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Fee.


And the rising sun pulls the mist from the ground, inhaling it, sucking it out of the damp, dewy earth.  The vapour furls acidly around his frozen, immobile ankles; the dirt beginning to itch under his fingernails.  Head downcast, no movement nor voice, no breath. A corpse frozen at the top of the world by the aggressive rays of the newly born sun.  A sun unremittingly hurling her light down on the black, black figure.

Foe.

I see him. The me that was. Before I had forgotten. I remember. Let me follow him, just a few paces, to see what I did and to know who I was now that I am free and he has taken another.

Fye.

He stands, as he has stood before.  Awaiting.  Expectant.  Knowing the pain will soon pass.  His eyes are closed, his mind is dark, his memory is oblivious. The sun glares at his back, torturing him with insults of warmth and her lashes of light strip his skin and tear at his flesh. She singes his face, daring him to open his eyes, to play with her in her own hours.

Fum.

And as the mists thin, so his shadow rises, collecting the fading vapours into a tangible existence.  She pushes his shadow from him, stretching it miles away from him, out of his body and far away over the hills.  Yet, she cannot stop climbing and the higher she soars, the nearer the shadow comes to him, running back to him. For him.  Sprinting towards his blind back with each second of the sun’s ascension.

Fee, foe, fye, fum.

And as she reaches her apex, it enters him, comes into him and fills him.  He is his own shadow.  I am him.  And he begins to remember.  To know.  To see with closed eyes.  I ought to tell you my story, but, my story will be at the heart of theirs, hidden away like some cruel, rotten pearl.  

His eyes shoot open.  His caked hands spread wide. Painfully. His fingers reach out, dry mud cracking and falling from him.  The dirt beneath his nails lethargically spirals down in a powdery shower.  A smile of knowing crosses his lips.

The sun passes, despairing at her need to continue.  She wavers, she has tried, but she is tiring, falling and losing the battle.  She sighs as his shadow re-emerges and spreads out before him, oozing from him, flooding the world with the inverse of light.  His light: bright enough to obscure the day.  He is once more his own shadow and that shadow is the world.   

The loneliness of the twilight fills his being.  The sun has died, her visual screams of orange and pink fall lamely on his body like a haze.

Fee, foe, fye, fum.

The legs began to move, to free the rooted, ancient feet, pushing the shadow forward, throwing it over the hillside and into the valley where the city squirms beneath the onslaught of nature.  The city with its flat, tarmac walls trying vainly to stall the flow of the green: the roots, the shoots, the ground of the true world.  The pointless concrete steeples feebly spear the mist. A feeble defence, a wall to shut it all out.  To keep it all out.  And yet, now, it is coming back.

He breathes in the black, bearing the burden of the dark.  He is free once more.  It is time to feed.  Before him, the city cowers, like a sodden book in the centre of the desert.  It embryonically curls below him, a rotting carcass awaiting his teeth.

He enters the city as a mist.  The streets are noisy and hot.  The people are silent and cold.  Night time wind lashes the cold stone and rain strikes aggressively at the darkening window panes.  The fluid black which lit the other side of night flows through him, moving him on.  He slithers between the bodies, smelling them, searching, choosing.  Swimming from face to unsmiling face.  Searching, needing, wanting.  There is motion here, but no life, the people are stuffed.  Odd mechanical puppets of a sick taxidermist.  He needs souls.  The city is the beating heart of humanity, a sprawling mass of need, yet he finds little desire here.  The under-age women wait for their overage, soulless clients.  The drunks stumble in time, a banal dance of zombies.  And the many strike the few to lull their own pain.  Blood flows into the gutter.

He moves on and through. This way and that. Down alleyways, into pubs, through deserted parks.  He sees more violence, but it isn't meant. He sees the fucking, but it isn’t desired.  It is just done.  It is just expected.  He is in the city of the living dead and he needs the living.  But, he can sense what he wants is near, it fills his nostrils.  His hunger grows.  He begins to hunt.

Into the ironic, blueish light and he hears the mockery of sound. Light that explodes, light which foregrounds the dark.  Fragmentary, discordant beats.  Music which foregrounds the silence.  Dark is all.  His kind of light.  Movements are frozen, they replay and are then thrown on to the walls.  The music explodes, the people explodes.  Night time energy.  His energy.

He moves amongst the tables, amongst the dancers, licking their skin, running his nails through their hair. They shiver at his unseen presence. His darker than dark eyes clutch, grab and throw away useless images, empty souls, needless people.

He needs need.

He passes through walls, over tables, into people, into their souls.  Soulless times, people without need, but his nose tells him he is nearing his prey.  All the soulless have what they want, but he needs the giver of needs: his ironic, human double.  The one who supplies needs. What would the need silencer desire? 

Fee, foe, fye, fum.

And he finds him.  

Her.  

And them. 

I who am he becoming he who would be them. And my pace falters and falls away.  Moving like him, unseen in his true guise, unknown to all.  Moving from soul to soul, giving what is wanted, what is needed. But more and more quietly, further and further away. He recognises them because he is older than the characters who inhabit this place, he is older even than the songs they sing, the words they mouth, and though he knows the lyrics, the tunes are alien to him.  He is all men, every man.  He is no one.

And he holds them in his eyes, freezing time and slipping into the imagined world of theirs, this world which tries to resist the true outside.  His world now, for the sun has died.

They turn, see him and they know.  They know the story has begun.














