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   Eve stirs in her sleep and I watch her. She is so beautiful. All I want to do is reach out and brush the long, silky dark hair out of her eyes. I want to kiss those full, cherry red lips, the same lips that have tormented my thoughts and dreams for so long…

   Eve’s eyes open. They are large and oval and remind me of cat’s eyes, a gorgeous, glowing, golden brown.

   And right now, they are wide with terrified confusion. She struggles to sit up. But of course, she can’t.

   “Hush,” I say to her, “don’t exert yourself, just try to relax.”

   “Who are you? Where am I?”

   The usual questions. Predictable. Disappointing. 

   I ignore her pleas. I hate it when they start whimpering and asking stupid questions and begging me to let them go. It leaves me cold. It makes me feel like a bad person and I’m not a bad person. Sometimes they make me angry when they beg. But not right now. Not with her. I don’t think I could ever get mad at her. She’s different from the others. Special. I know that we are going to be very happy together.

   I silently watch the range of emotions flash across her face, a physical manifestation of the inner battles that rage within her. Right now, confusion is at the forefront.

   “What do you want with me?”

   I don’t answer.

   “Please, just let me go. Nothing has happened yet, I won’t tell. I don’t even know who you are, we can just forget this ever happened. Please, you don’t have to do this.”

   Always the same crap they come out with. I sigh deeply, and get up from the little plastic chair by the side of the bed she is cuffed to.

   I open the top drawer of the bedside table and take out the pair of kitchen scissors I keep there.

   Slowly, methodically, I cut through the supermarket uniform she still wears. 

   “Why are you doing this?” she sobs. “What have I ever done to you?”

   I ignore her. The scissors are struggling with the thick, nasty polyester of her uniform but I persevere. They have been especially sharpened for the occasion and I will not be defeated.

   At last, the horrid uniform is sliced clean down the middle. Beneath it she is wearing a plain black bra and matching panties. I can’t take my eyes off the rapid rise and fall of her breasts.

   Oh God, those breasts. I feel dizzy just looking at them. I ache all over just thinking about slicing through the front of her bra and watching those fleshy mounds of perfection spill free.

   Eve has big tits. Which is funny really as normally I prefer a smaller bust. Anything more than a handful is a waste and all that. But Eve breaks all my rules with regards to looks. Hell, she’s one on her own. 

   She’s really sobbing now, which is a pity. It’s such a shame when they ruin their faces like that. Especially Eve, she is so beautiful.

   “Please let me go,” she says between hitching sobs. “Do you want money? I can get you money.”

   Somehow I doubted that very much. She works in a supermarket. She has a growing mountain of debt and that dream graduate job of hers still looks like a long way off. 

   Snot bubbles in her nose and I look away. I don’t want to see her like this.

   “Please,” she whines. 

   I look back down at her, desperate to rip off her underwear but really not fancying it when she’s in this state.

   “I’m going to go away now. While I’m gone I want you to calm down. And when you’ve calmed down, we’re going to eat dinner together like two civilised adults, OK?”

   She just lays there sobbing and I give up waiting for a reply. I walk over to the door, her pitiful keening ringing in my ears. If she knows what’s good for her she’ll snap out of it.

   I really hope she does. Like I say, I’m quite taken with this one.

   

   Downstairs in the kitchen I busy myself preparing dinner. I like my kitchen. It’s nice and big and I’ve gotten to be quite a good cook since Mum died, even if I do say so myself.

   The sound of Eve’s wailing drifts down the stairs. It’s starting to irritate me so I turn up the radio to drown her out. Phil Collins is on. I like Phil Collins. I hum along to Another Day In Paradise as I prepare the meat.

   Preparing the meat is my favourite part. I take a lot of inspiration from the Japanese school of cookery, in particular that dish they do where they serve up the fish alive. It’s very fresh, apparently, not that I’ve ever tried it, I’m not a big fan of fish. I’ve borrowed from that and added my own unique twist to it. I’m very proud of it, even if I do say so myself.

   So anyway, in the middle of the kitchen I have a nice big, steel topped island, just like in a professional kitchen. The meat is lying atop that. I’ve cut out its tongue and I’ve wedged an apple in its mouth, but despite this, it’s still making funny, gargling sounds.

   “Be quiet,” I say, as I apply a tourniquet to the upper thigh in preparation.

   I like to sever the limbs and freeze them, I don’t serve the whole dish up alive because for a start the dining room table isn’t big enough. I mean, you don’t go to a restaurant and get a whole cow placed in front of you, do you, that would just be silly.

   Besides, I like to save some meat for stews and stuff. 

   I get to work on the meat. The tourniquet is nice and tight and I have my hacksaw at the ready.

   I begin to saw. The meat has been thoroughly tenderised beforehand, so I’m genuinely surprised that it is thrashing around so much. It wasn’t doing that before, it must’ve got a second wind. I figure it will stop when it loses a leg, but it has to lose the leg first and at this rate it’s not coming off; I haven’t even reached the femur yet.

   “Will you please keep still?” I ask, knowing that there must be something wrong with me to try to reason with a lump of meat.

   Of course, it’s still thrashing and kicking and arching its back. I sigh. I really want it alive for tonight’s main course so I retrieve a mallet from the kitchen top and bash it over the temple.

   I experience a moment of panic. What if I’ve killed it? I brush the long blond hair off the face and feel for a pulse at the neck. It’s still there, albeit very faint.

   I get back to work sawing off the leg. The teeth of the saw chink against the femur and I saw that much harder; the thigh bone always takes that extra bit of elbow grease. 

   I’m now hacking through the last bit of skin and the leg is free. I make sure that minimum blood leaks past the leather tourniquet and I must say I’m pretty impressed with my efforts. There still should be plenty of blood pumping round that torso when I’m done, making the meat nice and juicy and tender. There’s nothing worse than tough meat.

