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The Trap

by Claire Davis and Al Stewart


New job—sexy boss—fate—Art…

When Sal attends an open exam for an apprentice artist to work alongside the infamous Matthew Picard, the last thing he expects is to be the winner. But then his role is revealed and nothing is ever the same again. As he toils day and night on the unique sculpture, strange sensations begin to affect both him and the watching master artist.

Matthew Picard thought he was through with men and love. What he wanted was for Sal to help him create one final monstrous masterpiece—The Trap.

But as he observes his young apprentice, his focus shifts, and so do the very walls of the gallery.

Is it the beauty of art, or something more magical at work?

As the sculpture is created, a power is unlocked.

Can love save them, or will they be trapped forever?

***

Tags: MM romance, contemporary, explicit, HEA.
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Chapter One

Sal

“Here you go. Use anything you like. The only rule is: be creative. Show yourself out when you finish,” the young woman said all in a rush, backing away towards the door, as she looked him up and down contemptuously.

“Don’t you want my phone number?” he stammered, feeling the blood rush to his face.

“Phone number?” she said incredulously, like he was shit on her shoe.

“In case I get chosen,” Sal whispered.

“Chosen? Just this week, we have seen over one hundred artists in this room. Many of them are already known to us. I do not think you are known. No, I do not think so.”

She sauntered away, as if she had answered Sal’s question.

He gazed around him, feeling sick. The room was mesmerising, just like the rest of the gallery. Not because of the three-hundred-year-old building, but because Sal was finally here—past the public areas that he knew so well. He was in.

It was a dream come true—come true and about to turn sour.

As soon as the woman disappeared, he ripped off his shoes and socks, and paced around, enjoying the soft, uneven surface against his skin. The wooden floor was stripped, flecked with many colours like tiny fingerprints—autographs of all the artists lucky enough to ever come here over the years. Just being amongst these chinks of history made Sal’s swirling stomach clench uncomfortably.

Standing there alone, he could swear he shrunk a little.

In the middle of the great room was a large white sheet, covered with articles someone had thought may be useful to an artist trying to win a place here at the gallery. There were tins of paint and brushes, but also odd pieces of scrap and junk—a bike wheel, a broken chair, clothing, a wooden leg—a plethora of useless items Sal could straight away see would be of no use to him whatsoever. All he could feel was the enormity of the day pressing down on him like thunder clouds, not the creative flow of art.

Such a fantastic opportunity he had never expected, certainly not one he would likely ever see again…

‘Open call for trainee artist at the London Gallery of Excellence’ …attend an artistic audition… Most promising artist will be offered an unconditional apprenticeship under the guidance of Sir Matthew Picard, owner of the gallery…

Sal skidded clumsily over to the pile of junk and fell to his knees, heart beating wildly. His hands trembled as he sifted through the crap, trying to feel for an idea or a thought, anything he could use. Of course, he had done his research; he had stood for hours gazing at the structure outside the gallery—Matthew’s own creation—trying to see themes and purpose.

But in truth, Sal’s fascination with this place started years ago.

This was the first time he’d ever really admitted it, but the gallery and Matthew Picard were the reasons Sal left his home and moved to London, obeying some mysterious force. Or maybe it was just desperation—grasping at floating debris in the dangerous waters of life.

Everyone had to have a focus.

He did not always see the beauty behind some of the exhibits here. In fact, he wished he were brave enough to call them crap, but he accepted that much of it was beyond his understanding—being just an ordinary man, after all, not a real artist with fancy qualifications and rich parents. He didn’t even own a decent set of paintbrushes!

But what he knew, deep within his bones, was that he was drawn to this gallery and its owner, with a fierceness that sometimes woke him in the night, calling out ‘Matthew’ as he thrashed about. He didn’t understand, only that it was something to cling to during the long, long, days.

He could not fuck this up.

Nimble fingers played for a while, trying to build any sort of a structure, perhaps an obscene mockery of art? Sal thought about rubbish, and mankind, and how one could not exist without the other. Even very grand and worthy people like Matthew Picard had to have a bin.

Gradually the idea filtered through his brain, and it was all he needed. The spark shot through to his hands, and soon he was sticking and fastening. He undid some of the bike wheel spokes, stuck them out at right angles, and hung random bits of junk off the end. Careful use of the chair enabled him to suspend the wheel so that it spun, rotating the rubbish in an endless wheel of mocking litter.

Who knew if it was pretentious shit, or art? Sal only knew that completing it filled him for a while, suppressed the anxiety that he would no doubt fail at this and lose his chance forever.

Sal’s concentration was so intense that he was not aware of the cat until he almost fell, causing it to meow loudly. Sal started, jumped back, and knocked over a tin of brown paint. It all happened so quickly, but within five seconds, his structure crashed to the floor and fell apart like the rubbish it was. The cat scarpered.

All that was left was almighty mess and the cat’s paw prints, where it had run through the brown paint, right across the white sheet, the wooden floor, and even on the windowsill where it made its getaway.

But there was no time to start again, because the door swung open. Sal’s heart was beating so fast he was unable to stand up from the tangle around him, or do anything useful. He just stared desperately up from on all fours, trying to think of how he could ask for more time, a mop, or even just an autograph. But if he spoke now, he would surely cry.

The firing squad were here.

Matthew Picard. Long legs, tight, black trousers, and a flowing shirt, oozing money, style and attitude. He stalked rather than walked, long, black hair swinging around his shoulders and face like faithful, silky, servants. It was on every magazine cover, that stern, cold face. Matthew gave interviews about the gallery, music, Art. Last year, he was voted most handsome man in the world, and Sal could see why.

Matthew strode through the room with two other people, no doubt also important artistic types, and Sal peered up through his curls, wondering if he should just crawl away. This was not the first time he had seen Matthew Picard in person, but he had never been this near. He choked a little as Matthew finally looked down at his cringing form, studying him carefully. The precise way he moved made Sal feel wobbly and loose, like he had no control. He gulped, sure that Matthew could hear his wild breathing.

“Well now, I like to see an artist in the thick of it. Interesting.” The gravelly rumble of the elderly man was kind, and enough for Sal to be able to finally clatter up, pushing aside the broken wheel with its cargo of metal and plastic.

“I’m so sorry,” he began, wincing at his northern accent, “I ran out of time, and then the cat…”

“Remarkable.” Matthew Picard spoke, his voice soft yet strong, reeling in Sal and the others like helpless fish. He pointed at the cat prints, tracing their path with a hairy, muscled arm that Sal could not look away from.

“Do you see how Freddy’s paw prints start off so defined here, by this mound of discarded mankind, then they escape, becoming more and more faint, eventually to disappear through the window forever. Feline rebellion. But is it escape or death? And is there a difference?” Matthew’s accent was deliciously French.

The woman stepped forward, indicating the sheet with the knocked-over paint. “Yes, I see. So it is a visual metaphor for survival of the planet?”

Matthew shrugged. “We must ask our young friend. What is your name?”

Sal stared from one to the other, waiting for the jeering to begin because obviously they could not be serious about this messy pile of shit.

Almost, he laughed.

Matthew cocked his head to one side, and smiled ferociously. “Name?”

“It’s Sal. My name. It’s Sal,” Sal stuttered, hating the red that shot up through his face like a teacher’s correction. First, he rubbed his palms up and down his thighs, and then crossed his arms. After a second, he met Matthew’s eyes.

“Then, Sal, you start Monday. Fill in the form that my friend here Mr. Taylor will show to you. I’ll see you then, yes? Yes!”

Matthew nodded curtly, swung around on his heels—which Sal noticed belatedly were stud-embedded cowboy boots—and marched away.

And so began Sal’s apprenticeship.

***

An hour later, he ran, walked, and skipped home, clutching the apprenticeship contract and wondering if he should throw up, laugh, or run around in little circles. The words ‘I got the apprenticeship’ made no sense at all. He climbed up the three flights of steps to his bedsit, not really noticing any of the things that usually scared him half to death—the drug pushers, glue sniffers, sex workers and hoodies who lined the corridors.

At the bottom of the stairs, he was seeing himself at the gallery. He would be learning from the Matthew Picard, which meant talking to his idol. Yes, talking to him! He could pour himself into projects, craft with his skills before they were used up on twelve-hour shifts doing industrial cleaning at the bakery. Mr. Taylor had explained his starting salary as an apprentice was a pittance, but as Sal stared at the figures, he saw that it was more than three times what he earned slaving at the bakery. A pittance to these fine folk was riches to Sal.

In a few months, he could save up, move out…for a moment he came dangerously close to sobbing.

On the first flight of stairs, he imagined himself discussing techniques with Monsieur Picard (call me Matthew, s’il vous plait), finally being able to express himself without blushing or stammering. He saw them working together on a structure. Together…toiling, moulding, pushing, and heaving those materials into solid sculptures that people could look at and identify with.

They could make, and be understood! Follow that path that had begun several years ago, when Sal first saw Matthew on TV. Finally it all made sense!

But on the second flight, he wondered at himself, and by the time the key turned in his flimsy door, he knew it could not be. People like him—who lived here and slept on a discarded, crusty, put-me-up bed—did not work with Matthew Picard… What about when they found out who Sal was and where he came from? Cold dread seized his heart as he thought about the villagers back at home muttering insults when he waited at the bus stop…

‘There’s the village idiot.’

‘Fuckwit.’

He was used to having panic attacks because of his own failings, but in all of Sal’s twenty-two years, this was the first one which was down to his success.

Perhaps that’s why it was so intense.