Part One | Their Stories
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The key is awkward.  It plays like a snake in her hands as she brings it again and again near the lock.  It is as though the wind itself is pushing her hand away, refusing her entry to her own home.  A gust violently whips her jacket against her thighs and mercilessly hurls leaves at her back.  Finally, she forces the key in with both hands and sighs; her forehead resting for a moment on the cold paint of the door.

Midnight is a lonely place.

She looks slowly over her shoulder, vainly trying to discern objects in the shadows and figures in the formless mass of dark shades.  She desires to know what – or who – has been so fervent, so determined, to mimic her footsteps home.  She wants to be sure, more than anything else, that it is something and not the playful, paranoiac echo of the white powder she earlier rubbed into her gums.

She turns the lock and opens the door.  The house inhales.  She enters.  She closes.  She exhales.

She lights the cigarette, replacing all the fleeing breath in her lungs with vaporous artifice. She watches the irreal cascade in reverse over her head, twisting like an ash filled promise. She sees it as a visual, rhythmic sobbing, purely spilt tears.

Bea felt pursued, a thousand eyes on her back, but she never even glanced a cat on the way back.  Not even a moving shadow.  She flicks on the light and shrugs.  Nothing but her own chemically fuelled imagination.  The alleys and the lanes were empty, the dancing and mocking forms she has seen were all a product of her own enhanced brain.  The violence of the city was always getting closer to their home.  The petty hatred and the mindless beatings begin to be reported in the neighbouring streets, but she surely had nothing and no one to fear in the city.  It is, after all, home.

As Bea moves down the long corridor and passes the base of the stairs, the light in the hall is quickly consumed by the ravenous dark.  She throws her coat on the floor and kicks off her shoes.  In the lounge, silver shadows flicker and dance on the back wall.  By the light of the television she can see the normal debris: beer cans crushed like hedgehogs on the floor, lighters drowning like mice in the back of the sofa and Rizlas impersonating dying swans.

She slouches into the sofa in front of the tv.  Her hands unconsciously fold a cushion into her lap and she wraps herself around it. Results from some election somewhere are filtering in: the bright colours of the graphics transfix her for a while.  She wishes the yellow would win, it seems so vulnerable sandwiched between the blue and the red.  She briefly wonders how she could help the yellow, to protect it from the aggressors, but she know she can do nothing for it. She knows that ultimately she can do nothing. 

The picture switches to a man talking, but there is no volume so she simply watches the erratic movements of his hands.  Adjacent to his elaborate dance, a new column appears entitled Breaking News which shows troops in some dessert putting on gas masks before cutting to school children doing the same.

The picture goes blank.  Her thumb continues to press hard on the red button as the green after-image skulks away.  She rises and walks out of the room.

In the bedroom, Paul's eyes are closed and she looks at him for a few seconds without moving.  His pale, thin body is occupying most of the mattress.  Bea slumps onto the mattress and pushes him to one side.  She unhooks her bra from beneath her top and casts it aside before pulling her trousers and pants off in the same movement.  She pulls the duvet towards her and gazes at the ceiling, lighting the cigarette that had found its way between her lips.

“Did you notice him?”

She is shocked for a moment. His voice comes from nowhere, an unexpected place. She believed he was sleeping. She answers: “Who?”

Paul turns to face her.  His complexion is ghostly and his eyes colourless; shades of grey in the dark.  “Tonight, a bloke in the club following us with his eyes.  Didn’t you see him?”

She shrugs, but she knows who he is talking about.  She feels Paul wants to protect her, as though there were something to fear, to  run away from. As though they were together. She likes the feeling this thought gives her.  She imagines he is saying to himself that men can fuck you, but they must never, never hurt you.  She finds it ironic.  She smiles at him and strokes his hair, gesturing for him to shush.

Paul sits up, though.  His eyes empty hers.  He is looking for something from her.  He too shrugs.  His left hand falls and rises.  He begins to roll the Rizla, making the shape and packing the tobacco.

“The Asian guy that seemed to be everywhere we were.”

“You thought he was Asian,” she pauses, knowing that now Paul is sure that she noticed him, “I thought he was East European. I wasn’t sure, though.  It was hard not to notice him since the pub was dead.  Mind you, I suppose it is Christmas day. I suppose most people spent the evening at home with their families.”

“I suppose,” Paul sighs ironically.

Bea wonders whether she ought to be able to intuit the guy's race better than Paul.  Whether she is better placed, but she is probably more English than him.  Just not European.  But the first is an attitude, whereas the second is a race and we choose attitudes.  When Beatrice was born, her Chinese father and Indian mother decided to give her a European name so that she could belong in a way her father – who arrived on an Oxford scholarship to read classics and who never left on political grounds – and her mother – who won a scholarship to read mathematics at Oxford and who never returned on economic grounds – had never ever managed.  But, both of them agreed that it shouldn’t be an English name.  They hated that language.  But, then, the two of them had never truly belonged to each other since the only language they shared was English.  Bea’s father spoke only Mandarin and broken English.  Her mother spoke five languages: one of which was perfect English, but none of which was Mandarin.  Somehow they managed to fall in love.  But, in so doing, cut their daughter off completely from their past. From any sort of family.

Bea’s only language was English.  Her parents shunned their languages as their families had shunned them and so Bea's culture was broken.  She  worked hard at private school, becoming acutely aware at eighteen that she was extremely English in a way her parents never could be: without reference, without culture, speaking in a neutral, accented lingua franca which only American actresses believe to be proper pronunciation.