   I let the leg drop to the floor with a heavy thunk, and pick up my blowtorch. I have to cauterise the stump quickly otherwise the meat will bleed out and die. I whistle along to the radio as I sear the flesh with the blue flame. The smell is quite strong and I wonder if Eve’s mouth is watering up in her room. The flesh quickly goes black and bubbly and I put down the torch. 

   I get to work sawing off the other leg straight away, the smell of freshly cooked meat lingering in the air. My stomach growls appreciatively and I remember I haven’t eaten today, what with one thing and another. Never mind, I’ll eat plenty at dinner.

   I Will Always Love You is playing on the radio now. I like this song, it makes me think of how much I love Eve.

   “And I ee I, will always love you ee oo,” I tunelessly wail along with the radio.

   When I’m finished I’m really sweaty. Severing limbs is hard work. I feel that warm glow of satisfaction you get from hard physical labour and a job well done. Preparing the meat always makes me feel good. Now all I have to do is clean up, dress the meat, lay the table and have a shower.

   

   One hour later I step out of the shower, feeling refreshed and excited for the night ahead. I wipe the condensation off the little mirror above the sink so I can better see to shave. I don’t have to shave often, which is a blessing, I suppose. I have what you might call boyish looks. I’m twenty eight, but I don’t look a day over twenty, partly due to my baby soft skin. I have blonde hair which I wear flopping over my forehead and clear blue eyes. People don’t really notice me, I look like every other skinny young guy out there. Which is a good thing, all things considered.

    I go back to Eve’s room when I’m done.

   “Dinner’s ready,” I say with a bright smile, popping my head round the door.

   She doesn’t scream, which is good. They usually scream when I tell them dinner’s ready.

   I so want her to be different. I want us to work out. 

   She looks so beautiful lying there with her sliced open uniform and her black underwear. 

   Dinner first, I tell myself firmly. What kind of a man are you? I have to treat her with respect. It’s not just her body I want. 

   I go to her and she stares up at me with red ringed eyes. 

   “I’m glad you’ve calmed down,” I tell her.

   “What’s your name?” she asks.

   It’s rare they ask me what my name is and I think about it for a second.

   “Thomas,” I answer truthfully.

   “It’s nice to meet you Thomas. Thank you for inviting me into your home tonight.”

   I’m suddenly reminded that she’s got a degree in psychology. She’s playing me, I’m not stupid. But the sad thing is, I want to believe her, I want to believe that she likes me. She knows it, I know it. The thought makes me angry.

   “Don’t play me Eve,” I say pleasantly, but I think we are both more than aware of the inherent threat behind my words.

   I have to hand it to her, she keeps her cool.

   “I don’t know what you mean.” 

   “I’m going to release your hands now.”

   This is the biggest test. This is when they can really kick off. I have the key in my jean pocket and I slip the key in each of the handcuffs that attach her to the wrought iron headboard.

   Instead she sits up on the bed and rubs the feeling back into her wrists.

   “I’ve got you something to wear for tonight.”

   She stays where she is, sitting on the bed. I can feel her eyes boring into my back when I open the wardrobe door in the spartan single room.

   I pull out her dress, a demure yet sexy little number. It is white and knee length, not too tight or see-through, but just fitted enough to highlight her luscious curves.

   “Put this on,” I say, chucking it at her. “I bought it especially for you.”

   “It’s lovely,” she says, stroking the material like she really likes it.

   I experience a warm glow, not caring in that moment if she is playing me.

   She stands up and the tattered remains of her hideous, supermarket uniform falls to the floor. Casually she slips the dress over her head and it falls over her perfect body and instantly I miss the view. Maybe she doesn’t have to wear it and we can get straight down to business.

   I push the ungentlemanlike thought aside. I must woo her with my delicious cooking first.

   “How do I look?” she asks, giving me a twirl.

   “Beautiful,” I reply.

   She throws me a smile that warms my heart. “You’re so clever, how did you even know my size?”

   “I’ve been watching you for a long time Eve, I know a lot of things about you.”

   Her eyes widen. She has beautiful eyes, especially now that the redness is fading by the minute.

   “Why didn’t you ever approach me? You didn’t need to go to these lengths.”

   I regard her thoughtfully. God, I want to believe her so much. My Eve. My beautiful Eve.

   “Shall we go down to dinner?” I ask, extending my hand. 

   She takes my offered hand and a tingle shoots through my entire body. None of them have ever taken my hand like that. It’s a revelation. I knew Eve was different, I just knew it.

   “Let’s go,” she says with the sweetest smile.

   I lead her downstairs to the dining room. I hope she likes the dinner I have prepared for her.

   The meat looks amazing, even if I do say so myself. I have set it on a silver platter in the middle of the table.

   Maybe it’s time I explained a little more about ‘the meat.’

   The meat used to go by the name of Jessica Wells. Nineteen years old, student, one time love of my life. She turned out to be a huge disappointment. It’s amazing how quickly you can fall out of love with somebody.

    I get disappointed a lot in my quest to find true love. Still, at least I have Eve now. 

   When Eve’s gaze settles on her dinner, her reaction is predictable. What a shame. She starts screaming and she yanks her hand out of mine and lunges for the door.

   She doesn’t get very far. I’m behind her in a flash, pinning her body against the door. 

   “Eve, Eve, Eve, I admonish. “Where do you think you’re going?”

   I have to admit I’m enjoying the way she feels pressed against me, I like the way she shudders and her shoulders sort of jerk against my chest with her panting.

   “What have you done?” she whispers.

   An unusual question, I think. Usually they’re incoherent by now. Maybe there is a chance for us. 

   “I’ve made you dinner, that’s what I’ve done. I must say, I find your attitude a little ungrateful.”

   I notice that she has stopped panting and her chest has stopped hitching.

   “I’m sorry,” she says. “It looks lovely. And I’m starving, are we going to eat soon?”

   What she says surprises me. I honestly wasn’t expecting that. She’s either genuine or a bloody good actress.

