
[image: Cover]


I, Death

  
by

  Ian D. Hall


  [image: Beaten Track Logo]

  Beaten Track

  www.beatentrackpublishing.com


I, Death

First published 2024 by Beaten Track Publishing

Copyright © 2024 Ian D. Hall

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent publisher.

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

Paperback ISBN: 978 1 78645 612 0

eBook ISBN: 978 1 78645 613 7

Cover image: ‘The Silent Winter’ by Miika Ahvenjärvi (Uribaani: https://www.deviantart.com/uribaani/art/The-Silent-winter-69470126), adapted from ‘The Grim Weedwhacker’ by Marcus Ranum – www.ranum.com. Reuse permitted under Creative Commons Attribution 3.0 Licence.

Beaten Track Publishing,

Burscough, Lancashire.

www.beatentrackpublishing.com


Did you ever find yourself reading a book, an article or some piece of trashy hack journalism and think…

That’s me they’re describing!

The new football superstar, captured in grainy black and white on the happiest day of your life…before you descended into the realm of bitter fantasy, sucked dry by million-pound contracts and damning interviews. Even on your death bed, they never let you forget you were just a council-estate kid with one particular talent, who got too big for your boots.

A politician of overwhelming courage, a life dedicated to public service and a conscience bordering on saintly…one taken-out-of-context photograph, and it’s all over. Questions asked, rumours paraded as facts in that oversized vehicle of gossip and allegation…

You know you should stop reading the papers, refuse to fall for all that airbrushed deceit, unplug from the multiplex of distorted truth, disconnect from the media altogether…

But then how would you know I exist? For I am Death, and I bring destruction.


Chapter One

I asked you, have you ever seen yourself in an article, a character in a book, a person on stage, and thought, “That is me! That is who I am.”

Even if you are not named, your life stands before you in the mind of another’s imagination, and it is either enlightening, frustrating, or terrifying. When I read that book, when I saw myself in the mind of another who had foretold of my existence, I was at first disturbed. But then anger grew, for the author had downplayed the way I was able to bring devastation to the world. With just a small amount of willpower, I could cause a person to commit suicide, tear apart their lives, and with greater urgency, I could…I could…

Well, let me show you exactly what I can do if you push me to anger.

The one thing that the author got right was the way in which I was killed.

Death comes for Death…I can almost write the obituary and headline myself. And yet I was not dead. It takes more than being hit over the head by a solid, heavy blunt instrument to kill me.

You know that Stones classic, of course; everyone does. They sing the words with deep affection and full gusto of voice; they want you to literally have sympathy for the entity downstairs. Yet no one really ever has sympathy for Death, not even the comic writers.

I stared at the book for a long while, an old, well-thumbed, disintegrating volume, almost weightless in the palm of my hand, and I felt my anger grow.

On the television, a man dressed in a sharp blue suit with a matching flawless tie was expressing his doubts on one of humanity’s greatest achievements: the manned mission to Mars.

“Humankind, surely, we are not naïve enough to believe that we can survive in such harsh conditions as the red planet coldly harbours. It is preposterous to insist that we keep spending tax dollars on selling a fantasy to the public.” He drawled these words as if he were a Southern Baptist preacher conversing with God and the angels on one side of the church and urging his mortal congregation on the other to acknowledge that they were too dumb to ask questions or raise objections to his holier-than-thou stance.

I dislike these types of preachers. I wanted him to choke on his words…but my attention was not focused enough to send him to his own devils and gods. And he had a point.

We have screwed up our own home, and now we want to vandalise the neighbour’s garden.

The mission to Mars had been the talk of everyone for weeks, and it only heightened as the spacecraft and its twelve intrepid explorers drew closer to fame, fortune, and living immortality. It was everywhere: on satellite, in the papers, on the internet. It dominated conversations the length and breadth of the country and the wider world. You could not walk around a village green without someone stopping to engage you in conversation; you could not mind your own business in a bookshop without a tug on the arm and a beaming, supercilious face looking at you in expectation of another morsel of information being pushed out into the ether. I began to hate it.

It was the sense of false hope that drove me to think of the expedition to the barren planet in ways that would result in the first chink of concern that the news anchors described as “a glitch that would rectify itself.”

The book worried me. Written years before I was born, it was almost like a prophecy. I was no devil, just an ordinary man—admittedly one who believed himself cursed—but the book made me sound as if I was more than human, as if I were the spawn of something beyond human conception.

“Ground Control, how are the figures looking your end?”

It was the captain, a robust and insanely competent woman from Stockholm, to whom the voice belonged.

I tore myself away from the book for a minute and glanced at the small bottle of Scotch on the table to the right of me. One-handed, I unscrewed the cap, poured a measure into one of the two empty glasses I had set out, and then just as easily replaced the top back on the bottle. I raised the glass to the television and saluted the team as they raced towards infamy.