Loneliness at school and, then, university. She crawled into the city, finding other atoms banging together in the random pattern she knew was the supposed order of it all.  She began to stray and realised that was truly the English way.  An individual devoid and prior to any culture.  Her parents finally moved to America when she was nineteen and they could stand it no longer.  She received a letter from them once a year at Christmas because it offended neither of their beliefs.  The letter would soon be here.

Paul lights the dope in his fingers and the pleasant fumes massage her nose.  She watches as his fingers deftly rub and flake the hash into the joint.  He licks it shut before continuing, “You didn’t think he was Asian?”

“No.  I don’t know.  Maybe one of those Eastern countries, where Turkey collides with Europe.”

Paul inhales deeply, “Definitely Muslim then.”

The smell she loves curls into her nostrils, pulling out her fear, “Not necessarily, he looked pretty Welsh now I come to think of it.”

They both laugh.

Paul places the joint in her lips taking her cigarette away and stubbing it into the ashtray.  The smoke slinks down the back of her throat pushing hard down on her lungs.  Her head reels slightly. It feels like a heavy sob.

“Do you think he was CID?” she asks.

“Christ no.  If he were, he’d have been wearing a Hawaiian shirt and sunglasses.  No, he was different,” Paul pauses, “But, he was definitely following us, watching our every move.”

“My God, you’re paranoid.”

“Why?”

She passes the joint back, “He probably just fancied one of us.”

“Yeah,” Paul takes a long drag, “Or maybe both.”

Bea watches Paul stub the cigarette out and roll over.  His breathing immediately changes: he is  asleep, leaving her alone in the dark.  She pulls the duvet tight around her. Midnight is a lonely place, a hollow echo of words arriving from far away.

“Merry Christmas,” she sighs to the empty walls. She thinks of family. Not hers. Just the abstract idea of family.
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EXT.  BUSY SHOPPING STREET DAY

Frank (actor character notes: prefers to be known as Francis) passes the windows and gazes at their distorted image of him with indifference.

FRANCIS (V.O.) 

I divide them into two kinds: those who enjoy it and those who don’t know they should enjoy it.  My favourite actresses are those who firstly do it for the money, but very quickly realise they really, truly, enjoy it.  They begin to throw themselves into the part.  Method acting of a sort. Verité.

Frank stops and looks.  His hands form a frame.

FRANCIS (V.O.)

(continuing)

Take her, for example.  Most men wouldn’t give her a second look.  Hair: straight and mousy brown.  What's special about her?  Pushing a pram for god’s sake.  No doubt a single mother.

But look.  Look, can’t you see it?  Frank – sorry, Francis – can.  It’s all in the hips.  The gentle tick tock in time with the heels.  She likes her arse.  She likes the way it moves, the way men’s eyes follow it.  She despises the way the pram turns them away.  All she wants is a little attention so people see her as a person.  The camera will give you attention, my dear.

And Francis is in like Flynn, his card already in her hand before his mouth is open.  I take pictures, he says.  We could do some with the baby, for local adverts.  Maybe just you alone, it pays well for a day’s work.  Why not you?  Models are all ordinary women, it’s the camera that does all the work and, well, with your face... It’ll be easy.  No, I’m not kidding.  I also make films, I add.  No, not like those darling, interesting ones, artistic ones, historical ones, you know with corsets and swords.  Why you?  But, you’re beautiful, the camera will love those eyes.  What?  No one ever says that.  They want to, but they’re shy.  You’d be perfect, I need you for this one part, I’ve been searching for.. well... oh, so long.  I’ve been searching for her, the character, and, well, I saw you.  Of course I don’t say this to every girl.  There’s my card, think about it.

One in three call.

Should I tell her the truth?  Half an hour of face shots before she’ll want to show me her underwear.  Then, maybe a breast – in black and white because that’s artistic.  Then, a little mention of the film.  The money.  Not bad is it for half a day’s work, is it?  The historical one, she’d ask.  Yeah, but...  Forget the corsets and swords, he’d say, how would you like the lens to zoom in on your face whilst one man licks your cunt and the other sucks your tits?  Would you groan for the lens?  Would you show me your pleasure?  

That’s what the customer wants, even if he is unable to articulate it.

I am well aware of the seedy nature of my business, the trouble is that Equity-card actresses are just too expensive.

He continues walking, watching the crowds for talent.  The city is busy today.  Its sinews are stretching, its tendons are taut.  He enters the pub.

CUT TO:

INT.  PUB DAY 

Pub is a converted factory of some sort.  There is a worn-out furnace in the middle.  It is not clear what it once made.  He gestures a 'hi' to a man in the corner (FRED).

FRANCIS (V.O.)

Fred was known as Norman Hornman who once had a series on one of the adult channels called “Norm Storms ‘em in the Dorm.”  It was set in a girls’ school populated by twenty to thirty years old nymphos in uniform.  Now, though, Fred is working for an auteur.

FRANCIS

Alright Fred?  Fancy another pint?

FRED

(Scots accent)

Yeah, mine’s an eighty.

FRANCIS

(Jokingly)

What’s up?

FRED

It’s this next film...

FRANCIS

(interrupts)

I don’t make films. I begin with concepts and develop them into projects.  It’s art. Do you want to discuss the motivation of your character?  Why he does what he does?

Fred looks blank.  Francis reflects it is the same expression he wears when he comes.  A fine actor.  Yeah, all twenty seven centimetres of him, adds Frank.  

