
  
    
      
    
  


 
   
   

   

   

   

   

    DEAD DOT COM

   BY 

   SAM WEST

   

   






   

   

   

   

   

   DEAD DOT COM

   COPYRIGHT SAM WEST 2015

   

   

   ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. This book may not be reproduced or used in any way without the express written permission of the author except for the use of brief quotations in book reviews. The characters in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to persons living or dead is coincidental.

   

   






   

   Dear Reader, 

   

   This book was a bugger to write. It was a hard birth. It got under my skin. It kept me awake at night and gave me nightmares. I mean, this shit is nasty, even by my standards. I breezed through writing ‘Splatterpunks’ with a smile on my face. I consider ‘Djinn’ to be a jolly romp exploring the darker side of greed and human nature. But this, this dear reader, is a whole new ballgame. Writing this made me doubt my own sanity. 

   I’m a fan of films like ‘V/H/S’ and King’s ‘Creepshow.’ ‘Magnolia’ is also a pretty cool film that follows the same format; that is, a bunch of seemingly unconnected, random tales that come together at the end to tell a bigger story. I love this style of story-telling, and I used it in this book. 

   ‘Dead Dot Com’ follows a very different set of writing rules and it is by far the most intense thing I’ve ever written. Maybe that’s partly what gave me nightmares, the fact that it stormed along at such an unrelenting pace, I swear I held my breath the entire time I wrote the damn thing. 

   Did I enjoy writing it, though? Hell, yeah, it was a blast. A very sick blast, albeit. 

   So what are we waiting for dear reader, let’s rock ‘n roll. As the Crypt Keeper from ‘Tales From the Crypt’ would say;

   “Hang on to your hats, kiddies, this one’s a real shocker.”

   

   Sam West.

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   






   

   Gynophagia: The fetish of a person becoming food for someone else as a fantasy.

   

   One of the more widely known scenarios of Gynophagia is of a beautiful woman being spit roasted alive and enjoying every moment of it. Gynophagia can be consensual or brutally non-consensual. It is generally agreed that it is one of those few fetishes that cannot be practiced in real life.

   

   Of course, there are always exceptions.

   

    – Ref: The Urban Dictionary
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   Olivia Brown re-read the thread she had just started on the winsomewomen.com website in the Woman-Eater Forum:

   

   Does anybody wish to eat a beautiful, petite, buxom red-head? Twenty-seven years old. Hardcore girl-meat devotee.

   

   Almost instantly she had replies and moisture pooled between her legs.

   It’s not like I’m actually going to go through with this fucked-up shit, she thought. It was all just fantasy, something to jack off to whilst her sweet but boring husband snored away in their barren, marital bed upstairs.

   

   Hearseboy: fuck yeah, I will eat u up yum yum

   Slaughterubitch: I will make ur dreams cum true, i will slit ur throat when we r fuckin and watch u bleed out on my bed and then I will cut u up good

   Girlbutcher1000: Redheads are the tastiest and most sought-after in our little community. But I expect you know this or you would not describe yourself as such. Tell me, are you really a redhead?

   

   

   Girlbutcher1000’s reply caught her eye, for no other reason than the proper sentence structure. If she was going to indulge in such a morbid fantasy, then she may as well do it with someone literate.

   She smiled to herself and twirled a fire-engine red curl around her forefinger as she typed:

   

   Necrobabe87: @Girlbutcher1000. I am indeed. All natural.

   Girlbutcher1000: Let’s chat. In private.

   Hearseboy: Baby, I can show u things that will blow ur mind

   

   But Olivia only had eyes for Girlbutcher1000 and she willingly followed him into a private chatroom kindly hosted by the site that allowed members to go one on one whilst still retaining their anonymity:

   

   Girlbutcher1000: Let me guess. Your fantasies grow stronger every day. They are beginning to creep into your waking life, they threaten your very sanity with their intensity.

   Necrobabe87: Very astute. But then, why else would I be on the darknet?

   Girlbutcher1000: Indeed. You are ripe to be eaten, yet there is a delicious freshness about you. An innocence that is most appealing.

   Necrobabe87: I’m not that innocent.

   Girlbutcher1000: Perhaps not in the conventional sense. But in this world you are. Fresh for the plucking.

   Necrobabe87: You claim to know a lot about me considering we have hardly exchanged two words together. What’s your story, Girlbutcher? 

   Girlbutcher1000: No, my sweet, it is you that should tell me yours.

   

   Olivia took a deep breath. It was why she was on this site, after all. Glancing furtively at the door to the living-room lest her husband should sleepily burst through it and demand to know what she was doing, she continued to type:

   

   Necrobabe86: I want to be kidnapped. I don’t mind how, but I love the idea of being thrown into the back of a van on my way home from work. I want to be taken to the man’s home, or better yet, his farm. When I arrive I want to be shaved and cleaned, and maybe kept in a cage or pen so I can be fattened up. I don’t really mind how I’m processed. I’m not adverse to spit roast, or maybe just hung up and butchered. I would like my breasts removed first or eaten off me…

   

   She stopped typing because she couldn’t see through the sudden blur of tears and her hand that was shoved down the front of her pyjama bottoms was somewhat distracting.

   What’s wrong with me?

   

   Girlbutcher1000: Do not be ashamed of your desires. 

   

   She stared at the screen before continuing to type one-handed.

   

   Necrobabe86: Tell me how you would prepare me.

   Girlbutcher1000: I would not keep you in a cage. I appreciate that my approach is maybe a little unorthodox, but we would have a relationship of sorts. 

   Necrobabe86: You would have a relationship with your dinner?

   Girlbutcher1000: Yes. In primitive times, the female would be dominated by the tribe's alpha male, but in the modern fantasy-life, she offers herself as the ultimate meal. She is a slave with no inhibitions. She will display no resistance to being owned, to be used without limit. To be traded, tortured, killed and eaten - to be devoured by her own passion for surrender.

   

   Olivia let out a shaky breath and stared at the pc screen through heavy-lidded eyes. Her climax was close, and this guy knew exactly what to say to tip her over the edge. It was like he was inside her head, giving voice to her darkest desires.

   

   Necrobabe86: Go on.

   Girlbutcher1000: A cannibalised girl is everything and nothing. She gives all and makes a commitment few others dare think of, she receives all because her owner takes over her life and takes all responsibility for her existence until the day she dies. She has no will, no thought that isn't devoted to her owner's passion and happiness, she is the final form of slavery, the final form of a devoted employee…

   And of course I would film it all.

   

   “Oh God,” Olivia gasped, her thighs clenching together in the throes of her self-induced orgasm.

   She wiped her fingers on her stripy pink bottoms and resumed typing with both hands. There were plenty more orgasms in her, she just needed a moment or two to recuperate. 

   

   Necrobabe86: So how would you prepare my flesh? How long before you killed me?

   Girlbutcher1000: Weeks. Maybe a month. Exercise must cease until the moment of death – muscle makes the meat so chewy. Some really go for muscled meat, like the French with their free-range chickens. But I prefer the meat to be soft, succulent and melt in the mouth.

   Necrobabe86: Are you a good cook?”

   Girlbutcher1000: I prefer chef. I believe I am, yes. 

   Necrobabe86: Would you fatten me up much?

   Girlbutcher1000: Again, some folks really go for the fattening stage. I personally think that too much fat is as bad as too much muscle. The meat loses its fine texture and becomes spongy, for want of a better word.

   Necrobabe86: How would you slaughter and cook me?

   Girlbutcher1000: I have no set way and have tried many variations. I find the spit-roast visually arresting, but mainly so in my imagination. Unfortunately, the reality is always messy. I prefer to butcher and eat clean. I am not a barbarian. With a creature as delightful and as beautiful as you, I might be inclined to go for the gentle bleed-out. I would hang you on a butcher’s hook, slit your wrists and neck and bleed you into a bucket placed at your feet. 

   

   Once more, his words were having the desired effect and she was back to one-handed typing. He was making her think of the meat-hook scene in the seventies flick, A Texas Chainsaw Massacre, and her fingers skated over her wetness. That scene had always been her secret go-to whenever she wanted to come when she was screwing her husband. 

   Shakily, she typed her encouragement.

   

   Necrobabe86: And the preparation and cooking?

   Girlbutcher1000: Once your physical body has expired, I shall unhook you and lay you out on the workbench. There I shall first remove the breasts and perhaps, as a treat, eat one uncooked. I only ever eat raw meat a few seconds after a kill. I shall sit at the kitchen table and gaze over at your beautiful corpse as I open a bottle of the finest merlot and eat you breast off a plate using the sharpest steak-knife to cut it. Once I have feasted upon your breast, I would set about the task of dismembering and filleting your exquisite body with delight and care. 

   Necrobabe86: What would be your first cooked meal?

   Girlbutcher1000: Rump steak and Caesar salad.

   

   “Oh.”

   The second orgasm hit like a freight train and she surrendered to the sensation, throwing back her head against the soft leather of the sofa.

   A distant thump penetrated through her fog of lust just as the last hit of pulsing pleasure receded. 

   Shit! 

   That sounded very much like her husband crunching around up in the bedroom and she sat bolt upright from her slouching position on the sofa and snatched her hand away from her pussy. 

   

   Girlbutcher1000: You still there?

   Necrobabe86: I have to go.

   Girlbutcher1000: Oh dear, has your husband woken up?

   

   A cold chill settled over her. She hadn’t told him a single thing about herself. She saw he was typing and with a growing sense of unease and her ears pricked for anymore movement upstairs, she waited for him to finish.

   

   Girlbutcher1000: You dance with the devil, Olivia Brown, the devil’s going to dance with you.

   

   She slammed down the laptop-lid, her heart slamming painfully against her ribcage.

   What the fuck?

   She jumped to her feet and found that she was trembling so violently she was having difficulty catching her breath.

   How did he know my name? It’s impossible…

   Without warning, the door to the living-room burst open to reveal her husband stood there in boxer-shorts and a t-shirt.

   “Michael. What are you doing down here this time of night?”

   “What am I doing? Shouldn’t I be the one asking you that? It’s one in the morning, I could’ve sworn we went to bed together at half ten.”

   She avoided looking directly at the familiar, sweet face of her husband. His dark hair was dishevelled, like he had just crawled out of bed. She was painfully aware of his big, doleful brown eyes boring into her and she felt a stirring of guilt mixed in with the adrenalin coursing through her body. 

   If only he could be more adventurous in bed, came the ungrateful thought. Sex with Michael never extended beyond missionary position and the whispering of sweet nothings in her ear.

   “I couldn’t sleep, had a headache. I was just waiting for the paracetamol to work.”

   “Is that right?”

   Only then did she notice his mobile phone he held clasped in his hand.

   “You planning on calling someone?”

   Their eyes locked properly for the first time and he smiled, but it was a funny kind of smile. In fact, everything about her husband seemed funny, a little off, somehow. She had the distinct impression that she was being studied, like her dark, dirty little secrets had inexplicably been laid bare for him to examine.

   Stop it. You’re being paranoid.

   “No, I’m not planning on calling anyone. But I have been online for the past half hour. I’ve been having a very interesting conversation, as it happens.”

   Her heart kicked up a notch. “Really?”

   “Yeah. Really interesting.”

   Olivia was beginning to sweat. She didn’t know how, or why, but he was playing her. It made no sense, it was like he actually knew what she had been doing and what she had been looking at online. Which of course he couldn’t possibly know.

   “I recognised the darkness when we first met. When I asked you to marry me, what I really mean to say was die for me.”

   “What?”

   “I love you, Necrobabe86. All your dreams are about to come true.”

   He lunged for her and in that moment it all made perfect sense. It was her own husband she had been talking to on winsomewomen.com. Michael was Girlbutcher1000. Who knew how many other, woman-eater names he had been hiding behind in the numerous, fantastical little chats she had partaken in online?

   She was short, barely five-foot three, and he took full advantage of his towering height and her shocked state. He spun her round and cradled her back to his body, his big hand circling her neck. His fingers tightened around her windpipe just enough to make her light-headed.

   A sense of inevitability mixed in with the terror; she understood with cold certainty that her whole life had been rushing to this one moment. His free hand roamed her body, squeezing her still-damp pussy beneath the thin fabric of her pyjama bottoms. 

   “You’re mine,” he whispered in her ear. “I own you.”

   His fingers relinquished their grip on her neck, just enough to relieve the pressure so she could breathe freely once more. She sucked down a mouthful of air, her head spinning with the sudden rush of oxygen to her brain.

   “Michael, please, what are you doing? Let me go.”

   “Let me go,” he mimicked in a breathy voice. “We both know that’s not what you want. We both know the real reason why you married me.”

   “No. It’s not true.”

   Was it true? Did she want this?

   Of course I don’t. I don’t want to be eaten. That’s just insane…

   “We’re going upstairs now, and the next time you come down them again it will be to visit the kitchen for the final time as my dinner. Oh, come, stop trembling, you want this as much as me.”

   “I don’t,” she said, finding her voice at last. “This is a horrible mistake. It was just a stupid fantasy in my head, you weren’t ever supposed to find out. I don’t want it to be real, Michael, I don’t. Please, I don’t want this.”

   She was sobbing freely now. Now the words were out her mouth, she realised the absolute truth of them. 

   “Hush, baby,” he said, his grip tightening around her neck once more. “You do want this, trust me.” 

   She wanted to scream at him to fuck off, that, no, she didn’t want to be fucking murdered, but with mounting horror she realised that she was on the edge of passing out. His words seemed to drift to her from far away as she struggled to keep her head above the surface of consciousness:

   “We’re going upstairs now, the spare bedroom has been prepared for months. I will keep you cuffed to the bed until your flesh is ready. I love you, Olivia.”

   She found herself being scooped up into his arms and carried up the stairs in a parody of a husband carrying his beloved wife over the threshold. 

   

   Michael was true to his word. That conversation had been three weeks ago, and she knew she didn’t have long left. She had been shackled to the single bed all that time, her arms stretched above her head with her wrists cuffed to the headboard and her feet spread-eagled and chained to the bed. Once, maybe twice a day, he would release her hands and feet to massage the blood back into them before restraining her again.

   She pissed and shit in the adult-sized nappy he made her wear and Michael uncomplainingly changed her every time he visited her. Which was often. He would sit next to her and he would talk for hours, sometimes spoon-feeding her soup and watery-stews. 

   Mostly, he would tell her in great detail about all the delicious meals he was going to cook using the various cuts of her body. Every day he gave her a sponge-bath and moisturised her with a home-made, olive-oil marinade.

   “This is so much better than any moisturiser you have ever bought, my darling,” he was fond of reminding her. “Olive oil keeps skin fantastically soft and the garlic and herbs will marinate you nicely.”

   Every other day he shaved her all over, including the luscious red hair on her head. Not a trace of stubble adorned her beautifully moisturised, gleaming skin.

   “I love you so much,” he said on the twenty-first day of her confinement as he tenderly stroked her bald head. “It is time now, my sweet. You are ready.”

   She didn’t reply. She never did reply because he had cut out her tongue that first night of her ordeal; the night he had carried her up the stairs of their home for the final time. He had knocked her unconscious by holding some foul smelling material over her mouth – she guessed chloroform – and when she woke up she was without the tip of her tongue. The pain had been atrocious, if it wasn’t for the morphine pills he had regularly fed her, (and God only knew where he had got those), she suspected she might have completely lost the last shreds of her sanity to the pain.

   As it was, she lived in a perpetual state of terror. Her mind had turned in on itself; all she knew and understood in her new existence was mental torment and physical agony that not even the drugs could alleviate.

   It was the taste of burnt flesh in her mouth that was the worst. Dear God, that taste. Her stumpy little tongue was in constant agony; she did her best to hold it still in her mouth but no matter how many drugs he gave her, it constantly throbbed in its very own heartbeat of agony. But she could’ve lived with that agony if it wasn’t for that god-damn, mother-fucking taste. Olivia could not be more repulsed by the very thing that used to be her ultimate fantasy; the taste of her own flesh. Every time she swallowed, she ingested the tiniest amount of her own scabbed, pus-ridden tongue and every time, she died a little bit more inside.

   “Why aren’t you replying? Has the cat got your tongue? No, silly me, it is I that got the tongue.”

   He laughed and she withered inside at the memory she was doing her best to block out. After he had cut out her tongue – an operation which had involved a small, sharp knife and a chef’s blowtorch – he had popped the tasty little morsel into his mouth and chewed it before her very eyes the second she came to.

   “Deeelicious,” he had said, his eyes half-closed in an expression of sheer rapture.

   Olivia cried at the memory, she couldn’t help herself, it was so horrible.

   “As I was saying, my sweet. It is time.”

   Lovingly, he un-cuffed her wrists and undid the chains at her ankles and ever so tenderly, he helped her into a sitting position. She was floppy in his arms. Three weeks of complete inactivity was enough to waste her muscles and render her weak and pliant.

   “There is a little surprise just for you in the kitchen. You are going to love it.”

   Effortlessly, he slung her over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry and together they descended the stairs.

   “Surprise! Do you like?” he asked, setting her down on the biggest workbench like the slab of meat she was.

   For a moment, Olivia didn’t know what her surprise was supposed to be. She lay awkwardly on her back, taking in the kitchen she hadn’t seen for three weeks.

   Then she saw it, and she most definitely did not like it one little bit.

   She groaned and tried to sit up, but she was so weak all she did was twitch on the worktop. She stared in mute horror at the large meat-hook that gently swayed at the end of a thick, rusty chain hanging from the ceiling.

   It looked exactly like the meat-hook from the seventies’ film, A Texas Chainsaw Massacre. Her gaze travelled lower to the big green bucket positioned beneath the hook.

   “I know how much you enjoy that scene from your favourite movie, I’ve seen the way your eyes light up at that bit.”

   But she barely heard him. Terror coursed through her system, temporarily blotting out everything, even the pain in her tongue.

   I don’t want to die. Why is this happening to me? Oh God, I’m not ready to die…

   She tried to speak, tried to tell him no, but the only sound that came out of her mouth was a guttural grunting that sounded like a brain-damaged elephant and strange clicking noises.

   “What was that, my sweet? Did you say that you are worried the bleed-out would be over too quickly? Don’t worry, I know exactly the point in your back where to slip in the hook so you won’t expire straight away. It will take you hours to die, plenty of time for you to savour every last moment of the sweet agony.”

   With that, he bundled her into his arms, and with the greatest of care he lifted her up to the hook. She felt the coldness of it pressing against her spine and she cried out as loud as she could. But since she had been missing the tip of her tongue, she had great difficulty in projecting any kind of volume in her voice. Perhaps she was too drugged up on the morphine pills. Perhaps she was too weak. Or perhaps losing the end of her tongue had simply stolen all depth and tone from voice.

   So it was with very little fanfare that he slipped her onto the meat-hook. 