   Either way, I escort her to her chair. Eve is so special I have laid her a place at the head of the long table. I’ve never done that before, usually I sit there.

   She sits down gracefully, her eyes betraying not the smallest flicker of emotion.

   I take my place next to her, my right hand casually touching the handheld power drill that is next to the chef’s blowtorch. I pick up a nine inch nail and twirl it between my fingers.

   “Usually I end up nailing them to the seat,” I say, “you’re the first one I haven’t. Of course I prefer not to, but they usually leave me no choice.”

   “They? What do you mean, they?”

   She almost sounds cross with me. Yet again, the conversation we’re having is throwing me through a loop. I think to myself that I have to be careful here. But even so, I’m just loving her company.

   “It’s hard in today’s modern world, finding the one. I’ve had more than my fair share of disastrous dates and relationships,” I tell her.

   “Ughh, tell me about it. I’ve been out with so many losers I’ve all but given up finding that special someone. It’s just… Oh, it doesn’t matter, I’m sorry.”

   She has me intrigued and I sit forward in my seat slightly. 

   “No, please, go on. Finish what you were going to say.”

   She looks adorably sheepish for a moment.

   “The way you looked at me up in the bedroom when I put on this dress, it made me feel special. And it felt good. No man has ever looked at me before the way you looked at me. I guess I just felt a little stab of jealousy when you said ‘they.’ Is she one of them you were talking about?” she asks, nodding her head in the direction of the meat.

   “Yeah, you could say we didn’t work out.”

   “Oh, I’m sorry. What happened?”

   “I really liked her, but she turned out to be a real bitch.”

   “I’m thirsty Thomas. Is there any chance of a glass of water?”

   “Yes, of course, where are my manners?”

   I figure the poor girl deserves a glass of water. She really is quite delightful, such a refreshing change. Apart from the initial bullshit questions, she hasn’t asked anything to irritate me. No more of that ‘where am I, who are you,’ crap. I hate that. At least Eve had the decency to ask me my name in an entirely civil manner. Like she actually cared.

   I get to my feet. There is wine on the table but I have forgotten the jug of water.

   “I just have to pop to the kitchen and get the water.”

   This is a test, more than anything. She doesn’t know that I’m well equipped to deal with any attack or escape she might come with. 

   When I return less than a minute later carrying a jug of water and two glasses on a tray, Eve is on her feet.

   My rush of disappointed anger is instantly quashed when I see what she is doing.

   “I’m just pouring us a glass of wine,” she says. “I hope you don’t mind.”

   I had half expected her to be brandishing the power drill at me and I’m so happy she isn’t.

   “That’s great, thanks,” I say, pouring her a glass of water.

   She downs it in one and offers up her glass again for a refill. I oblige.

   “So tell me Thomas, where, exactly, are we? I don’t remember getting here.”

   The question doesn’t irritate me. It must be the way she asks things.

   “I took you when you finished your shift at the supermarket, don’t you remember? You were crossing the car park and I jumped you and got you with an ether soaked handkerchief over your face.”

   “Wow, I honestly don’t remember. Is that what you did to her too?”

   Now I’m getting a little pissed. I wished she wouldn’t refer to the meat as a ‘her.’ The meat is meat, nothing more, nothing less.

   “She is not a she anymore. She is a lump of meat, that’s all. I told you, we didn’t work out. I’ve moved on, and so has she. I’ve moved on and she has become meat.”

   “I’m sorry Thomas, I didn’t mean to offend you, the dish looks lovely. I’m just curious about you, we are on a date, after all.”

   I feel a little guilty. And there was me, all set to nail her to her seat.

   “That’s OK, I understand you’re curious.” I raise my glass in a toast. “Cheers.”

   “Cheers,” she says.

   We drink the wine.

   The meat ruins the moment by groaning. Eve spits her wine out across the table, staining the white table cloth.

   This is the moment, I think. The moment when she starts with the hysterical babbling. 

   “I’m sorry, the meat startled me. I assumed it was dead. Dinner usually is.”

   Her reaction amuses me. 

   “Yeah, I guess so. I subscribe to the Japanese school of cookery. Alive is fresher. Just wait until you taste it, you’re going to love it.”

   She blanches and I feel a rush of disappointment. If this is all an act I’m gonna be so mad, I’m not gonna be responsible for what I do to her…

   “Well, it looks lovely.”

   I’m suspicious. Her eyes, pale complexion and trembling body say otherwise.

   I take a sip of my wine and she does the same. I have to admit, I’m sulking a little. I don’t want to fall into one of my black moods. I can be a bit of a wanker when I’m upset, and I don’t want to hurt Eve.

   “You have a lovely home Thomas, are we still in the city? You must have a really good job to afford a place like this if we are.”

   “We’re on the outskirts,” I say, feeling my impending black mood lift slightly. “I used to live here with my mum, but she passed away quite recently. I’ve been kind of lonely since she’s gone.”

   “Oh. I’m sorry to hear that. I get lonely too sometimes. What do you do for work?”

   I haven’t been asked that question for so long I’m genuinely taken aback. The women that come here don’t normally ask stuff like that. And it’s not like I get out much and socialise much so I don’t often hear it.

   “Money’s never been an issue for me and mum. Mum was loaded.”

   I neglect to tell her how. That she poisoned my very rich dad when I was very young so me and her could be together. Together together, if you catch my drift, but that’s another story. Me and Mum were close and I miss her a lot.

   “Oh. I wish I could say the same about my financial situation. I hate my job, it makes me feel like all those years studying were a complete waste of time.”

   “Well, you never have to worry about work again because I’m going to look after you from now on.”

   “That’s so kind Thomas, I’m so lucky to have you, it’s such a weight off my mind.”

   My first reaction is to think she’s being sarcastic. But she sounds so sweet I want to believe her.

   “It’s just you and me from now on. Shall I carve the meat?”