FRANCIS

Are you worried by the storyline, perhaps?  Basically the same as always, I sit interviewing you and a girl who moans about how her husband neglects her and how she always fantasised about doing a porno. You don’t actually have to say anything, I’ll do the voice over.

Fred shakes his head.

FRANCIS

Neither the motivation nor the story, then?

FRED

Ah, God no.

FRANCIS

What, then?

FRED

I think I’m too old for this lark.

FRANCIS

What?  That’s absurd.

FRED

It’s my stomach.

FRANCIS

You have an ulcer?

FRED

No, I’m worried... there might be folds in it.  You know at certain angles.

FRANCIS

You're joking.  What was the last film you were in?  Your six pack outperformed the leading lady.  But not, it should be remembered, her tits.  Anyway, it's all in the shot.  No one fucks like they do in porn movies: backs arched, tits pointing to the ceiling – that's all done for angles.  No one could possibly climax like that.  Pornography isn’t graphic, it’s aimed at beauty: smooth stomachs, pert breasts, tight buttocks.  It’s all illusion.  I'll handle it. It’s my job to worry about that.  As long as you work out, there’ll be no problem.  Plus, where am I going to find another nine inch plus at such short notice?

Fred takes a large mouthful of his drink.

FRED

Okay, you want the truth?

FRANCIS

Only if I can handle it.

FRED

I’ve heard about, a couple of cases of HIV in the business.  Not just casual actors either, but people who’re really careful.  My son has just started comp and, well, I don't want to do this anymore.

Frank freezes.  He tries to drink his drink, but it becomes an obvious chore, a sign that he is desperately trying to look casual.  An image of a huge iceberg comes into his head.  HIV?  He always thought of it like vinyl or Betamax, something which had existed but wasn’t really anything to do with him or his time.  But, this was the second time it had been mentioned to him in the last week.  He is sure he could name one of the actresses Fred is talking about.  He feels ice scratch up his back as he tries to reduce tragedy to money, desperate to keep one of his star performers.

“You know my actresses are tested,” he half lies.

“Yeah, but the one who caught it, she’s a real professional.  She tests regularly.  I’m sorry, it was easy money once, but there are other things more important now.”

Definitely the same actress.  Christ, Francis wanted to keep it secret for as long as possible.  Why couldn’t she keep her mouth shut?  You bastard, Frank reminded Francis.  A silence crawls over their table, seconds gnaw into a taut minutes by articulate inexpression.  He takes another mouthful of beer.  

Fred has already finished his.  He puts the glass down by seven empty spirit glasses.  He gets up.  He leaves, patting Francis on the back.

Fuck, thinks Frank.  He takes his mobile phone out of his pocket and quickly types in a text message.  He could really do with a few more drinks tonight.

––––––––
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“WATCH WHERE THE FUCK you’re going!”

Alasdair stares at the cabbie leaning ungracefully out of his window.  He watches the rapidly reddening face and the inhuman veins battering on his temples in rhythm with the snorting nostrils.  He is transfixed by the brutality of emotion being vented by yet another soulless urban animal.

The screeching of car brakes finally comes to a halt to be replaced by the swearing of horns.  Manifest anger and stress pound his indifferent pedestrian existence. He glances at his watch, not to check the time, more to ensure its expensive beauty is still intact.

“Will you get out of the fucking way!” screams the taxi driver with a pathetically ineffective raised arm and clenched fist.

Alasdair looks down at the black and white stripes beneath his feet.  Don't they mean something?  Isn’t there a rightness to this situation independent of the wants of all concerned?  Alasdair likes thinking like a pompous lawyer.  It gives you less time to actually do things.  He is doing nothing at the moment.

The sky is blue and the wind is cold on his face.  Droplets of ice sting his skin.  Merry Christmas, he thinks.  He has stepped out on to the street with the same certainty as always, as though those stripes on the road embodied some absolute truth.  As he stares at the tarmac, he notices tufts of grass breaking through.  Little fragile plants tearing the solid street apart.

The screaming horn tears his eyes from his feet and he is looking back at the taxi driver.  Ali walks directly to him.  He points to the black and white painted road: “What is that?  Doesn’t it mean anything to you?”

“It means I might miss a ride.  Now, get out of the fucking way.”

Ali is pushed away and the taxi moves off.  The slight screech of his keys along the paintwork, ripping down to bare metal, goes unheard.

Two other cars beep as they pass.  The third stops at the crossing.  Ali waves thanks, crosses the road and descends into the safe, secure underworld where the machines keep to the tracks and the humans to the platforms.  He tosses whatever change he has in his pocket to the Romanian beggar sitting under the scrawled graffiti stating “Fucking gypsy” without looking at her face. He can feel her blindness. He grabs one of the free newspapers and his mobile simultaneously yelps.  

Information all around him. The news is a few days old but still the same. The front page informs him that more suspicious envelopes containing powder have been sent to random addresses as well as government buildings.  The powder is being tested, but the headline screams the writer’s conclusion: biological lottery.  Parallel to the lead article a new computer virus is knocking out systems in major corporations. There is a weak attempt to link it to the millennium bug.  He hopes it soon gets round to his bloody company.

He seeks anonymity in the crowd and turns to the back page.  Another world class footballer’s career is in peril due to a compound fracture sustained in a nightclub brawl.  Never mind, Ali thinks, he’s only English.  He has to turn three or four pages to find the Scottish results.

Ali leans against a pillar and drops the paper beneath his feet.  He looks around at the crowd.  Each individual trying futilely to maximise the personal space, to avoid any contact with the person next to them.  No one sees you.  No one talks to you.  We are not related except serially.  