   The pain was extraordinary. It enveloped her in a flash of white light before everything faded to a grainy black and white. She twitched and jerked, somehow finding the strength to reach up and grip the chain that extended from her upper-back just to the right of her spine, uselessly trying to haul herself upwards.

   She squealed and gasped and writhed, sounding very much like a terrified pig bleeding out on a hook. Even in the state she was in, her mind fleetingly drew parallels with herself and a pig on a slaughterhouse rail.

   “Hush, baby. Relax,” he said, stroking her bald, sweat-beaded head. “This is the moment you’ve been living for your entire life. Savour it, relish every last second.”

   Her screams lost their intensity as the life drained out of her. In the moments of silence, she could hear the rhythmic pitter-patter of her blood sploshing into the green bucket a few inches beneath her feet.

   “You’re going to go quicker than I thought. That’s a shame.” Michael’s voice seemed to drift to her from very far away on a breeze of agony and misery. “I was going to slice off your breast and you were going to have the pleasure of watching me eat it at the kitchen table…”

   But she didn’t really hear him, she was fading fast.

   In the seconds before death, her gaze locked on the camera pointing down at her from the corner of the ceiling. She stared into the camera and the camera stared into her.

   I’m going, was her final coherent thought. Fuck you, you bastard.

   And the black circle of the camera’s eye continued to stare into her, silently recording her death.

   

   

   

   

   

   

   






   

   

   

   

   

   

   ‘Your work is carved out of agony as a statue is carved out of marble.’

   Louise Bogan 1897 – 1970 

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   






   

   

   

   

   

   TWO

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   “I could’ve been a doctor, I always fancied being a surgeon. I’ve got the knack, if you know what I mean.”

   Doctor Johnson, or just plain old Jean when she wasn’t sitting behind her big, mahogany doctor’s desk, regarded her current patient Colin Chesterton over the top of her deliberately staid, horn-rimmed glasses with obvious distaste.

   No, I really don’t know what you mean, you creep.

    The velcro on the inflatable cuff of the blood pressure gauge made a ripping noise as she freed the man’s arm, doing her best not to touch the chalk-white flab. She leaned back in her swivel-chair, relieved to be out of nose range of his BO. 

   “Your blood pressure is exceptionally high, Mr Chesterfield. Do you smoke?”

   It was a rhetorical question. The man stunk of fags, and his brown, nicotine-stained teeth looked as if they hadn’t seen a toothbrush for a decade at least.

   “What has that got to do with anything?”

   “Everything, I should say,” she said in her best, I’m-a-doctor-don’t-mess-with-me voice. “You are significantly overweight too. I strongly suggest that you lose three stone and give up smoking.”

   “Well, fuck you very much.”

   His response shocked her, but she did her best not to let it show on her face.

   Come on, Jean, you’re a professional, just deal with it.

   “I do not tolerate abusive language in my surgery, Mr Chesterton. If you don’t start addressing me with respect then I shall have to ask you to leave.”

   He stared at her in such a way the skin on the back of her neck felt like it had been pulled too tight. She refused to drop her gaze, despite the fact her toes were curling in disgust in her sensible court-shoes.

   He really is quite repulsive...

   She tried not to shiver at the sight of his fat face. His greasy black hair hung in his bulging blue eyes and sweat-patches darkened the underarms of his faded Nine Inch Nails t-shirt.

   Inwardly, she breathed a sigh of relief when he dropped his gaze first. 

   “Yeah, yeah. You gonna give me some pills or not, doc? It is why I’m here, ain’t it?”

   Jean found her heart was beating uncomfortably hard and fast when she replied:

   “I’ll be honest with you, Mr Chesterton, I think the chest pains you are reporting could be cause for deep concern. You need an ECG scan and further tests ran on you and I am going to book you a hospital appointment for as soon as possible. In the meantime, I shall write you a prescription for blood pressure pills.”

   A sly smile which she didn’t much care for tugged at the corners of his puddingy lips.

   “You know, you ain’t half bad-looking for a quack. How old are you anyway? You look about twenty-five but you’re probably nearer forty, am I right? I guess money and privilege will do that for a gal.”

   As it happened, he was spot on. She would be turning forty next month. She certainly felt that at times her good looks had been a hindrance more than a help in her chosen profession – being taken seriously when you had the face and body of a Victoria Secret’s model wasn’t always easy.

   Not that it was any of this obnoxious scumbag’s business. She finished writing out the prescription and tore off the piece of paper.

   “Here, take it. The letter will arrive in the post in the next few days informing you of your hospital appointment. Goodbye, Mr Chesterton.”

   The jovial look on his face vanished and when he snatched the bit of paper out of her hand, she found she was inexplicably near tears.

   This wasn’t like her at all, she was usually so professional. Or a cold bitch, if her ex was to be believed. 

   “I’m not the only one that’s going to be getting a surprise soon, blondie.”

   “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

   “Let’s just call it an upcoming token of my appreciation. I am going to make you the head, seeing as you’re such a looker.”

   The head? She didn’t have a clue what he was blithering on about and neither did she care. She just wanted him gone. 

   Don’t cry, Jean. Come on woman, get a hold of yourself.

   The fact was, he omitted insanity as strongly as he did BO. It was deeply unnerving to be alone with him and she could honestly say that no man had ever had such a devastating effect on her.

   “There is a panic button under my desk, Mr Chesterton. If I press it, you will be escorted straight out my surgery and down to the police station.”

   Colin Chesterton scraped back his plastic across the floor and stood up. He was a big man and towered over her desk. She tried not to flinch but had the feeling she’d failed miserably.

   “Save it, baby. I’ll be seeing you again real soon.”

   When he left her office she let out a shaky breath and gave in to the violent trembling that racked her body.

   “Christ,” she said under her breath as she flopped forwards with her elbows on the desk and her head in her hands. “Thank God that’s over with.”

   Unfortunately for Jean, that could not be further from the truth.

   

   

   Jean opened her eyes and threw up. Her puke was sticky and wet against the side of her cheek and she groaned in misery.

   Where am I? What’s happening?

   She went to lift up a hand to her mouth but found that she couldn’t.

   What the..?

   She couldn’t move her hand because her wrists were tied behind her back. Coughing up the residue sick in her throat, she became aware of the hurts all over her body.

   Especially her head. Oh boy, especially that; her entire skull throbbed in teeth-clenching pain. It felt like her head had been run over by a truck.

   What is this? Am I dreaming?

   Jean slowly realised that it wasn’t a bed she was lying on, but a scratchy carpet.

   But my house has floorboards. 

   With great effort she lifted her face out of the puddle of sick and her neck and shoulders trembled with the effort. As she stared down at the soggy patch of vomit on the cheap, brown carpet, the full horror of her situation hit her.

   My hands are tied behind my back and my feet are lashed together with electrical tape. I’m in a stranger’s house. And I’m naked.

   That last realisation knocked the stuffing out of her, and her head landed with a dull thud back in the puddle of puke.

   Groaning in disgust, she forced herself to roll away from the wet patch. She cried out in pain when she landed on her back, crushing her hands into the base of her spine. With another grunt of effort, she rolled onto her opposite side and lay there panting on the floor, doing her best not to cry because she knew that if she did, she would never stop. 

   How did I get here? What’s the last thing I remember? Come on, think.

   Her last memory was of walking to her car. She’d been on a late at the surgery and it was dark. Her car had been parked in its usual spot, round the back of the building in the private carpark. Private was the word – the staff carpark was invisible from the main road and behind it was a cluster of trees that comprised the backend of the town’s park.

    She remembered feeling spooked as she approached her car, car-keys in hand. It was dark in the carpark, there were no streetlights here and the outside light on the Doctor’s building had been dead for a whole week now.

   Looks like I’m going to have to change the bloody bulb myself because apparently no one else is going to bother…

   That had been her last thought before a heavy blow had landed on the back of her head. For a fraction of a second she was aware of agony in the back of her skull, then the blackness enveloped her.

   The memory brought with it a fresh surge of fear, and groaning in misery, she struggled into a sitting position.

   She looked around herself in dismay.

   What. The fuck. Is this?

   She stared in disbelief at her surroundings. She was in a small living-room she had never seen before. In a matter of seconds, she took in the grungy carpet, the peeling, faded, flowery wallpaper and a three-piece suite that looked as if it had been pulled from a skip. The grubby brown curtains were drawn, making it impossible to know if it was day or night.

   But it wasn’t the furnishings that drew her attention, it was the snakes.

   There had to be at least twenty of the bastards, all in varying widths, colours and lengths. They were curled up in glass cages that were way too small for them, sometimes two or three to a cage. The cages lined one entire wall of the cramped room, stacked up on top of each other.

   Jean shuddered. If there was one thing she really hated, it was snakes. She closed her eyes to block out the horror, then snapped them open again when the sound of the door opening reached her ears.

   “Good evening, Doctor Johnson. You’re awake, how nice.”

   She looked up at the man who had been in her surgery only today. He was wearing the same, faded Nine Inch Nail t-shirt, the damp patches having grown even bigger.

   Had it been today she had seen him? She wasn’t sure, all concept of time was wrecked in her addled brain.

   Colin Chesterton, she thought in confusion. What’s he doing here?

   Or more to the point, what am I doing here?

   Suddenly, she was painfully aware of her nudity and inside she shrank in shame. She twisted her torso away from him, as if that would somehow protect her from his prying eyes.

   “Untie me please, Colin,” she said through cracked lips.

   “Oh, so now I’m Colin, am I? Fuck that and fuck you. I’m Mr Chesterton to you, bitch.”

   Her head throbbed and she became painfully aware of the sandpaper-dryness of her throat.

   This can’t be happening…

   She closed her eyes, fighting back the tears, nausea and rising panic. 

   “Just let me go, please.”

   “Just let me go,” he mimicked in a falsetto voice. “That’s what all you bitches say. I expected more from you, Doctor Johnson. You are a lady with class.”

   Jean was feeling sicker and dizzier by the second, but she forced herself to open her eyes and not give in to the tide of negativity that threatened to overwhelm her.

   “Look, Coll...Mr Chesterfield, I don’t know what this is, or what you want from me, but nothing’s happened yet and nothing has to happen. If you let me go, I promise I won’t breathe a word of this to anyone.”

   “That’s what all the cunts say. ‘Cept they ain’t as posh as you. I have to say, Doctor Johnson that I like your tits. They’re nice ‘n big but still perky for a bitch your age. And I like your face, you will be the head.”

   You will be the head…

   Those words rung some serious alarm bells; it was what he had said earlier today in her surgery

   (had it really only been today)

   and they made about as much sense now as they did then.

   “I can give you money,” she blurted out, refusing to dwell on his insanity. “Just name your price. I have savings, I’ll draw it all out and give it you. I have well over a hundred thousand…”

   “I don’t want your money, you dumb cunt. Christ, for an educated lady you really are stupid. I want you.”

   She drew in a shuddering breath. The nightmarish sense of unreality was escalating by the second and it took all her will-power not to break down and sob like a baby.

   Keep it together Jean. You are a strong woman, remember?

   Right then, she really didn’t.

   “Look, Mr Chesterton, I have a partner that I live with, he’ll be worried and would’ve called the police by now.”

   “No, you don’t. You live alone, today’s Friday, no one will miss you until Monday.”

   “But you kidnapped me at my place of work. My car will still be there.”

   Collin smiled smugly and inside she shrivelled. “Actually, it’s not. I caught the bus into town, and I drove you and your car to my place. Clever, huh?”

   Jean fought back the hysteria. “Please, just let me go.”

   “No. Not only are you hot, you’re a quack. I need some medical advice for my project.”

   Jean groaned and closed her eyes. The nausea was back with a vengeance, and try as she might, there was no stopping the tears that leaked from her eyes.

   “Don’t cry,” Collin said. “Or at least, don’t start sobbing, I hate it when the bitches cry. You’re gonna need your energy so I suggest you zip it. Hang on.”

   When she had sufficiently composed herself and opened her eyes again, he was kneeling at her feet brandishing a pair of kitchen scissors. She flinched, and he scowled at her.

   “Relax, will you, I’m just going to cut through the tape.” A funny, squeaking sound reached her ears when the cool metal grazed her ankle, and she realised it was her. “On your feet, Doctor Johnson, it’s time you saw my little project.”

   He placed the scissors on top of the nearest snake-cage and hooked his hands under her armpits. She cried out at the contact – she couldn’t help it, the touch of him repulsed her to her very soul – and helplessly allowed herself to be dragged to her feet. At such close range, the rank, meaty smell of him filled her nostrils and all her pains and fear were fleetingly obliterated by his BO. 

   He let go of her armpits and shoved her in the back, making her lose her balance so that she dived headfirst into the sofa. Her neck twisted awkwardly on impact, sending shooting pains through her shoulders and down her spine.

   “Clumsy bitch,” he said, giving her upturned rump a pat. “Come on, up.”

   Once more she was hauled to her feet, then bodily walked towards the half-closed door. For a few seconds, she found herself in a small, dingy hallway. Her heart gave a hopeful lurch when she saw the front-door at one end of it. He walked her in the opposite direction towards a closed door beyond the carpeted staircase that led up into blackness. On the way there she glimpsed a large, shabby kitchen through an opened door opposite the staircase.

   When Colin pushed open the door at the end of the hallway and flicked on the light-switch, she saw a flight of wooden stairs that descended to a dark basement.

   “No, please,” she said, instinctively reaching out to place her hands on either side of the doorframe. 

   “Yes, please,” he said, kneeing her between the legs.

   She gasped, only just managing to grab hold of the rickety banister in time to stop herself from plummeting headfirst down the stairs.

   The smell was the first thing that hit her when her bare foot connected with the top step. 

   What’s down there?

   But the question was rhetorical; she didn’t want to find out.

   Whatever it was, it smelt like mould and shit. She coughed and gagged, her eyes instantly watering. Another shove against her shoulders forced her downwards and a surge of hatred so strong rose up like bile from her stomach.

   The first chance I get, Colin Chesterton, I’m going to kill you.

   She clung to the feeling of hate, it was preferable to the terror that turned her legs to jelly and her mind to mush.

   Her fear mounted with every step. Still she couldn’t see anything as the overhead light only illuminated the stairs. The pitch-black basement loomed closer, like the proverbial pits of hell. 

   “You are going to love it, Doctor Johnson. I made it just for you.”

   “You need help,” she said with a bravado that she didn’t feel. “I can get help for you, the very best. I can pull some strings, you’d be seen straightaway…”

   He snorted laughter, cutting her off midstream. “I’m getting help alright, I’m getting your help. I need a spot of medical advice and then I need your pretty face and tits.”

   There he goes again, she thought in mounting alarm. What the hell does he mean?

   She had now reached the bottom of the stairs and before she got the chance to peer into the gloom, Colin was behind her, sandwiching her body between his bulk and the rough, stone wall. She wailed in disgust at the feel of his blubbery body through the flimsy t-shirt. The stench of him made her throat close over.

   He smells like this basement, except he smells worse.

   He mashed the side of her face against the stone-wall and his free hand roamed her body, squeezing and pinching. She shuddered in repulsion at his touch, especially when he thrust his groin into her lower back and she could feel the stiffness of his cock through his jeans rubbing against her.

   Just when she thought she might lose her mind at his touch, the pressure lifted off her back.

   “Are you ready, Doctor Johnson? Because here we go.”

   The basement was suddenly bathed in light and for a second she squeezed her eyes tightly shut against the glare.

   The sight which greeted her when her eyes had adjusted made her head reel. If the wall hadn’t of been there to lean against, she would’ve fallen down. 

   Being a doctor, Jean was no stranger to bloodshed. She was used to viewing the human body in an entirely dispassionate way and she thoroughly respected the body for the brilliant, flesh and blood machine that it was.

   Yet this, this defied comprehension. She stared in disbelief at the carnage spread out before her. She counted four women, although at first glance it was hard to know for sure. Jean had to do a head count, given their current state. 

   All four women no longer had their arms and legs attached to their naked torsos. They lay motionless on their backs with blackened stumps where their arms and legs used to be. Their limbs were neatly stacked up in the corner of the barren basement like a pile of logs. 

   So that was the pervading odour that clung to the house and to him; the stench of piss, shit, blood and seared flesh. The smell of early stage, decomposing corpses.

   “Do you like?”

   He sounded eager, almost boyish and shy. Slowly, she turned her head to look at him. She felt dreamlike and strange. This couldn’t be real, because things like this didn’t happen in real life. This was the stuff of horror movies, not anything that could possibly happen to her.

   She took in his face with sudden, razor-sharp clarity; the thickness of his lips and bulging eyes, the specks of dandruff in his greasy hair and the tiny beads of perspiration on his forehead. She stared at this face and finally understood that this wasn’t a man, it was a monster.

   “What have you done?”

   Her face felt damp and she realised she was crying.

   “I’m making a snake-woman. I love snakes, as you might’ve noticed upstairs.”

   His words didn’t make sense and she continued to stare at him in blank disgust like he was the most humungous shit she had ever seen. He frowned slightly, as if cross with her lack of response.

   “So anyway, I need a spot of medical advice, the thing is, the bitches just up and die on me. I mean, apart from one, they survived the limb removal but when I stitch them arsehole to mouth, they just die after a few minutes. Why is that?”

   Jean stared at him, utterly lost. She knew she had to formulate a reply, but in that moment, every last word of the English language had deserted her. 

   “Answer me, or I’ll start chopping you up.”

   His threat worked. Keep him talking, buy your time… She cleared her throat, amazed at how calm and doctorly her voice sounded. “Limb removal would be unbearably painful, but not necessarily deadly, provided you keep the stump free from infection. I see you have cauterized the flesh, that’s usually enough to keep the wound clean.”

   “But why are they dying when I stitch them arse to mouth? In that movie where that guy makes that insect, they last for fucking weeks. My girls last just an hour, maybe two.”

   Jean had no idea what film he was talking about, and neither did she ask. “Well, there is the blood loss for a start. And the whole experience would be quite nauseating for the person – regurgitation would be a key factor. You yourself know that when you vomit it is a violent process. So if the person doesn’t choke to death on their own vomit, they would definitely inhale vomit. This would cause chemical injury to the lungs from the stomach acid, difficulty breathing and pneumonia. Infection would be the worst part, however.”

   “Infection? It’s only a bit of poo, for God’s sake, people have anal sex all the time and don’t die, I’ve got dirt in cuts before and not fucking died.”

   I can’t believe I’m having this conversation. She glanced at the basement stairs and considered making a run a for it. But she knew he would catch her, and right now talking was preferable to dying.

   “Like I said, vomiting is a violent process that would dislodge the stitches, further exposing the wound to fecal matter. They would likely contract sepsis within a few hours, which is a severe blood infection. It would leave the recipient incoherent and confused before finally killing them.”

   “Is it possible in any way for them to last a week? Or even a day?”