   I turn my attention to the meat. Like I say, I have laid out the torso joint on its back on a silver platter. It is twitching a bit but the eyes are closed and it is only moaning softly. It appears to be slipping in and out of consciousness. Of course, I have cut out the tongue and frozen it; the tongue is quite a delicacy. There is an apple in the meat’s mouth. I have nailed it to a cheek. It annoys me when the meat spits out the garnish. Between the twitching, blackened stumps of its legs I have stuffed it. I find that raw onions and garlic inserted into the rectum and vagina subtly flavour the meat. I haven’t made a marinade, but sometimes I like to smear the surface of the meat with my own special recipe marinade sauce before I cook it.

   Eve isn’t saying much. She’s got that funny look again, a bit green round the gills, if you know what I mean. I’m beginning to doubt her. Oh well, I figure I’ll soon find out if she’s playing me when I dish up dinner.

   “How do you like your steak? Rare, medium or well done?”

   Her mouth opens and closes silently, like a landed fish. I sigh.

   “Look, Eve, I put a lot of effort into dinner, the least you can do is try it. I didn’t have you pegged as the small minded type.”

   I stand over the meat, brandishing the carving knife in one hand and the blowtorch in the other.

   I ponder where to cut it. The breast can be nice, if they are carrying a bit of extra fat, that is. But if they’re not, the flesh there can get a bit stringy and chewy because of the mammary glands. This meat is pretty flat chested, so I discard that idea. The rump is always good, but in my humble opinion the tastiest cut is the fillet, just like it is in a cow. 

   I position the knife at the sweet spot on the fleshy curve just above the hip bone and below the waist. 

   I make the first cut, drawing the knife towards the spine. The blackened stumps gyrate comically. Blood spills out the gash, pooling in the silver platter. Instantly I blowtorch the cut. It’s a bit tricky, I have to be careful not to sear my fingers. The carving knife is super sharp and glides through the flesh. My aim is to remove a nice fillet steak, cooking it as I go. 

   It only takes a few seconds and I have procured a perfect fillet steak for Eve. I pick up the nearest plate and slide the steak onto it, placing the knife and the blowtorch by the side of the silver platter as I do so.

   “There you are,” I say, swapping out the plate I hold for her empty one. “I hope you don’t mind rare, but trust me, it’s the only way to eat it...”

   I don’t get to finish my sentence. It would appear that Eve doesn’t like my cooking. I have to admit, she has completely caught me off guard and I’m momentarily thrown.

   She lunges for me, and in that split second I realise what she had really been doing when I’d left the room. Her intention had not been to pour us some wine, it was to take one of the many long nails I had next to the power tool. She must’ve been sitting on it the entire time, waiting for her moment.

   She flies at me with a war cry, landing on top of me so that we both tumble to the floor. I feel the most amazingly sharp, paralysing pain in my chest and realise she has stabbed me in the left shoulder with the nail. She has gone for my heart but the silly cow has missed by a long way.

   In more ways than one after this, I concede. As I lay there in a haze of pain, I realise there is no more me and Eve. It’s so over. 

   She is straddling me, her fingers clawing at the nail in my chest, trying to deepen the wound, I suspect.

   This is her mistake. She should’ve kneed me in the balls, or grabbed a weapon off the table, or strangled me, or something.  Anything but claw at the nail head like such a girl.

   Despite the pain I’m in, I experience no difficulty in throwing her off me and rolling on top of her. I’m a lot stronger than I look, must be all the dismembering I do.

   “You stupid bitch!” I shout into her face. “What did you go and do that for?”

   She doesn’t say anything, she just starts screaming and kicking like they all eventually do. I pin her wrists above her head and glare down at her.

   “We were going to be so good together, Eve. Why did you have to go and ruin it? All you had to do was eat your fucking dinner, is that really so much to ask?”

   Snot bubbles in her nose, and I wonder why I’ve never noticed before how ugly she is. The screaming is really starting to get on my wick. I place my hands around her neck and squeeze. Her eyes bulge and her face goes crimson and puffy. She shuts up a bit, seeing as she is now close to passing out. 

   I am so mad at her for ruining the romantic mood that I don’t even want to have sex with her anymore. I hold her by the shoulders, lift her up, then bash her head against the floor. I only have to do it once and she’s out cold.

   Calmly I sit back down. I’m starving. No point in letting dinner go cold. I’ll deal with Eve afterwards.

   Except she isn’t Eve anymore. All she is to me now is a lump of meat. 

   I guess my quest for true love continues.

   

   

   One Week Later: 

   Sally stirs in her sleep and I watch her. She is so beautiful. All I want to do is reach out and brush the short, bleached blonde hair out of her eyes. I want to kiss those full, pink lips, the same lips that have tormented my thoughts and dreams for so long…

   Sally’s eyes open. They are wide with terrified confusion. She struggles to sit up. But of course, she can’t.

   “Hush,” I say to her, “don’t exert yourself, just try to relax.”

   “Who are you? Where am I?”

   The usual questions. Predictable. Disappointing.

   But I don’t have time for that now. I have to go downstairs to prepare the meat. 

   






   Thank you for reading, dear reader. Here is the introduction and the first chapter of SUFFER HARD: AN EXTREME HORROR NOVELLA. 

   

   DESCRIPTION: Four university students are on holiday in Cornwall. On the recommendation of the proprietor of the B and B they’re staying at, they decide to do the fifteen mile, cliff top hike to the village of Hanow. 

   Unfortunately, more than a pub lunch lies in wait. The people of Hanow are seriously messed up. They like to do terrible things to tourists… 

   WARNING: Sam West pulls no punches. This is extreme horror in the tradition of the hardest of the hardcore authors. If you enjoy a hefty dose of sleaze, cannibalism, murder and depravity, you’re in the right place. If you don’t, DO NOT buy this book. You WILL be offended.