He reflects on his day: how much more useless did he have to become before they offered him some form of redundancy?  He had worked hard enough in the first few years, but when he realized there was nothing left to actually spend his huge bonus on except private pensions or investment plans, ambition drained away in the rapids of realization.

Water drips loudly down the wall behind him.  It drowns the apologetic breathing and embarrassed humming of the isolated members of the crowd.  A blue green moss sprawls across the white tiles.

He stopped doing anything, but everyone continued to see him as they expected him to be. He still got paid a ridiculous amount for typing the same words in an invented language.  They still gave him extra when some new client appeared.  Trouble is, he just doesn't know what he does, nor what his company makes, does or sells.  It used to be easy: companies made things.  Now, though, products are intangible.  

Where's the train?  He takes a cigarette out of his pocket and puts it in his mouth.  Already he can feel the gazes, the lips trembling in anticipation to be the courageous, righteous one to point out one of the numerous no smoking signs to him.  He deliberately doesn't light up to piss them off even more.

The tannoy breaks the uneasy silence.  A technical problem.  Ali knows – he is sure – that it must be another jumper.  A day after Christmas made this all the more likely.  No doubt there will be another short article in the local newspaper tomorrow with a faceless photograph and of interest to, at most, two people.  Ali makes a mental note to look up the name of the idiot who is causing him such grief.  Why suicide?  It makes no sense to him, but there has been an epidemic of late.  The sprawling tentacles of insanity were curling round more and more victims, infecting the city with poisonous spores carried on the wind.  The crowd are undecided: a few leave, most remain.  If he's right, the delay will be long, so he chooses to go.

The sun is dying between the tall, cadaverous skyscrapers.  Darkness is rising from the sewers.  Ali opens the front of his jacket and takes out his phone.  The message is from Francis: “Pint?”  Strange, he hasn’t heard from for awhile.  He’s no doubt been busy editing one of his films.

He begins walking to the local under the decaying festive lights and spit stained windows.  It is only forty minutes by foot and Francis is always late anyway.  As he follows the pavement, he notices the taxi of the driver who abused him earlier.  It has its light on.  He waits until it is very close and then hails it by almost jumping directly in front of it.

Brakes screech, metal crunches, voices shout.  Ali smiles.  The cabbie is already out arguing with anyone who cares to ask him if he is okay.  Blood is trickling from his nose.  Ali is invisible.  He looks like a million other city dwellers: a suit and a wallet.  He ghosts away before anyone realizes he has gone.

––––––––
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PAUL IS FIRST TO ARRIVE.  All the others have to come from somewhere, whereas he only has to arrive somewhere.  Except Bea, she is more like him than them, even if she is the hybrid, the one always in the middle.

The pub is all glass and chrome caught in Gothic church walls; another clone of a once original idea.  The music is still low, but that will change in a few hours when the place metamorphs into a nightclub.  A chattering of inchoate souls spreads before him in the central space.  All probable clients, wanting a little of his manna.

He goes straight to the bar, ignoring a couple of half-attempts to grab his attention by faces  in the crowd, and holds out the crumpled note to bait the barmaid.  The pub is already full even though it has just gone five.  Boxing Day like a Friday, he inwardly sighs.  He is surrounded by the blues, blacks and greys of the workplace rather than the colours of the eight o’clock crowd.  No one wanted to go to work, but no one wanted to stay at home. The early afternoon pub is their limbo.

“A pint of lager,” he asks and responds with a shrug when asked which one.  The barmaid takes his fiver and goes to the till.

“Can I just get in there?” says the peroxide under his nose as it pushes past.

The blonde looks him up and down.  He knows what she sees: baggy clothes hanging on a malnourished mannequin, as Bea loved to describe him.  In contrast, the blonde wears a tight suit choking a rounded body.  Her cleavage dominating any other attempt to describe her.  It is there, waiting to be applauded.  She smiles at him.  

Ah, she loves the alternative scene, Paul inwardly groans, how lucky I am.  Thank God Bea isn’t here yet; she’d either be ripping the piss out of him or egging him on, but then sex to her is pleasure pure and simple and she can't understand any other possible description of it. Like angst. Like shame. Like dirt and smell.

The blonde smiles once more and flicks her hair.  When he was a child, a whole world media seemed to gang up on him to convince him that he ought to desire blondes, as though it were the normal state of affairs. He recalls that it had been the same with strawberry and raspberry jam: he'd always preferred the latter but never admitted it for fear of being different.  Blonde equalled beauty, said the media, said society, agreed the government and nodded most of his friends.  Blonde is the new blonde.  The conspiracy had almost worked, it had been his twenty-third year when he realized that he actually preferred brunettes.  And that was only the beginning.  It was the slow dawning of the truth that the exotic, the mystical, the different were beautiful.  Not the banal.  Now, it has to be something truly special to entice him. And more than probably a thing and not a body.

Not her. She is all tits and all normal.

“Nice place, isn’t it?” she searches for agreement, testing the water.

“The music’s too loud.”

She continues, unperturbed, “Yeah, but it’s nice music.  Are you into music?”

Paul nods as he desperately scans for his friends and an escape route.

“What kind?” she asks, then repeats, “What kind of music are you into?”

Paul turns to look at her.  She looks young, younger than him.  That particular question had always pissed him off, not the question itself, more for the answer which people expected: a bit of everything.  Which was a lie. “Good music.”

The girl tries to smile, “Okay, but what do you mean by good music?”