Chapter Two

Sal

Panic woke him at two a.m., when he pulled out all his clothes and stared at the few garments miserably. On his first morning at the gallery, Sal had no idea what artists wore to work.

When Matthew was on TV, he was always immaculate and stylish. Even his jeans looked as if the rips had been made by special elves. At the exam, all three artists had been wearing smart suits, but perhaps that was due to the TV cameras and the paparazzi who hung about the gallery, fascinated by this new project. Fortunately, they had taken no notice of Sal, favouring instead the fashionable young things already with names for themselves in the art world.

In the end, Sal had blown all his wages from the bakery on a few pairs of jeans, casual shoes, t shirts and a jacket. He would have a month of only being able to afford beans on toast, but he didn’t mind hardship, and anyway he was too bloody anxious to eat. He felt sick with nerves, about what would be expected of him, how to interact, but mostly about being found out.

Oddly enough, he had no real worry about the art because that always took care of itself.

In the end, he chose black jeans, a white t-shirt and the stiff new jacket. It would have to be good enough.

He had not slept for days, his frantic mind going over everything he knew about the gallery and Matthew, all of which was in the public media… Matthew Picard had been a very promising young artist, creating the world-famous sculpture ‘Hope’, which now stood in Times Square.

Soon after, he disappeared from the public eye for a while. Then one night, a huge marquee had appeared in Venice. Mysterious sounds came from within, of banging, sawing, and drilling, driving the media wild with curiosity.

TV cameras filmed the marquee constantly, until finally, weeks later, Matthew staggered out, looking exhausted and announced, “C’est finit,” before sliding to the ground. Popular consensus was that the sculptures told the story of his relationship with the equally famous Justin Chase.

Over the next year, the same thing happened at various cities—Sofia, Budapest, Barcelona and Berlin. One of the sculptures was scandalously entitled ‘Climax’—a perfect sculpture of entwined limbs that rocked furiously in the wind. The first time Sal saw it on a TV documentary, he became so hard he had to masturbate in the bathroom.

Matthew’s love story came to a hellish climax when Justin was filmed on a yacht, naked, and with another man, and again, at a hotel window. The following week, Matthew was arrested after taking a hammer to his last and final piece, entitled ‘Forever’. After that, there were only rumours of clinics, until one year later, he had bought the old Elizabethan gallery and made it a hub of art and creativity.

As for Matthew: he said he was finished with making sculptures himself. When Sal watched that interview, he saw those vacant eyes and cried.

And that was really where the idea began—one feverish night, and a dream about padlocks…

Sal took a deep breath, and one last look around his dingy bedsit, before catching the bus to the gallery. It was all he could do not to tell the driver, I’m going to work at the LGOE, and I am going to bring Matthew Picard back to life.

***

It was not so bad at first. He was shown around by a young woman called Lisa, who seemed perfectly normal. There were rooms upon rooms locked away from the public, all unique and beautiful.

“It’s all freezing cold back here, sorry,” Lisa said. “Matthew won’t hear of having heating installed, in case it corrupts the paintwork. All bollocks, if you ask me.”

Sal smiled weakly.

“Where have you come from then?” she asked. His mind flashed over the bedsit and bakery, then his village back at home. He looked at her blankly. “Uni, is it?”

“Yes,” he lied, gratefully. “This is my first job, actually.”

She stopped walking, took his arm, and peered up at him. Sal was over six feet tall, so he was used to people doing it. Matthew Picard was even taller than him, he thought belatedly, not that it was ever likely to matter.

“Word of advice,” Lisa whispered dramatically. “Don’t go near him when he’s in a Matthew mood.”

Sal frowned at her, shocked. “Why? What d’you mean?”

Lisa erupted into giggles and clutched his arm harder. “I’m just mucking you about. He’s not as bad as everyone says. There was only that one time…” She stopped, widened her eyes, and giggled again. “Oh, you’ll see soon enough. Lord Mardy wants to see you now. Don’t let him bully you!”

She took Sal’s arm and marched him along. He was completely bewildered. He’d never get used to the people in London. Everything about them seemed louder and brighter than the people he remembered from North Yorkshire. It was like comparing psychedelic pens to light pencils. Londoners were scary, but that excited Sal. They took no interest in him or his strange ways, which was just how he liked it…most of the time.

“This is his office, but thank fuck, he’s away a lot of the time.” She rapped sharply on Matthew’s door and called out, “Lord Mardy? Your new slave is here.”

Sal had no time to wonder at this, because Lisa opened the door and pushed him firmly inside. “Don’t eat him all at once,” he heard her call.

Sal gulped, and stepped forward. Matthew was sitting at a large old-fashioned desk. He raised his eyebrows and indicated the chair. “Please,” he commanded.

Somehow, Sal managed to get across the room and into the chair without falling over, fleeing, or speaking, because he couldn’t do anything except stare.

Long, black hair framed a handsome face and intense dark eyes. “Good morning. I trust my staff dealt with all the necessary…things?” Matthew asked, extending a hairy arm. For a second, Sal thought he was meant to kiss that strong-looking hand, but thankfully his manners took over. He seized it and shook, perhaps a little too vigorously, because Matthew looked surprised.

“Good morning, Mr. Picard,” Sal squeaked, watching Matthew’s hand as it left his. He had touched Matthew Picard!

Matthew’s dark eyes watched him thoughtfully, his mouth turning into the infamous half smile. It transformed his face into two halves—one a chilling smile, the other a stony shell. Sal was unable to look away, thinking both of Dorian Grey and Heathcliff.

“Just Matthew. Remind me. Your name?”

“Sal, sir.”

“What do you know of love?” Matthew barked suddenly, leaning forward across the desk, his hair running like water across his face, and Sal thought, That’s it. He’ll see through me for the fraud I am. I’m just a nobody who knows nothing about love or art, moved here to be near this gallery because I’m fucking crazy. He knows about eBay!

But Matthew seemed to require no answer. He stood, sweeping the chair away from him with a flourish, and began striding towards the double doors at the end of the room. “Come,” he called sternly.

Sal scrambled up after him, confused and excited, and trying not to let his eyes linger too long on Matthew’s long legs as he flung open the doors and stalked through.

***

The double doors led to a large hall area with a very high ceiling and two tall windows with coloured glass and intricate designs. Red and blue lights shone through these, casting ghostly dancing shadows across the floor. It was a striking effect, more so because the entire room was painted black.

It looked like life was seeping through the darkness.

In the middle of the floor was a box, sealed with a chain and large padlock. By now, Sal was struggling to hold on to what little composure he ever had. If a vampire had stepped from that casket, he really would not have been at all surprised. The instant he stepped into that room, he accepted that he was probably in the grip of some Stephen King–type force and that nothing would ever be the same again.

He rubbed his clenched fists up and down the sides of his jeans, wondering what he’d say if Matthew ordered him to get inside the box.

Of course, he would say ‘yes’.

The atmosphere of the room was sombre, oppressive, yet a strange warmth began to seep through Sal, like drinking wine at lunchtime. It started right at his toes, and soon skipped through every limb.

This was what it felt like every time he began a new piece. His fingers itched to get going, to follow the compulsion’s windy path until he found its source, and the work would be finished.

Somehow, he was standing over the box and right next to Matthew, waiting on the start line for the signal. Matthew watched him as he fought hard to keep still—Sal was always on the move, unable to stand or sit still for long, even when he was asleep. But now, he was on fire.

The room was silent, yet Sal listened, because he knew it was there. He did not yet know what it was, but soon he would because he always did. The first time he ever heard it, he was six years old. What followed was the discovery that if he made things, real life seemed to have purpose. Being picked on at school was tolerable, and Mum’s criticism no longer seemed so devastating.

“Here, inside—” Matthew spoke, and Sal imagined the starting flag “—I will open it, then you may see as I do.” He took a key from his pocket, unlocked the padlock, and carefully opened the lid.

Sal held his breath and leaned forward to look. Perhaps it was just the heat or anticipation of his first day, but he swayed a little.

“Careful,” Matthew said gravely, holding his arm still. “You feel it, I see. It is very powerful, no?”

Inside the trunk were padlocks of every colour, size and description possible, every one locked, and without key.

“My god,” Sal gasped, before he could stop himself. He covered his mouth with his hand, both to prevent more blurting and to hide the blush.

Matthew thrust his hand in and pushed the locks about violently. Sal heard the harsh rattle and clang, but somehow his brain translated it as sweet singing.

Something was wrong with his ears, but shaking his head did nothing to diminish the notes and chords from cascading around his head.

Matthew drew out a handful and held them up in the light. “Love,” he shouted. “Lies, all lies. Rip, break and tear.” He raised his arm, and hurled the padlocks across the room. “These fucking locks, they are broken hearts. And now we must use them. Show the world what is this thing called love. They write songs about it, but we? We will be the first to show them the truth.”

Sal went down on his knees to gaze inside the trunk. He was struggling to follow Matthew, whose accent got stronger with every word. Dizziness began to take him as he clutched the sides of the box to steady himself.

What the fuck had he done?

“This is what I want from you. To use the evil within these locks to make a monstrosity of love. The Trap! You see? It will be called The Trap, and every person to look at it will know.” He stopped, and fell to his knees next to Sal, who saw the anguish in Matthew’s face, flesh and blood after all. Suddenly his hair did not look so perfect. There was a tiny twitch at the corner of his eye that Sal could not look away from.

“Will know?” he asked fearfully.

“What I go through. Yes.” Matthew finally looked at Sal, really looked. “I have frightened you, I see. Forgive me? I am not—not well. Will you do this thing?”

Sal nodded, because those dark eyes were so lost, and now he understood the locks. He, Sal, village idiot, could bring Matthew back.