   “No. It’s impossible. Even if they survived the sepsis for a short while, once they ingested even trace amounts of fecal matter, they would be host to a variety of infections, such as cholera, polio, hepatitis A and E, to name but a few. No one could survive that onslaught of infection for any length of time without treatment.”

   “So I only get the head alive for a few hours? Bummer. Still, it’s better than nothing.”

   He took a step towards her, and it spurred her into action. Fight or flight impulse kicked in – she wasn’t going to stand around and wait to be fucking slaughtered – and she lunged for the stairs.

   She only made it to the first step. Searing agony exploded in the back of her head and she slumped forward, out cold.

   

   When she groggily opened her eyes, taking in the view of the concrete floor, she knew that she was well and truly fucked. Colin’s voice seemed to drift to her very far away:

   “…knocked you out then fed you a dose of Rohypnol. The box says it’s a strong tranquilizer and causes extreme sleepiness, amnesia, problems talking and muscle relaxation.” He laughed. “Don’t know why I’m bothering reading that to a quack. Oh, and I fed you some of that Special K too, just for good measure. I like you, Dr Johnson, I thought I’d give you a treat, make it more enjoyable for you. I’m sure you know that Ketamine causes a dream-like feeling, loss of sense of time, and hallucinations. It’s gonna make you feel like your mind is separated from your body. This is gonna be a real trip.”

   But she barely heard him, his voice was a distant buzz in her numbed, fuzzy brain. She didn’t hurt, not really, but even through her drugged haze she was aware that something was beyond wrong with her body. She felt lose and tight at the same time, fuzzed up and numb and throbbing. She closed her eyes and felt as if she was drifting through the air on a concrete cloud.

   Dimly, she was aware of Colin Chesterton’s bulk sitting down next to her and then she was being lifted off her cloud, high into the air. On her ascent, she caught a waft of cooked meat and on some level she knew it was the cooked flesh of her stumps where her arms and legs used to be. There was a tugging sensation deep in her rectum, like there was something heavy attached to her arse.

   Even above the stench of her own cooked flesh, she caught a waft of the unmistakable stink of fetid, unwashed genitals. The still comprehending part of her mind realised that she had been draped over his shoulders

   (like a snake)

   and he was frantically wanking off his smelly little cock.

   Using all her strength to raise her head, she noticed a black, round eye of a camera on a tripod pointing at her.  She stared into the camera and the camera stared into her.

   I’m going, was her final coherent thought. Fuck you, you bastard.

   And the black circle of the camera’s eye continued to stare into her, silently recording her death.

   

   

   

   

   

   






   

   Coulrophobia – A fear of clowns. 

   Clowns are lifelike enough to be disturbing, but not realistic enough to be pleasant—this can frighten a child so much that they carry this phobia throughout their adult life. 

   Ref – Wikipedia 

   

   (Or as a victim of Coulrophobia might say – ‘I fucking hate clowns.’)
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   Linda shuddered at the blaring TV. She hated that fucking clown. Maybe it was the baggy, green, black and red striped suit that always reminded her of the death metal band Cradle of Filth, where the lead singer came on stage in clothes dug up from the grave. Or perhaps it was his purple hair and freaky clown makeup. Or maybe she just hated fucking clowns.

   Either way, her three-year-old Jamie loved it. 

   “Mr Scew is side-splitting,” he repeated in his sweet little voice.

   Only time he speaks properly is when he’s imitating that prick.

   “Sweetie, shall we go upstairs and change your nappy?”

   Instantly, Jamie’s angelic little face crumpled and his bottom lip quivered. “Waaahh,” he said. “Mr Sceeeeewww.”

   “Okay, fine, watch Mr Scew, Mummy’s just popping to the loo for a wee.”

   The tears dried as quickly as they had arrived.

   Little bugger, she thought fondly as she walked out the door and up the stairs of the two-bed terrace to the bathroom. The truth was, she didn’t need to wee, she just couldn’t stand being in the same room as that dick on the television for a second longer.

   Mr Scew gives me the creeps… 

   Hopefully, by the time she emptied her bladder and perhaps run a baby-wipe over the base of the taps and rinsed out the mucky toothbrush holder, then the TV programme would be finished.

   “Mummeeeee! Waaah! Come dooooown.”

   “Mummy’s coming, sweetie,” she shouted as she stuffed the corner of the hand-towel into the toothbrush holder to dry it off. 

   As she did so, she caught her reflection in the mirror above the sink. Old before my time, she thought sadly. The fine bone structure was still there; the jutting cheek bones, Kate Moss style, circa. nineteen ninety-five, and the wide set, baby-blues which her ex used to say was her best feature.

   Yeah, used to say. Before he ran off with that slag of a barmaid from The Fox and Goose…

   Before I got fat. 

   Not wanting to dwell on her ex-boyfriend’s devastating betrayal and her constant weight battle, she turned away from her reflection.

   Replacing the toothbrush holder, she reluctantly made her way downstairs. 

   Fuck. Bum face is still on. 

   Jamie ran into her legs and wrapped his chubby little arms around her thighs at the same time as Mr Scew shoved a custard pie into his own face. She shuddered.

   What a horrible man. Rumour had it he lived round here in one of those super-posh houses round the corner. Yeah, well, I sure as shit hope I never bump into him.

   Averting her gaze from the TV, her thoughts turned to biscuits.

   Just one penguin bar with a cup of tea…

   The thump of the post landing on the mat out in the tiny hallway distracted her and she went to retrieve it. Amidst the usual brown envelopes of bill misery was a purple envelope.

   Frowning slightly, she turned it over in her hands. There was no stamp on it and just her full name, Linda Harvey printed in neat handwriting across the front.

   How strange.

   Shrugging, she ripped it open. Inside was a neatly folded sheet of  A4 paper, which she impatiently flattened to read the typed letter:

   

   Mr Scew has chosen you!

   You are one of the chosen few.

   Luckily for you, he likes them fat,

   So much better for filming scat.

   The more you eat, the more comes out, 

   Lots of fun before he wipes you out.

   And if you please him,

   You will keep your limbs.

   Or perhaps he lies,

   Which is no surprise,

   Considering he’s a fucking lunatic,

   With a taste for hentai comics,

   That show women horribly mutilated,

   Decapitated, blooded, and crooked.

   

   It’s dizzy time, Linda Harvey!

   Mr Scew is side-splitting!

   

   

   

   

   

   “What the..?”

   Linda didn’t understand what she had just read. This had to be the sickest fucking joke she had ever had the misfortune of being the butt of. 

   Poem’s crap too.

   She tried to smile to herself but couldn’t quite bring herself to.

   As if on cue, Mr Scew was shouting out his end-of show catchphrases on the TV:

   It’s dizzy time, boys and girls!  Ha ha! Mr Scew is side-splitting!

   Jamie laughed along with the clown as he bounced around manically on the screen and Linda did indeed feel dizzy. She gripped the doorframe, the sight of her son bopping in front of the TV making her feel seasick.

   “Turn that shit off,” she cried, stumbling into the living room and snatching at the remote which was poking out from beneath an Ikea cushion.

   Predictably, Jamie burst into tears.

   Linda’s legs shook uncontrollably and she sat down on the sofa, staring in horror at the blank TV screen. Her breath caught in her throat and Jamie’s cries cut through her brain like a blade.

   “Shut up,” she whispered.

   Jamie didn’t.

   “I said shut up!”

   The words were so sharp they cut her throat, making it ache. Above his wails, she was sure she heard the backdoor open and she froze in horror. She stiffened, the tiny hairs on the back of her neck prickling. All the while, Jamie continued to wail, an accompaniment to her terror. 

   The backdoor wasn’t locked. Mr Scew is coming to get me…

   The thought was so preposterous, it was almost funny. 

   It’s broad daylight, nothing’s going to happen. And the poem is just some seriously sick prank.

   The end of the sofa she was perched on was mere inches away from the door that led into the kitchen. All she had to do was crane her neck round and peer through the door. Stealing herself, barely able to focus she was so scared, she leaned round…

   And saw that the kitchen was empty, the backdoor standing slightly ajar where she had hung the washing out earlier in the small backyard.

   Should’ve locked the damn thing.

   She got up to do it now, feeling distinctly like the stable-hand locking the gate after the horse had bolted.

   But there was no way a person could’ve slipped in without her noticing; the only way to the stairs was through the living room, and the back kitchen was rectangular in shape with no other rooms apart from the living-room branching off it.

   I don’t care, I’m calling the police.

   Prank or not, that letter was some serious fucked up shit. Feeling slightly better, in that she was no longer in any immediate danger of passing out, she went over to her son and picked him up, bundling him against her. His face was soggy against her pullover and the screams at such close range hurt her ears but she drew comfort from his hug.

   “Tellleeee,” he hiccupped.

   Still cuddling him, she bent her knees and reached down for the remote where it had landed on the sofa.

   Thankfully, Mr Scew had finished, and she breathed a sigh of relief.

   Police, she thought, glancing over at the spot atop the sideboard where she always left her mobile when she was home. It wasn’t there and her heart raced.

   Where the hell is it?

   She knew she’d dumped it there after she had picked up Jamie from nursery earlier. Setting her now calmed-down son on the sofa, she gently held his little shoulders and peered down at his face.

   “Sweetie, have you taken Mummy’s phone?”

   “No.”

   “Mummy won’t be cross, I promise. Have you taken it?”

   He stared beseechingly up at her and sucked his thumb. Not wanting to set him off again, she covered the short distance to the landline over by the living-room window.

   When she picked up the receiver, her finger poised over the nine, the line was dead.

   What the hell? Linda was beginning to feel seriously spooked. Someone’s cut the phoneline…

   Whether that was true or not, she decided she didn’t want to hang around and find out.

   “Sorry baby, but we have to go out again.”

   Because someone is seriously fucking with me…

   Jamie seemed not to hear and continued watching TV. She went to the hallway, intending to bob upstairs and retrieve Jamie’s most comfortable trainers because it was a mile-long walk to the police station and she didn’t drive.

   She hesitated at the foot of the stairs. A bad feeling churned down low in her guts, making her bowels feel loose. The stairs looked ominous somehow, foreboding. The lack of natural light left the top of the stairs in shadows, giving the impression that it was night-time up there. 

   I don’t want to go upstairs.

   The thought was irrational and stupid, but there it was. Shrugging off the bad feeling, she climbed the stairs, rounding the corner onto the tiny landing area. The door to Jamie’s room was directly to her right, and she reached out for the doorknob.

   Just as her fingers grazed it, searing pain exploded in her head. For a nanosecond, brilliant lights danced before her eyes and then there was only darkness.

   

   “Fuck, my head,” she groaned.

   Her head screamed like she had the mother of all hangovers, scattering her thoughts every which way. She lay on her back, keeping her eyes tightly closed.

   Jamie. Where’s Jamie?  She went to sit up but flopped back down again, crying out at the fresh stab of pain that sliced into her brain.

   Why does my head hurt so much?

   She tried to piece together her fractured thoughts.

   I was coming upstairs to get Jamie’s trainers, and…

   And I don’t remember.

   “Jamie,” she whispered, putting every last effort into sitting upright.

   She was lying on her own bed in her room, and there was a clown standing over her. 

   I’m dreaming.

   Except she wasn’t, and she knew it. That was a real fucking clown if ever she saw one. A clown that happened to look exactly like Mr Scew.

   What is Mr Scew doing in my bedroom?

   A giggle rose up from her gut like gas, catching her by surprise. Her head continued to throb and swim and on the vaguest of levels she was aware of impending hysteria.

   This is insane. I’m insane.

   “Jamie’s a little tied up right now. He’s in the coat-cupboard under the stairs.”

   The mention of her son’s name brought the jumble of her thoughts into sharper focus.

   “Leave him alone.”

   She struggled to sit up, gritting her teeth against the abominable pain in her head. 

   “Oh, I intend to, what kind of pervert do you take me for?”

   The room swam in and out of focus with her efforts.

   “Who are you? Why are you here? What do you want?”

   “Oh come now, don’t tell me you don’t recognise me?”

   He leaned over and his face loomed closer to hers. The sight of him close-up left her dizzy and sick. The curtains were closed and it was dim in the bedroom, but she was still able to clearly make out every detail of his painted face. His face was cracked, like a yellowing, once white wall in need a fresh lick of paint and his thin upper lip curled up in a sneer, a thick rim of red painted an inch over his natural lip-line. His purple hair looked as coarse as wire wool and purple eyeliner thickly framed his piggy, blood-shot, pale blue eyes.

   Yes, this was definitely the real Mr Scew, in full costume. The truth of her situation was mind-shattering.

   “What’s the matter, bitch, you gone deaf?”

   She caught a hot waft of his breath as he spoke – stale garlic and something else, something rotten.

   “Please,” she whimpered, closing her eyes against the foul blast of breath, “just go.”

   “Go? Are you kidding me? I’m not going anywhere, I’m never going to leave you.”

   “What do you want?”

   She was so scared, she found she wasn’t so much trembling as quaking. It felt as though the words were rattling in her throat, juddering like a car engine that refused to start.

   “I want you, baby-boo.”

   A fat, hot tear rolled down her cheek and Mr Scew reached out his hand encased in a trademark purple glove and wiped it away. He examined the tip of his finger thoughtfully, seemingly entranced by the way her tears had darkened the fabric. He placed his gloved finger in his mouth and sucked it theatrically, smearing the red lipstick over his cheeks as he did so.

   “Oooh baby, you taste so good.”

   He straightened up and she flinched at the suddenness of the movement. For a moment, the horror was matched by pure disbelief as she watched him prance around the small bedroom. As lewd as his dancing was with the hip-thrusting, he was grace personified. With the impeccable physical comedy that he was famous for, he pretended to trip on the rug and went over in a perfectly controlled forward roll then jumped seamlessly back on his feet.

   “Ta da!”

   He stretched his arms out like some kind of messiah, demanding to be worshipped. The jacket of the famous, green, black and red striped suit pulled tight across his chest.

   He has the body of an athlete, of a long distance runner, she thought absently. It wasn’t something she had particularly noticed on the telly. But now, in her bedroom, he positively fizzed with barely contained energy and aggression.

   He was a fit man; a fit man that she didn’t stand a chance of overpowering and escaping.

   A wave of hopelessness so strong washed over her and she gave in to the tears.

   “Pleeeaaase,” she groaned. “Please leave us alone.”

   His arms dropped to his sides and he cocked his head to one side, remaining perfectly still as he addressed her. “Us? Who is this us you speak of? I didn’t enter this ol’ biz called show for the kiddie-winkies. Oh no, I’m in it for the yummy-mummies.”

   He let out a laugh that was nearer a howl and she shrank inside.

   Oh God, please let the neighbours have heard that…

   “Now, this is what we’re going to do. I’ve had a blast this past week, stalking and slaughtering the yummy-mummies and traumatising the kiddie-winkies. But all good things must come to an end, and it ends with you, Linda Harvey. You’re pathetic, you know that? Your boyfriend left you because you got fat. Because you’re a big, fat loser that doesn’t have a job and spends her days eating custard creams and watching Jeremy Kyle. You don’t deserve to be here.”

   Linda blinked up him through her tears, not believing that this was actually happening to her.

   What have I ever done that was so terrible? I love my son, I don’t deserve this.

   In one fluid motion, he produced a long knife out of his trouser pocket. It looked like an old-fashioned dagger, something she might expect to see in some naff, swash-buckling movie from the sixties. The handle was ornate silver and intricately carved, the mere sight of which turned her stomach to ice. The sound of someone wailing reached her ears, and she realised it was her.

   “Stab the piggy-wiggy, oink, oink!”

   He lunged for her, catching her completely off-guard, prodding her chubby upper-arm with the pointy tip of the knife. It didn’t hurt, not at first. She was aware of the wetness of blood, but no pain accompanied the spillage. 

   She screamed and rolled away from him, falling off the edge of the double bed. She heard him laugh, then saw his bright green Dr Martin boots mere inches from her face. Twinkling lights exploded before her eyes when a green boot smashed into her face, catching the right-hand side of her nose. She heard it crack, like a gun firing directly in her ear. 

   She felt that all right. Whimpering, she cupped her throbbing nose, horrified at the blood that instantly pooled in her palms. It hurt like holy fuck and all she could do was curl up on her side on the foetal position and groan.

   “Get back on the bed, fatty.”

   His voice was faint, barely discernible over the ringing in her ears, like the distant cawing of seagulls over a faraway ocean.

   I’m fading, she thought as the pain in her nose enveloped her entire head.

   But he wasn’t about to allow that. She felt hands in her armpits, her own hands wrenched away from her face.

   “No,” she gasped, but it came out as a bloody gurgle because of the blood trickling down the back of her throat.

   Like she weighed nothing – when in reality she was pushing twelve and half stone – he scooped her up and dumped her back on the bed.

   She cried out in protest, the fresh attack seeming to make the agony in her nose dial up a notch and bleed all the harder. 

   “Stop your whinging, we haven’t even started.”

   She felt a tugging sensation at the baggy jumper she wore – a relic of her ex’s that had remained hidden in the bottom of the laundry basket the day he moved out – and then air on her stomach. Dimly, she was aware of a sawing noise. 

   She didn’t want to look, but through half closed eyes that were already beginning to swell from the broken nose, she saw watched him cut through the shapeless, navy-blue jumper, and then the equally shapeless, baggy black leggings.

   In less than a minute she was completely naked.

   “Something I prepared earlier,” Mr Scew said, reaching under the bed and producing a thick coil of rope.

   He tied her wrists to the headboard, humming his theme song as he did so.

   “There, beautiful. Smile for the camera.”

   Inside she quaked in terror when she realised her was filming her with a mobile phone.

   Oh God, what’s he going to do to me?

   Whimpering, she watched as he turned his back on her and fiddled with something by the chest of drawers opposite the bed.

   “There, I fancy filming the action. For prosperity.”

   She saw the phone propped up against the lamp, and then Mr Scew was by her side once more. She watched in dismay as he performed a perfect cartwheel, then did a graceful jive round her bed.

   “Now I really fancy a fuck,” he said, unzipping his trousers. His big cock stuck out through the gap and inside she withered in horror. “All these fun and games make me so fucking horny.”

   With that he climbed on top of her and unceremoniously drove into her dry vagina. As he humped away on top of her she stared up at the ceiling and despite everything, she thought of her son.

   I’ll take anything, just please, keep him safe.

   The rape didn’t last long. He climbed off of her and stared down at her like it had never happened. His lipstick was smeared all over his face.

   Or perhaps it’s my blood.

   “You look so beige. I hate beige. Do you know what my favourite colour is? It’s red.”

   He produced his knife once more and stabbed her over and over. Every inch of her body spasmed in pain, the knife wounds feeling like a million snake-bites.

   Thankfully, everything began to dim. Right then she couldn’t care less if she died, all she wanted was for the horror to stop.