I resolved to ask my guest, when they arrived, what they thought of the book that had worried me. They had obviously thought the resemblance between me and the monster within was worth exploring. After all, if you had given a biography on Christ to a person with delusions of grandeur, you’d expect some sort of response.

“That’s superb.”

Again, I raised my glass but then set it down on the table, the glass almost touching its unused neighbour.

I looked at the cover of the book. A disturbing green title that screamed out late-sixties fascination with the macabre and hinted at disease and scum-like filters. A hideous mask contorted in what appeared to be pain was painted ludicrously onto the dust jacket, garish, lurid, as provocative as they came in that heady period of English Literature dominated by the cartoon-like. The face was that of the Gorgon, and there the similarities ended.

“Give our love to our family and friends,” is what she intended to say, what she had almost turned into her sign-off for the cameras and audiences at home, but she was cut off by a loud, threatening bang between ‘family’ and ‘friends’.

I heard it, the world heard it. Despite it being almost two hundred and fifty million miles away, everyone who was watching the feed via the media of their choice heard it as clearly as if it happened right next to the chair they were sitting in. They heard it in the crowded pubs of the East End; they heard it in the curry houses in Manchester as the small black-and-white television spoke softly in the background of the hot and sweaty kitchen; they heard it while they made love with the television on in the background; they heard it as they shopped, as they played, as they worked. It was a sound that the human race would never forget.

It was not the bang of a part rupturing on board the vessel, nor of a dropped spanner reverberating around the metal capsule. It came from outside, a single thud, a jolt, small but powerful…and the screen went blank.

It stayed blank for several hours, by which time, I was on the floor, blood slowly pouring from an open wound. In my mind’s eye, I subconsciously saw a group of people standing over me, one of them staring at my eyes and declaring me to be in a coma.

The television was still on; nobody had thought to turn it off.

“What do you think made that noise then, Mam?”

“No idea, Barry. Could be anything!”

If I wasn’t in a coma, I would have been…well, miffed doesn’t quite fit the feeling of ill will I was harbouring in my deep unconsciousness. Perhaps provoked is a better description. Incited, overlooked…I never did like that feeling. But what was I to do? I was as close to purgatory as I had ever been, limbo for the living, and yet I could see them crowding around the television watching the next step in human history, while on the floor lay the victim of an attempted murder…some people’s priorities are often lacking in decorum.

“So, that is the situation. The crew are said to be in good spirits, and checks have been made. So far there is no indication of what the noise was that we all heard. Within the next day or so, as the craft draws closer to Mars, the landing craft will be deployed and then the real work begins…”

I rather enjoyed the word ‘we’. It was meant to place emphasis on the act of union, that humanity stands together in pride and hope, as well as adversity. It didn’t work.

I heard the television being turned off; the silence became deafening. I miss the days when I was small, and the box of unearthly delight would pop and make a fizzing sound as the connection was cut. Now it just goes silent, not a pop or a wheeze, not a single measure of complaint at its life being cut short. In a way, I was glad; at some point one of those dreadful celebrity programmes would have reared its ugly head and my subconscious would have been subjected to more torture than it could stand.

“There are two glasses out, look. Here on the table. One has had alcohol in it for certain—whisky by the smell.” The person’s voice paused, and the giveaway sound of a glass being picked up and sniffed filled the room. “And this one is empty, not been used at all.”

I could tell the voice was female, but I couldn’t see her. My head was tilted in such a way that her face was out of sight, but the memory of her perfume lingered long after I was taken from the apartment to the local hospital.

She sounded familiar, though. Perhaps I had met her at a book signing, or maybe in one of my infrequent trips to the morgue where I would gather up information to use in one of my less-than-bestselling books.

I should say, I am not sure who attempted to kill me. I have a suspicion, but then it could just as easily be my ex, a critic, or a relative of anyone who believes my assertion that I am the bringer of death. The assailant, though, might have done me a favour; for in a few days’ time, the world and its wife might have come barging through my front door brandishing weapons of various depths and magnitudes as they learned of my part in the greatest space disaster of our age.


Chapter Two

It’s been…how long? I really couldn’t tell you. Time works differently when you’re in a coma and all that you have are your thoughts. I can make an educated guess, though. The crew is still alive—well, not all of them.

See, even when I’m not able to see the action, I can influence certain events, and they’d thoughtfully placed a television in the corner of the room, high on a wall so that it could look down upon me as an agent would on a first-time would-be author that they couldn’t coax or bribe into bed. The television stood out in a world dominated by wires, by cables, switches, and machines that made small beeping noises. It was the only electrical item in the room that seemed unnatural. I should be thankful they tuned it to the news channel, not a daytime magazine show filled with an audience screeching in unison, howling like monkeys as they peed on the tigers below.