“Yes. I understand. I can do it, sir,” he said, and began to hear at last. The voices were a long way off, perhaps further than he’d ever attempted, but they were coming, and that was all he needed. “We can do it,” he said again, unable to stop the smile.

“Thank you. Please, feel free to use any material you need, anything. Cost is no object to us. I ask only one thing. That you let me watch at all times. I will give you a key—no-one but us will come in here until it is finished. The power of love is strong and cannot be underestimated. We, you and I together, will mould it to our wills, stop it from infecting anyone else. Are you strong enough, my young friend?”

Sal did not know the answer, but he smiled and thought that when the whole of Matthew’s mouth smiled back, this project would be finished.


Chapter Three

Matthew
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***

Sal

That first night, he could not eat or sit. Thoughts charged through, not angry but bright, ferocious, and he had to sit up and listen. Images of those padlocks battered at him like rain on a window.

Never had he felt this so strongly. When his mobile rang, it was a relief to speak, to get outside of his head. “Mum? It went well. Really well. Everyone was nice, the—the place! It was. Yes, I know you have to get off. Let me just—oh. OK then, thanks for ringing. Love you,” and she was gone.

She’d never understood why he wasn’t like the other boys in the village. While they kicked a football around for hours, Sal was carefully tearing strips of paper to recreate the essence of a snowflake to hang in the window. The villagers called him ‘fey’ at first, then worse. By the time he was caught kissing that boy, he knew he had to leave.

Mum’s call left him empty and alone in a way he did not often feel. He was always on his own, but that was so much better than seeing the disappointment and frustration on Mum’s face. He’d tried so hard to fit for a long time—all his life—but now he just wanted to be left alone.

Except sometimes. Except now.

He listened to his footsteps for a while, as he paced up and down the small room, thinking of the day. It made absolutely no sense, but he’d always known he would end up at the gallery, somehow. He didn’t exactly believe in fate, only that the first time he’d seen Matthew on TV three years ago, opening the gallery, he’d felt the urge and the craving. For what, he had not then known.

The padlocks.

But now he did. He thought of Matthew, the locks and how to somehow bring them together. He began to make notes, copiously writing down what he knew of the project and all the things he had learned that day.

Chatty Lisa had told him as she handed over the key to his room, the padlocks came from the Love Lock Bridge in Paris. They had been attached by lovers through the years, until the bridge was full, and became famous. One day a month ago, the locks were sent to Matthew. No-one knew who sent them, and who would be willing to ask Matthew? No-one.

Sal’s heart beat so fast when she told him, and he knew he was red, but Lisa hadn’t seemed to notice, just offered him more tea and everything else she knew.

“After he received the box, we all heard the shouting from his office, then loud wailing. Like a fucking whale! We took bets on who was gonna knock on his door. Guess who lost?” She paused.

“You?”

“Yeah, me, as usual. I’ve never seen Lord Mardy that bonkers,” she told Sal, her eyes wide. “He was sitting on the floor—on the floor!—laughing. When I went in, he shouted at me that he saw it. It? Usually he looks bored by everything, but as soon as those locks arrived, he went into a whirlwind. You know he’s not bloody right in the head? He’s, you know—fragile.”

Sal thought that Matthew was just perfectly not right in the head, but nodded politely.

“So what is it you have to make?” she asked. “Some piece of shit that’ll revitalise his career?” She shook her head. “His crowd are crazy, you know. Pretentious lot of fuckers, too. Don’t let them turn you that way.”

He fiddled with the sandwich she’d brought him from the gallery cafe, not knowing what to say but liking the way she shook her head about and waved her arms.

“So. You got a girlfriend?” she asked suddenly, filling him with immediate terror, thinking of that field and the shouts as he stood at the bus stop.

“Ooh, I see,” she laughed softly. “Boyfriend, is it? Typical. All the guys here are gay, never any left over for me. And you’re so cute!” She sighed dramatically, and winked at him. “Come out with us, next time we have a staff piss-up? I’ll look after you, love.”

Then she’d left him so bewildered he didn’t know where to look.

***

The next morning, Sal was at the gallery before seven, gleefully slipping in with the cleaners, who were amazed to see anyone else there so early.

“Bloody hell, mate. The H’Artistes don’t normally get here ’til after they’ve powdered their noses. You wet the bed?”

“No,” he giggled, with surprise. “I just want to make a good impression. I was really lucky to get this job.”

They stared at him, pursing their lips. “Lucky? That’s not a London accent. Come and have a cup of tea with us first.”

So he did, amazed at their easy banter and kindness, which was a million miles away from the industrial bakery. A very tall, gothic woman called Emma handed him an enormous mug, which he sipped from gratefully.

“How you gettin’ on with Lord Mardy then? Proper turn up, he is. Hasn’t been right since that posh creep did the dirty on him.”

“Well, so far he seems very…nice?” Sal chanced timidly.

“Ahh, nice. Does he?” She smirked. “Nice arse, you mean.”

All the staff tittered, men and women alike, as Sal gulped down his tea and had no idea what to say. But he hoped they’d carry on.

Eventually, he got to the great hall and stood outside, feeling like something momentous was about to happen. The slight tingle in his fingers had begun as soon as he entered the gallery, and now that he stood here, so close, it was so much he could hardly breathe.


Chapter Four – Stage One –

You Notice Him
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***

Sal

He crept inside the doors like a thief, and then took off his shoes and socks. The more of his skin he could bare, the purer was his connection to whatever he was making. Always it had been so, but they had not understood that back in the village. But now, he had a key to lock himself in, lose himself.

He scampered across to the trunk and stopped to look around him at all the materials now lining the walls on huge pallets. There was a small cement mixer and hoist, scaffolding and ramps… A moment of pure terror banged him in the face, sure he had misunderstood. He could not do this, it was far too big for someone like him.

A hand gently squeezed his shoulder, like a jumper on a cold day. It was all he could do not to curl up into it and whimper.

“Good morning. We are ready to start, no? On this day, I want you to think about the stages of love.” Matthew spat the last word as if it hurt him to say it, the tone sinking like lead in water. “And what is the first stage? This is where we begin.”

Sal thought of watching Matthew on TV three years ago, tasting each of his words, memorising, using them to help him get through those dark days. He remembered the ‘Climax’ sculpture with its loss of control.

The hand on his shoulder squeezed more firmly.

“Hmm?” Matthew moved his head slightly to look at Sal, requiring an answer.

“The first stage,” Sal babbled, unable to look into Matthew’s eyes, “is you notice them. One day, everything is normal, and you’re wondering normal stuff like what’s for tea, or is it gonna rain, then suddenly you see them…”

“Him? You see him?” Matthew interjected softly.

Sal nodded. “Yes, you see him right there. And he’s not even aware you exist, but suddenly the rain don’t bother you so much, he fills your head and…and you’d do anything, anything at all, and—”

Matthew withdrew his hand and held it up. Sal stopped instantly, aware he hadn’t spoken so much since that boy in the field. He held his breath, sure that Matthew would realise it was him Sal was talking about.

“Slow down. There. You have it. There! You notice.” Matthew drew out the last word very slowly, like a cart rumbling down a road then vanishing from sight. “The noticing, yes. This is first, and this is what we must get right. If they don’t notice, they walk away before any of the rest happens.”

He placed both hands on Sal’s shoulders and turned him so they stood face-to-face, almost the same height. The firm grip on Sal’s shoulders went straight through to his cock, which began to fill. He drew a breath sharply, mortified, but in a way hoping Matthew would notice, too.

Would notice him.

Matthew’s mouth moved into the famous half smile, but his eyes remained haunted.

“Yes, this,” he whispered, gave one final squeeze, and then walked away through the doors. Sal heard the key turn in the lock.

And it began.

***

Sal had read that some writers wear special shoes in order to write their best poetry, and some singers demanded expensive foods and drinks. But for him, he had only one condition. He had to be completely naked.

His body still burned after Matthew’s touch, so he was glad to be rid of the clothes anyway. He stripped quickly before lying flat on the floor, feeling the wood on his shoulders and buttocks, becoming one with his surroundings. He carefully placed each cold padlock on his skin until he was covered.

Then he breathed, and listened.

Each padlock told a story, and Matthew was right about their power. They were not all happy or successful, but Sal experienced them and understood they all had a part. Love was not a guarantee or a right, sometimes it squeezed and sometimes it burned. Gently, he read each padlock like a book, feeling the weight in his hand and heart.

He began placing them on the floor in the sun; he was ready.

First he sorted out the bricks and began marking an outline. He had laid bricks before at one of his many jobs and was soon pointing and arranging. It would take him some time to build such a large base, but he knew once he started, he would not stop until it was finished. He ran his hands along each brick as if it were a precious gemstone, touching them with the padlocks, infusing—building.

At some point during the afternoon, he became aware that Matthew had let himself back into the room and was watching as he worked naked, bending and stretching. By this point, Sal was so engrossed, it only gave him more energy, and anyway, it was all meant to be.

He was sweaty from his exertions, yet still he felt the warmth of those curious eyes running over his calves and thighs, lingering on his butt, and moving up to his shoulders. A few times, he almost turned around to face Matthew, but there was so much to do and the voices sang so loudly that he had no time.

Instead, he used the tingling in his groin to help the process, sometimes standing flush against the bricks. His erection brushed the damp concrete, making him pant as he worked.

It might have been his imagination, but he thought he heard Matthew’s breath catch as his gaze swept over Sal’s body.