“That’s easy.  The music I listen to,” he spies Alasdair, “Excuse me, maybe we’ll see each other a bit later.”

Alasdair nods as Paul approaches, but is seemingly indifferent to his existence.  “Who was she?” he asks no one in particular.  When Paul makes no response, Ali turns to him, “The blonde.  Who was she?”

“I don’t know,” replies Paul.

“But, you were talking to her.”

“So?”

“God, don't tell me you're letting another one slip through your fingers.  Have you seen the rack on her?”

Paul musters his most sarcastic tone, “Frank really needs you as a talent scout, doesn’t he?” 

“I see you’ve got a drink.”

Paul raises his glass in response.

“Thanks for thinking of me, then.  I’ll get them in.  Do you fancy a vodka chaser for that?”

“It’s all right, I’ll go,” Paul tries.

Ali holds him back, “No. I want to have a go at the blonde with tits.”

“That narrows it down in this place,” Paul ironically says.

“But, didn’t you even get her name?”

“No, I wasn’t interested.”

“You really need some help, have you not seen the tits on her?  I’ll get you a double vodka.  Maybe we’ll get you interested in the girls again one day.”

And he has gone.  Paul stands alone in the crowd.

And waits.

He watches the people pose and posture like dull, tailless peacocks.  He gazes at the women preening themselves, thrusting their breasts out and revealing their legs.  He can smell the dirt and the sweat.  He spies the silent moments, the pauses in conversation when the emptiness gnaws at them.  He sees them sip from their drinks to pretend they have something to say.  They look down into their glasses at their own distorted reflections in order to keep their eyes diverted from the true abyss. Spiked images on cracked, smooth surfaces, mocking their chatter with echoes. 

Bea enters the other side of the pub.  Her jeans are tight, but her top is loose.  She seems comfortable, even though, in contrast to the other women, she looks like a builder at a ball.  She joins Paul and nods.  Ali has seen her coming and is ready with a pint of lager and a double tequila chaser.  Bea downs the tequila, “Cheers.”

The effect is too slow, still she can’t feel at home in this place.  Ali and Paul start talking at high speed.  They are obviously talking about one of those subjects which has too many words and too little content attached to it.  She begins to sip the lager as she leans back.

“Alright Bea, how’s it hanging?” asks Francis, appearing from nowhere.

“I’d say between the legs, but you know, I’m just not one of the lads.”

Bea looks straight at Francis.  She licks the rim of her glass, her tongue hanging around for a little bit more than it should.  She is just re-enacting the role of Shagwen in Horn of the Rings for his benefit.  She leans forward, relaxed, “Christ, how are you?  Sit down.”

Frank’s presence stops the conversation for a second and the pause is long enough to rupture the continuity.  No one can remember what they were saying or why.  In the absence of words, Paul slips off to get another round in.

“Your text came as a bit of a surprise,” Bea tells Francis, “We’ve not seen you for a few months.”

“Yeah, work got on top of me.”

“Which one?” enquires Alasdair.

“Nice suit, Ali,” 

“It’s fucking Armani, or something Italian.  It cost a ridiculous amount of money for a suit.  Sit down and tell us about this problem, then.”

Frank sits down.  All three of them know about his extra-curricular activities, as it were.  He works as a cameraman for a local TV station, but he really only started that as a means to fund his real vocation and get his hands on some decent tech.  All three of them are sure that he is now making enough money from his other work, but he continues to supplement his income through an intricate advertising plan: every time he is rushed to an accident, a murder case, or suspected terrorists with his camera in hand, a pre-set text message would be sent.  As he films the journalist's narration of the seriousness of the day's event, in the background a scooter of the local rival of Domino’s Pizzas would, perhaps, pass three times.  Or, a van with “Johnston's Family Electrical Store” would seem to be lost, going round in circles.  They would pay enough to fund his real films, and they would make real money.

Francis’s real name is Frank, but he dreams of being a film director and suitably elongated his name, adding a “de” between Christian and surname just to be more, well, auteur.  His friends only honour his choice when it suits them.

He looks at Ali, “It’s this new film.”

Ali laughs, “Having a bit of trouble with the plot?”

“All great artists have to suffer the philistines,” adds Bea. 

He waits as the laughter gently subsides.  “Fuck off, none of you ever seems to say no when I offer you preview tapes.  Well, except Paul.”

“Aye, but he has – as the Americans say – issues,” opines Alasdair.

Bea and Ali smile at one another.  Frank feels, for the briefest moment, like an intruder.  “No, I just need you to look again at that editing software you’ve set up for me on the computer Ali, it’s so bloody slow. And you two?”

“Well,” begins Bea, “We’re just whores to contemporary culture.”

“Fuck off,” repeats Frank.

“I’ll take it back, then,” Paul says, pulling one of the glasses on the tray back towards his body.

“Sorry, mate,” Frank’s hand reaches down, “They’re just taking the piss out of my films, as always.”

“Ah, poor poppet,” pines Bea, “We are just unable to comprehend the intertextuality of the Fucktrix.”

“Or, Snow White and the Seven Cocks,” adds Ali.

“Look, that was an allusion to a classic,” begins Frank already regretting it.  He stops himself, “Pornography is the only authentic response to capitalism and mass production. Look at reality tv or talent shows: pornography, the contestants are doing what we want to do and they'll be punished for us and by us for doing it. Anyway, there’s more serious problems than your lack of aesthetic appreciation.”

“With the plot?” inquires Paul, almost convincingly.