   “Oh no you don’t, we haven’t finished playing, you’re not going anywhere, not yet.”

   He was slapping her face, bringing her round and she glared at him with all the hatred in her heart. He smiled at her, a sickly, blood-streaked smile that was like looking into the pits of hell.

   There was a tugging sensation deep in her guts and she saw great sausage-like rope being unravelled from her stomach.

   My intestines, came the unthinkable thought. 

   This time she was blacking out for good and there was nothing he could do to stop her. He was busy wrapping her intestines around his neck, then jerking himself forwards.

   He’s trying to strangle himself on my insides.

   The colours seeped out of the room, and she was grateful. She stared past the lunatic attempting to strangle himself on her intestines, at the phone on the chest of drawers.

    She stared into the camera and the camera stared into her.

   I’m going, was her final coherent thought. Fuck you, you bastard.

   And the black circle of the camera’s eye continued to stare into her, silently recording her death. 
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   The sound of her husband moaning and muttering dragged Ella Bishop to the surface of wakefulness. The sudden journey was disorientating, making her head spin and her heart slam.

   “Gary?” she said, sitting upright in bed and reaching for the bed-side lamp.

   All at once their bedroom was flooded with light. The lightbulb might only have been forty watts, but it was still bright enough to stab needle-sharp into her retinas.

   “Gary,” she repeated, louder this time.

   His eyes snapped open and his twitching body fell still. He lay on his back staring up at the ceiling, his blue eyes now black with the size of his dilated pupils. 

   For a horrible, fleeting moment, Ella thought that her husband of just one year – the only man she had ever loved and whose children she was desperate to bear – was dead.

   He gasped suddenly and so did she, unaware that she had even been holding her breath.

   Groaning, his hands flew up to shield his eyes and he curled up into a ball on his side, facing away from her.

   “Gary?” she said to his broad, tanned shoulders. “Were you having nightmares again?”

   “What do you think?” he said, his voice muffled by the pillow.

   “Do you want to talk about it?”

   “No, I want you to turn off the bloody light so we can get some sleep. I’ve got a big day at work tomorrow.”

   “Fine.”

   The room was plunged into darkness once more and she flopped angrily onto her side, sighing heavily. The darkness and silence seemed to press down on her and she realised with a sinking heart she was wide awake.

   Great. Like he’s the only one that has to get up in the morning. Like I don’t have a bloody job too, just because I don’t make as much money as him…

   But it wasn’t the fact she had to get up in the morning that was bothering her. He had been acting weird all week. Usually he was so confident and outgoing (although her best-friend Jen would say cocky and arrogant), but the last few days he had been acting surly and shut-off.

   And the nightmares…

   What the hell was with him?

   He’s keeping something from me. I know he is.

   “Ella? You asleep?”

   “Yes.”

   “I’m sorry. I’m just really stressed with work. If I don’t move enough houses this month then I can kiss that promotion goodbye.”

   “You’ve been waking up screaming every night for the past week. Surely real estate can’t be that bad?”

   “Baby, you don’t know the half of it.”

   “Is that the half that makes you cry out in your sleep like you’re being murdered or something?”

   “And you’re not exaggerating at all, of course.”

   “Not much,” she replied honestly.

   She felt the bed move as his weight shifted, then his breath on the back of her neck.

   “I’m sorry I’m snappy. This past week has been crazy at work.”

   There was no question of Ella not forgiving him, and she turned round and buried her face in his smooth chest. 

   “I wish you’d tell me what your nightmares are about.”

   She felt his torso stiffen slightly. 

   “I don’t want you to think I’m going crazy, or something. Besides, I don’t want to freak you out.”

   “Just tell me, Gary. It will help if you talk about it. I’ll tell you my recurring nightmare if you tell me yours.”

   Just open up to me, god-damn it....

   “Well, if you really want to know,” he said.

   “Yes, I really want to know.”

   “Do you remember me telling you about that recurring dream I had as a kid? The one where I woke up in bed with no arms and legs?”

   Ella cast her mind back. Yes, she remembered, seeing as she made a habit of hanging off his every word, especially when they had first started dating just over two years ago. She also remembered laughing at him because the dream was flat-out ludicrous. 

   “You mean the one where you were woken up in the middle of the night by some unseen terror that lurked in your bedroom, and when you went to get out the bed you fell onto the floor because your arms and legs were gone?” she said into his chest.

   “Yeah, that one. Now you’re just taking the piss.”

   “I’m not.”

   She really wasn’t. In the gloom of the night she didn’t find it so funny anymore.

   “Yeah, well, I’ve been having that same bloody dream all week. Except I’m not twelve-years-old anymore and calling for my mummy, I’m calling for you.”

   Despite the warmth radiating from her husband, Ella was suddenly cold and shivery.

   You’re not cold, she told herself. You’ve got a bad case of the heebie-jeebies…

   When she switched on the light, she saw her forearm was covered in goose-bumps. She snatched it back and sandwiched it between her husband’s bare chest and her breasts which were covered with one of Gary’s old t-shirts.

   Gary hoisted himself up onto his elbow to peer down at her, and her heart gave its customary lurch at his sheer gorgeousness. He really was quite something to behold with his glittering blue eyes set in the deeply tanned face. He was all square jawed, manly perfection, complete with neatly cut, not too long, not too short, glossy, dark hair and a gym-honed body to die for.

   Completely out my league…

   She pushed aside the all-too-familiar, paranoid thought and ran her fingertips over the smooth, hard lines of his naked torso, flinching slightly when his broad hand cupped her hip. In her mind, his fingers melted into her fat folds and she squirmed in a flash of shame. Subtly, she shifted down the bed a little so his hand rested at the bottom of her ribcage which she didn’t deem as fat as her hips.

   You’re just a pot-bellied pig and he’s an Adonis…

   “Try not to worry, Gary, you must just be super stressed at work,” she said, hating herself for being so obsessive about her weight.

   “Yeah, I guess. The nightmare is just so vivid, it feels so real when I’m sitting on the floor, blubbing like a baby.”

   As mean as it was, that urge to giggle was back again at the thought of Gary sitting crying on the floor without any arms and legs. The image it conjured up in her mind was so out-there, it was laughable. Although the urge to laugh was also born of nervousness – the lit-up bedroom had only gone some way to soothing her inexplicable jumpiness.

   “You’ll be fine,” she said smoothly. “It’s just an anxiety dream, that’s all. Like, taking a school exam naked, or something. You should try to get some sleep.”

   “Yeah. I guess. I love you, Ella.”

   “I love you too, Gary.”

   He reached over her to switch off the light and the bedroom plunged into darkness. She rolled onto her side and he spooned into her back. She stared wide-eyed into the darkness, listening to her husband’s breathing turn slow and regular. 

   He’s keeping something from me.

   But for the life of her, she didn’t know what.

   Nice of him to ask what my nightmares are about, she thought. Sometimes it really felt like he couldn’t care less about how she felt. But then, she reasoned, she didn’t want to tell him about the nightmares she’d been having ever since they’d been trying to conceive. They were always the same; she was in labour and in more agony than she had ever dreamed humanly possible. She gave birth in a deserted delivery suite in a hospital, but the baby was stillborn. She then passed out and lived through the whole experience all over again.

    She stared into the blackness for an hour before sleep finally claimed her.

   

   At eight, she awoke to the alarm going off on her mobile phone. Instinctively, she flopped over and reached out for Gary.

   The bed was empty, as it always was at this time on a week day. Gary had long since caught the train to the neighbouring town of Penzance. He wasn’t driving today because he was supposed to be having a drink after work tonight with his work colleagues and getting a taxi home. Hauling herself out the bed, she made her way down the short hallway to the bathroom. On her way, she passed the spare room and her chest constricted slightly.

   If only that was a nursery. Oh, what I would give.

   She eyed the single-bed, the single-bed that should by rights be a cot. The sheets were mussed up, as they often where. Gary regularly abandoned her in the middle of the night for the spare room because she snored.

   I snore because I’m a fat pig, she thought, feeling sorry for herself.

   In the bathroom, her stomach cramped when she sat down on the toilet to urinate.

   Oh God, no. Please, no…

   With trembling hands she wiped herself, fighting back the tears when the toilet-paper came away red. She had felt so confident this time. They had been doing everything right: she hadn’t been drinking and they’d been at it like rabbits when she was ovulating…

   I’m only twenty-seven. Getting pregnant shouldn’t be this hard…

   It was like Mother Nature was mocking her, making her period late just to raise her hopes.

   She gave in to the tears of self-pity, slumping on the toilet with her head in her hands. She was going to have to make Gary go to the doctor. Him being laid-back about it was all very well, but the problem wasn’t with her, she had been checked out, so it had to be him. His it will happen when it happens attitude was beginning to wear a bit thin. They’d been trying for a kid for six months now, something had to be wrong with him.

   Feeling a little better for having made the decision to confront Gary, she slipped the t-shirt over her head and got into the shower.

   Maybe I can’t get pregnant because I’m so fat.

   She hated getting naked. The rational part of her mind knew she was only a size fourteen and that the flab was mostly distributed in what others deemed a pleasing way, but in her bleaker moments she considered herself morbidly obese. Her big breasts swayed when she switched on the water, further darkening her mood. She looked down through the valley of her hated, F-cup melons, past the slight bulge of her lower stomach and at the thin trickle of pinkish blood that leaked out from between her chunky thighs.

   Bastard, bastard, bastard.

   The hot water cascaded over her, washing away the blood, disappointment and tears. 

   

   An hour and a half later, she swept into the small shoe shop to be greeted by her boss and best-friend, Jen Evans. She was stood amidst a sea of shoeboxes and Ella inwardly groaned. It was late August and the streets of St Ives were going to be packed with holiday makers by lunchtime; it was going to be hell trying to get this lot away.

   “Hey sweetie,” she said, chewing the tip of her pen between checking the delivery against the sheet of paper she held in her hand. “Stick the kettle on, we’ve got time for a quickie before the hoards of elephants come stampeding in.”

   “Sure,” Ella said, smiling at her friend.

   Honestly, if it wasn’t for Jen, Ella would’ve gone mad working in such a menial job. But it was the nature of the beast, and the price she gladly paid for living in such a beautiful part of the country. Unless you were a jobbing artist, or ran your own business catering to the needs of tourists, jobs were pretty much non-existent in the tiny, Cornish town. 

   “What’s wrong?” Jen asked while the kettle was boiling. “You’ve got a face like a smacked bum.”

   “I got my period this morning.”

   “Oh. I’m sorry. Still, never mind, it means you can have a drink when I come round tonight.”

   Ella tried not to be hurt by her friend’s flippancy. She knew Jen didn’t like Gary. It was a small town, and if truth be told, Gary used to be a bit of a tart. But that was all in the past, before they hooked up.

   He had changed.

   “Don’t look so sad, Ella, you’re only twenty-seven, you’ve got your whole life ahead of you, there’s plenty of time for babies, sleepless nights, and endless piles of shitty nappies.”

   “My fertility levels are declining as we speak. I’m going to be thirty in three years.”

   Jen rolled her eyes. “Try being thirty-six. Now that’s depressing.”

   “But you’ve got a kid, you’re so lucky.”

   “Hardly. I have a pubescent monster. Sixteen-year-old girls are subhuman.”

   Ella was not to be so pacified so easily. “All I want is a family, with Gary.”

   Her own dad had died of a heart-attack when she had been twenty, and her mum had died of cancer when she was just twenty-three. Having no brothers and sisters made it so much worse and she longed to fill the void in her life. She wanted a family. Was it really so much to ask?

   “And it will happen. Just give it time.”

   Time. Just what the doctor said. 

   She bit back the lump in her throat and busied herself making the instant coffee. 

   “So how is Gary?”

   Ella instantly bristled at Jen’s tone. She could hear the silent accusation behind the deceptive casualness. Why did you marry such a prick, was what she really meant and they both knew it.

   “He’s fine.”

   “Uh huh. I don’t mean to pry or anything, I know he’s your husband and you love him very much, but don’t you think you’re rushing into this a little bit? You’re only twenty-seven.”

   “So you keep saying.”

   “Look, I’ll level with you, because you know I love you, right? Why don’t you just go easy on the whole, baby-making thing for a little while?”

   “Why? I’m married, for God’s sake, I want a bloody baby!”

   She hadn’t meant to raise her voice and it suddenly occurred to her how deranged and obsessive she must sound. She peaked round the corner of the stockroom door but luckily the shop was still empty.

   “Okay, okay,” Jen said, raising her hands. “Just, I don’t know, just be careful.”

   “Be careful? What’s that supposed to mean?”

   “Nothing.”

   “Don’t give me nothing. Come on, tell me. What do you mean?”

   Jen sighed deeply and shifted slightly from foot to foot. Her gaze flitted sideways and in that moment Ella knew she was hiding something.

   “It’s probably nothing, you know what this town’s like, full of mindless gossip.”

   “Just tell me.”

   “Someone saw Gary in a pub in Penzance with another woman,” Jen blurted out.

   Ella sloshed the boiling water from the kettle over her hand and she yelped, clutching her hand to her chest.

   “Christ, are you alright?” Jen asked.

   “Fine,” Ella replied, taking the two steps sideways towards the sink.

   She turned on the cold-tap and stuck her hand under the running water. Instantly the back of her hand was soothed. “Only a tiny bit of water splashed me. Anyway, so what if Gary was with a woman? There’s women in his office, a whole bunch of them probably went out for a quick drink after work. Men and women.”

   “That’s not what she saw. She said they were, you know, cosy.”

   “Who saw this, exactly?”

   “Sara. She went shopping with Molly in Penzance for the day and they stopped off at The Jolly Sailor for a quickie before they got the bus home.”

   “Sara? As in, Sara-from-the-pasty-shop Sara?”

   “Yeah. Her.”

   “But she’s the biggest gossip in town, I wouldn’t believe a word that comes out her mouth.”

   Jen had the good grace to blush. “Look, Ella, I’m not out to shit stir, I’m only passing on what she saw, I figured you had a right to know.”

   “Well, thanks for that Jen, I feel so much better now.”

   There was a lump in her throat and she took a big gulp of coffee to try and push it back down again. It didn’t work, she could feel herself welling up. 

   Gary wouldn’t cheat on me. He wouldn’t. 

   So then why did she feel so bloody awful? So completely and utterly desolate?

   “Oh crap, Ella, I didn’t mean to upset you. Why don’t we find out, right now, once and for all if he’s cheating on you?”

   “And how do you we propose we do that?”

   “Why, log into his facebook or email, of course.”

   Ella looked at her, the lump in her throat subsiding. “I don’t know his passwords, do I?”

   “I bet you do. Most men are pretty simple creatures, name of first pets, favourite TV programme, the address of the house they grew up in.”

   “I can’t try to hack into his accounts, he’d kill me if he found out.”

   “He’s not going to find out, is he? You’re doing it from the work computer, he’ll never know.”

   “I’m not a snoop.”

   But there was no denying it, she was sorely tempted. Lately, he did seem to have developed a habit of jealously guarding his mobile phone, and the browsing history on their shared laptop was always suspiciously sparse.

   Besides, what if he is seeing someone else? 

   She had to know.

   Both women swivelled their heads to look at the work computer at the same time. The stationary computer stood next to the stockroom door that led into the shop, perched at the end of a head-height shelf that was otherwise piled high with shoe boxes.

   “Fuck it, let’s do this,” Ella said.

   “Good girl.” Jen was on the case immediately, as if scared Ella would change her mind. “What email provider does he use?”

   Ella told her, and the email login page popped up on the screen.

   I can’t believe I’m doing this, she thought as she recited his email address to Jen.

   “Password?”

   Ella licked her dry lips and when she lifted up her coffee to her mouth, she found she was trembling. “Try sixty-three Wesley Place. It’s the house he grew up in.”

   Jen typed. “Nope. Next.”

   Ella thought for a second. “Percy, perhaps? That was his childhood dog.”

   “No.”

   “Well, I don’t know, this is a stupid idea anyway.”

   “Oh, come on, you can’t give up after only two tries.”

   Ella was stood nearest the door so she could keep an eye on the shop-floor. A portly, middle-aged woman had entered the shop and was browsing the sandals near the window.

   “Good Morning,” Ella called over breezily. “Let me know if you need any help.”

   The woman nodded, picking up a sandal and turning it over in her hands.

   “One more Ella, please.”

   “Fine,” she huffed, “Try Percy, followed by nineteen eighty-seven, or just Percy eighty-seven. He loved that dog so much when he was growing up and he always laughs because he got that dog the same year I was born. He always says that year brought him his two most special things in the world.”

   She was close to tears again as she spoke. She loved him so much but she didn’t trust him. There was no point in denying it anymore.

   “Yes! Bingo. See, told you, men are so obvious.”

   “Seriously? Are you in?”

   “Yep, I sure am. Hmm, let’s see…”

   Ella peered over her friend’s shoulder with her heart hammering against her ribcage. She was scrolling through his inbox and Ella squeezed her eyes tightly shut. 

   “I can’t look. Just tell me if you find anything.”

   “Excuse me, have you got this in a size six?”

   Ella’s eyes snapped open and the stern-faced woman was on the threshold of the backroom, brandishing a red sandal in her face.

   “Sure,” she said, disappearing into the bowels of the stockroom, but not before throwing Jen a final, worried look.

   Oh, God, what if she finds something? What if my whole world is going to fall apart in the next ten seconds..?

   Ella retrieved the shoe box she sought, and on the way past Jen she purposely stopped herself from stealing a glance at the pc screen. The older woman followed her over to the till, situated in the middle of the shop floor. She placed the shoebox on the counter and lifted up the lid, handing the woman the pair of shoes. As the woman put them on, the lights went out with an audible pop.

   The sudden power-cut hardly plunged the shop into darkness – the double frontage, floor to ceiling windows separated by the opened, double glass doors ensured plenty of light still flooded the shop. 

   But Ella found she was inexplicably trembling. Despite the warmth of the late summer day, a chill spread up her back and she saw that her forearms beneath the company’s t-shirt were sheathed in goose-bumps.

   The old woman frowned at her, like she held her personally responsible for the power-cut and that this pause in the unwrapping of her shoes was greatly interfering with the course of her day.

   Stupid old bag, Ella thought unkindly as she handed her the shoes.

   “Excuse me a second, I have to see what’s caused the power-cut. I won’t be long.”

   She had a sudden image of Jen lying dead in a pool of blood, electrocuted by the computer keyboard or an errant spark from a plug…

   The thought was absurd, yet she couldn’t shake the bad feeling.

   “Jen?” she called as she approached the back of the shop. “Are you alright?”

   There was no answer and that bad feeling intensified. It looked dark and eerie through the door that led to the stockroom due to the lack of windows back there.

   “Jen?” she called again.

   She found her standing in the exact same spot she had left her, staring at the blank screen of the computer. She looked frozen in place, her eyes wide and her usually tanned face alarmingly pale.