***

For a week, Sal worked almost nonstop on the rectangle-shaped block. If he couldn’t get the foundation right, the rest would not follow. Once he heard the song, he had to pursue it without pause, not ceasing, not letting it get away. It was always the same. Mum had never understood, because how could he explain? She’d get up at two a.m., to find him painting or sticking feverishly.

“You’re a bloody pain, Sal. Get to bed!”

But he would always creep back down, pining for the escape of his dreams.

By day seven, he had not been home in a week. The only people he saw were the cleaners every morning, for a cup of tea on his way to the bathroom.

Exhaustion pulled at his muscles; the song sounded hazy, and now he knew he was swaying.

A hand landed firmly on his naked shoulder, the fingers gently caressing his collarbone.

“My friend, I have ordered a bed to be placed here in this room, and I shall bring food. You may use the shower in my office. I do not want you to burn yourself out. ”

It was Matthew, standing slightly behind him. Sal had felt his presence all week, but this was the first time they had spoken since day one. Prickles and shivers danced along his neck and back where Matthew stroked, awakening his senses. Sal hung his head so Matthew could knead there, so softly he groaned.

“I am amazed at your dedication. Never have I seen such focus. It is…stunning,” Matthew said, his voice soothing as he stepped behind Sal and ran his hands up Sal’s back and shoulders. His strong fingers traced every sore muscle and aching nerve. Sal placed both palms on the wall in front of him, spread his legs, and leaned forward slightly, allowing the sensations to dance into the structure.

He was just a portal, allowing Matthew to connect with the force inside the locks. But it felt so good.

Completely exposed, he blushed, feeling the red spread throughout his body, even though he was used to Matthew watching him silently from behind. In some way, he knew it should feel more weird than it did, but he was too tired to care.

They were so close, he could feel Matthew’s breath on his neck, rolling over the hairs there, bringing every part of him alive.

“Don’t stop,” he whispered.

Matthew’s hands glided up and down Sal’s sides, dipping towards his stomach—slowly—slowly—over every pore. Sal knew he was rocking a little, trying to entice the hands further around, to his cock, which was now painfully erect.

“Love, ah love.” Matthew breathed, moving back and beginning to massage Sal’s buttocks, gently at first, then with more vigour. Sal panted.

“They will notice this, yes, I think so. It must be ugly and bleak, but they will be curious. They will have to see more, much, much, more.” His voice became huskier as each hand massaged Sal’s buttocks, in then out, spreading him.

Exposing his hole.

Sal gasped. His body was aflame with desire.

“Until they see everything.”

Matthew stopped and stepped away, and Sal squirmed. A lingering hand stroked his arse, tantalising him yet returning the fire and the energy. Sal knew he could continue working now, pouring all that arousal into the wall.

“And after the noticing, what is stage two?” Matthew asked, still stroking, his voice not quite normal.

Sal thought. “The other man notices, too?”

“So you could not love if he does not love back?” Matthew murmured, one finger trailing up and down Sal’s back.

“Yes, you can still love. Even if the man doesn’t know you exist, you can still love, and want,” Sal said, thinking of all those nights he dreamed of Matthew.

“Good, good. So what then do you do?” Matthew asked, holding Sal by the hips.

“You—you imagine. You dream of how it could be. Him holding you, laughing. Looking for you. Listening to me. Understanding me—” and finally, Sal looked into those dark eyes. “Knowing me.”

“Him on top of you, no?”

“Yes,” Sal whispered, blushing again.

“Imagine! This is it, yes. You imagine. And we must get our viewers to dream, to think. Even before they come to my gallery, they hear of this piece and they dream… What will this exhibit be? Will it hurt? Make them happy? What? Can you do this, Sal?”

It was the first time Matthew had spoken his name, and it pierced him. Sal sank to the floor, leaning his head against the wall.

“Yes,” he managed.


Chapter Five – Stage Two –

You Imagine
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He had forgotten the feel of skin. Was it always so warm?

It was still raining, but the puddles made such interesting shapes.

That body.

***

Sal

At night, Sal dreamed of the stories behind the locks. Promises made and broken. Telephone calls and giggles. Flirting and music. Making love. Fucking. He woke up hard, thinking of Matthew’s hands on his back and buttocks.

He leapt from his bed in the corner of the hall, and pressed himself against the rough edges of the sculpture. Every day, Sal saw the structure becoming more stunning, and less ugly. He worried Matthew would hate it, but they seemed to see different things.

Sometimes they talked about it, but mostly Matthew was satisfied simply to watch its progress, while Sal’s mind was constantly filled with the next stage, the colour, the texture, the shapes. He wanted the visitors to be able to touch and hear, as well as see. The outer shell was finally complete—a huge, hollow, brick rectangle, ugly to look at but which would house all the songs.

He wanted a hint, though, on the outside. He began to write on the walls, becoming so engrossed that for a long time, he did not notice the sun coming up, nor Matthew entering, until he felt the breath on his skin.

“Cold. Hot. Talking. A scream—good! I like that. Water running, birdsong—hmm. Very romantic. Beauty turned ugly, yes. Good, good.” As he read, Matthew’s hands again began stroking and caressing, starting at Sal’s hips and moving in over his taut stomach.

Every day this happened now; it both drove Sal crazy and made him ridiculously happy. Sex for him had so far been an unsatisfactory grope in a car, a quick fuck behind a nightclub—encounters that were bewildering and left him wanting, aching. He had no experience of patience or sensual touching and craved Matthew’s visits with an intensity that bordered on madness. Sometimes, he thought perhaps he was ill, but still he waited for Matthew. Sal worked in a state of permanent arousal that fed his frenzy to finish the sculpture.

“What about making love?” Matthew whispered in his ear, leaving tiny kisses across his shoulders and on his sensitive neck. “Is not this something you imagine early on, right from the noticing? You think of the kiss, the touch, and your heart beats as you imagine his hands like this, no?”

Sal groaned, letting his head fall back as Matthew took his hands from the wall and placed them behind him, leaving his body free for Matthew to roam.

Teasing nails circled his nipples and stomach until he began making little noises, silently urging Matthew to take his throbbing cock and take him to orgasm. He jerked forward shamelessly, fucking the air.

But he never did. Just as Sal thought he could not take any more, Matthew stepped away.

“Come,” he ordered.

Sal turned slowly. Although Matthew had watched him working naked many times, it was always from the back. Matthew was sitting on the edge of the desk, where Sal had his notes and calculations, leaning back on his hands, long legs stretched out.

One finger beckoned.

Sal’s heart beat so fast he thought he might pass out. He walked slowly forward, painfully aware of his erection and flushed skin. Just as he reached the desk, Matthew spread his legs and gently pulled Sal so he was standing between them.

“So,” Matthew said, his eyes fixed on Sal’s. “Tell me. How will you achieve heat and cold? The singing, hmm?”

“I thought pipes, hot and cold water to run within the bricks. Little speakers that’ll play music and records of talking. Perhaps activated by touch?” The more Sal talked, the more animated he got, forgetting himself altogether. He leaned forward so his hands were on Matthew’s shoulders, his body completely exposed. He was giving himself, prey for the taking.

“Yes, that’s good. People have to run their hands across the ugly walls, stimulating the imagination?”

Matthew began stroking up and down Sal’s sides, and then down his legs. Sal gasped as the tantalising warmth of those fingers glided up past his balls, and back again.

“Yes,” he panted, beginning to rock slightly. “I want the experience to begin as soon as they step into the hall. There will be lights that turn on as they walk across the room, showing them the way.”

“Beautiful,” Matthew murmured, lowering his head and for the first time staring right at Sal’s cock. Heat rushed through Sal, as he moaned, knowing he was completely lost.

***

Soon after, Matthew gave Sal’s body a last appraising look, and then left him to it, like always. Sal did not know if he did it to be cruel, but he did not think so. It was more as if Matthew was also falling under the spell of the locks, feeling their song and the urge to love. Perhaps he did indeed have a heart of stone, as the media said, but even Matthew could not help touching.

The instant he left, Sal was always revitalised. It did not matter how little sleep he had; somehow he took energy from the arousal Matthew left him with. His body, always slim and fit, became toned from all the physical work.

Sal dressed quickly, gathered his recording equipment, and went out onto the streets to ask people how they fell in love.

***
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Just in his head and he was stopping it.

Stop!


Chapter Six – You Try To Impress

Sal

Sal and Matthew listened to the recordings, now carefully cemented within the wall, along with the padlocks. Sal was naked, as always, stretched out with his legs spread and arms resting against the wall. Matthew was closer than ever, his chest pressed hard against Sal’s back. At some point, Sal covered Matthew’s arms with his own, feeling something burst inside.

Their heads were so close it should be possible to hear each other’s thoughts. Every so often, Matthew placed a small kiss on Sal’s ear or cheek. Both had their eyes closed as they listened.

The recordings were sad, funny, angry, and mean. Not every person Sal interviewed agreed to take part, but many did.

“I like that one best. Make it louder than the others, no?” Matthew murmured, one thumb rubbing Sal’s nipple.

Shamelessly, Sal began slowly moving his naked arse over Matthew’s cock. He wanted him so much. They breathed together as Sal played every recording, until Matthew abruptly moved away.

“Good,” he announced briskly. “Our viewers will listen and imagine. And what is next in the foul process, hmm? After the nights imagining, what then do we do?”

Sal had no idea, because his trysts went from stage one to sex, and straight back to empty loneliness. He hesitated, and Matthew noticed.

“How do you make the imagining happen, Sal?” he asked, gently scratching a hand up and down Sal’s back.

“I don’t know,” Sal admitted helplessly, wishing, wishing.

“You Flirt.” Matthew pouted. “You show off, tantalise, titillate, reel him in, so he wants to see more. You see?”

