thought I’d have done anything for you – and you made me do this.”
She spat at him and laughed. She laughed until the blood rushed to her mouth and she was stopped with choking. Still straddling her, he let go. She tried with flailing arms to hit a goodbye slap at him, but she was already too weak. 
Clay put a bloody hand in front of his face and stood up. On unsteady feet, he returned to the dining room. Everything was red – burning, bleeding. Abigail lay on the carpet, the flames charring her skin, her hair almost burned away. Judy’s face and body were dyed crimson, her eyes staring red and insensible. 
Unflinching, he reached into the flames and pulled out the wooden box, its corners slightly singed. 
He lurched away from the burning room then crouched in the hall corner opposite Belinda. 
She watched him, her breath wheezing, her hand digging into her wound.
He opened the box and stared at the remainder of his heart. There was a static charge as he touched it, and then there was peace – two complementary forms of electricity brought together. He held it in his palm; still beating, still healthy, still his soul. He raised it to his mouth and swallowed it.
“No!” choked Belinda.
It slipped down his gullet and he felt calm. Despite the burning, despite the wound in his back, despite all the blood, inside he felt only goodness.
He dialled 999 and told them who he was and left the phone’s handset dangling. 
Belinda and Clay stared untouching right until her last breath, not a word of forgiveness spoken, not a sound of love uttered.
The police arrived two minutes later.
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Detective Inspector Llewellyn was a smart, image-conscious man. His hair was pristine, as if styled by professionals each morning, his jaw line, although tough, was diamond-razor smooth and his fingernails were manicured. Clay was also surely not the first person to wonder how he managed to afford such nice suits on a policeman’s salary. 
The contrast to Clay was striking, particularly as Clay was only dressed in a pair of shorts for decency’s sake, with a blanket thrown over him. They had stitched his wound, but he was still all blood- and smoke-stains.
“Now listen here!” Llewellyn slammed his hand to the table. He'd already proved himself one for the dramatic. “You listen to me! Don’t tell me you don’t know why you did it. Of course you know why you did it. Of course you do! It sounds to me like you’re trying to plead insanity, diminished fucking responsibility! Well, I won’t allow it, you hear me? I won’t bloody allow it!”
Llewelyn’s voice was a rich Welsh baritone, the sort of timbre designed for reading poetry. When he yelled, however, it was high-pitched and coarse, spittle flying everywhere.
The interview room was white and sterile. A big burly uniformed officer stood at the door, on guard for such a dangerous prisoner as Clay. 
Clay had waived the right to a lawyer – what would the point be, really?
Llewellyn paced the room.
Clay sat one side of the white table, while opposite him was a moon-faced sergeant named Harris, who, if he was playing good cop in this, had clearly forgotten his lines.
“Why did you do it?” yelled Llewellyn. “And don’t tell me you don’t know, as I won’t fucking listen!” His hand sailed into the table again. “You’re just as sane as me, just as fucking sane. So tell me – in your calm and sane way – why the fuck did you do it?”
Clay just stared at him. He'd already told Llewellyn once and his story – with all those gaps and holes, so it fitted normal reality – was not going to get any better.
“Six of your friends! Why did you kill six of your friends? Why did you come to London to do that? Why? Did you hate them? Did their success make you feel foolish? Inadequate? Did you want revenge on them? Did you?”
Clay looked at the sergeant, who tried to snarl back – but a snarl is not something a perfectly round face allows.
“Look at me!” yelled Llewellyn. “Where’ve you been? Where’ve you been these last two years? Who died there? How many other victims are there? Come on, you may as well tell me. There’s no psychiatrist riding in to help you, there’s no social worker going to hold your fucking hand. It’s just you and me, like in a few months time there’ll just be you and a jury and a life stretch. Saving your grand moment until then? Are you? When you bring out all the sickness in your mind and justify it like you vicious bastards always try to do." He turned away in disgust and paced across the room. "What is it? Broken home? Neglected childhood? Small dick? No. I'll tell you what it is. You're an evil fucking bastard, aren’t you? You got no fucking heart!”
Clay smiled at that.
“This isn’t funny!” Llewellyn had turned just in time to catch the curl of Clay’s lips. “This is not something to joke and laugh about. No one else finds it funny! I don’t, Sergeant Harris doesn’t, your cellmates won’t. Your cellmates will take three glances at those women you killed tonight and they’ll hate you for taking such special skirt from the world. Special – you hear me? They’ll hate you!”
He smiled again.
“Why’d you do it?” Llewellyn screamed. “Why the fuck did you do it? Come on, tell me! What was your reason?”
Clay felt the pain from his wound, the tickle of smoke still in his lungs. He coughed.
Llewellyn waited, his face red above his nice collar.