“No,” sighs Francis, “Something odd’s happening.  Listen, Bea, do you remember Gina Vauxhall?”

Bea leans back.  She once visited Francis at work.  She had gone for a couple of reasons.  One, because Paul had been pissing her off with his constant depression and lack of will to do anything.  Two, because Frank had half-asked her to feature in one of his films.  In the end, she’d decided not to do it.  She recalled the strange sensation now, that peculiar feeling that her soul would somehow be stolen.  She blamed that on her parents and their foreign mysticism.  She was thoroughly, and cynically European in thought, even if her face betrayed some other story.  “How could one forget?” she thinks aloud.

Frank is annoyed by her vagueness, “Come on, West Country accent.”

Her eyes light up, “Oh, yeah.  Blonde, buxom, her accent came straight from the comedy serving wench role.  She has this West Country accent.  She must be from Devon or some backwater like that.  She says ‘Fuck’ and the word ‘bawdy’ comes into my mind.  Who would ever use the word bawdy?  It’s absurd; it’s as if her voice is pure sex, pure desire.  It’s horny.  She has a way of saying ‘Fuck’ that just made you wet, as though the way she said the word embodied all her lavishness, all her avaricious desires.  Her.”

The three men pause.  Bea’s description reminded everyone of who she was.  Even Paul.  It is a real definite bonus having a friend who made porn films.  They all try to capture the exact essence of Gina’s pronunciation in their minds.

Frank’s voice snaps them back to reality, “Well, she didn’t turn up to the shoot one day, so I went looking for her.  She was at home, absolutely distraught.  I ask her why, and she shows me her routine HIV test results.  She was positive.”

“Fuck. That’s tragic,” Bea whispers sincerely.

“Yeah, but get this,” continues Frank, “Most porn actors are really careful.  I mean, really careful, and Gina only did films with her husband.  More than this, it’s like a closed shop: your carpenter doesn’t go home and do woodwork for a hobby, does he?  And, well, Gina and her husband were a bit puritanical to be in the business.  But, she did have great tits.”

Again, they all pause – even Bea – to recall her tits.

“But, Gina remembers meeting someone – one night after an argument with her bloke – she remembers someone, but, not his face, not even a feature of his body, which – you know – in the business...  

“All she recalls is waking up, alone, in a hotel bed and finding a small black coffin the size of her palm next to her.  Her next test was positive.”

Ali is first to remark, “Bollocks.  That’s an urban myth.”

“Yeah,” Paul joins in, “I remember the same story about five years ago circulating in Ibiza.”

“No, no,” Francis is adamant, “She showed me the little coffin.”

“Christ,” exhales Bea, “That reminds me of that other myth.  You know, it happened in America, somewhere in the Bible belt where they love God so much that they hate anyone else who doesn’t.  A group of gays, infected, went around in a stolen blood donor fan.  All those pious fucks, with their golden consciences spread like peacock feathers, gave blood.  They were all injected with contaminated needles.  God’s wrath for the virtuous, they called it.  Serve the fucking pious wankers right.”

Francis wants to prove that his story is true, but already Bea and Ali are bickering about her story and Paul, as usual, has begun staring into absent space.  Paul rises and walks away.  Only Francis notices.  Perhaps, he should have stayed at home to work.  Perhaps not.  Bea gets out of her chair and follows Paul.  Francis notices the way she appeared more sober, absolutely attentive to her friend.

“So,” Ali turns to him, “What is she going to do?  It isn't a death sentence now. There’s drugs to keep it under control.”

“Yeah, but it has ruined her career.  We can't use her any more and now she dies. Poor. And alone.”

“Who doesn't?”

The sea of bodies part for Paul.  Waves of rhythm undulated back and forth.  Paul can still smell the uncleanliness, the sweat, the bodies, the flesh.  It disgusts him.  It stings his nostrils.  He feels the urge to go home to shower.

Bea follows him.  She sips from her pint as she walks.  Everyone knows him.  Smiles.  Hellos.  Ciaos, from here and there in the faceless crowd.  They would pause, Paul would slip a packet into the person’s hand, they would push money into his.  Almost unnoticeable, only she catches it.  She knows that from one side of the pub to the other, Paul can take well over a grand.

As they reach the other side, the people crash in on their obscure path.

Paul leans against the wall and puts a cigarette in his mouth.  Bea helps herself to one from his packet.  She can see the disgust in his face; that fixed grimace.  He hates what he is doing now and this really worries her.

As the first drag hits the back of her throat she coughs violently and bends in two. The winter is tickling her with petulant viruses. “We should go to Spain, teach English or something.  Life here is shit,” she deliberately thinks out loud.  She takes another gulp of her beer and a long drag on her fag.  She notices a blonde, all legs and tits, eyeing Paul.  Bea examines the girl: small black top and tight, tight skirt.  She isn't going to win any prizes for subtlety.  She looks at Paul and he seems to recognize her, but he is looking at her like an anatomist trying to work out how all the bits fit together and what purpose the whole organism serves.  His pale face expresses scientific indifference.

Paul becomes aware of Bea’s eyes on him.  He continues to watch that girl from earlier eye him, to thrust her breasts at him as both an invitation and a threat.  She begins to gyrate to the music.  She is trying too hard.  No doubt she knows what he does and she is after a taster, a freebie.  He sighs and offers Bea another drink.  She nods.  The blonde has already lost interest.  Bea’s hand touches his face and she smiles.  Paul feels nothing.