Sal shrugged. “Flirt?”

“OK. I show you. Saturday night, you come to my apartment, you will see flirting. Like cheap shiny jewellery, to catch the eye but made of plastic. Not to last.” Matthew shook his head at Sal balefully.

“Party? No, no, I can’t come to a party. I have too much to do.”

“No. You will come. The Trap is almost finished.”

“But—but—I have no clothes for a party.” Sal began to panic, thinking of the posh artists and fine people bound to attend any party of Matthew’s. To see him in that world, away from Sal and their project, it would be unbearable. To watch Matthew flirting with those idiots…to see what Sal could never have…

He shook his head resolutely. No.

Matthew watched him, curiously. One half of his mouth began to smile.

“Clothes? Since when have you needed those things, hah?” His hand stroked, beneath Sal’s chin, his neck, fingers running over his chest like raindrops.

It was the first time Matthew had ever acknowledged Sal’s nakedness.

“No, I don’t need them in here. They get in the way. But I do need them out there in the world,” he protested but then saw that Matthew was teasing.

“Why would someone with this body ever need clothes? Hmm?” Matthew raised his eyebrows and began making circles over Sal’s chest with his fingertips. Every so often, his nails gently scraped across Sal’s nipples, making him arch his back like a bow waiting to fire.

“Because I’d get arrested,” Sal gasped.

“For looking beautiful? No, I do not think so.” Just these last few days, Sal noticed that Matthew had begun looking right at him, instead of beyond him, watching his reactions intently. It made Sal so aroused his cock and arse hole burned to be touched, satisfied.

“Or maybe you’d get arrested for causing a riot, no? Everyone wanting to look, and touch. Watch. Just like The Trap, Sal.”

Suddenly, Matthew swept his hand briefly across the top of Sal’s leaking cock, making him moan with frustration.

But Matthew was already walking away, like always.

***

The next day, Sal tried to work in clothes. Maybe there was still time to save himself. Tears were at the back of his eyes, waiting and ready. Even the sculpture could not lift his spirits, but he doggedly carried on.

He cemented the last of the artefacts into the outsides of the wall, creating patterns and bumps that would be interesting for the viewers to touch. After this, he could paint, and then the outside was finished, the early stages of love complete.

He was aware of Matthew by now as soon as he entered the room. Normally, he would stand and watch for a while before coming to assist, and then to touch. Sal did not feel whole anymore until those hands made contact with his skin.

But today, Matthew tapped him sharply on the shoulder. “Turn,” he ordered in his most frosty voice. Sal almost giggled as he turned defiantly to meet Matthew’s eye.

Matthew said nothing, but calmly began to undress Sal. First the t-shirt: he lifted Sal’s arms, pushing the top up past his body, over his head, and off.

He undid the button to Sal’s jeans while Sal concentrated on breathing, so confused he did not know if he wanted to cry or laugh. His erection popped up as the jeans slid down his hips. Soon he was naked again.

Matthew nodded once as he quietly left the room.

***

Sal paced his bedsit in bare feet. It was the first time he had been there in weeks. Dragging himself away from the gallery had not been easy. With each step that led further away had come lack of breath, fuzziness and panic. Only sheer determination and thoughts of Matthew got him to the end of the road, then across the busy junction and onto the bus.

He stared out the window at the streets, cars, and people, and remembered the world out here. He realised he hadn’t called Mum in at least two weeks and wondered if he had left milk in the fridge. If Matthew had not brought him food, would he even have felt hunger?

But now he was at home, he felt like he had stepped out of some mad bubble. What the fuck was going on with Matthew, he did not know, but he blushed thinking of the noises he made when Matthew touched him. Even now his skin prickled, thinking of those hands moving him about, caressing him into action.

He was crazy. The villagers had always said so, but now it was true.

“Mum? It’s me. No, Sal. I’m sorry I haven’t called, I…oh, didn’t you? Well, here I am now. How are you?” He listened to her few sentences about Mike. “His what? His kids moved in? Oh, that’s nice. No, don’t worry, I won’t be coming home for a while, I’ve too much to do. Of course they’re welcome to my room. Yes, I’m OK, in fact I… Oh, OK then. Bye, Mum, love you.”

Somehow the bedsit seemed even emptier after that. Sal drew his knees up and rested his chin on the denim.


Chapter Seven – You Flirt

Matthew

Catering

Cleaner

Media
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“What is it?” he murmured, rubbing his nose along the top of his fingertips. He closed his eyes to concentrate, and saw dark curls that always smelled of citrus shampoo.
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So soft, those curls.

***

Sal

Sal was not going to the party, of course he wasn’t. Sitting in a room with rich people talking about another world was something he could not really imagine. The only parties he had ever attended were the church events run by Mum’s friends. He had handed out lemonade and dutifully smiled at everyone before dashing off outside. He never understood what they were talking about, either—babies, houses, exams, and achievements. He didn’t have to look at Mum’s tight lips to know she was wishing he could boast of such things. But he never could.

He couldn’t stay in the bedsit more than a few hours, never had. Melancholy would sink over him like a shroud, stripping away his dreams and leaving the shivery cold light of reality. Already, facts began pushing away the faint echoes of the padlock songs…

The Trap would come to an end.

His year at the gallery would come to an end.

Matthew, Matthew.

He didn’t even stop to change his clothes. The door banged as he fled the bedsit without a coat.

***

By the time Sal got to Matthew’s apartment block, he was excited. Finally a chance to observe Matthew and his artist friends, listen to their talk, and see if any of it made sense.

Sal had steered clear of most of the other gallery staff, too engrossed in The Trap to venture away, except for showers and occasional discussions about materials in Matthew’s office. He sometimes bumped into Lisa and the cleaners, who gleefully fed him gossip about Matthew and the artists who visited, but other than that, he was apart from the gallery life.

Sometimes he wondered if Matthew liked it that way—was ashamed of Sal’s lack of notoriety—but mostly he thought Matthew didn’t think of him at all, except as a means of finishing the structure.

Everything about Matthew made him feel woozy, but weeks into the project, he remained a stranger to Sal. All he really knew was how important this project was to Matthew.

He stared up at the block, beginning to panic.

“Sal!” Lisa appeared from a taxi, and rugby-tackled him. “I’m so glad you’ve come! I told his lordship you would, if only to see his fine arse in leather trousers, eh?” She laughed, clearly already a little drunk. Sal hugged her back tentatively. Having friends was a new experience.

“Hi, glad to see you, too. How do we get in?” he asked ruefully. She pushed her hand against a buzzer.

“Oh, it’s like Fort Knox here, hun. First we get past security, then up to Lord Mardy himself. Word has it that American actor is coming.”

“Oh, really?” Sal asked, clueless.

“Yeah, apparently he’s been after Matthew for ages. If they fuck, I hope they let me watch,” she shouted, and Sal did not know where to look.

The front doors opened, leading to a very grand reception area, which looked like a hotel in a movie. Sal gulped, only now remembering he’d forgotten to change his jeans, not that he had anything posh enough to wear here anyway.

Lisa gripped his arm before he could flee, and pulled him over to the desk. “Afternoon, fellas. Matthew Picard,” she sang gaily to the suited woman.

“Who else is coming?” Sal asked nervously.

“Well, hopefully that new bloke who did the strobe-effect crap last week. I went for coffee with him, you know.”

“You told me.”

“And then he texted me to ask if he can see me again.” She winked, making him laugh. Was that how people dated? Sal wondered what would have happened if he’d asked any of the men from the bakery for coffee. He shuddered.

The lift took them up five floors, and they stepped out onto the thickest carpet Sal had ever seen, making him wish he could go barefoot.

“Don’t leave me on my own,” he said nervously.

“Aw, darlin’, you’ll be OK. Stick to me, we can have a laugh. Just watch Lord Mardy at work, he’s such a knobhead sometimes. All these tossers suck up to him and his crap. What he needs is for someone to tell him to fuck off and stop being such a stereotype.”

Lisa thumped loudly on the door of number 512, making Sal wince. He clenched and unclenched his fists nervously. Just as it began to open, Lisa leaned closer and whispered, “He likes you though,” and giggled.

The door opened. Matthew wore dark, ripped jeans, his hair tied into a ponytail, and Sal almost bolted.

“Lisa, and Sal! Welcome, welcome. Come into my humble abode and be joyful.”

“Humble? Who are you kidding,” Lisa laughed, pulling Matthew down for a kiss. Sal watched, amazed to see Matthew so relaxed.

“Sal! Come here, you gorgeous man,” he declared, first kissing him on both cheeks, then swooping in to Sal’s lips. He tasted of something sweet—perhaps wine—as Sal tried desperately not to look like a rabbit caught in headlights.

“Don’t forget to watch,” Matthew whispered, before pulling away.

Sal and Lisa followed him along a tiled passageway devoid of anything except a large painting of twigs. The instant Matthew turned, Lisa grabbed Sal and stuck her tongue out at him.

“What are you doing, bad girl?” Matthew drawled, winking back at Sal. “Do not be corrupting my young friend here. He is doing precious work for me, no?”

They reached what Sal thought must be a living room, but his eyes were swimming, so it was difficult to tell. Again, it was very bare except for several sculptures and some chairs carved from trees.

But what made Sal ill was the number of people there—twenty, at least. He watched in dismay as Lisa shrieked and leapt across to grab a young man, who shrieked just as loudly back.

Something warm gripped his hand just before he began backing towards the door.

“Come on, I want to show you off. And observe, if you please.” Squeezing his hand, Matthew pulled Sal along in the direction of a group of young men and women. With a sinking heart, Sal recognised one as the American actor Lisa had talked about on the way up.