I have a fourteen-hour gap in this…memory. I don’t know what you would call the actual ability of recollection when you are out cold on a hospital bed and not expected to wake up. I overheard the doctor, a chap called Wasteacre, I think, talking to a woman in a long, brown trench coat, her short, brown hair just touching the edge of the jacket collar. I couldn’t her face, but I heard her introduce herself as Detective Inspector Bridge.

Apparently, I had to have an immediate operation on my brain when I was brought into the hospital, and she had been waiting for me ever since. I would say that it showed care, compassion for my situation, but really, I deduce she wanted to ask a series of questions that might point her in the direction of my attacker and that she could say at her next review that she had earned the promotion. Cynical? Absolutely. I’ve made my living on such statements of outlandish outrage and pessimism.

Time in your own head can be a frightening prospect—hard enough when you’re awake and fully in control of your faculties. When you’re in a coma, when the world goes on around you as your body, your mind is being operated upon and you are left truly alone, that is torture.

It was in those hours after the operation that memories resurfaced.

Let me introduce you to the moment when I began to think I was capable of harm, when my aunt’s words fell on my ears as though she had physically assaulted me with the back of one of her thick pudding-shaped hands.

I was not yet a teenager, and I had walked sullenly to school, ignoring the calls of those who might have casually called me a friend. It was a damp British day. The last remaining seconds of a soaking wet summer had faded into the wreck of an autumn determined to be grim and fiercely unattractive. The leaves were sickly yellow, as if a rampant case of jaundice had been brought out into the open and caused an epidemic of bitterness to lay on the floor in floral tribute to the dying of the year. Each step taken was filled with the possibility of skidding and taking a tumble. I watched in earnest as women in heels gingerly made their way across uneven pavements and through unseen rivets that held the grating in place as they crossed the market square…victims of their fashion.

I was sullen because, and not for the first time, my aunt, who I had the misfortune to live with since the death of my parents several years before, had called me evil, a devil, a calculating evil spirit, and said that if I came home, I might just find all my belongings in the front yard and on fire.

I wasn’t intending to go home. There are only so many times you can take being called names before you start to believe it, before you start to act like it. As it turned out, I had no home to go to that night anyway.

Once past the Market Square, it was normally a bus ride out to the school I attended, a fifteen-minute journey in which ancient squabbles were reignited, where the girls stoked dirty rumours and the boys were more than pleased to live up to them. It was fifteen minutes of quick romances, of fist fights and drama…of cigarettes smoked as if the habit had taken twenty years to develop and not the six weeks since they first caught the smell of burning tobacco as it growled and crawled into the air past the hedges that separated the sports block and the pristine computer science room.

I didn’t like catching the bus. It reeked of false masculine bravado and unearned dominance of desperation and the previous evening’s family abuse. It was the damnation that not even a can of body spray could disguise. Only those who didn’t want to walk in the rain, those who felt the need to be seen and heard, caught one of the buses, from which they would hurl abuse, cans and lit cigarettes at passers-by and carve their initials into the upholstery. They were the ones who ruled the world early in the morning and in the late afternoon.

I knew my aunt was not joking when she exploded in a foul-mouthed tirade of everything that was wrong in her life, and how much I was to blame for it. I knew she was not joking, because she never did. She was the meanest woman to have walked this Earth—at least, that was what I always believed until I was forced to bounce from house to house as part of the foster-care system.

Before I was able to storm out of my aunt’s front garden, its tidy borders and maddening neatly trimmed grass that was not permitted to grow over two inches in length or be anything other than deepest green, I almost tripped over a can of petrol my aunt had put out in readiness to fill the tank of the small petrol-driven mower she had bought herself out of my trust fund.

I was about to leave it in its overturned position when I heard her screech.

“Oi, you put that can back where you found it. It’s bad enough I found your stash of disgusting porn, you dirty little pervert, but kicking stuff over in the hope that I’ll trip over it and break my neck—well, that just proves you’re the devil. No wonder your parents died, you little shit!”

Now, before I continue—after all, it’s not like I have got places to be—I didn’t knock the can over on purpose, and I didn’t have porn. It was a health and sports magazine, which I’d borrowed because it had an article on supplements I wanted to read for a biology class. And who in their right mind says to a child, or to anyone, that you were the shame of your parents’ life, that they died because you lived. I’ll tell you who. Only the distressingly wicked.

What I did do, and I admit that my words that day were thrown back at her with typical teenage spite, was loudly retort, “Shut up and mow your lawn, you stupid mare. Perhaps you’ll run over a wire somewhere and electrocute yourself.”