   

   

   INTRODUCTION BY SAM WEST: I love extreme horror. The chances are you do too, seeing as your reading this foreword. I wanted to write a novella that played homage to a vast array of my favourite horror films that I simply don’t have the space to list here. Such as Texas Chainsaw, Hills Have Eyes, the first Wrong Turn and anything Nightmare on Elm Street, even the TV series from the 80s. Seriously, I love Freddy Kruger that much. In my humble opinion, horror should be fun. I don’t mean laugh out loud funny, I mean entertaining.

    Above all, you should have a good time, morals be damned. Because good horror, be it a book or a film, is a moral waste ground. It is a shameless exploration of our deepest, darkest fears. And let’s face it, our deeply buried, sadomasochistic desires. The second a moral message is inserted the whole thing deflates like an old party balloon and you, the reader or film goer, end up feeling dirty and cheated.

   Can you remember the reasoning behind the banning of A Clockwork Orange back in the 70s? It wasn’t because the film was violent and people got murdered and women got raped, it was because the film was violent and the perpetrators were having a good time doing it. And that, to me, is what horror is all about. Personally, when I write horror I leave my morality, my principles, and my fundamental human decency at the door. The gleefully malicious, sick and twisted side of me rocks up and do you know what? I have an absolute ball. 

    I love writing this shit. I relish every last drop of blood that flows through these virtual pages, I savour the snap of breaking bones and the blood curdling cries of the tortured… 

   I hope you enjoy reading this as much as I enjoyed writing it.

   






   CHAPTER ONE.

   

   

   

   

   

   “Are you seriously fucking telling me I’ve trekked fifteen fucking miles for this?”

   “Doesn’t look too bad to me,” Craig said, not believing it for a second. 

   Beth had a point, but all the same. He’d just about had it with her moaning. This was supposed to be fun. 

   Note to self, he thought. Next time I invite a girl I hardly know on holiday with me, don’t. I don’t care how fucking hot she is…

   “Why don’t those two ever wait for us? They’re always like a hundred miles in front.”

   Maybe it’s because they’re sick of listening to you moan, and because there are slugs that move faster than you, Craig thought, but didn’t say.

   “Come on, they’ve stopped, they’re waiting for us to catch up.”

   Jessie and Tim had stopped at the fork in the path. Straight ahead the winding, cliff top trail continued into the far distance. Left led down into the village of Hanow. 

   Above, the sky threatened rain. It had been bright sunshine five minutes ago but now the wind stirred the surrounding foliage and the sea churned angrily against the high, rocky cliff face. Jessie and Tim stood still, their bright blue, pull on macs flapping around their bodies. 

   “Jeez, what a dump,” Beth moaned.

   Craig had to admit, the village wasn’t quite what he had been expecting. As far as he could see, it consisted of three tumbledown cottages. That was it. 

   Jessie threw him a smile as they approached and Craig’s stomach gave a little lurch. Even after a fifteen mile trek she still looked as fresh as when they had first set off this morning. She positively glowed with happiness at being out in the great open. 

   Why oh why did she have to be his best mate’s girl? Maybe, if he looked more like Tim, then he would be with her instead. Tim was over six foot, broad shouldered, and in possession of dark, film star looks. Craig was too short, too blonde and too average. OK, so some chicks dug his boyish charms, but Jessie wasn’t one of them.

   And there he was, stuck with Beth the moaning ninny.

   “Pub must be down there somewhere,” Tim said. “I could murder a pint.”

   They walked in pairs down the narrow, gravel road. Of the three cottages, one was boarded up. Thick planks of wood were nailed haphazardly over the windows. But the thing that struck Craig as odd was that the planks were on the inside.

   “Bit strange this,” Tim called to Craig over his shoulder. “The old guy in the B and B said it was a village. Doesn’t look much like a village to me.”

   “Yeah,” Craig agreed, “I thought there’d be a shitload of holiday cottages here at least.”

   “Who cares, I’m starving, and my feet are killing me. If there aren’t any buses that go from this shithole back to Penzance I’m going to fucking kill you all,” Beth moaned. 

   Oh, shut up, Craig thought. 

   But Beth irritating him wasn’t at the forefront of his mind. Tim’s words were. He was right. Why would the old fart that had the B and B describe this place as a village when it blatantly wasn’t?

   It was just a bit weird. It made him uneasy, but he couldn’t say why.

   The road veered off to the left, taking them down into the heart of the village. If it could be called that. Craig figured it must be the centre because the pub was here. Just a pub. Nothing else. Nothing else except for wilderness, that is. 

   “See, there’s a pub,” he said to Beth. “How bad can it be?”

   She just glared at him.

   Craig noticed that her mascara had run and her foundation had settled into orange patches on her skin. He wondered why she had bothered with makeup in the first place. Jessie hadn’t. But then, Jessie didn’t wear much of the stuff in the first place. Jessie didn’t need to. Beth, on the other hand, wouldn’t be seen dead without a full face of porn-staresque slap.

   “It’s so pretty,” Jessie sighed. “I wish I lived in a place like this.”

   “You’re kidding me right?” Beth grumbled. “I’d rather fucking die.”

   That can be arranged, Craig thought uncharitably, then immediately felt guilty. He figured he was just tired and hungry. And fucking desperate for a pint.

   They stopped in front of the pub. It was a long, squat building. The faded sign nailed to the stone wall proclaimed it to be ‘The Dirty Swallow.’

   “Let’s hope they’re still doing lunch,” Tim said, pushing open the single door. “Or they serve dinner early.”

   “Amen to that,” Beth said, hot on his tail.

   Jessie, however, didn’t move. She stood staring up at the pub sign, her pale eyebrows drawn together in a frown.

   “What’s the matter?” Craig asked.

   She turned to look at him and he felt his heart kick. She really was quite beautiful, even if not in an obvious way. Her jaw was too square and her pale lashed, grey eyes were too far set above the slightly too long nose to be considered conventionally beautiful. But to Craig, she was perfect. Absently she brushed a strand of natural, pale blonde hair off her equally pale forehead that had escaped the hairband.

