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      MR ELBOW’S CUTLERY CLINKED against his porcelain plate.

      He hated Thursday—Thursday was pork-chop-and-rice night.

      And Mr Elbow was a vegetarian.

      He peered down at his plate, at the little puddle of sweet, gummy sauce making his rice all soggy, turning it a dirty shade of brown, and then he looked up to the rest of the table. To his family who ate—as they always did—in silence.

      The only sound about the table, in fact, was the clickety-click of cutlery and the tick-tock of the carriage clock which sat over on the mantelpiece. The carriage clock which’d once belonged to Mr Elbow’s grandfather. His grandfather had received the clock in honour of his forty years’ service at the factory where he worked.

      His grandfather was, by now, of course, dead.

      The pristine, white tablecloth wrapped itself about the long table, and, for a moment or more, Mr Elbow lost himself in its stretched-out, infinite possibilities. He could project whatever he wished onto the tablecloth—the tablecloth which, following dinner, his wife would bundle up and stuff into the washing machine.

      Mr Elbow chewed away on the rice soaked in the vaguely sweet sauce, and he tried to nail down the flavour exactly. It wasn’t quite the taste of oranges, and apples neither. Finally, he decided that the sauce tasted a touch of banana. That might be it . . . yes, now he was sure.

      With still a good half of his plate to finish, Mr Elbow decided that he’d had enough.

      He wasn’t in the mood for the boiled carrots and cauliflower which accompanied his dish.

      He didn’t have much of an appetite at all.

      With a gentle smile to his two children, Eric and Henrietta, aged seven and nine, respectively, he helped himself up from his seat, padded across the thick, almost woolly carpet of the dining room, and over to his wife who sat at the head of the table.

      His wife didn’t cease in her chewing of the pork chop, and deigned only to shift him the slightest of glances as she dabbed at her lips with a fresh, white napkin.

      Mr Elbow planted a swift kiss on her cheek and parted without so much as a word.

      She knew he was busy—that he had business to attend to.

      That he never really had much of an appetite when he had business on his mind.

      On his way out of the dining room, Mr Elbow checked himself in the mirror with the gilded frame out in the corridor. Like always, he was pleased to note, he looked neat, and trim, in his smooth, grey suit. His starched, white shirt beneath brought out the paleness of his complexion in a way he thought gave him a sort of Gothic beauty.

      The white shirt also, though, had a habit of bringing out the drooping, black circles which hung down from his eyes. It seemed to make him out to be a touch sickly . . . like some nineteenth century consumptive.

      But those kinds of judgements were for others to make.

      All that Mr Elbow knew was that he looked—and felt—pretty sharp.

      In the hall, Mr Elbow could feel the chilly draught drifting up at him from beneath the front door. It wafted along the stone tiles and seemed to bring Mr Elbow to his senses with all the sharpness of a rap across the knuckles with a wooden ruler.

      Mr Elbow hooked his ankle-long duffel coat off the clothes peg in the hall and draped it about his shoulders. He felt the warmth immediately flood through his body. It seemed almost as if the coat was attempting to churn some warmth into his heart.

      Into his cold heart.
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      AS ALWAYS, Mr Elbow took the long route to the warehouse.

      At this time of night—coming up to eight thirty now—he liked to take the long, winding roads out of town, and into the countryside.

      There was this one spot, a vantage point which glared out down from the uncommon hilltop, and down onto the endless fields, stretching out below, and often Mr Elbow liked to pull up his car and peer down over the landscape for several minutes before continuing his journey.

      Tonight, though, Mr Elbow didn’t stop.

      He hadn’t the inclination.

      Up above, as Mr Elbow passed his key card across the aged reader, he glanced up through his windscreen, saw the plump, soggy-bottomed clouds above, and he wondered if—that night—they might have snow.

      Just the thought of it sent a chill about his collar.

      On accepting his key card, the mechanism of the rusted-up gate jerked the black-painted railing clear of his path. And Mr Elbow drove on in.