It was heartless, and if I had a chance, I would take it back, apologise and beg for forgiveness. If I had a chance.

People should not throw objects at people.

If they miss, it creates litter, a potential stumbling block for another to trip over. If they hit, well, the damage can be…revealing.

My aunt threw her shoe at me. It missed. The action, though, made me more determined to get out of her sight with not even a sorry aimed in her direction. In fact, I flipped a middle finger at her and sloped off sullenly to school. Her red shoe was still beside the gate when I later returned to the disaster that had taken hold.

She must have hobbled after me, as I heard the metal petrol can grating on the stones as it was picked up, and I lengthened my stride so that I would be out of shot by the time she threw it at me. She muttered a few choice words, the sort that would’ve made a sailor blush and had a psychologist signing her up for a full course of anger management, but I didn’t stop to respond.

Over the years since, I’ve perfected my sullen slouch and resting bitch face. As a man, the former is easy to achieve, the latter, not so much…especially as a teen. You’re supposed to want the greater public to be scared of you, to love you, to feel as though you could hurt them with a smile or mend their heart with a well-aimed piece of sarcasm…in short, they’re not supposed to know where they stand with you from one minute to the next.

Sullen I was, sullen I remained. Hostile, bad-tempered, but never morose, never miserable. People have always assumed that I covet misery; nothing could be further from the truth. It is just that misery of the human experience is one that follows us all, and I have managed to find a way to use it as a tool, as a divining rod to punish the conceited, the vain, and the arrogantly proud.

I passed a park on my way to school.

The memory of the morning, the storm that had broken out between my only remaining relative and myself raging in my head as I took smaller and smaller steps, the trudge another teenage reflection that I had perfected.

My mind was…I guess, in a whirl, thoughts flickered between the before and what was to come. I knew by the time I got through the day and arrived back at my aunt’s house, everything of mine would be ash. I found myself thinking ahead, what was the point of staying there? She was using my inheritance to gratify her own needs.

I don’t know to this day if it was wish fulfilment or if the smack to the head drew out some latent ability, but as I lay here, for all purposes dead to the world except for the machines keeping me alive, I begin to see that it was both, that the world I came to distrust, to sneer at, in some cases openly despise, was born out of anger at injustice, and fate had, as it often does, chosen a champion in the darkness.


Chapter Three

She is seated on a plastic chair that is a deeply offensive shade of yellow and looks distressingly uncomfortable. Her hair has come undone from the tight-bunched medium-length ponytail that was prominently positioned when I could only see her from the back and now flows around her, straggled and unkempt, as dishevelled as a summer dress discovered on a cold tiled floor long after the washing machine has completed its cycle and the sun has sunk. Lifeless, unloved, forgotten.

Though she looks better than I felt when the wooden boomerang hit me with a painful crack on the side of my head.

To this day, I have an indentation in my temple where it struck with unrelenting and unapologetic ferocity. The hairline crack in my skull is testament to the strength that the lad had hurled it, the way I fell to the ground, lost in dark thoughts about my aunt, thus did not brace for the fall and broke my nose as the concrete pavement met me with glee in its stony heart. If it were to happen today, someone would call an ambulance—admittedly, it might have taken several hours to reach me, thanks to the monstrous cuts in public health, by which time the crowd would’ve become bored by the spectacle and, having shared my misfortune with the world, put away their camera phones and carried on with their day—but as I groggily clambered back to my feet, I saw only two lads staring at me, horror etched deeply into their faces.

Wearing the same uniform as mine but taller than me by at least six inches, they seemed caught between coming to my aid or running as quickly as possible away, hoping, quite correctly, that I would not recognise them again.

I was holding aloft the offending weapon, and the weight of it caught me by surprise. It wasn’t plywood or one of those softer woods that catch the air perfectly. No, this was a substantial piece of timber, at least a foot from tip to tip and so heavy my wrist bent under the strain of holding it.

“What the hell?”

Those three words were all I could find to say to them, and I regret deeply not having the guts nor the guile at that age to have taken either one on in a fight. Alas, because my mind was spinning and the blow was causing me to see oddly, I could not remember what they looked like later when I had the wherewithal to exact my revenge.

As I held the evidence of the assault high above me, a man in his late forties walked past and sniggered outwardly.

“What?” I demanded, surprising myself with the ferocity of my question. The man was also surprised, but he recovered quickly—far quicker than I.

He flung his arms out wide as an assertion of dominance, an unspoken challenge to me to take him on. I had voiced my anger, so of course, in his mind, I wanted a fight.

I hadn’t been able to focus on the faces of the two lads who had been mucking about with the boomerang, but this man had stepped into my personal space without thinking it would be a problem, that being a mere boy, I would step back, cower, stammer an apology for my outspoken verbal attack on his right to open mockery.