   “It’s a funny name for a pub, don’t you think,” she said, turning her attention back to the sign.

   Craig shrugged. “I guess.”

   “I don’t know, it’s just, strange.” She grinned. “Hey, ignore me, shall we go in?”

   Craig felt the first raindrop land in his eye. 

   “After you,” he said, holding open the door for her.

   It was dark inside. Once Craig’s eyes adjusted he took in his new surroundings. Everything inside was wood. Black wood. The floor, the bar, the long tables and benches, even the ceiling.

   Tim and Beth were already at the bar.

   The four of them were the only customers in there.

   “Do you have a wine list?” Beth was asking the old lady behind the chest height bar.

   Craig cringed.

   Oh Jeez Louise…

   The old woman shook her head. When Craig drew closer he realised she wasn’t that old. She was stooped, and had obviously dyed blonde hair pulled up in a bun. On second glance she looked nearer fifty than eighty. Her mouth looked sunken from lack of front teeth, maybe that was what made her look so ancient.

   “Well, I’ll have a pint of bitter. Better make that two,” Tim said, nodding towards Craig. “Jessie? What would you like?”

   “Just an orange juice thanks.”

   “Me too,” Beth added. “With a double vodka, seeing as the staff here wouldn’t know a decent wine if it came up and bit them on the…”

   “Beth!” Craig snapped. “Come and sit down with me, let Tim bring the drinks over.”

   Craig was mad at her. Why couldn’t she behave like Jessie? He hadn’t known she was this bad. 

   Well, he hardly knew her at all, not really. All he knew was she liked having her tits sucked when she rode him, she took her coffee black and she listened to the kind of crappy, boy band pop music that made him want to kill himself.

   Shit, he should’ve dumped her for that alone, not invited her away on holiday with them. But Tim had kept on and on with the, ‘you gotta bring someone.’ So he had.

   What a huge fucking mistake.

   “I’ve got blisters on my fucking blisters,” she moaned, kicking off a brown walking boot to massage her foot.

   He studied her face. How did he ever think she was cute? Her features were all scrunched up, kind of reminding him of a gerbil. Her nose was short and snub, her eyes small and close set and her mouth narrow. Her chin was weak and without makeup, or in this case, with smudged makeup, she was amazingly plain. Her roots needed doing too, he duly noted. There was a dark line along the parting of her long blonde hair.

   She had a banging body though. She was short and slim, but she rocked the most perfect curves Craig had ever seen. Her tits were full and high, her waist tiny. All four of them wore the same bright blue, pull on rainmacs that they had picked up cheaply in a gift shop in St Ives for this hike. Yet Beth still managed to look like she should be starring in some sleazy pop video, shaking her booty.

   Tim came up with the drinks. 

   “The lady behind the bar says they’ve stopped serving lunch but her husband is still in the kitchen and she’s gonna ask him to rustle us up some sandwiches.”

   “I would hardly call that withered old thing a lady,” Beth scoffed.

   “Oh come on Beth, she’ll hear you,” Craig hissed.

   “I don’t care,” she said in a loud voice. “I’m hungry. I’m sure her husband hasn’t got anything better to do, we’re doing them a favour, I doubt they see much business.”

   The sound of a throat clearing made them all snap round their heads.

   “Michael says he’ll be happy to make you something to eat.”

   All four of them stared at her. Craig almost choked on his beer when he saw that the old hag was unmistakably pregnant. The flowing, patchwork skirt she wore billowed out from her heavily pregnant belly. It looked like she might drop at any second.

   Jessie, dear, sweet Jessie was the one that knew what to say.

   “Oh, you’re expecting, congratulations. You must be due soon. Is this your first?”

   But she’s fucking ancient, Craig thought, how is that even possible?

   “I’m due anytime now. And no my queen, it’s most definitely not my first. Are you folks here on holiday?”

   Tim was the next to speak. He appeared to have sufficiently composed himself and his easy charm was back. He threw the old lady one of his special ‘Tim’ smiles, a smile that cracked open his entire face and made knickers drop.

   “Yeah, we’re staying in a B and B in Penzance. Actually, we wanted to ask you something.” He rooted through his backpack as he spoke, and pulled out an old bus timetable. “Says here that the last bus leaves from Hanow to Penzance at six pm. Would you mind pointing us in the direction of the bus stop?”

   The old/young woman chuckled. “There’s no busses that go from Hanow, my ‘andsome. My guess is your staying at old Jake’s Bed and Breakfast, The Jolly Sailor?”

   “Er, yeah,” Tim said, “how did you know that?”

   “Because he’s a bugger for handing out out of date timetables to unsuspecting tourists. I think he does it for kicks, he ain’t been right in the head since his wife passed on, God rest her soul. Did you even check the date on your timetable?”

   Tim frowned, and studied the pamphlet. “Shit. It says two thousand and seven.”

   “Ay. Hanow hasn’t been near a bus route for many years. Not since they built more of them fancy roads. We’re a bit off the beaten track, so to speak. Used to be that a mile hike would take you onto the main road. But the main road moved, now you walk two miles and you get to a road no one uses no more.”

   “Oh my God Tim, how could you be so stupid? That timetable’s like seven fucking years old.” Beth snapped.

   “Hey, it’s not my fault, I didn’t see any of you guys wanting to read the timetable. I said the last bus left at six and you all blindly took my word for it.”

   “You should of bloody checked the date of the thing,” Beth went on.

   Craig threw her a look and it seemed to work. She sat there sulking, her arms folded across her chest.

   “Tim’s right, it’s not his fault, we all should have checked,” Jessie said, ever the peace keeper. “What’s your name?” she asked the woman.

   “Margaret.”

   “Margaret. It’s a pleasure to meet you, and thank you so much for going out of your way to feed us. My name’s Jessie, and this is Tim, Craig and Beth,” she said, nodding to each of them in turn.