Tris Emmerson, so handsome he didn’t look real. Shining eyes flickered dismissively at Sal and turned to Matthew.

“Tris, I would like you to meet my new apprentice—Sal Thompson.”

Tris smiled, but kept his eyes on Matthew. “The newbie doing the love block?”

“Oui. He is exceptionally talented, are you not?”

Sal stared at them both, wishing to fuck he’d stayed at home and gone to bed. A hand was thrust into his.

“Well then, hi. Any friend of Matt’s is a friend of mine. Is Monsieur Picard really as naughty to work with as everyone says?”

“But I am only naughty with you!” Matthew protested, pouting.

“Not as naughty as I’d like you to be.”

Matthew gently cupped Tris’s chin. “How naughty would you like?” he asked.

Tris again glanced at Sal, kissing Matthew’s hand as he did so. “Over my knee kinda naughty,” he sang gaily and began unbuttoning Matthew’s shirt. Other people noticed and moved towards them to watch, laughing.

Lisa appeared and thrust a drink into Sal’s hand. “Fucking hell!” she mouthed, downed one drink, and swiftly replaced it with another from who Sal deduced must be a waiter, standing with a tray full of glasses. A few moments later, she was passionately kissing the guy from the gallery.

“Let’s get this nasty thing off, shall we? You’re way overdressed tonight, Matthew,” Tris said to the people watching, and expertly popped the last button.

Sal watched as if from a long way off, acknowledging again that he could have no future with Matthew or this crowd. But still he could not look away from the show, which seemed to go on for ages. Tris stepped very close to Matthew, slid his hands up Matthew’s chest inside his open shirt, right up to the neckline. Matthew shrugged his shoulders until the shirt fell to the floor.

“Much better.” Tris laughed. “Don’t you think?” he suddenly asked Sal, who by now had drunk three glasses of something fizzy. Sal glanced uncertainly at Matthew, who smiled back easily. It was a game, just a game. Slowly Matthew held both arms out and then turned 180 degrees, revealing a strong body covered in dark hair. Sal looked away while he still could.

“You like?” Matthew asked Tris and the gathering. Everyone laughed.

But Sal felt sick. People seemed to be staring at him, looking him over curiously, like he was part of some initiation he did not understand.

“I’m—I’m just…”

He quietly edged away from the braying crowd, towards an open glass door. It was a balcony, looking out over the London lights. He’d drunk far too much, too quickly. Heady paranoia nagged at his brain, reminding him that all he had waiting was a bedsit, lit with an over-bright bulb, and a tap that dripped.

A gap in the blind revealed Matthew, still shirtless, flitting from one group to the next. He waved his arms, dancing about as if trying to prove his wildness, but all Sal saw was a man lost.

He put one hand against the glass, wishing he could help. Lisa noticed him peering through the gap and drunkenly made her way to the balcony doors.

“Sal, what you doing out there, darlin’? Come on in and have a drink.”

He shook his head, wishing there was some way of escaping without having to walk back through that crowd.

“I just needed some air.” He smiled, steadying her. Matthew suddenly appeared. He put an arm around them both.

“My friends! But why are you out here? Come inside. I insist.” He firmly steered them back into the apartment, and Sal psyched himself for more teeth clenching.

Lisa slipped free and ran off ahead, leaving Sal alone with Matthew.

“I…I don’t feel so good. I’ll probably just go,” Sal said, turning slightly to face Matthew, noticing the hairs on his chest and the muscles on his arms, but not able to meet his eyes.

“Come, let me show you something. And you are not ill.”

Sal started, ready to argue back, but Matthew smiled at him so warmly his words stopped somewhere.

“Your smile,” Sal said, slurring slightly. “One day, with both sides of your mouth.”

Matthew stared at him a moment, perplexed. “Mon dieu, but you are a strange one,” he muttered and then pulled Sal over to the edge of the balcony. “One minute. Just don’t move, Sal.” Matthew closed the patio doors and fixed them with a clasp. They were locked out, together, and for the first time that night, Sal felt like he could breathe.

“There, now we will not be disturbed. Tell me what is wrong? The light has gone from your eyes. You are tense.”

Matthew’s hands slid up Sal’s arms, over his shoulders to the exposed skin on his neck. “I can’t get used to seeing you in clothes,” he whispered, stroking Sal’s neck and jaw. “Now talk to me properly.”

Sal stared back, not able to help turning his cheek into Matthew’s hand.

“I just… I’m not very good with people. You’ve probably noticed. I’m not very good with anything, really, only making things. Art, I suppose.” He stopped abruptly, feeling like all the stars above were listening.

“Ah, I see. Turn around and look over there. Let me show you something.” Matthew turned him, so that he faced out, towards London. Strong arms slid around his waist, but they would never be strong enough.

“OK, good. Look out to the skyline. You see where the tallest buildings touch the sky?”

Sal nodded, looking but really only feeling Matthew’s hair against his. An image of Tris undressing Matthew so carelessly skipped past his inner vision, making him feel panicky again. He clutched at Matthew’s arms around him, and felt Matthew start.

“That skyline. The shape. What does it make you think of?” Matthew asked softly. Sal looked, really looked.

“Maybe a family? Tall parents and little kids leaning in to them. It looks strong, unbreakable.”

“You do not come from such a family, I think?”

Sal shook his head. Had Matthew been speaking to Lisa?

“No. I didn’t fit there, either. They didn’t hit me, or anything, nothing like that. I just couldn’t be what they wanted. I tried, but…my fault, I guess.”

The arms tightened around him, making him breathless.

“Not your fault! You are perfect just as you are.”

Sal felt tiny kisses pepper his neck, and at that moment he wanted so much, but all he could feel were the stars shining down at him from so far away, too far to ever touch. Matthew’s hands slipped free and gently tugged at Sal’s t-shirt.

“I want to touch you. Do you mind? I have not wanted to touch for so long. I did not know my hands hurt from not being held. I—I want. What we do at the gallery—do you mind? What? What do you think?”

Such honest words made Sal wince. He heard the vulnerability in Matthew’s voice and concentrated hard so he could ease it into the sculpture, use it, capture it and remember when the sculpture was over. When it was all over.

“I never can stop. From the first time I saw you there, sitting with the rubbish. It is madness—touching my artists! That is not me, please believe me? I do not know what happens to me when I step into that room, but it is like a spell. Please, talk to me?” He hugged Sal so hard that Sal felt tears pricking his eyelids. But still he could not believe, or get that image of Matthew and Tris from his mind.

And anyway, Matthew only felt it in the hall, where the song was so strong. Just the song. But Matthew’s voice was so unsure that Sal had to answer.

“I—I feel it, too,” he gasped, as Matthew began stroking his stomach and chest, so gently at first it was almost irritating—but then more firmly, like trying to leave imprints of his hands on Sal’s skin. “The sculpture. I think it’s the sculpture.”

Matthew stopped abruptly, and froze.

“Just the sculpture?”

“No, don’t stop. Don’t ever stop,” Sal begged, turning his head to kiss Matthew.

Matthew groaned, meeting Sal’s tongue with his own, swirling and bucking together. Sal felt his t-shirt being edged up, slipped over his head and down the back of his arms. Matthew pulled his hands closer together and wound the t-shirt around them.

Sal’s heart beat wildly as he felt strong legs on either of his, and hands running up and down his body, rubbing his nipples until he cried out.

“The skyline,” Matthew breathed, between licking at Sal and nipping his neck. “For many months I watched it, studied it. I felt the world pushing on my shoulders so I looked up to the sky. I was a little crazy, yes, I think so. Like you, I saw strength and weakness, ebb and flow.” He paused to undo Sal’s jeans, then slid inside to glide up and down, tantalisingly close to Sal’s throbbing cock.

He bucked a few times, so desperate for some relief from the ache, feeling the hard length of Matthew right behind him.

“So beautiful.” Matthew kissed. “Then one day, I knew what it was. What is, inside me, had to be released. This thing called fucking love, had to be exposed. He had to be exposed. The locks arrived from him, and this was when I had the idea of The Trap.”

“No,” Sal murmured, knowing he had to come clean at last.

Cold air hit Sal’s cock when his jeans were pushed down over his hips, down to his knees, and then he didn’t care about the gallery, the locks or the songs.

He was completely exposed—at Matthew’s mercy. His hands found the outline of Matthew’s cock and gripped hard, wanting them to share.

The guttural sound that came from Matthew made Sal lose it. He wriggled until his naked arse fitted snugly over the rock-hard cock, and began rocking up and down. He heard someone trying to open the doors, but he could not bring himself to care. Nothing mattered except this.

One hand enclosed his cock, the other his balls, and it was so exquisite that Sal almost came right there. “Wait, just a second. I…I’m gonna…” he gasped.

Matthew’s hands stilled for a moment and then began simultaneously stroking Sal’s cock and balls. Strong, sure hands caressed, pulled, and worked him.

All Sal could do was moan, his voice becoming louder and louder as he charged towards orgasm. Between his own screams he heard Matthew grunting with abandon as they thrust together. Sal could hear himself somewhere above the ecstasy, crying sounds that turned into screaming as he came in Matthew’s hand.

They fell on the floor, heaving for breath. Sal was cradled in Matthew’s arms, shaking with the intensity of his climax.

“Oh my god, Sal! Let me untie you,” Matthew muttered, releasing Sal’s arms and wiping his stomach with a handkerchief. “I should peel your jeans back on, but I don’t want to. Not ever. ”

Sal was pulled onto Matthew’s heaving chest. He ran his nose along the hair, amazed and so full of joy he thought he might burst.