   Oh God, what’s she found? 

   Greg was cheating on her, Jen’s expression said it all. Ella clutched her chest in a vain attempt to still her wildly beating heart. Her breath came in ragged little gasps and it took all her will-power not to cry.

   “Jen!” she snapped, “what is it? What the hell have you found?”

   Through her distress, it occurred to her that something wasn’t right. Jen just looked wrong. 

   It looks like death’s touched her.

   The thought made no sense and she frowned in confusion.

   “Hey, you’re scaring me. What did you see?” she all but shouted.

   Jen slowly turned her head to look at her, and Ella shivered. It was as if she was looking right through her. She opened her mouth to speak, but appeared to change her mind and shut it again.

   “They’re too small. I need a larger size.”

   For a moment, the words made no sense to Ella. She whipped her head round and saw the short, older woman standing next to them by the door. 

   “Yeah, yeah,” Ella said, waving her hand dismissively, “I’ll be there in a second.”

   Lightly, she placed a hand on her friend’s shoulder. “Jen?” she said softly.

   Ella gasped when the lights made a buzzing sound and flickered on and off, as fast as a strobe-lighting effect in a nightclub.

   Ella felt a sharp pain in her upper-arm and saw that the old woman had a vice-like grip on her bicep. Her lip was curled up in a snarl and her grey eyebrows were knitted together in a puckered, angry knot. 

   Jesus, came the fleeting thought, she looks like a fucking gargoyle. And is she actually foaming out the corner of her mouth?

   “Hey! That hurts, what the hell are you – “

   “You’re all going to die, cunt.”

   The old woman looked as surprised as she felt when the lights throughout the shop flickered back into life once and for all. The computer screen, however, remained black. With a soft gasp, the old woman let go of her arm and Ella reproachfully rubbed the sore spot. She stared in disbelief at the fingerprints that marred the pale flesh beneath the short-sleeved, blue work t-shirt. 

   Jen remained impassive throughout the outrageous exchange and didn’t even flinch when the ashen-faced old woman hurried away without another word.

   As the woman left, a couple with a pushchair drifted into the shop, oblivious to the drama. 

   “Computer blew up,” Jen said flatly.

   “Yeah, must have blown the electrics too. What was with that woman? What a fucking psycho, I’m gonna have a bruise on my arm,” she said, holding it up for Jen to look at. “I can’t believe she assaulted me, she so didn’t look the type.” 

   Jen gave it the most cursory of glances before turning her attention back to the blank screen of the computer. “Yeah.”

   What is with her? Anxiety clenched in the pit of her stomach and a little shiver ran up her spine. Why is she being so weird?

   “Are you okay? What did you see, before the power-cut?”

   Jen smiled, not that it touched her eyes. Even so, Ella was glad to see it; she was beginning to look more like her old self again.

   “The strangest video in your other half’s inbox.”

   “A video? A video from whom? What kind of video? A dirty one? Did you find anything else?”

   Like emails from a woman he’s shagging, she silently added but didn’t say.

   “No, I didn’t see anything suspicious, not that I was in it for long…”

   Her voice drifted off and a strange look flickered across her eyes.

   She looks scared...

   When Ella spoke next, she found her voice was trembling. What the hell’s she seen to get her so spooked? “Come on, Jen, you’re killing me. What did you see?”

   Jen let out a shaky sigh. “Have you heard of that site, what’s-it-called, a site that sends out links to weird, random videos? I’m not sure it even exists, I think it could be an urban legend. Like, there was a ten minute video of a woman just feeding peanut butter sandwiches to her dog sat next to the kitchen counter. Apparently they got more and more weird, and the end one was a woman being raped by wild monkeys, or something.”

   “No I don’t. How do you even know this stuff? Is Gary getting emails from that site?”

   “No, I just told you, it doesn’t exit.”

   “So what are you saying? What was the video?”

   “That’s just it, isn’t it? Firewalls are supposed to automatically filter out videos within the body of the email. You can open links to another site but you can’t just watch an actual video in an email message.”

   “Yeah, so?”

   “So it shouldn’t have started playing like that, especially when I didn’t click on anything. It was from a site called Dead Dot Com. It could well mean he’s given permission for a dodgy site to send him nasty videos. You seriously need to see what your husband’s been looking at on the computer when you get home.” Her eyes glazed over, lost in thought. “Or it’s almost like…”

   “Like what, Jen?”

   “Like the video caused the power-cut and blew up the computer.”

   “That would have to be some computer virus,” Ella said lightly, although inside anxiety pressed down like lead in her guts.

   Jen managed a thin smile. “Wouldn’t it just?”

   The shop was beginning to fill up, the normality of the day so at odds with the jittery feeling that would not leave.

   “Are you actually going to tell me what was on that bloody video?” 

   “Weird stuff. Horrendous stuff. It was snuff.”

   Ella’s blood ran cold. “Snuff? As in snuff? Like, people being murdered on film?”

   “Yeah. All women, all attractive, all fucking murdered.”

   Jen very rarely swore and the obscenity sounded alien coming from her. Silently, she willed her friend to continue and Jen obliged.

   “And there was this guy. He was like naked, propped up next to a bed and he had no arms or legs and he was sobbing.”

   Ella felt light-headed. 

   Gary’s dream. 

   How weird. She opened her mouth to say as much, then thought better of it and shut it again. “I have to watch it,” she said quietly.

   “Well you can’t now, can you? The computer’s down, I’m going to have to get someone in to fix it. And I’ve got to do stock taking on it by the end of the day, I can’t believe it’s blown-up. You’ll just have to look at it on your own computer when you go home later, seeing as you don’t have a smartphone. I think that family by the window want serving.”

   Jen never pulled rank, as in actually ordering her to do some work. Sulkily, she noted that there was no offer on Jen’s part for her to borrow her smartphone to watch the video.

   She’s really spooked. I’ve never seen her rattled like this.

   “Fine,” she said, doing her best not to let her exasperation show. “I’ll do that.”
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   The day was busy and long, as expected. By four-o’clock, the customers had thinned out.

   “You might as well go home,” Jen said. “The last hour or so’s gonna be quiet.”

   The atmosphere had been strained all day with an unspoken tension that hung between them. This wasn’t helped by the fact the computer-repair-guy wasn’t going to show until the following morning, further darkening Jen’s mood.

   “You sure? I don’t mind staying.”

   “Yeah, it’s fine. I’ll see you later.”

   “Fine. See you, then.”

   Ella left, not having the heart to ask if she was still coming round tonight. She had a sinking feeling she wasn’t. Jen had been acting strange and distant all day and Ella knew without a shadow of a doubt it was because of the video. Thoughts of what had been on it had nagged at her all day, driving her crazy.

   I’ll watch it when I get in.

   Yeah. Alone. Because Jen’s not coming round. I’m going to be all alone while Gary cosies up with some tart in a pub in Penzance.

   No, he is not having an affair.

   Her fevered thoughts were beginning to give her a headache and Jen’s words rang in her head, over and over: And there was this guy. He was like naked, propped up next to a bed and he had no arms or legs and he was sobbing.

    She forced her mind to blank out, concentrating on nothing but weaving through the tourists on the walk home along the promenade. She reached The Sloop Inn and a few metres ahead she turned left up the cobble steps that led to her cottage.

   I’m so lucky to live here, she thought as she approached her house. But for the first time in her life, this thought she had every single time she unlocked her front door was underpinned by something darker. 

   The front door opened up straight into the living room, and she dumped her bag on the little sofa before making a beeline for the adjoining kitchen to pour herself a large glass of red wine.

   Fertility levels be damned, she though bleakly, taking a generous slug. Instantly, the wine soothed her, and her legs automatically carried her back into the living-room so that she might stare accusingly at the laptop perched on the coffee-table.

   Instinctively, and for perhaps the fiftieth time that day, she rummaged in her shoulder bag for her mobile. Gary’s phone was still switched off.

   Where are you? What are you doing? 

   Chugging back another mouthful of wine, she perched on the edge of the two-seater sofa and ran her fingertips over the lid of the laptop.

   Just do it.

   In a semi-dazed state, she lifted up the lid and went straight to outlook. Trembling, she typed in the password, half-expecting it to be changed. It wasn’t, and she was in. Her fingers trembled wildly and her heart hammered against her ribcage as she scoured the contents of his inbox.

   There was nothing personal that she could see, nothing that looked suspicious. There was just the usual crud from online retailers and some entirely innocent emails sent from his male boss at work containing boring, lengthy file attachments which she didn’t bother reading.

   Either he’s deleting the evidence or he isn’t having an affair. 

   Or he’s too busy fucking her to bother emailing her.

   The thought was far from comforting.

   Whatever the truth, the email from dead.com, seven lines from the top, was the only remotely dodgy looking item. She clicked on it, telling herself it wasn’t the reason the work computer short-circuited. Gary had to of opened it anyway, so the work computer blowing-up was just a coincidence.

   Just as Jen had said, merely clicking on the email caused the video to start playing. Instantly, the screen filled with static and unconsciously Ella leaned back against the sofa as if the screen was about to explode in her face.

   I didn’t enable fullscreen, she thought, staring in wide-eyed horror at the video which began to play.

   The static gave way to a grainy, green tinged image of a bedroom

   (fucking hell, that looks just like our bedroom)

   revealing a man with no arms and legs propped against the double bed on the floor. He was naked and silently sobbing. The quality was bad, like it was filled with a cheap, infra-red camera, but there was something more than a little familiar about the torso man. Her heart twisted into painful knots

   (oh God, it can’t be, surely not) 

   at the similarity the man bore to Gary. She leaned in closer, but the image cut away to something else – another bedroom, one that was not remotely familiar. 

   This bedroom was properly lit and showed a naked woman shackled to the double bed, her wrists handcuffed to the headboard above her head. Her legs were spread-eagled and her ankles bound by chain, the length of which disappeared beneath the bed, securing her in place. 

   It was the creepiest thing Ella had ever seen. The woman on screen jerked and moaned, her mouth sometimes open in a scream. There was still no sound on the video, which Ella was much relieved about. Although it was impossible to know for sure, from the jerkiness of the woman’s movements Ella got the feeling that she had been filmed over a long period of time, this video being highlights that had been spliced together.

   Ella watched in mute terror as the woman continued to writhe jerkily on screen. It felt like it went on for hours, but it had to of been for less than a minute. The woman’s skin gleamed, like she had been specially oiled up for this video. And she was completely bald. For some reason, that fact disconcerted Ella as much as the woman’s captivity.

   The scene suddenly cut to that of a kitchen. It was a nice kitchen; spacious, bright and modern. And there was the bald woman again. Except this time her madly thrashing body was gently swaying from a meat hook at the end of a thick, rusty chain hanging from the ceiling. Her blood dripped into a bright green bucket at her feet.

   Just as Ella thought she couldn’t stand watching it for a second longer, the scene cut to something else. Not that this was any better.

   Now they were in basement, and for perhaps as much as ten seconds, Ella didn’t understand what she was seeing. It was so horrible, it defied comprehension.

   There was a grubby, fat man crouched down with his hairy arse-crack on display over the belt of his baggy jeans. He was working on some kind of flesh-coloured, red splattered creation. It was long, perhaps thirty feet, and it curved gently inwards. The thing was close to the ground, thirty centimetres high at the most. In his fingers he held a large needle threaded with thick, black thread. He was stitching something together on his fleshy-looking sculpture, or whatever the hell it was.

   Only then did she realise what she was seeing. She groaned outloud, the bile rising in her throat. It wasn’t a sculpture at all. Or maybe it was, but it was made of humans. Women, to be exact. The red splatters were gaping wounds where their arms and legs had once been, and the fat man was at one end, stitching a woman’s face between another woman’s legs.

   Instantly, she thought of that film where the mad surgeon stitched people arse to mouth. Not that she had ever seen it, she found the very idea of such a thing too repulsive for words. 

   This can’t be real, oh dear Lord, it can’t be…

   But it looked bloody real. Now that she was aware of what she was seeing, the macabre details took on a new, sharper focus. She counted five women, each one apart from the woman at the front with their mouth crudely sewn with Frankenstein-style stitches between the legless stumps of the woman before them.

   To their arses. He’s stitching them mouth to arsehole and he’s making a snake. A human snake. She knew this with utmost certainty, although she wished with all her heart that she didn’t. None of the women in the sick line-up moved. Ella prayed for their own sakes that they were dead.

   The fat man appeared to be finished with his sewing, for he got to his feet and pulled up his sagging jeans. He walked the length of his creation,

   (his snake)

   and gently tapped the toes of his black boot against each join. No woman moved. He crouched down by the front-woman and Ella watched in stark disbelief as he curled one arm around her chest, and his other arm around the hips of the woman she was attached to. He hauled them off the concrete floor and sat down, draping the end of his snake-woman over his shoulders so that the head of the woman he had just attached to his unspeakable creation was dangling over his chest.

   He proceeded to undo his jeans and whip out his little clock. As he began to masturbate furiously, he turned his head sideways and nuzzled his face against the part where the two women joined and ran his tongue over the barbaric stitches.

   The end woman stared dead ahead and then ever so slightly, her head raised up.

   Fuck, she’s conscious.

   Then the woman blinked, and Ella could have sworn her eyes swivelled sideways so that she was looking into the camera, although it was hard to tell for sure as the figures on screen where not in close-up.

   Ella couldn’t take anymore and slammed down the lid. That was, without doubt, the most harrowing thing she had ever seen in her life. A whimpering sound reached her ears and she realised it was her.

   But it can’t have been real. Snuff films were all the rage, weren’t they? The curse of modern times and the internet; how real these sick bastards could make death look. Removing the fictional narrative and just showing the gore. The question nowadays wasn’t ‘who could make a movie that sick?’ Or ‘whatever happened to a decent plot?’ The question was, ‘were those murders real?’

   I sincerely fucking hope not.

   Ella suddenly and categorically did not want to be alone. Gary wasn’t due home until midnight at least and she was still unsure if Jen was coming round or not. A tear slid down her cheek and she curled up on the short sofa with her head on a cushion, tucking her knees up under her breasts.

   Is Gary cheating on me? Why is he getting snuff videos in his emails?

   Was it just vile junk that happened to find its way into his inbox or was he actually into sick shit like that? Had he been looking at hardcore sleaze online of the snuff variety? How well did she even know her husband?

   Jen’s words rang in her head. Check the history on the computer.

   She eyed the computer like it was a poisonous snake about to bite her.

   I can’t look alone. I need Jen with me. Please let her come round tonight.

   She closed her eyes, suddenly exhausted. Her eyelids felt extraordinarily heavy, and she gave in to the sensation. It felt so nice to consciously unfurl her tense muscles, to let the stress of the day slowly seep away. 

   I’ll just close my eyes for two seconds, she thought in the moment before she drifted off.

   

   Ella was in her bedroom. Except it wasn’t her bedroom, not really. It was something that looked like her bedroom, but behind the façade she glimpsed the truth. The truth was something else, something more, something that shimmered and distorted out the corner of her eye. A shifting darkness that refused to be gazed upon directly.

   And the truth was evil. It was diabolical and rotten and had taken the form of her bedroom. This was no more her bedroom than night was day.

   She didn’t know how she knew this, she just did. Dreams did that sometimes, they rendered the inexplicable explainable. Concepts the waking mind had no hope of grasping were granted an explanation of almost childlike simplicity by the dream-state. 

   She was in another place, another realm, another plane of existence.

   And the souls that hung suspended and invisible in the air were suffering. 

   And they were pissed off.

   The evil facsimile of her bedroom was making her dizzy. She closed her eyes, reaching out a hand for the wall that wasn’t. The touch of it made her reel with the unspeakable, throbbing energy that coursed through her nervous system. Her stomach lurched and she snatched her hand away and opened her eyes.

   “Ella” whispered a familiar voice; a voice that she loved above all others.

   Why didn’t I see him before?

   Because the room didn’t want me to.

   “Gary?”

   Just as he had been in the video, Gary was propped up against the side of the double bed on the floor. Unlike the video, every detail of his state was crystal clear. His arms and legs were missing and there was just smooth skin where his limbs had once been, the stumps so tiny they barely rose above the smooth contours of his shoulders and hips.

   It was like his limbs had never been. 

   “Help me, Ella.”

   His voice was so faint, as if it was coming from far away, not a few metres in front of her. It defied the laws of physics, but there were no laws in this place, she could sense the lawless insanity that threatened to tear apart the delicate pretence.

   Helplessly, she stared at Gary. Despair etched into every line of his face and his eyes were red-raw from crying.

   “Tell me what to do,” she gasped.

   Her voice sounded distant to her own ears, like she was standing in a void. 

   He mouthed a few words, or it might have been a grimace of agony. Then he said it again, so quietly she barely heard it:

   “Justice. Revenge.”

   “I don’t understand –“

   She never got to finish the sentence. There was a tugging sensation deep inside her head, like her brain was being ripped free from the inner cavity of her skull. She screamed, her hands flying up to cradle her forehead. A flash of bright light pierced her retinas and her body jerked…

   

   …upright. 

   She found she was sitting bolt upright on the little sofa.

   Just a dream. A horrible nightmare.

   The last vestiges of the horror clung to her like a soggy shroud and she stared wildly around at the familiar surroundings. Gradually, the bad feeling subsided, even if it didn’t leave.

   She let out a shaky laugh. That was some crazy shit.

   A quick glance at the clock told her that she had only been asleep ten minutes.

   Long enough for some crazy-arse nightmare...

   

   The doorbell rang and she let out a small scream. Gathering herself together, she covered the short distance to the door on shaking legs.

   “Jen,” she said with huge relief as she flung open the door. “What are you doing here?”

   “Charming. I come bearing gifts,” she said, opening the Spar carrier bag so that Ella could see the two bottles of red wine within. “You look terrible, by the way.”

   Ella stepped to one side to let her pass. “Thanks. Why are you here now? It’s not even half-five, you should still be in the shop. And I wasn’t expecting you ‘til eight, anyway.”

   If at all, she silently added.

   “I shut early. I feel really bad about being so off with you today.”

   “You weren’t off with me,” she lied.

   “Yeah, I was. So have you watched the video?”

   “Some of it. I had to turn it off, it was just… Well, you know.”

   Jen nodded bleakly, taking a seat on the sofa opposite the computer on the coffee-table. “Yeah. When I saw that girl, you know, the one that looked so much like me, I just kind of lost it, especially when the computer blew-up when they were doing those things to her.”

   Ella looked at her blankly. “What girl? What things?”

   She cast her mind back to the video. She didn’t think that Jen looked anything like the bald-headed girl bleeding out into the bucket. Jen was willowy and flat-chested, the girl on the video was busty and curvaceous. As for the ‘snake-chain’ thing, how could she even see what any of them looked like?