   “You’re more than welcome, my ‘andsome, and it’s a pleasure to meet y’all too. I hate to be the bearer of bad news, and all.”

   “It doesn’t matter, we’ll just call for a taxi,” Craig said, thinking aloud.

   “You do that,” the woman called Margaret said. “But if you want to, there are two double rooms going free above the pub. I used to have a B and B, but I gave it up when the family started growing. You folks are welcome to stay here for the night. You can even stay for free.”

   “We couldn’t possibly take advantage of you like that,” Jessie said.

   But Craig got it. Jessie didn’t want to stay in Hanow anymore than he did. Seems like he wasn’t the only one to be creeped out big time by this pregnant old hag.

   “I’ll make that call, I’ve still got that local firm’s number on my phone from yesterday,” Craig said, swinging a leg over the long bench to retrieve his mobile in the front pocket of his rucksack that was propped behind him. “No signal in here, I’ll try outside.”

   It was a relief to be outside. The threat of rain had passed and Craig closed his eyes for a second, lifting his face to the watery, late afternoon, September sun.

   “Shit,” he cursed under his breath.

   No signal out here either. He wandered down the road a little, staring at the screen of his phone.

   Still no signal bars.

   He walked a little further down the road that meandered off inland. It wasn’t really much more than a dirt track and he wondered how the hell any kind of car got down it.

   A movement in the corner of his eye caught his attention. He spun round. He was sure he’d seen movement in the upstairs window of the pub, directly above ‘The Dirty Swallow’ sign. Maybe it was just the low sun reflecting off the glass.

   And so what if it wasn’t. Somebody was watching him. It was no big deal. 

   He didn’t understand why he was suddenly so uneasy.

   He walked back to the pub. One of the others were bound to have a signal.

   “No signal,” he said, waving his phone at them when he walked through the door. “Maybe someone else can try. Where’s Margaret gone?”

   “To help her husband in the kitchen,” Tim said, retrieving his mobile, just like the other two were doing. “Shit. I haven’t got a signal either. Do you guys?”

   Jessie and Beth shook their heads.

   “We can try outside,” Jessie said.

   The three of them trooped outside, leaving Craig alone.

   He took a big gulp of his warm beer, wondering why the hell he was so jittery. He could faintly hear their voices and crossed his fingers under the table that they had got through to the taxi rank.

   “You here on holiday?”

   Craig sprayed out his beer.

   “Jesus! You gave me a fright!”

   “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare yer.”

   Craig stared at the old man that had apparently appeared out of nowhere. He was stooped, skinny and had a walking stick. Sparse white hair decorated his mostly bald head and his skin was yellow and wizened, like parchment paper.

   “I’m Margaret’s Father. We don’t get much passing trade nowadays. In fact, you’re lucky you caught us open.”

   Craig noticed the door behind the bar was opened and a dark staircase could be seen ascending into darkness.

   “Oh. Yeah, we’re here on holiday, we’re staying in Penzance.”

   “You hiked here?”

   “Yeah.”

   Craig could only just understand him as he had a thick Cornish accent.

   “Used to be a popular trail. That’s ‘til folks started disappearing when they walked it. Some say it’s haunted. Killed our passing trade stone dead, I can tell yer. What brings you folks here?”

   “Old Jake. We’re staying at The Jolly Sailor. He said it was a walk to die for with the best pub in Cornwall at the end of it.”

   “Ah, yes, dear old Jake. Me and Jake go back a long ways.”

   He smiled at Craig, displaying a gaping maw.

   Jesus, didn’t anyone here have teeth?

   There was one thing Craig knew for certain. When they got back to the B and B, he was going to ram the out of date bus timetable down ‘Old Jake’s’ neck. The stupid old fuck.

   The other three walked back in.

   “Any luck?” Craig asked eagerly.

   “Nope.”

   “Are you folks having some kind of a problem?” the old guy asked.

   “We’re trying to call for a taxi, and none of our phones can get a signal,” Jessie answered.

   “Ay. Hanow and the surrounding area is a dead spot for your there mobile telephones.”

   “Do you have a phone we could borrow?” Craig asked the old man.

   “No. Tree fell down on one of them telephone wires over by the old main road few days ago.”

   Craig’s mouth was suddenly dry. “Does anyone here have a working phone?”

   “No son, I told you, phone line’s dead. Besides, ain’t no one that lives in Hanow now ‘cept me and my family.”

   “I do not believe this shit,” Beth said.

   She actually stamped her foot and there were tears in her eyes.

   Margaret burst backwards through a door by the side of the bar. She was holding a big tray piled high with sandwiches. Craig caught a glimpse of an old, grubby looking kitchen, then the door swung shut again.

   Christ, he thought, I really don’t want to eat anything that comes out of that kitchen…

   “Lunch,” she said brightly, placing the tray of sandwiches in front of Craig.

   The others came back over to their seats. No one looked too thrilled to see lunch, despite a collective ravenous appetite. 

   Beth was the first to speak.

   “So what are we going to do?”

   Craig was painfully aware of Margaret and the old man who had edged closer. 

   A bit of privacy right about now would be nice, he thought.

   “We could walk back to the main road,” Craig suggested. “It can’t be more than a few miles and I’m sure we’ll pick up a signal before we even hit the main road.”

   “It’s five miles to the main road. But it will be at least that before you get a signal on your mobile telephones. Here’s a dead spot,” Margaret said.

   “Ay, it’s a dead spot alright,” the old man intoned.

   Craig bit down a wave of irritation.

   “I’m not walking five more bloody miles. And it’ll be dark soon.” Beth said.

   “You’re right there young lady,” Margaret agreed. “Ain’t really nothing but a dirt track leading out of Hanow. Gets dark as a dog’s guts at night.”

   “Ay. You wouldn’t see jack shit out there.”