      His car’s tyres crunched out beneath him as he rolled on into the space which still carried the placard for the long-gone owner and manager of the warehouse: one Terrence Poulson.

      Mr Elbow was the owner and manager now.

      When Mr Elbow stepped out of his car, he did feel certain that there was a real chill to the air, and he felt himself, almost unconsciously, breathe in deep into his lungs. It sent a shock through his veins. He could still smell the pork chops his family had been chomping on that evening, and it sent a jelly-like feeling through his gut.

      If there was anything he couldn’t stand in this world, it was meat.

      Another reader demanded Mr Elbow’s key card, and he indulged it, passing his piece of plastic along the red eye of its scanner. The machine beeped him inside.

      Mr Elbow passed through the thick, concrete door—reinforced with steel—and on to the other side. And, just like that, he stood inside of the warehouse.

      He drew in the gentle smell of machine grease which still lingered here, and he could already feel the taste of the sweet sauce dissipating in his mouth, giving way to that simple—and yet infinitely wonderful—neutral flavour. The one which allowed him time and space to think.

      He listened hard, trying to hear something.

      Anything at all.

      But there was only silence.

      He supposed that they were sleeping.

      Good. That was good.

      Mr Elbow felt a gentle warmth pass through his blood, contrasting with the chill he had felt out in the car park.

      The warehouse: this was the place.

      The place which, if pushed, he might call his real home.

      Where he could feel at home.

      Here he no longer needed to put on pretences.

      He was simply himself.

      Mr Elbow hung his duffel coat up on the peg provided, and he took in the wide open place. He looked to the Sunshine Machine, to where it sat right smack in the centre of the warehouse. In the light from the fluorescent bulb which was gently blinking on overhead, Mr Elbow caught a few shimmers across the surface of the metal.

      He approached the machine, ran his fingers across the metal attachments, and then he took it in for another time. Savouring, for as long as he could afford to, the intricacy of the device.

      First, there was the squat, wooden seat. Mr Elbow admitted even to himself that the seat couldn’t be all that comfortable. That was regrettable. But, then again, the Sunshine Machine wasn’t really about comfort . . . if it was about anything at all, then it was pain.

      There were leather straps, which looked just a touch deteriorated to Mr Elbow, and which he speculated might well need replacing sometime soon.

      He would speak to the others about it in his meeting later that night.

      The others always gave the best advice.

      Because they were like him.

      The main feature of the Sunshine Machine, of course, was neither the wooden seat, or the leather straps for keeping the subject in their place.

      No, the main feature, the Sunshine Machine’s namesake, was the large lamp which stood propped up above the wooden seat on its steel arm. An electronic cable snaked on out from beneath it, and slithered its way all across the concrete floor of the warehouse.

      At first, Mr Elbow had to admit that he had been somewhat paranoid about the electricity bill. He had wondered if he might find investigators coming poking about the place, not for the usage of electricity, but rather the erratic usage of electricity . . . for the Sunshine Machine was nothing if not a large drain on power when he flipped it onto max.

      Tonight, he would flip it onto max.

      But Mr Elbow had never had what he might term a ‘run-in’ with anybody.

      Not since he had bought up the warehouse, installed himself here.

      Made himself thoroughly happy here.

      Just the thought of having to return home, to his real home, afterwards, sent a skitter up his spine, and caused his knobbled and gnarled fingers to lock up for a few seconds.

      He tried to put the thought out of his mind.

      He needed concentration.

      And he needed to have fun.

      Because, without fun, what would be the point?
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      MR ELBOW left the Sunshine Machine behind, and he swept on out to the smaller room which sat alongside the main chamber of the warehouse.

      Within it, he located the chicken-wire cages.

      Their sleeping faces.

      All so peaceful.

      So unassuming.

      Mr Elbow wondered about their dreams.

      Did they still have dreams?

      Even here in this most-forsaken of places?