   “You know, the skinny blonde getting gang-raped by the men in masks?” A visible cloud passed over Jen’s face. “It kinda touched a nerve, you know? Her looking so much like me, and all…”

   Her voice trailed off and Ella sensed she wasn’t telling her everything.

   “I didn’t see anything like that.”

   “Right. You didn’t watch it all the way through either.”

   “Yeah, I guess.” Ella was beginning to feel really bad again, and she didn’t know why.

   “So are you going to open this, or what?” Jen asked.

   “I’m on it.”

   Ella snatched the offered bottle and once in the kitchen she downed the rest of her glass of wine and opened Jen’s bottle. Back in the living-room she handed Jen a glass and sat down on a little armchair next to the two-seater.

   “Cheers.” Jen took a generous mouthful and Ella did the same.

   The alcohol was already beginning to take effect, the soothing buzz numbing her headache and she relaxed slightly. 

   “Do you want to watch the end of the video?” Ella asked. “I feel I need to, I don’t know why.”

   “No,” Jen said abruptly. Then, more gently: “It weirded me out too much, I just can’t, I’m sorry. But I will help you look into the brains of the pc, if you want. I know how to access temporary internet files, and stuff. If he’s been doing anything dodgy on the net, I promise you, I’ll find it.”

   “How do you know so much about spying on other people’s internet activities?”

   “Let’s just put it down to my less than trusting nature. I don’t trust many people. You and my daughter are two of them.”

   Ella was surprised, although she tried not to show it. Jen was always so easy going, she couldn’t imagine her as being anything less than the generous, kind, happy-go-lucky woman she appeared to be. She shrugged off the weirdness, there were more important things to worry about right now.

   Jen had already lifted up the laptop lid and was squinting thoughtfully at the lit-up screen. Ella leaned back in the armchair and tried to relax. 

   “Ah ha!” she said after less than a minute or two, making her jump. “Bingo. Take a look at this.”

   Jen swivelled round the laptop so that Ella could see the screen. For a moment, everything went dizzy and the screen dipped in and out of focus.

   “Where did you find that?” she gasped.

   “Temporary internet files. He clears his search history all the time, but that’s just the computer equivalent of sweeping it under the rug. All I’ve done is lift up the rug. Either he’s ignorant about the workings of computers, or he just assumes you are.”

   But Ella barely heard her above the ringing in her ears. “What is it?”

   “It is a snuff site. Your husband is into some seriously dark and kinky shit.”

   On the screen was a list of videos, each of the titles next to a little square box depicting a still from each individual movie. Every one of those stills showed a woman covered in blood, writhing in pain, clothes ripped to reveal breasts or completely naked.

   “Are those videos real?”

   “No. There’s a disclaimer on the home-page. ‘No actors were harmed during filming. These films are fiction only.’ I can’t imagine that an easy to find site like this would dare show real snuff-films.”

   “Jesus.”

   Ella thought she was going to throw up, she felt light-headed and shaky. Gary getting snuff videos in his email, real or otherwise was one thing, but this was quite another. The very fact he was actively searching for this shit proved his guilt beyond all doubt. 

   Who did I marry?

   “Hey, you look terrible, have a drink, for God’s sake.”

   Listlessly, Ella brought the glass up to her lips. “This changes everything,” she said in a strange, flat voice.

   “Ella, I’m so sorry.”

   Ella turned to look at her friend, as if seeing her properly for the first time. Genuine concern creased her brow but Ella drew little comfort from that fact. 

   “I should have listened to you all along, shouldn’t I?”

   “Don’t say that, how could you have known?”

   “You did.”

   “I didn’t know what he liked looking at on the net.”

   “But you knew he was a jerk.”

   “You loved him. Love blinds you.”

   Loved. Past tense. Gary is history. The tears built up behind her eyes. And how am I supposed to switch off my feelings for him, just like that?

   “Oh, Jen, what am I going to do?”

   Now the floodgates opened and her friend was immediately by her side, letting her cry it out.

   

   Four hours and two bottles of wine later, Jen announced she was leaving.

   “But you can’t go,” slurred Ella. “What am I going to say to him when he gets home?”

   “We’ve been through this. I thought we agreed you would pretend to be asleep, showdowns in the middle of the night aren’t good for anybody. I’m sorry sweetie, I have an early start tomorrow, you know I’m going up to Manchester to see my mum for a few days.”

   They usually always hung out to midnight at least, be it down the pub or at each other’s houses. Despite her misery, Ella wasn’t completely stupid: Jen was just sick of her whining. And who could blame her? she thought miserably.
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   Jen was pleased to be gone. She loved Ella, but she wasn’t very good at dealing with other people’s pain. 

   She lived a mile from Ella’s home on the seafront. Jen lived on the outskirts of town on a council estate. Being St Ives, it wasn’t like a council estate anywhere else in the country. It was safe and pleasant and full of friendly folk.

   Not like Manchester. Why am I even going there anyway? Does my mum even deserve a second chance?

   Sure she did. Jen had been given one, hadn’t she? Therefore her mum deserved one too, despite the way she had raised her one and only daughter. Her mum had been ruled by drink and drugs; the neglect and abuse Jan had suffered as a child wasn’t her mum’s fault. Drugs were evil, they rotted away at your very soul until all traces of humanity had been eradicated. 

   Jen knew that all too well from her own experience. 

   But for the past ten years her mum had been drug free, and touch wood, they had been trying to build a ‘normal’ relationship. 

   Whatever the hell that meant.

   The night air was deliciously cool along the seafront and she gave silent thanks for her new life and her beautiful sixteen-year-old daughter. Beth was a good girl. Daughters took after their mothers after all, and Jen hadn’t touched drugs for exactly seventeen years. Beth had no clue as to her mother’s past. As far as she was concerned, her mum’s boyfriend in Manchester dumped her when he found out she was pregnant and she had escaped to Cornwall to start a new life.

   Well, it’s the truth. Sort of.

   The pubs were busy along the seafront; Saturday night was in full swing. One pub in particular caught her eye, an open-fronted ‘designer’ bar that looked like it belonged in the West End of London rather than a seaside village. Her gaze was drawn to a group of men standing amidst the over-crowded terrace that served as mini beer-garden and smoking spot. They were strangely still amongst the laughing, jostling revellers. As she got closer she saw they were wearing masks and her heart skipped several beats.

   Cheap, plastic, cartoon masks. The same masks they wore…

   She stopped dead in her tracks and rubbed her eyes.

   When she looked again the masks were gone. It was just five ordinary, young blokes huddled together, laughing, smoking and drinking pints, oblivious to the woman on the other side of the road who was standing there gawping at them.

   Bloody hell. That bloody video from Ella’s sleazy bloody husband…

   A snippet of the video slammed into her mind –the girl that looked so much like her getting gang-raped by the masked men in the exact same way she had all those years ago…

   No. Don’t think about it.

   Jen mentally ticked herself off for swearing, even if it was just in her thoughts.

   I’m not the type of person that swears. I’m a good person...

   Jen walked the rest of the way home, that horrible sense of unease gnawing away at her.

   

   When she got home, her daughter was still up. She was slouched on the sofa, watching some dumb rom-com on TV. Jen experienced a pang of love so strong it made her sway on her feet.

   “You alright, Mum?” Beth asked. “You’re home early.”

   “Yeah, early start tomorrow, you’ll probably still be in bed when I leave. Are you sure you’re going to be alright when I’m gone?”

   Beth rolled her eyes. “Yeah, you know I’m staying at Louise’s, you’ve spoken to her parents and everything.” 

   She picked up her beeping mobile-phone to signal the conversation was like, so over. Like lightning, her thumbs texted something back to one of her many mates. 

   I did something right, producing her, Jen though fondly. Her typical teenage stance belied her sweet nature and warm heart.

   “Mum, you’re staring.”

   “Sorry.”

   Taking one last look at her beautiful daughter with her big, soulful blue eyes, long blonde hair and willowy body, she thought how similar she was at that age. 

   Except when I was her age I was ravaged by drugs…

   “Night, Mum, I’ll go to bed soon as the movie’s finished.”

   “Sure. Night, sweetheart.”

   She left her daughter in the living-room and went to bed.

   

   “Hold the cunt’s arms down, oh yeah, just like that.”

   The man in the Donald Duck mask gripped the back of her neck as he bent her over the tatty, stained, fag-burnt sofa – the only furniture in middle of the filthy little room – and fucked her hard in the arse. Jen screamed, but it sounded inhuman as her front teeth had been knocked out. Her knickers were stuffed into her mouth and her own blood trickled down the back of her throat. 

   “Please,” she whimpered, but all that came out was a bloody gurgle.

   There was no mercy in the masked faces that watched silently on. She looked from Tom, to Jerry, to Homer Simpson. She looked up at Bart who was crouched on the cushions of the sofa in front of her and holding down her arms hard enough to bruise.

   No mercy. Just pure, unadulterated, harmful intent. The air was thick with their evil, it radiated off them, hanging in the air like a palpable thing. She could smell it.

   The pain in her rectum was excruciating, she could feel her anal passage being mercilessly ripped open and the wet heat of her blood that trickled down her bare legs and puddled around her feet in the cheap high-heels that had seemed like such a good idea when she had started her night a few short hours ago.

   The john had looked so normal, why was this happening to her? All she wanted was a few quid to buy the heroin that she so badly needed. He was supposed to be an easy fuck. She was supposed to go back to his, get it on for twenty quid, then go. 

   This fucking gang-rape was not supposed to happen. They were going to kill her. That was why she was here. Five normal blokes, wanting to know what it was to kill. All of them would have wives and girlfriends, she had seen two wedding rings as they manhandled her. Men were animals. Men were cunts. She knew with a cold certainty that the masks weren’t there to protect their identity. The masks were there for kicks, to strike fear into the heart of their victim. 

   She closed her eyes when his thrusting grew sloppy and erratic and the cock swelled in her arse. He finished the job with a howl. As soon as he was done, Bart Simpson pulled her over the top of the sofa, and she wailed in surprise. All five men laughed as she landed in an ungainly, agonising heap on the stinking cushions. Her top was pulled up over her little tits and she felt a hand snatch at one, twisting her nipple until she was sure the bastard had ripped it off. She looked down her battered body and saw Tom position himself between her legs with her mini skirt rucked up around her hips. Fingers whipped the knickers out her mouth and hot, rigid flesh was shoved past her bloody ,swollen lips at the same time as Tom entered her lacerated vagina…

   I’m nineteen-years-old and I’m going to die, she thought as the men continued to mercilessly use her…

   

   Jen’s eyes snapped open and she sat bolt upright in bed. 

   Just a nightmare. Another rotten, stinking nightmare. Will I ever be free of it?

   She reached for the bedside lamp and switched it on, the sudden warm glow going some way to soothing her frazzled nerves. The digital alarm clock blinked 3.33. She sighed. So much for feeling fresh for the six hour train-ride to Greater Manchester tomorrow. 

   The nightmares were always the same, although for the past few years they had thankfully dwindled. 

   Looks like they’re back now.

   She thought of Beth asleep in her room, reminding herself of the good that came out of that night; darling Beth, conceived in terror and agony. After the men had tortured and raped her, they had dumped her unconscious body in an alleyway of a seedy nightclub. An early-morning dog walker had discovered her and called an ambulance. It was a miracle she survived.

   And it was a miracle a foetus had grown in her drug-addled, beaten body. But grow it did, and Jen knew without a shadow of a doubt that Beth had saved her. She had become her reason to live, her one reason to turn her life around. Against all the odds, a baby had flourished in her womb, and Jen acknowledged that fact with grim determination and purpose. 

   But was it ever enough?

   After a bout of nightmares, sometimes her thoughts in the early hours of the morning turned black. She would sit there and think about all the bad things she had done in her life. Yes, she had nurtured Beth to the best of her abilities, but did it atone for past sins? She had been a bad person, before Beth. Maybe it was the drugs and booze, or maybe they just amplified what was already there. She thought of all the terrible things she had done to get heroin, and she shuddered in shame. She had stolen from innocent people and fucked over anybody, figuratively and literally. 

   I can’t beat myself up. Past is past.

   A rustling noise coming from under the bed startled her out of her reverie. 

   What was that?

   She strained her ears, pulling the duvet up around her chest. She saw that her forearms poking out from beneath the sleeves of her oversized t-shirt and wrapped tightly around the duvet were goose-bumped.

   There it was again, a funny scratching, rustling sound like there was something under her bed. It sounded like a cat. Except she didn’t have a cat. She suddenly became aware of the drop in temperature and an ill-formed, bad feeling coursed through her system.

   The bedside light dimmed and her room was cast in shadows.

   What the hell’s going on?

   Maybe there was a power cut or something. Her bedroom, her safe haven for the past sixteen years suddenly felt different. It no longer felt safe. It felt alien. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but the air felt charged, like the heaviness before a thunderstorm. Except this was different, more oppressive.

   The shadows seemed to subtly thicken and lengthen over the walls and ceiling.

   “Sod this,” she muttered, throwing the duvet to one side and swinging her long, slender legs over the edge of the bed.

   She was seriously creeped out, she was going to go downstairs and make herself a cup of tea and get her head together.

   As her bare feet connected with the plush magnolia carpet, a carpet that she had saved for for months, the shadow cast over the doors of the large white wardrobe dramatically darkened and elongated, thinning out as it did so.

   When that shadow appeared to float forward and take the form of a man, she was too shocked even to scream.

    With disbelieving eyes she stared at the man who had materialised before her. A man in a cheap plastic Donald Duck mask.

   She acted on instinct, hurtling herself towards the bedroom door. She was aware of shifting shapes all around her, moving shadows in the darkened room that were changing. Changing into them.

   When her fingertips grazed the door-handle, she felt strong hands grab her by the shoulders. She didn’t want to turn round and see what she knew was there. This was impossible, but it was happening. Her brain didn’t have time to compute the sheer improbability of it, all she knew was she had to get away.

   The fuckers that had raped her all those years ago were back. And this time they were going to do what they had intended to do in the first place. They were going to do it properly. They were going to kill her.

   “Beth…” she screamed, but her cries were cut shot.

    A hard fist connected with the side of her head, sending her sprawling backwards so that she landed flat on her backside, badly banging her coccyx on impact. The air knocked out of her in a rush and her head pounded with the impact.

   Dizzily, she stared up in horror at the same five men that had haunted her nightmares for so long. The Donald Duck, Tom and Jerry, Homer and Bart masks stared impassively down at her. Each man, no older than thirty and in good shape surrounded her, their legs slightly apart and their arms folded. 

   I’m dreaming. I didn’t wake up, I’m still in the nightmare.

   Except she wasn’t, and she knew it.

   “Who are you?” she whimpered. “I don’t understand.”

   In answer, a hard boot connected with her face, sending her flopping onto her back. The coppery tasting flood of hot blood filled her mouth before the pain hit and when it followed a few seconds later it arrived with a vengeance. 

   My teeth, she thought in horror. The fucker’s kicked in my two front teeth.

   The fact that this was history repeating itself was not lost on her. Hauling herself up onto her hands with her head bowed, she watched the blood from her mouth splattering onto the carpet she was so proud of.

   Except this was not her carpet anymore. It was a horrible, stained monstrosity that could have started life any colour. It was the carpet from that room. Before her very eyes, it changed back again to her own plush carpet.

   All around her she was aware of shifting shadows, of the way the bedroom was changing. One minute it was hers, the next the vile, stinking room she was raped in seventeen years ago. The men, however, remained with her. She felt strong hands on her body and then the nightshirt roughly manhandled over her head. She looked up and saw Bart Simpson looming over her. She glimpsed a pair of her knickers coming towards her face, wincing in terror and pain when he roughly wedged them in her mouth. She went dizzy and for a moment she was sure the man before her turned transparent, like he was made up of black, swirling shadows, before coming into full focus again.

   Naked and squirming, she was dragged to her feet by many pairs of hands and thrown over the back of the sofa.

   “Hold the cunt’s arms down, oh yeah, just like that.”

   The man in the Donald Duck mask gripped the back of her neck as he bent her over the tatty, stained, fag-burnt sofa – the only furniture in middle of the filthy little room – and fucked her hard in the arse. Jen screamed at the sudden, fierce onslaught to her body.

   But Beth didn’t hear her. The fact aside that her mother’s screams were muffled by the panties, Jen was no longer in her bedroom for more than a few seconds at a time. If anyone else had been in the room, they would’ve seen six shadowy figures; five men, one woman. They would’ve seen the woman being gang-raped over the back of a shadowy sofa that was no more real than the ghost-like figures. This scene would have appeared and disappeared before their very eyes like a double exposed negative before finally vanishing completely, blood stains and all. 

   All that was left behind was an unmade bed and a crumpled, torn nightshirt on the floor.
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   Ella was not feeling particularly sober. She had drunk the lion-share of the wine with Jen, and now she stared glumly at the spot on the sofa Jen had just vacated.

   She left because I’m a miserable bitch.

   There was still half a glass of wine on the coffee-table and she brought it up to her lips. The computer swam in and out of focus as she stared at it and before she was even aware of what she was doing, she was in Gary’s emails again.

   Why do I want to watch the end? she wondered, clicking on the disgusting video. As before, the video entered fullscreen without permission and, numbed by the booze, she watched it in morbid fascination.

   It started where it had left off, in the basement with the horrendous ‘snake-woman’. Thankfully, there wasn’t much left of that to endure. The man sitting on the floor was masturbating furiously, his head swivelled sideways so that he was tonguing the stitches where the woman’s face met the other woman’s arse, their bodies draped over his shoulders like some kind of sick stole, made of limbless humans rather than ferrets. 

   The woman who fronted the foul chain stared at the camera and Ella felt like she was staring right at her. The effect was deeply disconcerting and she took another slug of wine to fortify herself. Then the woman’s eyes rolled back in her head and her torso seemed to slacken imperceptibly. Ella was sure she had died. It happened the exact same moment as the man came. Hard jets of thick-looking come arced out of his little penis. His mouth hung open and his eyes shut with pleasure.

   The scene cut to something else. Now it was another bedroom, one that thankfully did not look familiar this time. It reminded her of the first film with the bald naked woman tied to the bed. Except this woman was noticeably heavier and she had shoulder-length, mousy hair. Like the bald woman, she was naked and tied to the bed. She was also splattered in blood. The scene was filmed by an unseen person and the camera shook badly, like it was being filmed on a mobile-phone. 

   The woman lurched out of view and for a second everything was all over the place, showing the carpet, the ceiling, the walls. It settled down, the woman seemingly jumping up and down as the camera was adjusted. The view was finally still. Ella guessed that the phone had been propped up against something on a chest of drawers, for the view showed a strip of wood running along the very bottom of the film. 

   Ella flinched when a smiling clown’s face filled the entire screen. He had fuzzy purple hair, cracked face-paint and he looked exceedingly familiar.