“All I can tell you,” said Clay, “is that it’s over.”
Llewellyn’s hand hit the table again.
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At dawn two days later Toby Coops was woken up by angry policemen and taken away for questioning.
It seemed that John Clay – or 'The Bright Lights Butcher' as the press had already dubbed him – had at some point in the night disappeared from his cell. It was the most incredible escape, as he seemed to do it without touching the doors or windows, or showing up on any security camera footage. It was the perfect getaway, and the police were quite obviously upset and embarrassed about it. 
So they sat Toby Coops down and grilled him for a few hours. He was Clay's friend, after all. He must have some idea where Clay had gone, some idea where he'd run to. And what about those missing two years? Did Clay never mention where he was all that time? Did Toby never demand an answer?
Toby sat there, nervous, sweating, missing cigarettes and coffee – and tried to be as helpful as possible. But what could he really tell them? He didn't know where Clay had gone. “Somewhere into the ether” was not going to count as a sensible answer. So what could he really say? He just answered their questions as best he could, until they ran out of questions or time, or got bored, or realised that – despite all their hopes – he really didn’t know anything.
Afterwards, not wanting to be alone, Toby thought about ringing Flower to get her to pick him up. But, after a quick chat with the duty sergeant, he realised she was in the same police station answering exactly the same questions. A classy move, he felt, to do that to someone so recently bereaved. 
He waited for her. They left with arms around each other, and spent the rest of the day lying together. Both were emotionally spent and tired, and needed someone to lie with. 
A great manhunt was launched for Clay, his face plastered across every newspaper and television broadcast. He was a monster and a suitable panic built up. Photos of his victims were used – especially glamorous shots of the last three – and he was portrayed as a cruel fiend, an inhuman creature without an ounce of decency, feeling or guilt. 
But despite the hype and hysteria, John Clay was never seen again. He was never glimpsed by a reliable eye-witness, he was never caught on CCTV. His name and image were brought out yearly at the anniversary of his disappearance, one of the country’s great mysteries. His fame was more enduring than that of anybody he’d ever met.
Toby, who knew the truth, missed his friend. At first, it irritated him to see Abigail, Belinda and Judy portrayed as helpless victims, women on the edge of fame before it was all cruelly snatched away. After awhile, though, he just found it funny. They’d wanted to be famous more than anything else, and he enjoyed the fact that Clay’s pictures were always bigger than theirs.
He was able to talk about the real Clay, the good Clay, with Flower. They talked a lot. They were together from then on, a development that surprised both as neither had seen romance in the other before. Somehow, in those months following Clay’s return, hand-holding became natural, kissing became natural, and love sprang up. They were happy with each other.
Flower never actually played her part in the Covent Garden Coven TV adaptation, dropping out as there were too many bad memories. She quit acting and instead became a writer. She wrote books about an ex-actress who was now a detective and always saved the character’s lives in the nick of time. She was moderately successful, but she disappointed her agent and publisher by never overtly writing about the events surrounding Clay’s return.
Bunny, however, did stage a play about it. Toby saw him afterwards and Bunny was apologetic, saying that the financier had insisted they make the Clay character a sexually angry monster always on the verge of homicide. He said he was never happy with it. But he was clearly very happy with the money that rolled in. He never produced another play, though.
As for Charles, he did a Sunday newspaper interview the following weekend, where he highlighted his anger against Clay and his grief at the death of Abigail, Belinda and Judy. He also clearly tried to highlight his thespian credentials, but that was hidden in a paragraph towards the end. He was the only one to appear in the gruesome TV documentary made about the case. He rolled his eyes and articulated his words and used the phrase "As an actor" more than he really needed to. Strangely, the follow-up work wasn't forthcoming. The last Toby and Flower heard, Charles was heading for Australia to try to make his name there.
Flower and Toby never talked to the media about the events; they barely even mentioned it to their new friends. It would require too much explanation. But they kept a photo of Clay, and each year they quietly laid a bouquet of roses outside The Murdered Bastard.
At the end of the Covent Garden Coven, Carl Chainsaw had written:
“And at every premiere they attended, their dainty slippers trod on his broken body. With every curtain call they took, they bowed in front of his mangled and chewed corpse. For every award they received, they trampled over his startled look, his torn-open chest, his ripped-out heart. They smiled and the cameras loved them. Three angels with perfect teeth, perfect faces, perfect bodies. And he lay in some unknown piece of dirt, the husk they’d used to make it big. Nobody remembered him. Even his friends only brought him up as a question mark: ‘I wonder where he got to.’ Nobody knew, nobody guessed and nobody mourned him. Somewhere out there he lay, his heart torn out, his soul at places unknown – with not even those closest to him realising they had to give a thought of fond remembrance. The camera lenses kissed and lingered on the actresses’ faces, but he was alone and uncared for in some covered-up woodland ditch. A man with too big a heart who had used it too unwisely.”