      Mr Elbow trod along the fronts of the cages, past the plastic food troughs—each of them had one. He thought about how their food consisted only of dog biscuits, and not any old dog biscuits. No, these particular dog biscuits were a special brand: a very special brand indeed . . . and one which Mr Elbow had seen fit to douse with several healthy servings of a sleeping drug, to keep them sedate.

      He had three prisoners in all, and although he knew his acquaintances had several more, he wasn’t in the habit of competition. This wasn’t about getting into competition with anybody, after all, this was all—quite simply put—wish fulfilment. He, and he supposed the others, they all did this so that they might achieve their dreams.

      Allow their spirits to soar.

      Mr Elbow retrieved the keys from the wooden hook at the end of the row of cages, and he toyed with the key ring for a moment, poking his finger through the metal loop and feeling it twirl about. He glanced to their sleeping forms, and he thought of them only in terms of A, B and C.

      His mind flashed back to each of their captures, and how thrilling they had been . . . which wasn’t to mention how thrilled he had felt with the adventure. He thought about how empowered he had felt as he had driven along the sweeping country lanes with one of his prisoners within the boot of his car . . . no beating of fists, no kicking of feet . . . they simply slept . . . sleep, Mr Elbow found, was, just like they said: a wonderful cure-all.

      Mr Elbow peered in through the chicken wire at his prisoners.

      There was A: a man in his thirties, Mr Elbow presumed, and one which he had apprehended on his way out of a bank. He had worn a hooded jumper, and a pair of cargo shorts over a pair of battered trainers. Mr Elbow could only recall the man’s wardrobe so clearly because the man continued to wear the same clothes he had been captured in.

      Then there was B: a female, perhaps in her forties. Mr Elbow liked to speculate as to whether she might be a mother. He couldn’t help wondering to himself. Something about having a prisoner here who would be missed sent a nasty thrill through him.

      The final specimen was C: another male, and one in his fifties.

      For some reason, tonight, it was C who attracted Mr Elbow the most.

      Something about his face, the way that he had all those bunched-up wrinkles, the way his skin had leathered far more than the others had, swamped Mr Elbow’s attention.

      He peered closer, looked to C in profile, and Mr Elbow wondered to himself if he maybe saw something of himself in the man. Perhaps that had been the attraction. Maybe that was why Mr Elbow had felt compelled to grab him from the supermarket car park, as the man had been absent-mindedly stuffing the contents of his shopping trolley into the boot of his car.

      They were the same age.

      Most likely, as Mr Elbow did, the man had children.

      Yes, tonight it would be C’s turn.

      Mr Elbow was certain of it now.

      With a brisk motion of his wrist, Mr Elbow turned the key in the lock to C’s cage, and he brought the door open with a whine of the flimsy hinges. Maybe Mr Elbow should’ve invested a little more in the security of his cages here, but he often assured himself that, even if the worst did happen and one of his prisoners managed to escape, it would only be to find themselves still trapped within the warehouse. Nowhere to run.

      Mr Elbow did have outstanding confidence in the resilience of his concrete doors.

      Mr Elbow reached out and grabbed hold of C’s leathered flesh. He could make out the thick, black marks on the man’s arms now, where the leathered hide was beginning to toughen and spoil.

      The man staggered out of the cage, still half-asleep, and if Mr Elbow had needed to guess, he might’ve said that the man had had himself a little feast—had chomped his way through his dinner—only a matter of an hour ago.

      The greedy little so-and-so.

      But that would only help Mr Elbow.

      It was always easier when they had dosed themselves up so readily.

      Mr Elbow helped the man along the corridor, as the man mumbled words beneath his breath, little nothings which Mr Elbow didn’t even bother to catch.

      Mr Elbow led the man over to the wooden seat, and quickly tied him into place with the leather straps about his wrists and ankles.

      Mr Elbow stood back to admire his work.

      Yes, this was satisfactory.

      The man would remain in his place.
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