   He stepped backwards so that his entire body came into frame, blocking the view of the girl on the bed.

   Then it twigged who he was. 

   No, it can’t be…

   But it sure did look like that bloke off the TV – that children’s television presenter who dressed as a clown and had been awarded a knighthood from the queen. Mr Scew, wasn’t it? He had gone on a week-long murder spree, killing single-mothers in and around London, before committing suicide after slaughtering his last victim. 

   He grinned and waved at the camera.

   It has to be a copycat crime. But God, it really looks like him.

   He was dancing around the bed with all the grace he displayed on the television, even performing a cartwheel. She had to close her eyes when he unzipped his stripy red, black and green suit and unceremoniously climbed on top of the squirming girl and raped her. When he was done he produced a pocketknife out of the back pocket of his trousers and began stabbing the helpless girl all over her body.

   Ella had to close her eyes for a few seconds, the way the girl arched her back and squirmed against her binds hurt Ella just looking at it. Every so often she peeped at the screen – the attack must have gone on for at least five minutes. If this footage was edited then it could’ve gone on for much longer. From the way the way the clown sometimes jerked from one position to the next, it was a distinct possibility.

   When she peered at the screen again, he was opening up her guts with a knife.

   “Jesus,” Ella groaned, her hand flying up to her mouth.

   He was pulling out great long coils of her intestines until he was up to his elbows in her insides. The girl stared wildly at the camera, her body twitching, then finally still. 

   Had she really taken that long to die?

   Now the clown was kneeling on the bed and wrapping the greyish-purple rope around his neck, laughing as he did so. He was almost entirely splattered in red. Only a few tufts of his wire-wool, purple hair remained untouched and his face-paint must have been waterproof for patches of it gleamed through the red like revealed bone.

   Once he had knotted the intestines twice around his neck he took the coil that extended from his neck and tied it around the bedpost. Once he was happy with the knot, he faced away from the dead girl and craned his neck forward. His face went red and puffy with the effort, the veins in his neck, jaw and forehead standing up on end.

   Oh Jesus, what the fuck’s he doing? But that’s impossible.

   Not that she had ever given it much thought, but Ella believed it was impossible to strangle yourself, that an inbuilt, protection mechanism prevented humans from doing so.

   Apparently not. 

   The clown had got to his feet, and was flinging himself forward like a mad dog on a leash. Every time he jerked forwards, the length of intestine went trip-wire tight, pulling him back again. He looked angry as he shortened the makeshift rope at the headboard. This time he kneeled on the edge of the bed, facing away from the girl.

   Ella gasped when with some force he dived off the edge of the bed with his arms wrapped around his legs. His head snapped sideways with the fall and his limbs instantly unfurled. He landed facedown, a few inches shy of kissing the ground. His arms dangled by his side, only his forearms and his body from the waist down touching the ground. His neck looked unnaturally elongated and twisted. She just thanked God that she couldn’t see his face.

    Mr Scew swayed slightly, looking very dead indeed. It was only then that the intestines snapped and he fell face-down on the floor.

   The screen went black and Ella let out a shaky sigh, not realising she had been holding her breath. She shut the lid of the computer when it suddenly occurred to her that she hadn’t seen the gang-rape that Jen had described. She frowned. How strange. Maybe Jen had been talking about something else.

   But what the hell else could she possibly be talking about?

   Feeling distinctly uneasy, she went upstairs to bed.

   

   On the way out the bathroom and wearing one of Gary’s old t-shirts, something compelled her to stop at the door of the spare bedroom. Without thinking too hard about why, she climbed into the single-bed instead of her marital bed in the main bedroom. Maybe because it was the last place Gary had slept in. Or maybe it was because she wanted to be close to the baby that never was and now probably never would be. Tears clogged her eyes – she was going to look like hell tomorrow – and her forearm snaked under the pillow.

   Something cold and hard grazed her fingertips. Suddenly, she wasn’t so tired anymore. Or drunk. In disbelief, she pulled out his mobile-phone. He never went anywhere without his phone. If truth be told, his attachment to it had always aroused her suspicions, and now here it was, in her hand. She frowned at the offending mobile in pure puzzlement. It was unheard of for him to leave the house without it; it would seem he even slept with the damn thing under his pillow.

   She switched it on, then tried to unlock it, guessing what his four digit code might be. Quickly she realised there was not a hope in hell. It wasn’t anything obvious, and after the third attempt the phone temporarily locked her out. She gave up trying, it would be a random number and impossible to crack.

   An ill-formed sense of dread gnawed away at her. This was so out of character, so outrageous, she simply couldn’t get her head around it.

   What’s happened to him?

   She got out of bed and padded barefoot downstairs, flicking on light-switches as she went. She headed straight for the coat-cupboard under the stairs.

   Weirder and weirder, she thought, seeing his favourite pair of shiny black shoes neatly tucked against the wall. Suddenly, she was running up the stairs, praying to God that she wouldn’t find what she had the horrible feeling she was about to.

   “No,” she gasped when she opened the wardrobe.

   Gary was a neat-freak, which was why she hadn’t noticed anything amiss this morning. He always, without fail, hung up the suit he was planning to wear the next day on the inside of the left-hand door.

   And the suit was still hanging there. When she checked the inside jacket pocket, she found his wallet and house-keys.

   This can’t be happening.

   Panic assaulted her and she took a step towards the door with every intention of rescuing her phone on the kitchen worktop and calling the police.

   The landline, she thought, rushing back downstairs.

   It hadn’t even occurred to her to check that, maybe there was a message on it from his work, if he hadn’t gone in today then it only made sense work would try reaching him on the house phone. 

   Sure enough, there was a curt message from his boss at work. Ella hung up, her finger hovering over the nine, ready to call the police. She stopped, remembering it was twenty-four hours before a person could be reported as missing. She looked at the clock; it was only half-ten. He could come home yet, full of apologies and with a viable excuse.

   I’m tearful, I’m tired, and I’m drunk. It would be better if I called the police tomorrow. It hasn’t been twenty-fours yet so there’s nothing they can do anyway.

   She knew it was the right course of action.

   So then why do I feel so awful?

   Something was wrong, badly wrong, but she had no idea what.

   Come on, go to bed, it’s been a rough day. Everything will be better in the morning and you can sort it all out then.

   She went back upstairs, feeling utterly lost and frightened. Sleep was a long time coming.

   

   Ella was sheened in sweat, her distended stomach cramping in unbearable pain.

   “Something’s wrong!” she bellowed into the delivery suite.

   But no one replied because she was alone. The fluorescent lighting above flickered, threatening to cut out completely.

   “Please, somebody,” she panted, but no one came.

   The pain was astronomical, even between the close together contractions. The unspeakable cramps tore through her body, leaving her wrecked and ravaged. All she could do was grit her teeth and pray for the survival of her and her unborn child. 

   Her mouth fell open in fresh surprise at the soaring agony of the next contraction that seized her body.

   I’m going to die, no one can survive this level of pain.

   Everything dimmed, and she wasn’t sure if it was the overhead lighting or she was blacking out. When the room came into bright focus again, she was aware of her vaginal canal stretching and ripping, although this new pain was nothing compared to the contractions. She propped herself up on her elbows and peered down over her mammoth breasts and huge stomach encased in the hospital gown to see a tiny child slipping out her body.

   It was tiny with a shock of dark hair and purple-hued skin. With the last vestiges of energy, she reached between her legs to scoop it up. It was cool and slimy to the touch and her overworked heart pounded harder in terror.

   “Please, he’s not breathing, will somebody please help me?”

   There was no one to help her. Sobbing, she cradled her stillborn child in her arms, her hot tears falling on its dead, cooling face.

   The tube lighting was flickering again, as quick as strobe-lighting in a nightclub. She stared down at the puffy, closed eyes of the infant… and its eyes opened. They were a startling blue and her chest constricted in fright.

   Its blue, heart-shaped lips looked as if they were mouthing something. The words followed a few seconds later, like a badly dubbed film. 

   “You are pure. Go.”

   The voice was softly spoken, toneless and somehow empty. It seemed to hang in the air all around her rather than come from the infant itself.

   Before she could react and jerk the infant away from her breast, she was aware of a wrenching sensation, like she had been sucked into a void and…

   

   she sat bolt upright in her bed, heart pounding in terror. She felt like she had been physically expelled from the dream rather than merely woken up. The effect was deeply disconcerting and the last thing she wanted to do was lie down again. Something strange was happening, and something awful had happened to Gary, she just knew it.

   She hopped out the bed and flicked on the light-switch, relaxing slightly when the familiar surroundings were bathed in bright light. The bedside alarm blinked 6.30, and she had never felt more alone in her entire life. If Gary had been out on the town, he definitely would have been home by now.

   He’s not coming home ever again.

   The dark thought did little to dispel her bleak mood and she grabbed the terry-towel dressing-gown hanging on the back of the door and padded barefoot downstairs. It wasn’t easy ignoring the churning guts and throbbing head that signalled an impending hangover, but there was no way she could just lie in the bed and do nothing. She stopped dead in the living-room and eyed the computer still on the coffee-table where she had left it.

   Maybe he’s emailed me.

   Fully aware that she was clutching at straws, but as it was the only avenue she hadn’t explored, she lifted up the lid anyway and logged into her emails. 

   Oh God, how did that happen? 

    It felt as if she were still swimming through the murky depths of a nightmare when her gaze settled on the cursed video from dead.com in her inbox.

   She was positive she hadn’t sent it to herself. 

   “This can’t be happening,” she gasped when she noticed the long list of recipients after her email address.

   Not only had she sent it to herself, she had apparently sent it to everyone on Gary’s contact list. 

   I didn’t send it, I wasn’t that pissed. 

   If I didn’t send it, who did?

   The email sent itself.

   The thought caught her by surprise, it was preposterous, but she couldn’t shake the irrational feeling. 

   Don’t be stupid, she silently chided herself, that’s impossible.

   Yet that feeling of ill-defined dread wouldn’t leave her. Gary not coming home had something to do with the video. 

   Yeah, and the fact he’s on the video without any arms and legs…

   No, that wasn’t Gary, it’s impossible.

   That word – impossible. It was a horrible coincidence that the man on the video looked like Gary. A prank, perhaps. Or maybe he had paid someone to make a pretend snuff film of himself. It was sick, but she had heard of such things happening in the dark corners of the internet.

   Or was the truth staring her in the face and she was simply too ignorant and small-minded to see it?

   Before she was even aware of what she was doing, she was typing Mr Scew serial killer children’s television presenter into google’s search engine. It threw up thousands of results and she clicked on an article near the top from a respected, online newspaper. In a daze, she began to read: 

   

   Beloved children’s television personality, Mr Scew, aka Donald Tyldesley, turned out to be a vicious serial-killer that preyed on single mothers. Awarded an OBE for services to charity, the forty-four-year-old was a much loved celebrity who harboured the darkest of secrets. Behind the façade of jolly clown lurked the mind of a deeply disturbed individual.

   No one would ever have guessed that the affable, much loved personality slaughtered five women over the course of a one week killing spree. Tyldesley engaged in acts of such unspeakable depravity and cruelty that Scotland Yard have refused to release specific details to the press. 

   On September 18th, 2011, he was found dead with his last victim, twenty-eight-year old, single mother Linda Harvey, in her own home. After killing the woman, he went on to take his own life. Their deaths were only discovered when the next door neighbour informed the authorities of ‘a bad smell’ coming from Linda’s house. Linda’s son had been locked in the cupboard under the stairs. When the police found him three days later he was severely dehydrated and traumatised, but otherwise unhurt. He has since been taken into foster care.

    As with the other four cases, details of the murder of Harvey and Tyldesley’s suicide are shrouded in mystery, but suffice to say, speculation abounds. According to reports, he mutilated and raped all five women. It is said that he took his own life by self-induced asphyxiation with Harvey’s intestines.

   Whatever the truth, the legacy of Mr Scew lives on. Clowns on children’s television programmes have been conspicuous in their absence since 2011. A dark cloud of shame and horror hangs over every television studio across Britain. Justin Cooper, former head of the television company responsible for the production of the hit show, Mr Scew, released the following statement to the press, just weeks before his early retirement in 2011. Sadly, he went on to take his own life just six months later:

   “These are dark times we live in, nothing is sacred. I fear that innocence has been lost forever. Innocence has fled. Nothing will be the same ever again.”

   Yes, these are dark times indeed.

   

   There was smiling snapshot of the last victim Linda Harvey sandwiched between the text and Ella leaned forward, peering more closely at her face.

   It is her, it is the girl from the video.

   She continued to stare hard at the girl’s face, trying to grasp the thought that danced just out of reach on the peripherals of her mind. 

   Ella blinked, her eyes watering from staring. When she opened them again, the girl in the picture was grimacing in pain and her face was sheened in blood. She screamed, falling backwards on the sofa. When she rubbed her eyes, the picture was back to how it was.

   I’m tired, I’m hallucinating, I’m still drunk, I’m…

   phoning Jen.

   Her mobile was switched off, so she tried the landline.

   “Come on, come on, pick up,” she muttered, pressing her mobile to her ear. 

   On the sixth ring, a groggy voice grunted a hello.

   “Beth? Is your mum there? It’s Ella, this is really important.”

   The pause was so long she thought she wasn’t going to bother answering and just hang up, but then she spoke.

   “Do you know what time it is?”

   Ella glanced at the time on the computer. “It’s seven. Look, Beth, I wouldn’t ask if this wasn’t important.”

   The girl sighed heavily, as if she had decided to cooperate with her mum’s barmy best mate. “Her train was at seven, so no, she’s long gone.”

   “Her mobile isn’t switched on.”

   “She probably forgot to charge it. I expect she’ll do it on the train. What’s this about?”

   “Did you hear her leave?”

   “No, but then, I never do. Why are you calling?”

   Ella’s mind whirred, she had no idea what to say to the girl. Don’t panic her, you know nothing, not really. 

   “Everything’s fine, don’t worry. When she calls you, just tell her I need to speak to her, okay?”

   “Okay, but what is this about – ?”

   “Thanks, Beth, bye.”

   Shakily, she pressed ‘end call’. She felt guilty waking up Beth and getting her rattled and worried for reasons she didn’t even understand.

   But now that bad feeling intensified. Jen’s on the train, everything’s fine. She tried telling herself it was a good thing she hadn’t picked up. What would she have said, anyway? I think the video we watched is haunted by the women that died in terror, rage and agony? I think that those women in the snuff films are sending emails from the grave, I think they want revenge on anyone that watches them die…

   I think my husband watched the video, and the ghosts of those murdered women killed him. I think that snuff film is sent straight from hell. Now he’s trapped in his own worst nightmare, as punishment for watching them die for his own entertainment.

   Then why aren’t I dead?

   She remembered her nightmare from last night, the one she always had when she was stressed and sad at not being able to have a baby. Except this time it had been different, it wasn’t just a nightmare. It had been real and she had been sent back. 

   Gary hadn’t been sent back, he was trapped there, and people would watch his misery for fun.

   Yep, there was no doubt about it, Jen would think she was a loon.

   Yeah. Maybe I am.

   But the question was, what was she going to do now? She really should call the police and report Gary missing.

   Yeah, he’s missing alright. He’s trapped in his own nightmare somewhere in hell.

   She picked up her mobile to call the police when she was distracted by the arrival of a new email. Above the unread email from dead.com was another email from the same sender. But where the first email from dead.com was titled the same, the second email was titled ends.

   Ends? What the hell is that supposed to mean?

   Her fingers trembled over the keyboard, missing the enter key a few times before hitting it.

   The ends email opened and she stared in puzzlement at the near blank screen. In the top left hand corner were two links in standard twelve font. The first was gary.avi, the second jen.avi. 

   Her heart kicked painfully in her chest on seeing her husband’s and her friend’s name. She clicked on gary.avi and the video of the limbless man who looked so much like Gary, in the bedroom that looked so much like theirs, went straight to fullscreen.

   It was the same grainy, green-tinged, black and white footage of the whimpering man by the bed. There was no sound, which she was grateful for. At ten minutes, the video was a lot longer than the other one had been and she scrolled through it. It ended exactly as it started – a man who was nothing more than a torso sobbing his heart out.

   Next, she clicked on jen.avi. This one was horrendous and she covered her mouth with her hand when she felt the unmistakable swell of nausea.

   Oh god, it can’t be. Oh, Jen.

   Bu there was no mistaking the woman on screen. Ella watched in horror as her friend was gang-raped in full technicolour by five masked men in a grotty room where the only furniture was a tatty, filthy-looking sofa. The men were slim and young-looking. A man in a Donald Duck mask raped Jen who was bent over the back of the sofa in the middle of the room. The man in the Bart Simpson mask kneeled on the cushions of the sofa to hold down her arms. The other three men who wore a Tom, Jerry, and Homer Simpson mask, watched from the side-lines.

   Ella couldn’t stand watching her best-friend being brutally gang-raped a second longer, and she red-crossed the vile video.

   They got Jen. And whoever else watches the video from dead.com is going to die too…

   Ella sprang into action, writing a stock email to everyone on Gary’s contact list that the video had been sent to:

   

   Hi, this is Ella Bishop, Gary Bishop’s wife. DO NOT open any emails you receive from dead.com. It will release a virus that will infect your computer and destroy EVERYTHING on the hard drive. Please heed this email, it is very important. I implore you, DO NOT open the emails from dead.com.

   

   She copy and pasted all the email addresses and sent the email to everyone. She chewed her bottom lip and just prayed that she had done enough. 

   Her brow burrowed in furious concentration as she clicked on ends again. Maybe she was losing her mind. Maybe that wasn’t Gary and Jen at all. Maybe she had dreamt it…

   Now there was one other link alongside gary.avi and jen.avi. It read jack.avi.

   “No,” she groaned, clicking on jack.avi.

   It took her a moment to place the man in the video. He was a classically good-looking guy, tall, dark and handsome and his name was Jack Brent. She had met him once in the pub – he was an old school friend of Gary’s and she didn’t much care for him. Since meeting him, she had become friends with him on social-networking sites. His posts had wound her up so she had hidden them – he was a gossip and a bit of a sleaze – the kind of guy that was always the first to post ‘funny’ videos, such as girls not wearing any knickers and a gust of wind taking their skirts.

   And now here he was, naked, bloody and chained to a wooden post in the middle of an empty field. The sun shone brightly down, and his flesh crawled with rats. Silently he continued to writhe and scream as the fat rodents swarmed all over his body, nibbling at his flesh. She watched in disgust as one rat clawed its way up his contorted face and sunk its rodent front teeth into his eyeball. The rat held the prize in his jaws, the optic nerve still attached to Jack’s eye socket…

   I guess being eaten alive by rats is Jack’s worst nightmare...

   She clicked off the video, badly shaken. As she did so, one more link appeared beneath Gary’s, Jen’s and Jack’s videos. This one was lucy.avi.