Paul notices how her cropped hair makes her face look smaller and more Indian.  It is strange, the longer her hair the more Chinese she looks, the shorter the more her Indian features are accentuated.  The lack of make-up serves only to make her features anonymous.  He wonders whether she is pretty.  He could never work that out.  He knows what kinds of girl society and his mates would call lookers.  And girls, the few who nowadays attracted him, he called them pretty, but Bea didn’t fit into either category.  Men liked her though, that was obvious. Perhaps her metroethncity counted as a prize, a story to be told to one’s mates.

Bea watches Paul walk away.  He is becoming bored, she had seen it once before when he dropped out of uni.  There had been a few bad months then.  He’d just found it too easy to move into the drugs and avoid getting a real job, but it had saved him from the depression.  Trouble is, and she perceives this clearly, the dealing itself is becoming his job.  It supports him – and her as well, through bad patches – just as it gives him independence, it also makes him dependent.  He needs a change, but Bea isn’t sure how.  She’d mentioned Spain a couple of times, but more as  a code word for escape than any real plan. He never responds anyway.  She wants him to travel with her, to hitch towards the south of Europe.  But, he is stuck fast.

As he comes back, carrying the drinks, he is stopped twice.  She watches his robotic indifference, the way he unconsciously fulfils the demands of his role.

The blonde reappears and tries to take one of the two bottles in his hands.  Bea moves.  Her instincts motivating her.  She snatches the bottle from the blonde’s grasp with the words: “That’s mine.”  The blonde skulks off; “Tits and all,” murmurs Bea.

“Look!” Paul exclaims, “It’s him.”

“Who?” asks Bea.

“They guy from the other night.”

Bea looks, but sees nothing except the presence of a long winter coat inside a hot pub.  She shrugs and drinks.  It does nothing for her.  She takes another gulp.  Nothing.  She downs it and goes to the bar.  Paul has already been accosted by another client.  She orders a neat vodka on ice this time and immediately downs it.  Orders another and downs it.  She waits.

The pub descends into club, its nature pliable to the hours which pass.  It must be gone eleven, thinks Bea.  The strobe begins fucking with her head.  It is beginning to ache, to throb in time with the maddening beat.  Ultra-violet rays begin piecing her brain.  She looks around for Paul, but he has gone.

She knows it is the E from two days ago.  It is working its way through her system slowly, echoing the oblivion it provided with grating consequences.  It is just the fucking ultra-violet, none of her friends understand her.  For a period of three days after a tab, ultra-violet fucks with her head.  She orders vodka and downs it.  She waits.

She suddenly becomes self-conscious: dressed like she was and propped on the bar in a smart city centre late bar.  She straightens herself with effort as the vodka begins its deception of her sense.

She needn’t worry.  She examines the faces.  They are all already off their heads.  Alcohol, chemicals, they slosh around in a big communal orgy of oblivion.  Bea is a realist: it doesn’t matter which chemical you take, the desired result is always the same.  Not Nirvana, no shit like that, just to forget.  Hades on ice, disney inferno: where things are too fluffy to get on your tits too much.

Bea watches the zombies shuffle left and right.  She imagines it as a scene in a book and  she is aware that some clever author would probably play with an obscure classical reference.  She smiles.  Bollocks, as Ali would say.  She thinks the world is real and it is just a collection of bodies going this way and that.

She focuses better and spies Paul.  He is with Ali and Frank.  They are arguing about something again.  It is obvious that they couldn’t hear one word of what the other said: arms were being used in the place of assertions.  Paul doesn't move, though.  He is immobile as usual, his attention elsewhere.  She wants to go to him.

She doesn't.

A group of three girls circle the table licking their lips.  Ali is already talking to them.  Francis is wondering whether they could be convinced to become his particular brand of star; preferably together.

And Paul is stationary.  Leave him alone, thinks Bea, he’s mine.  He just needs me. She remembers her soul buffeted toward him, scintillatingly close to him, and then swept mercilessly away.

And Bea catches herself thinking this and immediately wishes for the oblivion of the zombies. To forget herself, to be called upon only for words, but not to exist outside them.

Another vodka.  And another.

Nothing.

Bea sighs.  The clock pushes heavily against midnight and it finally gives way.

And she sees him.

Vodka.  Downed.  Nothing.

Who is he?  She, like Paul, noticed him the other night.  They both felt the need to mention him. They both shrugged, grunted and kept it to themselves, that dull echo of a worry.  He is, like her, watching Paul, expectancy flowing through his slow motion.

He looks at her.

And she is embarrassed, as though she has been seen for the first time.  Self-consciousness fills her face red.  She feels – no, she knows – that he recognises her; that he knows her.  Who is he?

She wants to look away, but can't.

Fixed.

“Vodka.”

Trapped.

“Do you want ice in that?”

Frozen.

“No ice.”

Naked.

“Coke?”

Bare.

“No coke.”

Raw.

Downed.

Again.

Downed.

Again.

Downed.

Nothing.

She is still herself, not a shadow of herself yet.  And still he is looking at her?  Is he smiling?  It is difficult to say, his features are alien, unlike those she is able to read so easily.

Bea composes herself.

Vodka.

As she sips it, she lets her eyes scan his frame.  His complexion is dark.  Either Asian or South-East European, it is difficult to say.  He wears black and is thin.  Not thin like Paul, thin is the wrong word: he is lithe.  Lithe.  She finds the word odd to formulate, even in her mind.  A word she would use more readily to describe an animal rather than a man, but a word which somehow seems apt.
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