If my aunt had not filled my morning mood with unnecessary drama, if I had not felt the shattering blow of wood on skull and fast-bruised skin, if this cynically endowed man who thought it was funny to inflict further humiliation on a twelve-year-old by laughing in his face and being a jerk about it, I might have got to school unmolested. I might even have had a good day.

And maybe, my aunt would not have gone through with destroying all that I had left.

“What?” he repeated, mimicking my tone, mocking me with his expression. “Poor baby got hurt by a stick, did he?”

His chest puffed out as if he was a toad caught in the middle of an inhale, and his eyes went a funny creamy white. His arms, open to their fullest extent, were orangutan-like, almost unseemly disproportionate to his body. Even his neck was scrawny, ill-fitting, giving him the appearance of a doll that had been screwed together by two left hands wrapped in thick rubber gloves.

I don’t know what he expected, and I wasn’t sure what I was meant to do. Throw a punch? Kick him quickly in the reproductive area and hope that I could run quicker than he did after the pain and shock wore off? I felt small, awkward, intimidated; alarm and fear started to dine on my heart. I felt danger at the confrontation, and yet I was angrier than I had ever been in my entire life. That dichotomy of emotions, of preteen browbeaten anxiety coupled with a force of unknowing power, drove me closer to him until my forehead almost rested on his stubbled chin, and I stared intently upwards.

He had a significant height advantage on me, and those arms could have crushed me without a bead of sweat breaking. He had the air of a man who would think nothing of entering one of the town’s more salubrious bars, urging the biggest bar fly to come at him with a bottle and enjoy the attention it garnered. What could I do?

I fixed my eyes on him and stared deeply into those white-glazed eyes, but the more I glared at him, the more I saw they were the eyes not of a man willing to act insanely, but one of the long-term effects of the diabetes coursing through his body. He was ill, and as much as I wanted to walk away and just let him be on his way, I found I could not back down. I had to stand up for myself.

The two lads had found their courage once more and quickly moved on, their nerve restored enough to hightail it to school, leaving me with their heavy wooden boomerang, which I still held in my hand high above my head. I slowly lowered it. The man’s eyes never moved, yet underneath that milky appearance, I saw my initial fear reflected in what remained of his sight, and I drew confidence from it.

I dropped the boomerang to my side and let it hang loose, my fingers barely gripping it. What I was thinking…it was simple. Just walk away, old man. Just walk away and you might live another day.

My head hurt. The more I inwardly implored the man to turn away, the more I felt a stab of pain cascade across my brow, and it was becoming a battle of wills. After all I had gone through that morning, I would not be defeated.

In any other world, at any other time, he would have hit me and once more I would have fallen to the floor, a nose that was surely already broken taking more damage and abuse. I would have looked a right state in school that day and was tempted to allow it to happen—school somehow had lost its appeal in the last hour—but I could a glimpse of that fist clenching, and…

***

For weeks, I flinched at the sound of a police car siren. If anxiety was part of my genetic make-up, then hearing on the grapevine about a boy who could bring on an illness in a grown man was certainly one way to push me further into the shadows of myself.

I had been fortunate.

The man couldn’t give a description of the face he saw, only the intense eyes, dark eyes, terrifying eyes that turned black, and the two lads who had been messing around in the park, far too close to the pavement and the road with an object that could shatter glass and destroy lives…well, they never came forward to cast doubt over any defence I might have offered to weary policemen and detectives with grudges towards society or to the Home Office for tying their hands in binding red tape.

I didn’t touch the man, never laid a finger on him, but he reacted as if I had. He staggered backwards, first one short step, then another, and then he attempted to turn. It was as if he had taken on the role of a punch-drunk boxer and his legs wouldn’t coordinate with his mind, a misfire of communication that saw him reel and wobble down towards the crossing fifty yards away where, quite by chance, he fell at the feet of a woman walking one of those miniature dogs that yap consistently.

He didn’t die.

He was, though, quite unwell for a while and sent his time in the hospital rambling about seeing the devil. I know because one day, in an act of contrition and fascination, I walked to Avoncross’s hospital on the hill and hung around by the nurses’ station in pretence of waiting for a relative to turn up for visiting hours.

That’s the thing with appearing indistinct. You can sit on a chair for a while and be invisible. This would become impossible as I aged, as my pre-teenager stage was replaced by a growth spurt and a career where I was on dust jackets and people inserted my name in reviews and dropped the colour of my eyes into conversation.

Back then, I was small and scrawny and fitted in because I wasn’t seen. That knock to the head changed that, but that would only really kick in once the hormones started to surge.