“Mon dieu. That was…I cannot…” With a muffled cry, Matthew’s head fell back, and he laughed. Sal was lifted on top, his face inches from Matthew’s.

They stared at each other. Matthew’s dark eyes shone but he looked unsure. Sal felt so much, but he had no words.

So he kissed him. Their lips met and separated. He had stood naked in front of Matthew so many times—been touched and now climaxed together. But this kiss, it crashed through the uncertainty and the chaos. It was like meeting for the first time. There was no music and no padlocks, just gentle wind and the intimacy of tongues entwined.

Sal felt his head being cradled, but still it exploded into fireworks of urgency and need. This felt more right than anything, ever.

The door began rattling again, furiously. The kiss and the bubble shattered.

“Oh shit. I better go back before they break it down.” Matthew looked wild—hair everywhere, lips red, and clothes ruffled. It hurt to look, but Sal thought that he would remember for the rest of his life.

“Sal, Sal.” His voice shook a little. “We talk later, no?” The door banged, more loudly. “Come, we better go.” He laughed as they scrambled up.

Then he stopped, just before opening the clasp, kissed Sal’s nose, and said, “Flirting. You see?”

***

Matthew led Sal by the hand, back into that horrible crowd, before disappearing into a room. Maybe it was Sal’s imagination, but everyone seemed to stare at him, jeering.

Matthew’s words went around and around, but he seemed unable to understand what they meant. Flirting? Is that what just happened on the balcony?

Was any of it real?

He found a space right at the back of the room and looked for Lisa, but she was nowhere to be seen. Dizziness engulfed him, and for a while he thought he might throw up.

Hours seemed to go by. Neither Matthew nor Lisa surfaced, but more and more people seemed to fill the apartment.

The heat and loud talking around Sal built into an uncomfortable storm, and he had to get out. Carefully, he edged towards the passage that led to the door, and quietly padded past several rooms. Something made him glance into a bedroom.

Matthew and Tris looked like they were hugging. Tris had Matthew pushed against the wall. They were both shirtless.

Laughing.

Together.

Sal couldn’t be sure, but he thought Matthew looked his way once, before he fled the apartment into the dark London night, his sobs ripping apart the air and his universe.


Chapter Eight – The Connection

Matthew

By the time he got to the lift, desperate and shouting, Sal was gone.

“Just Tris!” he screamed at the lift, then a little quieter. “Just flirting, remember?”

He watched each floor light up on the grid, sinking to the bottom, and then he went back to the party and drank himself into oblivion.

Next morning, he awoke to hammers in his head and a mouth full of grit, but thankfully he had stopped it in time. The apartment was a filthy shit hole.

What the fuck had he been thinking, and what about never again?

Lost control, fucking idiot.

It. Would. Not. Happen. Again.

***

Lift shaft.

Lighting.

Cobalt crystals.

Seating.

Pulley system.

Three-hour run.

***

Sal

For four days, Sal fought the song, and Matthew, and everything that made sense. He stayed away. Technically, he was on leave—texting Lisa to email Matthew on his behalf, to say he had family business—but he did not think he could go back now.

He slept for just a few hours before going out. His feet ached from the miles he walked, mindlessly, seeing nothing. He reasoned with himself that nothing had really been taken from him, Matthew was never his, but still his heart felt like it had been stamped on.

One evening, he wearily trudged back up the steps to the bedsit, his eyes downwards. He had been to three job centres, read through the lists for anything he could apply for—even his old job at the bakery.

Something was stuck under his front door as he pushed, wedged underneath. Sal knelt down and poked it free. It was a small package, wrapped in the gallery print. He drew breath sharply, knowing he should throw it away but consumed with curiosity.

Had Matthew sent it? Touched it?

He ripped it open and inhaled, and there it was. Just a lingering essence of Matthew, far away, but enough to make tears spring to his eyes.

It was one small padlock. Sal recognised it as one of the last. He clasped it and placed his fist above his heart, hearing its song, as powerful as ever, calling him back.

“I can’t,” he sobbed, knowing that he had to.

***

A couple of hours later, he let himself back into the gallery and reset the alarm system.

“Hi,” he said weakly to the security guards who manned the reception area.

“Sal? Where the fuck have you been, eh? Lord Mardy has gone back to his ogre days without you. Shouting about and throwing things! Have a cuppa tea, lad? You OK? You look very white.”

“Thanks. I’m fine, just had to go home for a few days,” he explained, looking away from their curious eyes.

“Yeah? Nothing bad I hope?”

“No, no. Just needed a bit of time to myself.”

“Not fucking surprised, having to work under him, miserable bastard.”

Sal took no comfort from this, thinking how dedicated Matthew was to this project that had brought him back from depression and sadness. It was his duty to finish it, even if being around Matthew again did break his heart.

“Well, goodnight, fellas. I’ll get the morning cuppa?” he said, and made his way to the hall. His feet skipped along the corridor, feeling the magnetic pull of The Trap.

He was home.

He locked the door, stripped, and ran to touch. The lighting and sounds only worked during the day but still his arms felt the magic. He moulded his body to the walls, and cried.

All night long he worked, noting the insertion of the lift shaft and the pulley system that would enable viewers to lay flat on a reclining seat and be rolled right underneath the structure, into the heart. Once they were inside, the flap would fall, and they would be completely enclosed whilst the lift took them up just a few feet. A moment of blackness, then music, lights, scents, and images would give them the last stage. The plan was for lovers to go in together, but for those—like himself—not lucky enough to have a partner, perhaps the experience would be enough.

There was not much left to do. Just grow the crystals and insert the remaining few padlocks into the lift, and then hand over to the health and safety staff, who were understandably worried about the structure collapsing.

But Sal knew it wouldn’t.

He lay on one of the reclining seats and pressed the button to take him into The Trap for the final stage. As he moulded and crafted, he thought about flirting and all those weeks with him working naked and Matthew at first watching, then touching. Something beautiful had happened even without words.

At some point he must have fallen asleep, right there inside his life’s creation.

As Sal slept, he dreamt of the bridge, the songs, and all the stories of love locked away forever. He dreamt of weddings and babies, of deaths and sorrow so deep he did not reach the bottom. Of all the people who had ever been brave enough to give their heart, and of those who had not.

He awoke with a jolt an hour later, and felt that he had to finish-finish-finish. A thousand voices and songs in his head urged him back towards the sculpture…

“Vite!”

The last padlock lay waiting on the other reclining seat—the tiny love-heart shape that Matthew had sent to the bedsit. Sal scooped it up and kissed it. A pang went through him at having to part with it, but he knew it was the final touch to the jigsaw that was The Trap.

That morning, the sculpture seemed to pulse with energy—warmth and power radiating from every inch that had been created with such care. He crawled out, and waves of fatigue and nausea enveloped him.

Suddenly, the small padlock he gripped sprung open, and Sal’s head exploded with sound, light, and voices. Above him, all the padlocks opened. There was a loud bang.

It was too much. He screamed as the walls began to collapse and everything slid.

Fire, brilliant orange, shooting through the sculpture’s tubing system.

His last thought was how well the tiny padlock fitted into his burning hand.


Chapter Nine – The Experience

Matthew

He watched the news, slightly vacant at first. Not much in his head these days except arguments and justifications. Reasons to walk away. Reasons to deny himself. But every day there were fewer reasons, and now, no reasons at all.

He was not good enough last time, was he?

A hum began, like the start of a headache taking over his body and building up to a loud pop flooding his body. He could not tell if it was contained within him, or came from the TV. Some instinct made him turn up the volume. For ever after, the words were imprinted within him, went smashing right through the hard core to the Matthew within.

A few moments ago, workers on the Pont Des Arts bridge, Paris, began removing the padlocks due to the collapsing of the bridge.

His telephone and mobile began ringing the very next minute, but he was already out the door and on his way to the gallery.

***

He drove across London with no regard to traffic lights, speed restrictions, or the rest of the world. Cars hooted, people shouted, a police siren, but all he heard was too late too late too late and the beatings of his own cowardly heart.

He arrived at the gallery, dripping with sweat, tears pouring down his face. It was cordoned off, police all over. His staff were huddled together, some getting into ambulances, white and crying.

“Sal’s still in there!” Lisa screamed as they carried her away in a wheelchair.

TV crews hung about, filming the carnage.

“Sir? Can you give us a minute?” they called to him.

The smoke and flames roared through the entrance, obscene as the gates of hell. He abandoned the car and raced towards it all, leaping across the barriers.

“Sir! You can’t go in there. They haven’t got the fire under control. We have everyone accounted for except one. Firefighters are trying to blast a way into the hall right now. Sir? Sir!”

Matthew caught sight of the official but then he was past and straight around the other side of the gallery building, to the staff doors. His heart hammered so fast and loudly, but not enough to overpower the song. All this time he’d heard Sal mumbling about the padlock songs, but now it urged him on, commanded him.

The first three tries, his fingers shook too badly to get the key in the lock, but finally he pushed open the door and tumbled into the smoky hell.

All the precious artefacts and his fortune, smashed from the explosion. Some of the walls were beginning to crumble, blocking the corridors that led to the hall. No sane person would attempt to get through; Matthew did not hesitate.

He went slowly, following the song and his instincts. A few times he had to stop to catch his breath, to regain his strength. Plaster fell around his head, covering him, white like snow, but so hot.

He had to get through the smoke and fog, but it was inside his head. All he could do now was keep going.

He blanked out for a while and came to again, hearing loud music and the same line over and over.

Was he already dead?