   “Do you perhaps have a torch we could borrow for the walk?” Tim asked the old man.

   “I am not walking anywhere more today. You can go alone and order a taxi to pick the rest of us up,” Beth said.

   “Hold your horses, young lady, I was gonna offer you folks a lift to the main road seeing as y’all so keen to leave. But I hope ya alls understand that you’re more than welcome to stay with us tonight.”

   “That’s very kind of you,” Jessie said to the old man, “and we appreciate it, but we really have to be getting back. We’re going home tomorrow and we don’t want to miss our train.”

   That was a barefaced lie, but the three of them kept a poker face, even Beth. 

   Looks like none of us want to stay here tonight, Craig thought.

   The old man nodded gravely. “I can only transport two of you’s. I have a two seater Land Rover so I only got the room for two.”

   “Thank you so much,” Jessie gushed, “that’s awfully kind of you. We can pay you for your trouble.”

   “Ain’t no trouble young lady. If you really want to pay us then you can start off by eating those sandwiches my son-in-law has so kindly prepared for yous.”

   Jessie flushed. “Of course,” she said, picking one up. 

   She took a bite and everyone watched her. Those sandwiches didn’t look at all appetising. At first glance they were a pile of ordinary, white sliced bread cut into triangles.

   But on closer inspection, the bread had a greyish tinge and looked stale. And God only knew what the filling was, Craig’s stomach turned just looking at it. It looked like ham, except it was too thick to be ham.

   Jessie’s face said it all. Even the most polite out of their group was having difficulty swallowing.

   “What meat is this?” she asked.

   Margaret and her father exchanged a look.

   “Pork,” they said in unison.

   Jessie took a big gulp of orange juice. “Lovely.”

   “Come on,” the old man said, clapping his hands together and sitting down on the long bench to Craig’s left. “Tuck in. You have to eat something before I give the two of yous a lift.”

   So they each took a sandwich. Craig figured they all wanted to get the hell out of there as soon as possible.

   Tentatively, he took a bite. It didn’t taste as bad as it looked. The meat was a bit chewy, and pungent somehow, but not altogether unpleasant. He certainly had never tasted pork like it.

   “Margaret, get these fine people another drink. On the house.”

   “No, really, there’s no need for that…” Jessie began, then gave up when Margaret went behind the bar.

   Craig wasn’t about to protest too much. He’d drained his pint and another wouldn’t go amiss.

   Hell, he thought. He might as well get pissed.

   “So tell me a bit about yourselves,” the old man said. “My name’s Barry, but everybody calls me Bish.”

   Now that he was sat next to him, Craig noticed that he smelled a bit funny. It wasn’t something that he could put his finger on, and it was only faint. But it was sweet and rank, reminding him of the smell of shit lingering in the bathroom. Perhaps it was just the odour of old age. Maybe the old guy hadn’t wiped his arse properly.

    Discretely he shuffled closer to Beth.

   Tim was the one that introduced them all.

   “So what do you do, Tim?” Bish asked.

   “I’m a university student. We’re all third year university students. Well, apart from Beth, that is.”

   “And what do you do, young lady?”

   “I’m an actress and model,” she said.

   Code for barmaid and waitress, Craig silently added. Unless you count going to endless auditions and getting fuck-all-nowhere at the end of them.

   “Now I can say I’ve met a real life model and actress. What are you folks studying?”

   “I’m reading Law,” Tim said.

   “Training to be a primary school teacher,” Jessie said.

   “Reading English Lit,” Craig said.

   “Yowzer. We’ve got us a real bunch of bright young sparks here, ain’t we Margaret?”

   “Ay, that we have, Dad.” she said, placing their drinks in front of them.

   “How did y’alls meet?”

   “Halls of residence,” Jessie said, “the three of us just clicked so we rented a house together in the second year, along with a couple of others.”

   And that’s when my best friend hooked up with the girl I was in love with. It should’ve been me, Craig thought miserably. And that’s how much I love her. Even when I’m stranded in the middle of nowhere with the local weirdos I still think about how much I love her…

   “How old are y’alls, if you don’t mind me askin’?”

   Bish’s question struck Craig as odd. Why on earth would he want to know that? Then he figured he was just worried about them being underage. All pubs nowadays abided by that ‘think 25’ policy. Craig never set foot inside a pub without his driver’s license.

   “Don’t worry, we’re all old enough to drink,” Tim said, obviously coming to the same conclusion as Craig. “We’re twenty one. Would you like to see our ID?” 

   “Don’t worry son, I was just checkin’. Can’t be too careful nowadays.”

   “The under twenty fives are so much fresher,” Margaret said.

   Fresher? What the hell was that supposed to mean? Craig thought.

   Craig picked up on the warning look Bish threw her.

   “Ay Margaret, tis nice indeed to have some young blood around, liven the place up a bit.”

   The four of them sat there in awkward silence, which was eventually broken by Bish.

   “Well, it will be dark in less than half an hour, would a couple of you fine folk care for that lift to the main road now?”

   Tim got to his feet while the old man was still speaking. “Sounds good to me. Does anyone want to come?”

   Craig wished that Beth would volunteer so he could be alone with Jessie but he guessed there was more chance of hell freezing over.

   “I’ll come,” Jessie said.

   “No, I think I should go,” Craig said. “It will get cold when the sun goes down, you girls should stay here. You must be shattered,” he said to Jessie.

   “No more than you,” she replied. “Tim?”

   Tim looked from one to the other. “Craig’s right. C’mon mate, let’s go call us a taxi.”

   The two lads followed Bish out of the room. Craig saw the shadow that passed over Jessie’s face that her boyfriend had chosen him over her. He felt a pang of guilt when it suddenly occurred to him that perhaps she was a little disturbed by these people and didn’t want to be separated from her boyfriend.

   Oh well, they’d be back in no time and then they could be on their merry way. 

   The three men stepped outside as the sky was beginning to darken.
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