I sat there watching nurses, falling in love with those who smiled, avoiding eye contact with the more austere ones who passed me by, their shoes clicking in time to the heart monitors and the beeps of machines out of the realms of science fiction. A dystopian revision of The Wizard of Oz where Dorothy kicked her heels together on bleach-clean walkways. There’s no place like hell, there’s no place like hell.

He started to scream. That delusional witch who threatened Dorothy’s dog, Elphaba Thropp, could not have screeched it with more conviction.

“The devil! The devil is here! He walks amongst us! Nurse, Nurse! Please keep him away!”

Alarms sounded. Voices rose in concern. I overheard one nurse, all tightly bunched hair and obsessively clean fingernails, remark without a shred of respect for patient confidentiality that he’d been so quiet of late.

I took advantage of the melee and said to anyone who cared to listen that I was upset over the shouting man’s words, and that I would come back later with my mum.

Nobody paid me heed. The invisible have this advantage over the rest: they can, and do, get away with saying anything.

The last I heard, the man who had stopped men in the street, who had sniggered at my misfortune, who had allowed himself to become distressed enough to fall ill, was transferred to a facility somewhere in the Oxfordshire countryside.

I occasionally send flowers to him. I don’t leave a name. The card is always blank.


Chapter Four

I wonder what this is that has been handed to you.

Is it by any chance one of my journals?

You will learn a great deal about me in there, Detective Bridge. But not as much as I could tell you if you were able to hear me, if you could understand the thoughts in my head…these dark thoughts that cause people to die and catastrophes to happen. Or did you think that many disasters could have been avoided, human errors explained by an admission of hatred for the world and all who ignore its dying pulse?

You haven’t noticed, though, have you, your own power?

I can tell we are similar creatures, Detective Bridge. We just have different ways of expressing them. I am darkness. I am the bringer of Death. You are the bringer of Justice, driven by the thrill of the chase, so consumed by it that you are oblivious to the way Doctor Wasteacre and others conduct themselves around you, exuding typical male sexual aggression in the belief that it shows vulnerability and passion. Not that your pheromones are wasted on only the male of the species; from my bed, I have spied a couple of female nurses turn their head more than once in your direction, and I suspect that if truth be known, half your colleagues have fantasised about taking you to their bed.

But you don’t notice, do you? Turned on by your work, no room for a little laughter—or is it more than that? Perhaps a lover broke your heart and stilled your soul. Or perhaps you realised that sex is not your thing, and if so, I find myself congratulating you, for you have found a path that would have suited me more. I certainly think my ex-wife might be alive had we not been consumed by desires and faults.

That journal will only tell you so much.

Let me continue, Detective. Allow me to linger in the memory of that first day, the one that changed how I saw myself. Close the journal, put down your Dictaphone, shut out the television for a while. After all, those astronauts aren’t going anywhere, are they? Except maybe to their graves.

I arrived at school in a foul mood and with a headache that was making me feel sick. I was late. It happens, but it is not every day that you face a detention for having been attacked with a boomerang. Thankfully, the trudge of my walk up the hill towards the downs took me over the bridge, where I paused to watch a train disappear into the tunnel and resurface, slowing to a snail’s pace as it drew into Avoncross station. My school was just beyond the bridge in Merebrook, a district named for the lesser of the rivers that meet in the city, merging with its siblings then separating once more before it rolls towards Southampton, the Solent, and the sea.

The reason I stopped for a moment on the bridge was not only to watch the train magically enter the world of the underneath and the darkness of the city, but also because I felt a sharp, searing pain as I heard the squeal of the train’s brakes as. It was as if the vibration, the echo of metal on metal on metal, aroused something deep in my head, and whilst it was fleeting, it forced me to rest against the old brick bridge that had stood long before there were trains, when Merebrook was no more than a river passing through marshes and bog land.

Some years from this point, a train derailment would see the start of the city’s downfall; for me, on the bridge that day, it was part of a reveal that would turn me into the living embodiment of Death.

I excused myself as I walked breathlessly into the school’s computer science lab. The teacher was a kindly man who had done much to keep many a student on the straight and narrow, often arguing for leniency when the child’s actions would normally necessitate a harsher punishment. He was respected, and he responded in kind even when confronted by a latecomer.

Without pausing from his instruction to the class, he nodded and directed me to a free computer. Shoving my bag under the desk, I logged in while he droned on. A special guest…a test…

The visitor took over the presentation, but my attention was lost to the screaming of my headache. The more I looked at the screen, the more intense the pain felt, yet I could not take my eyes from the invisible flickering and electronic power, as if it was calling to me, imploring me, damning me, daring me to destroy the image on the screen.

It was a polite clearing of the throat by the class teacher that sidelined my attention from the screen to the last faltering words of the visitor.