Blood seeped through the concrete and filth on his hands but inch by inch, he dragged himself towards the hall. All this time he had been dead, and now life seared through his veins, maybe it was too late.

Of course, the door was locked. He remembered now, seeing the key at home on the kitchen table. His hands were too feeble to bang loudly, and the shout stalled in his throat, turning to choking coughs.

But the door sprang open as he pushed it, as if waiting for his return. Adrenaline surged through him, and somehow he staggered across the hall, towards the collapsed structure.

“Sal! Sal!” he shouted desperately.

A slight movement caught his eye—a hand poking through the debris. The rubble came away easily.

He was battered and bruised, but alive. Matthew gathered him up, but he could not stop kissing, and kissing.

***

They lay for a while together, entwined. Sal was barely conscious, a large wound across his forehead.

“Your poor head,” Matthew croaked, trying to push away the dirt and cement. The walls of the hall were beginning to crack. They could not get out.

“The Trap, Matthew. It will protect us. The-the lift shaft.”

Matthew gasped. “You are right! Come on.” They dragged each other towards the reclining seats, now covered in rubble. He did not know if the pulley would still work but if they could just get inside the lift shaft, they would be safe. Trapped, but safe.

One seat was cracked and ruined. “Shit. Come on, one will have to hold us both.” Matthew pulled Sal onto the remaining seat and used his last energy to press the button as hard as he could.

A whining noise, a screech, his heart failed, but The Trap faithfully enclosed them, sucking the seat up inside as the ceiling of the great hall came down.

***

Darkness and grit.

Heat, too much. Banging. Shouting.

Sal.


Chapter Ten

Sal

He dreamed of fresh air and balloons going up, up, up, into the sky and beyond. Floating free, laughing. Held together by sturdy string, pulling him back.

Arms holding him close, the hands stroking him, and sometimes love. Sometimes it worked like those babies and weddings from the padlocks…

Sometimes in the wind…

Trying to tell him, urgently, but he could not hear them anymore. Their songs faded, and he was alone.

***

For a while, he thought he could hear voices, but they were so distant and he was so comfortable he let them roam away. But then he felt the voices icy on his arms, little pinpricks trying to get his attention.

Swimming, but a room in white. Was he dead?

Finally, his eyelids opened but nothing made sense. He swam some more, until a dark shape began to form.

Matthew. It was, but wearing a mask. Blood, tears. Had to get to him, to tell him.

“Born. We are,” he tried. “The locks, did you? They gave us back. Hurts so much, Matthew. Your heart is on my hand for ever.” It made no sense, even to him, but Matthew was laughing, crying. The mask was pulled aside, and there he was.

Hands stroked Sal’s face. “Yes,” Matthew rasped. “Yes. We start today, Sal. This is the beginning.”

Their lips met. It was gritty and painful, but stronger than all the songs and all the padlocks. Something burst from Sal’s mouth—something that had been trapped was free.

Sal felt rather than saw, that Matthew’s smile was whole, and huge.

***

Mist in his head and locks in his throat, wanting to be coughed up with the blood and dusty shit. For ages, he didn’t want to wake up because everywhere hurt. He couldn’t remember much except the walls falling and Matthew.

There was a terrible pain in his heart, but it was years since Dad died, and now he had lost the sculpture and so much more.

And everything.

He was falling, but his hands could feel the bed and the floor and what was real. The bed and the walls, they were not art but they were real.

Real. He needed real, now.

It was all so much shit, after all, just pretence and hurt falling onto his head. Crashing that stupid fucking sculpture, and what a pile of crap it was.

Mum had many phrases she had flung at him as a child, and now he kept hearing her, clear as the cars out on the road.

“Don’t put all your eggs in one basket.”

“Pride comes before a fall.”

“Keep your feet on the ground.”

Then nothing.

Sal gasped and opened his eyes suddenly. The songs in his head—they were gone. The heat of tears stung his eyes, and he was not going to open his eyes ever again.

It was over. He was not special. He had not saved the sculpture or set Matthew free.

A gentle touch like soft notes on a piano… He saw that Matthew was sitting in the chair next to his bed, looking right at him like normal people do—not the famous gallery owner who Sal had crushed on so long, just a man. He looked pretty beat up, too—cuts across his white face.

Just a man.

“Hey, there you are. How are you feeling?”

Sal thought before answering, and then pulled his hand away. “Like I woke up from a dream where I was under a spell. Like I got lied to. I feel better. Is there anything to eat?”

Matthew frowned a little, probably because he was not used to things getting away, but that wasn’t Sal’s problem because he was fucking done with people laughing at him behind his back.

“There’s a machine down the corridor—but let me check with the doctors what you are allowed.” He leaned forward, but Sal did not want to look at him, and closed his eyes.

“Thanks. Just get me a sandwich and leave it on my bed, yeah?”

There was a pause, which Sal ignored.

“Yes, of course. I will leave you to sleep. I have brought you bathroom items, and clothes. For when you are better, of course.”

Sal tried to feel, but there was nothing but absence and ache. Even the kiss that brushed his lips and the gentle finger that brushed his cheek meant nothing to him, it didn’t.

***

“Motherfucker! Honest to God, it’s in all the news, Sal. You’re on the telly. They cut off the locks, and your stone thing blew up! I thought you were a goner.”

It made absolutely no sense to Sal. Lisa fed him pieces of chocolate and showed him magazine after magazine. “You’re so bloody famous, mate. Look—they’re calling you The Wizard of Love, fucking idiots.”

He shook his head. “I don’t understand what happened, either. How could the bridge in Paris affect my sculpture?”

“Durr! ’Cause it’s magic, innit? Sal, who gives a flying fuck why. Fact is, you’re famous, and maybe even gonna be rich. Every gallery in the world will want you, love.”

“For what?” he whispered, gripping the sheets around him.

“Fuck sake, Sal! To make Art of course. To be an Artiste!”

“No, no. I’m finished with it now. It was shit anyway,” he said weakly, wishing she’d go. Wishing everyone would go and leave him with the void in his head, and heart.

“Shit? Are you kidding me? That sculpture was the best thing to ever grace that fucking gallery. Not that that’s saying much—it was all a load of junk made by Lord Mardy’s exes anyway,” she cackled.

“Yeah, well. I need to pull myself together and get a real job. No more pretending to be something I’m not. Look where it got me—I nearly died in that thing, Lisa.”

“I know, love. I watched them bring you out with Matthew. Look, it’s all here in this paper. ‘Discovered in the arms of his lover, protected by The Trap.’ It was the lift shaft that saved you, Sal. That and Lord Mardy. No-one knows how he even got to you, but he did. Now he’s on about salvaging it.”

“Probably wants the publicity,” he spat, hearing the bitterness like tablets on his tongue.

“Sal, what the everlasting fuck is up with you? I know Lord Mardy’s a miserable bastard, but fact is he’s mad about you. I thought you knew that?”

“No!” he almost shouted. “Sorry. No, I’m just one of his workers. I was stupid enough to believe I could make what he wanted, but now I just don’t care. Salvage it? I hope they set fire to it.” And he did, almost.

Lisa stared at him, lips pursed. “Sal, love, listen to me. You’re not yourself. You’ve had a terrible shock, and that can do things to people. Like, confuse them. You’re a quiet sod, but one thing I know is you love that fucking brick block and put everything you had into it.”

“Did I?” He really didn’t know. He tried to remember, but all he could think was how hungry he was. Had to fill the gap. He put his head in his hands wearily. “I—I just feel like shit, Lisa. I want to go home.” But he didn’t have one, not really. “I just want to be normal for a bit. Watch TV, eat fish and chips.”

“Aw, love. It’s normal to be all confused, I’m sure. You breathed in all that crap and got a few bangs to the head. Plus remember you’re a love wizard.”

He sniggered a bit, thinking of kissing strangers outside the pub, and being fucked up against a wall. “Yeah, that’s me—love wizard.” Then he was off laughing, with Lisa peering at him, shaking her head.

“Let me see what the doctors say,” she said carefully, and went.

***

They walked to the car slowly. Sal wished the wind would stop ringing in his head. Matthew had insisted on carrying everything, and Sal was glad because he felt so bloody weak.

“Here, hold on to me. You will be shaky for a while, I think. I have to build you up, no?” Matthew steered him to the car.

“I’ll be fine once I get home. Just need to get home.” Sal heard himself like he was listening to someone else. Maybe it was the vertigo, like the doctors said.

“I don’t like to leave you alone, Sal. What if you fall?”

“I’ll be fine. I’ve been alone a long time,” Sal snapped, closing his eyes so he didn’t have to speak anymore.

It was only when they arrived at Sal’s tower block that he remembered how it must look to Matthew. Graffiti, rubbish everywhere.

Rubbish, just rubbish.

“You can leave me here. I’ll be fine now,” he said hastily.

Matthew looked around the car park blankly. “No. I promised the doctors I would see you to your home. Which way?”

“Up there. Come on, then.”

Of course, the fucking lift was broke. Sal made it to the second floor before dizziness got him. “I…I think I’m gonna…” he spluttered before Matthew grabbed him.

“Why are we doing this?” he whispered, holding Sal close. “Won’t you let me take care of you at my flat? At least the lift works there.”

“No. I’m sorry, I’m OK now. Just up here.”

Matthew sighed but said nothing. They made it to Sal’s bedsit, but the welcome feeling of being home did not come. His room smelled of mould and damp, as always.

“Dieu! We don’t pay you enough, clearly. This is not fit to live in,” Matthew muttered, opening the fridge.

Sal had no strength left. He sat on the camp bed and passed out.
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