   How many more will come? A hundred? A thousand? A million?

   She opened up two new windows and logged into both her facebook and twitter. Her blood ran cold when she searched for Jack’s profile on twitter and saw that the sleazy prick had posted the original video from dead.com. She flicked through it again, just to make sure.

   It was the same horrendous snuff video, the only difference being it was missing Gary as the torso, and just showed the three women. Woman-eater, snake-woman and killer-clown, as she had come to think of them.

   She clicked the ‘report abuse’ button, but she knew it was too late. The video had already been liked and shared. How many more people would see it? Even if it was taken down from twitter, it was in the system. It would be shared all over the net. It would keep on turning up and up and up. It could go viral.

   She went onto facebook and saw that a girl called Jane Butcher had shared a link to ends. She didn’t know who Jane Butcher was, Gary was tight-lipped about the women he knew and worked with.

   Is it any wonder, if he was having an affair?

   Jane Butcher was a stunning, skinny blonde, the type of woman that made Ella feel like crap.

   Ella clicked on her link too. It went to the same, almost entirely blank screen with an ever growing list of names with avi typed after them. There were a total of seven names now.

   Surely people will notice that the list keeps growing? Won’t they think it’s strange?

   She went back onto her emails and her stomach twisted in a fresh surge of terror.

   “No,” she screamed, banging her fists on the coffee-table in frustration.

   The bastard emails had gone and sent themselves to everyone on her contact list too. Sobbing, she just managed to turn her head in time and she threw up by her feet, narrowly missing the front of her dressing-gown. She heaved up the contents of her stomach, snot and tears running down her face. 

   Feeling bloody awful, she lay back on the short sofa with her knees bent and closed her eyes. Her head swam as she breathed slowly and deeply, not caring about the puddle of sick on the floor. 

   Fierce cramps gripped her stomach and her eyes sprang open in surprise… to see her stomach was a huge mound.

   What the… she thought, but then all thoughts were severed when contractions seized hold of her, making her contort and spasm in agony. Above her, the fluorescent, tube lighting flickered on and off, the empty delivery suite strobing like a disco.

   If you keep looking, we’ll come, a voice whispered inside her head. Even if you are pure…

   She screamed out in misery as more cramps racked her body, rendering her a gibbering wreck in their wake. The baby was coming

   (my beautiful boy. My beautiful, dead son)

   like he would do over and over and over again.

   

   Beth couldn’t go back to bed after that weird phone-call from her mum’s friend, Ella. She felt too wired. What the bloody hell was she going on about? Why did she seem so worried about Mum?

   So she had gone into her mum’s room and found her dead phone by the side of the bed. And she had forgotten to take her house-keys. Honestly, she was such a scatterbrain sometimes, what if she wasn’t in when she came back?

   Now she sat in the living-room drinking black coffee – not because she liked it but because it made her feel grown up – and was surfing facebook. Aimlessly, she scrolled down the newsfeed, flicking past the many, boring cat videos that instantly started playing.

   But her heart wasn’t in it, her thoughts were with her mum.

   Why does she even bother with that old bag? she wondered. Beth wasn’t stupid. No matter how much her mum tried to hide her past from her, Beth had a fair idea of what went on. She really didn’t like her gran, what she put mum through was unforgivable. And she still had this coldness about her that Beth easily picked up on. 

   Poor Mum. Some things should be left in the past. Including her mum. Especially her mum.

   Beth shuddered thinking about the abuse her mum had suffered at the hands of her mum. And then how she had fallen into the drug scene too. But unlike her gran, she had pulled herself out of it when she found out she was pregnant with Beth. And Beth really admired her for that. It proved she was a strong, good person, unlike her gran.

   That was Beth’s worst nightmare. Growing up, she’d had recurring nightmares about being high on drugs. Her worst fear was going through what her mother had gone through. She used to suffer from terrible nightmares about dying of drug overdoses with needles sticking out her arms. God, she didn’t even drink, unlike her friends…

   Stop being so morbid, you silly tart. Life is good and Mum is fine.

   Smiling to herself at her own teenaged-angst, she continued to scroll down the page when a video that started playing caught her eye.

   I wonder what that is?

   Her eyes widened in shock at the sight of the bald, shiny, naked woman tied to the bed. She giggled to herself. 

   Nudity on the newsfeed? Well, that won’t be staying long…

   Beth watched the video.

   

   The End.

   

   






   Hello, you reached the end, thanks for sticking with me and I hope you enjoyed it. If you did, don’t forget to check up on me now and then; I aim to release something new every month or so.

   So until we meet again, (as the voiceover from ‘Tales From The Darkside’ would say) “try to enjoy the daylight.”

   Sweet nightmares to you all,

   Sam.

   

   






   Below is a peak at the first chapter of Bad House, available for purchase on amazon: 

   

   

   

   Ian and Holly Webster stood with the estate agent in the spacious loft conversion. Their six-year-old son Jacob clung silently to his mother.

   “It’s amazing. But why is it so cheap?” 

   Ian wasn’t certain, but for the briefest of seconds he was sure that the estate agent flinched at his wife’s question. 

   “The owner wants a quick sell. You know how it is in areas like this, youngsters living beyond their means, and all that.”

   “So was the previous owner a footballer? Did he hit thirty, found he had squandered his small fortune and needed to sell up to pay off his astronomical debts?”

   Ian’s attempt at levity fell on deaf ears.

   “I’m not at liberty to say, I’m afraid. The owners do not wish for any private information to be divulged.”

   This oily prick was really beginning to get on Ian’s nerves. He hated people that teased with half-truths, then didn’t deliver with the facts. 

   “Did you say you were an artist, Mr Webster?” the estate agent asked, as if keen to change the subject.

   “Yes, that’s right.”

   “I’m sure you’ll agree that this attic would make a fantastic studio. The skylights are east-facing and west-facing, which means it’s constantly flooded with light. Plenty of space, too.”

   There was. On the face of it, Ian could easily imagine himself setting up shop here. The skylights were perfect for providing the natural light he found so essential to his work, and at its highest point, the sloping, triangular shaped roof had to be over twelve foot. 

   But for some unfathomable reason, Ian found the big, bright space claustrophobic.

   “What do you think, sweetheart?” he asked, gently touching Holly’s arm.

   “Well, it’s probably the best we’re going to get for the money. And it’s near the city centre. I love the fact there’s a golf-course behind the house too.” She strode over to the west facing skylight and gazed out. “Look at that view. Look at all those trees. We could be living in the country with a view like that.”

   “You are absolutely not going to get better for the price, especially not so near Manchester,” the estate agent agreed. “You must be quite the successful artist, Mr Webster, if you’re looking to buy a place like this.”

   “Yeah, I guess so,” Ian said uncomfortably. His innate modesty always left him mildly embarrassed by his own success.

   “He really is. He’s Manchester’s window guy,” his wife said.

   “The window guy?” the estate agent asked, wide eyed. “Ian Smith the window guy?

   “The very one,” Holly smiled. “Smith was Ian’s mother’s maiden name.”

   “Wow, I’ve got one of your prints hanging in my kitchen. The tower-block one,” the estate agent said.

   Ian nodded. He remembered that painting well; it was the one that had catapulted him to the very top of the Manchester art scene. In the two years since, he had become well-known for his paintings of landscapes seen through windows, most of which depicting Manchester’s industrial heritage.

   “That’s great,” Ian said, the tone of his voice suggesting otherwise.

   His wife playfully elbowed him in the ribs. “My brilliant husband is also very modest.”

   The estate agent’s phone went off just as he was about to reply. “Yes, Jefferson?” He moved the phone away from his mouth to speak to them. “I have to take this. I’ll leave you two to talk about the house in private.”

   “They do that on purpose, you know,” Ian said, as soon as Jefferson the estate agent had left the loft conversion. “Take imaginary phone-calls so we can be left alone to talk about how much we want the house.”

   “Well, do we?” Holly asked.

   Ian looked into her clear, brown eyes, searching for signs of the doubt he was feeling. He saw none, just bright-eyed eagerness that lit up her small face.

   “It’s a nice house,” he said slowly.

   “But?”

   “But? But I don’t know, is it really us?”

   “You’re the one that wanted to be near the city for your painting. And to keep tabs on all the galleries that owe you money.” 

   She was right, of course. Plus the private primary-school that Jacob went to was less than two miles away. 

   “But we’re in footballer’s wives territory here. I can’t imagine you driving a four by four and wearing Dolce and Gucci shoes.”

   “Dolce and Gabbana. And I think you mean Manolo Blahnik.”

   “Whatever. It’s not us, and it’s one of the reasons why I love you. You’ve never gone in for any of that crap.”

   “But we can’t move away, we’re stuck in Manchester because of your work and mine. And God, this house is so under-priced for what it is. It hardly needs any work, it’s all so perfectly neutral and I love the floorboards running through the house. Oh Ian, it’s perfect,” she gushed.

   “Yeah.” 

   This is a bad house.

   The unbidden though caught him off-guard, leaving him feeling a little off-kilter. He pushed the disconcerting thought aside and kneeled down before his son, gently taking his little shoulders in his big hands.

   “What do you think, sport?” 

   The dark-haired boy, who looked so much like his mother, shrugged. “It’s spooky.”

   Holly looked at her son blankly, then burst out laughing. “Oh sweetie, this has to be the most un-spooky house in the whole wide world. Only old houses can be haunted.”

   Ian didn’t laugh. The second he had set foot through the front-door, it had felt wrong. But now his son had articulated his misgivings, he felt a bit of a dick. He was thirty-eight, not six, and houses didn’t have vibes.

    “Your mother’s right. There’s no such thing as ghosts.”

   Ian’s heart almost wrenched out of his chest when the door to the attic slammed shut.

   “Sorry,” Jefferson said, smiling sheepishly at Ian’s shocked expression. “Have you two had a nice little chat?”

   Why the hell am I so jumpy? I almost screamed like a girl…

   “We have,” Holly said, seemingly oblivious to Ian’s strained expression.

   Ian recognised that expression of moist-eyed eagerness all too well, and in that moment, he knew with total certainty that the house was going to be theirs. 

   

   

   Moving In Day:

   

   Exactly four weeks after Jefferson the slime-bag estate agent had shown them around twenty-nine Aberdeen Road, Ian and Holly were standing in the middle of the long driveway, staring up in awe at their new home. The two burly guys with the big white van they had hired for the day were unloading the last of the boxes into the house.

   The 1970s, three-storey detached house struck Ian as kind of bland. The customary redbrick so typical of Manchester and the surrounding area lent it a subdued, working class air despite the fact it had five bedrooms, not including the attic.

   I don’t like it. It’s wrong. The house is hiding something. It’s pretending to be bland.

   The strange turn of his thoughts rattled him.

   “It has so much potential,” his wife was saying. “The gardens are just perfect for Jacob, as long as he doesn’t go near the main road of course. Look at him playing, he loves it.”

   “Yeah,” Ian said, draping his arm over Holly’s petite shoulders. 

   With an inexplicable knot in his stomach, he watched his son running with his toy aeroplane, making the thing rise and dip. He disappeared from view round the side of the house and Ian panicked.

   Jacob’s going to die…

   “Hey, are you okay?” Holly was gazing up at him with some concern. “You look a bit pale.”

   I must be tired, that is one dark, motherfucking thought… “Yeah, I’m fine. Just tired I guess.”

   He caught sight of his son’s dark head once more as he ran back down the side of the house and felt another twinge of overprotective love. 

   Stop being such an idiot, he silently chided himself. Holly was right, the house was great. The garden was great. Everything was just great. He took a moment to admire the gardens, forcing himself to appreciate the sheer size and privacy of the place. The tarmacked driveway they were stood on sloped dramatically down towards the busy main road where wooden gates that had to be at least twelve-feet high hid the house completely from prying eyes. A double garage was attached to the side of the house and on either side of the driveway the neat lawn fanned out a generous distance to be met by fencing that was every bit as high as the front gates. The big garden completely circled the house, the back garden much the same size as the front garden, except flatter. Oak trees lined the perimeter, adding to the feel of luxurious isolation so rare in built up Greater Manchester. Only the distant hum of traffic attested to the fact that they were still in the city limits.

   But I still don’t like it.

   “Hey mate, I think we’re done,” one of the removal men said, snapping him out of his musings. 

   “I’m taking Jacob in,” Holly said, “I promised he could pick his bedroom.”

   She thanked the removal men and went inside.

   After Ian had paid the men and they had departed in their van, he remained standing where he was on the driveway. It was late in the afternoon and the chill October air slid through the tiny holes of his pullover, making him shiver. 

   A movement from above caught his eye, and he looked up to the main skylight in the centre of the roof. He squinted up at the window, the low autumnal sun in his eyes.

   Nothing there.

   But he was sure he had seen movement.

   Must have been Holly and Jacob up there. If Jacob thinks he’s getting the attic for his bedroom, he’s got another think coming. That’s my studio space…

   Yet Ian couldn’t stop looking up at the window. He had the distinct feeling he was being watched. The window seemed to be staring right back at him, flat and lifeless.

   Corpse eyes, came the disturbing thought. 

   Christ, man, what’s with you today?

   Moving was with him, he decided. Third most stressful thing after death and divorce. Or was it second after death?

   Ignoring the sudden fluttering in his stomach, he went inside.

   

   “Were you and Jacob in the attic just now?” he said to Holly, when he found her unpacking a box of books in the large living room.

   “No. Jacob! Don’t play on the boxes.”

   “Are you sure?” he asked again, ignoring his son who was climbing Mount Box next to the yet to be assembled TV.

   “Jacob, honey! I said no.” She turned to look at her husband, a note of exasperation creeping into her voice. “No, I wasn’t in the attic. But Jacob picked his room, didn’t you honey?”

   Jacob came over to them and Ian absently ruffled his hair. “Yeah Daddy, I did. My room is as big as yours and Mummy’s.”

   “That’s great, little man.”

   But he was only half listening as Holly chuntered on about where the furniture was going to go and all the stuff they needed to buy for the oversized kitchen because their little kitchen table was going to look lost at sea in the vast room.

   “…and you’re not listening to a word I’m saying.”

   “What? Yes, of course I am,” he said hurriedly. “The kitchen table is too small for the kitchen. We need a new one.”

   “What’s wrong, Ian?”

   He managed a wan smile. “Nothing, I guess I’m just knackered. God, we all are. Why don’t I order us a takeaway?”

   “Pizza!” Jacob shouted.

   “Sure, why not, what do you say Holly love?”

   “Sounds good.”

   “Great, I’ll call Pizza hut, then,” he said.

   Ian produced his mobile from his jeans’ pocket and wandered out the room with the phone pressed to his ear. After he had placed his order and pocketed his phone, he found himself on the second floor roaming the hallway.

   Can’t believe we got this place so cheap.

   He stopped for a moment and smoothed the palm of his hand over the banister that ran the length of the long hallway. It was cold to the touch, colder than he expected wood to be. 

   It needs sanding down, he thought absently as he walked with his hand sliding over the rail.

   “Fuck,” he gasped, snatching back his hand when sharp pain bit into his thumb. “Oh, you bastard.”

   He held up his hand and stared at it. The fleshy part of his thumb was wet with blood.

   What the hell?

   Beneath the weeping red, there was a jagged cut about an inch wide.

   “You bastard,” he repeated, glaring at the place on the banister his hand had just been resting on.

   But he couldn’t spot the culprit that had caused the wound and he frowned in puzzlement. Yes, the wood was a little rough in places, but surely it wasn’t sharp enough to slice open his skin? Shrugging it off, he eyed the bathroom at the end of the hallway. A dull ache in the pit of his stomach reminded him that he needed to piss and he made his way over.

   It struck him how cold it was in the bathroom. Because of the cold, the desire to urinate was greater than the need to wash off the blood. Using just one hand so he didn’t get blood on his jeans, he unbuttoned his fly. His penis felt all foreskin and no substance in his palm and he found his teeth were chattering. It was beginning to get dark and he pissed in the half-light, closing his eyes in relief.

   Next he rinsed his hands under the cold-tap, watching how the water turned from red to light-pink. When the bleeding had stopped enough, he wrapped great lengths of toilet roll around the wound. Instantly, the blood soaked through the tissue but he just ignored it and wrapped more round it until it was hidden. 

   As he turned to leave, he caught his face in the big, oblong mirror above the sink. His reflection flashed him a grin.

   “What the…” he gasped, staggering backwards.

   I didn’t fucking smile…

   Clutching the rim of the sink, he peered into the mirror. 

   His own face stared back, his usually generous mouth set in a grim line. It had to be a trick of the half-light. Because this was most definitely his reflection, mirroring his face, just as reflections should. His piercing, pale-blue eyes stared unblinkingly back at him. He took in his pale skin, square jawline, and the strong nose that bent slightly to the left from some bar-brawl he couldn’t even remember from when he was twenty. He stared hard at the floppy, once boyish, baby-blonde hair that was now flecked with a scattering of grey. He studied the wrinkles – far too many for someone of just thirty-eight, but it was the curse of super-pale skin. Holly claimed to like them, she said they made him look rugged. Ian just thought he looked old.

   Somehow, he drew comfort from the familiarity of his own features.

   That was until his reflection winked at him.

   “Jesus.” 

   Ian lurched backwards, almost landing on his rump. He ran out into the hallway, his heart beating so hard and fast he thought it might burst through his chest. 

   “Jesus,” he said again, leaning against the wall because he didn’t trust his legs to hold him upright.

   That was seriously fucked up.

   He let out a shaky, humourless laugh. The stress of the move must have been getting to him more than he realised. Because that was some crazy shit. 

   I’m tired, I’m hungry and I need a fucking drink.

   Sighing deeply, he remembered the blood he must have spilled on the banister and floorboards.

   Better mop that up before anyone sees it.

   Arming himself with great wads of tissue, he made his way back to the scene of the mishap. There was not a drop of blood in sight. He switched on the hallway light and peered closely at the rail. No, nothing there. He even got down on his knees and examined the floor. 

   How can that be?

   There was no doubt about it, he was thoroughly spooked.

   Come on, get a grip, it’s no big thing, you just didn’t bleed as much as you thought you did.

   He wasn’t comforted. Trying to ignore the onslaught of bad feelings that wrapped around him like a shroud, he made his way back downstairs to his family. 

   

   “What happened to your hand?” his wife said as soon as he walked back through the living-room door.

   “I cut myself on the banister, the wood on it is a little rough and needs a sanding. I’ll do it tomorrow. But in the meantime, I don’t want you two running your hands over it, okay?”

   “Funny, I didn’t notice that when I was up there.”

   For some reason, her words irritated him. “Yeah, well, that’s very nice for you, but just don’t touch it again until I’ve fixed it. I need a drink.”

   He left his wife and son in the living-room and went into the kitchen in search of a bottle of wine.

   

   End of sample. 
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