“Don’t forget, while this is a test, it’s also a bit of fun. It will not reflect on your history with the school. No conclusions will be drawn. It’s only being used in a national experiment. When the buzzer goes, you may start. You have the maximum of one hundred attempts, and…” He genuinely paused when he said this as if it was a momentous gift he was offering. “Anyone who solves it once will get one pound. Complete it five times and I will give that person a crisp, brand-new, ten-pound note. Any more than that, you will have the chance to be measured against the national average, and the one with the most will receive the opportunity to visit London and spend time in our offices as a consultant on a range of new children’s games.”

He couldn’t have sounded any less sincere or enthusiastic. Still, the promise of a ten-pound note was enough to motivate most of the class into participating. The screen sprang to life with no buffering, no advertisements, wasting no time in capturing the class’s attention. A simple counter in the corner ticked away the seconds, accompanied by a blinking cursor. It was rudimentary, basic, yet an immediate hit.

I find myself playing it even now, during breaks from writing, when words refuse to flow, and it takes a swig of prune juice to clear the mental blockage. It serves as a distraction—an infuriating, enraging, annoying, blood-boiling amusement that I have yet to conquer.

The pre-teens destined to shape the future, to become the pioneers of the computer game’s limitless advance, eagerly jumped into the experiment. Almost without exception, they failed on their first attempt. The beep of failure unified them, amplifying their groans throughout the room. The second attempt was equally swift, as they all hit a mine with a single click on an ‘x’. The sound echoed like a klaxon, reverberating around the room, until one child stumbled upon a blank space, followed by another, and then, unlikely as it seemed, a third. The revelation of hidden mines behind each grey panel was enticing, promising riches that overwhelmed each kid as neurons fired, pushing them into a relentless battle they wouldn’t abandon.

Amidst the clamour, I remained a lone voice, a solitary peace activist in a battlefield of fervour. While others signed up, I silently protested, a conscientious objector awaiting an end to the madness. In amongst the whizz-bangs and the exploding shells, I felt as though, I could almost hear the haunting strains of ‘Silent Night’ waft across the no-man’s-land of the computer science lab and into the ears of every up-arrow, down-arrow, left-and-right-dash-weary soldier.

My resolve lasted a mere thirty seconds before I was conscripted and the generals forced my fingers onto the keyboard.

The teacher leaned in, whispering words of encouragement, sensing my unease.

“You seem out of sorts today. Are you okay?”

I could have cried off. I was being offered a way out of the war to come. I was injured. I’m not fit for duty, Sir. Permission to go to the medical officer’s room, Sir, where I shall present a chit and confine myself to quarters for a week.

Instead, fearing the stigma of cowardice, I muttered without conviction my intention to stay.

His touch, though friendly, was a little more than I liked, but as I said, he was one of the good guys, never an ounce of malice. Nevertheless, the touch was there, and it nudged me forward.

A good five minutes had passed since the pandemonium of selection started, but just as I was about to press an ‘x’ for the first time, a siren pierced the air—a relic of the Cold War, an anecdote of horror that thankfully, so far, has not come to pass.

I was the only one who felt it seep into the dark chambers of my heart. Every neuron seemed to fire at once as my brain found it could not distinguish between the reality of the game—of trying to avoid clicking on a predetermined pattern of pixels—and that of hiding in a cellar as the world above was incinerated. I felt the heat of the explosion, the walls closing in, the very air catching light and my bones becoming ash and dust as I pressed ‘x’, hitting a mine on my first attempt.

Did I want to play again?

The screen reloaded, and I pressed x once more, hoping for an empty square or a clue to the mine’s location. Direct hit.

Undeterred, I persisted.

Third attempt.

Fourth attempt.

Fifth.

Sixth.

Seventh.

Somewhere behind me, a squeal of delight accompanied another siren’s violent shrill. Today’s lucky winner, a pound in her pocket, a beaming smile from the man in the suit and a pat on the back that lingered far too long. The girl didn’t notice, but I did, my concentration momentarily captured by a blot of red in the corner of my eye. I saw the hand pause over the girl’s bra fastening before it was swiftly snatched away.

I returned my focus to the game. An eighth, ninth, tenth attempt, and each time I hit the target on the first go.

Others around me were groaning as they found fifty blank spaces or clues to the closest mine, some almost clearing the screen before striking the mine.

I was told a couple of weeks later that I had performed the worst of all the group in that session, the worst in the area overall during the trial. One girl in our class went home with five pounds that day, her bra remaining safely fastened, but she was the only one whom fortune had favoured with a smile.

My own session came to an abrupt halt when a gentle knock at the classroom door sent the teacher scurrying to answer it. The door creaked as it opened, the sound carrying a greater sense of dread than the machine’s noise as a message was quickly passed on. I had turned around—we all had—and for the moment, there was no clicking on the x-marks that seemed to be permanently against me. Instead, there was interest, surface tension, and a finger beckoning me to join the conspiracy at the door.