It was unfashionable to think good thoughts of John Clay, but there were three people in the world – three, as Lizzie soon figured out the truth – who would say a quiet prayer on his behalf. They wondered where he was now, whether he was being punished, or if whatever Maker there was knew the truth and had shown him mercy. They hoped He had and always remembered to say their prayers. 
And John Clay – in whichever piece of dirt he’d returned to – now had three good and generous souls watching over him. More than he’d ever had before.
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His bones have been broken, and his insides bruised and mashed, but still he doesn't regret meeting Diana Christmas!
In 1959, Diana Christmas – the beautiful, vivacious redhead – was a major star in Britain. It was her moment. She was on the cusp of making it big in Hollywood. Then, she simply walked away from the limelight. Vanished from an industry that adored her. 
Twenty years later, Michael, a young film journalist, arrives at her suburban home and discovers the still vibrant and alluring Diana. Between her sheets, he hears for the first time the reason for her disappearance – a tale of coercion, shame and blackmail. 
To his shock, he learns that those who destroyed her career and ruined her life still have their claws in her. 
Totally smitten, he promises to help her. But Michael soon finds that the past doesn’t let go easily... 
A new thriller of desire and betrayal from F.R. Jameson.
The first in the Screen Siren Noir series.
Diana Christmas
Available Now!
“What I’m about to tell you now is the full, unabashed truth about that man’s death and the subsequent trial. The full truth about the time I fell in love...”
Eden was a film star, Joe was a stuntman. They met in a London nightclub in 1962 and the passion between them was intense. 
Quickly they fell in love, but their romance was dangerous. 
He couldn’t resist being a hero for her, and – as much as she might have hated it – she was a sucker for a big, strong man who’d try to save her.
Before long, the two of them had crashed into trouble. And then, because they couldn’t resist each other, they did it again.
But the worst lay ahead.
Real and terrifying troubles – exploding into a celebrity-fuelled scandal which gripped the whole of Britain.
For Eden and Joe though, it was a scandal which could end on the gallows.
Eden St. Michel
The second book in the ‘Screen Siren Noir’ series.
Available now!
A stunning actress, a Knight of the Realm and a crooked policeman. Theirs was a romance that was always going to end in tragedy.
It was no exaggeration to say that Thomas had never met a woman quite like Alice Rackham. Breathtakingly beautiful and incredibly glamorous; she was already a famous actress and – to him – an older woman. Furthermore, she was adventurous and uninhibited in a way that other girls in 1950’s London weren’t.
But he wasn’t the only man smitten with her. Her ex-lover skulked around ceaselessly outside her home, and that lover kept a bent former detective on retainer. A giant of a man with the ability to make their lives hell.
With Thomas feeling desperate and worried, Alice suggests a trip out to the country. An idyllic break to the wondrous and grand, Carreras Hall. A place where their love could fully bloom. 
But their problems are not only going to follow them out there, they’re about to turn deadly.
A new thriller of passion, jealousy and suspense from F.R. Jameson.
Alice Rackham
The third novel in the Screen Siren Noir series.
Available for pre-order now!
The English actor, matinee idol and raconteur, Charles Ravens worked with them all. Diana Christmas, Eden St. Michel and Alice Rackham were just a number of the beautiful actresses he was lucky enough to co-star with.
In 1981, he sat down in his back garden in The Cotswolds for a fabulously indiscreet interview in which he reflected on his career and his time in the British film industry, and gave his thoughts on his glamorous co-stars and many others.
You can read that interview exclusively, here!
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An Interview with Charles Ravens
Download your copy now!
Nothing was going to ruin Castle’s holiday. Except for the mocking laughter of the dead.
Castle was anticipating a lovely break at the seaside. His glamorous film star mistress was even joining him.
However, an unexpected encounter leaves Castle reeling. There’s a chance that someone knows his darkest secret and no matter what, he’s going to have to deal with it.
All his life, Castle has been the luckiest bloke he knew.
That luck might be about to run out.
Death at the Seaside
A brand new supernatural thriller from F.R. Jameson
Available Now!
7 rooms, 7 trapped individuals, 7 terrifying tales...
An adulterous couple hear something dreadful happening next door; a movie-star is trapped in her hotel room; elsewhere a young man is buried alive on his uncle's farm; while another man wakes up, unsure of who he is or how he got there, in a perfectly white prison cell.
A truly terrifying collection of short stories
Confined Spaces
A claustrophobe himself, F.R. Jameson understands the true horror of the perfectly sealed door.
Available now!
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