I followed the direction and peered out into the corridor, the barest chink of light revealing the headmaster and a policeman.

I was about to protest, and then admit to my part in the man’s possible death, until I saw the headmaster’s sickly smile and beady, narrow eyes crinkle in supposed concern as he guided me away from the classroom. He had sad news to impart.


Chapter Five

She had burned alive.

“That’s what the policeman told me,” he said, trying to meet my gaze, bending down so we were eye to eye; equals. He wanted to show for the record, for my supposedly ‘impressionable’ memory, that he cared about the feelings of a young boy being told, for the second time, that he was alone.

A petrol can, kicked over and forgotten, and a sharp stone that had somehow punctured the aged seal, so that when my aunt struck a match near the small pile of belongings she had gathered to make a point, the petrol ignited and the can exploded, showering her in burning liquid.

The headmaster made all the right noises, his pencil moustache contorting in what appeared to be genuine sympathy. His nodding gestures of concern followed a script, a handbook likely crafted by the Department of Education—Chapter One; Subsection Five: How to appear sincere when delivering bad news to a student.

I don’t think the policeman was fooled any more than I was.

I spent a good half-hour in that office. The headmaster, having exhausted his repertoire of comforting nods, kept glancing at his leather-strapped watch, comparing it to the ornamental wall clock that hung above a faded colour photograph in a wooden frame, depicting a young man receiving a degree. The words beneath it were too small, too intricate, to decipher.

There was another secret knock at the door, a code to be broken at some stage, and Mrs. Cordage, the headmaster’s secretary, burst into the room, austere in her skirt suit, not a crease to be seen, not a strand of hair escaping the tightly pinned bun I’d once seen her brush into place with the stamina of a hedgehog traversing an overgrown patch of grass while pursued by a predator.

She smiled at me, a shark amidst a school of fish, a piranha circling its prey. Despite everything that had happened, I smiled back, welcoming her insincere sympathy. It brought a tinge of red to my eye, seeing her for what she was—a disease in human skin, a virus that needed to be eradicated. Little did I know, I would confront her again in such a fashion a few years later.

Neither the policeman nor the headmaster noticed our exchange, but she did. I could almost feel her heart freeze, turn to ice, as she interrupted with the reason for her intrusion, handing me my school bag, which had been retrieved from the computer science room.

Before anyone could thank her, she hurried away, her two-inch heels barely grazing the floor, as if the devil himself was pursuing her, and in a way, I was!

Those heels…and that one red shoe by the garden gate. Some find the symbolism of the mismatched pair arousing, but I find it disturbing. I felt as if I had stumbled onto the set of The Wizard of Oz, but one of subversion, where Margaret Hamilton lived on a while longer, and Dorothy, that beautiful spirit embodied by Judy Garland, perished at Glinda’s hands, set alight by a vengeful munchkin harbouring a grudge for lack of work in the porn trade.

Still, that one red shoe was enough to break my heart.

I held firm.

A policewoman took my hand and called me brave. I loved her for that. It wasn’t true, but I thanked her anyway without looking at her face.

Inevitably, I learned that despite the house belonging to me, I could not stay there on my own. Would it shock you, Detective Inspector Bridge, to learn that it hurt me more than losing an aunt? One offered security, the other a whip; one held the lingering presence of my parents, the other the smell of acetone and barbed criticism.

But for the moment, my focus was on the ash-covered remains. It was as if she had spontaneously combusted, all that pent-up hate and bile erupting within her. No one wants to be beholden to an ungrateful child, it is better for the sanity if you walk away from their actions, but she was paid to be my guardian. The least she could do was give me hope. And now, I thought, I had that hope.

It was to be cruelly dashed.

For only one night, I had the chance to live and breathe freely. Then, at half past nine the next morning, there was a knock on the front door. The policewoman who had stayed with me overnight and fallen asleep on the job, appeared in the hallway, still in her wrinkled uniform as I descended the stairs.

For the first time in quite some time, I felt the urge to hug someone, to put my arms around this woman who was perhaps less than ten years older than me, but who, even in first light of day and with her hair shaped by the grooves of the sofa, looked both dishevelled and authoritative—a sight unlike anything I had seen before.

I told her to take it easy, that I would make her a cup of tea and toast if she wanted, once I’d seen who was at the door. This was now my house, after all.

Imagine my shock…

“I am sorry, your aunt borrowed heavily against this property and even took money from the various savings that had been left for you for when you reached the age of majority.”

The policewoman stood to the side of the kitchen, both hands wrapped around the mug of tea I had poured for her, her eyes noncommittal but observing everything that was happening, listening to revelations of fraud unfold.
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