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  For Steve Cavanagh – my PodBro, my shaky idea fixer, my guide, my confidante, but above all else, my friend.






  When it was over, there was silence.


  It wasn’t a calm type of quiet. Peaceful or tranquil. It was a suffocating stillness, as reality settled over us all.


  On me.


  No turning back now. No changing our minds. No fixing our mistake.


  I can still feel the mud under my fingernails. I could feel the blood that didn’t belong to me on my skin. The smell of sweat and fear.


  I could scrub myself clean over and over and it would never be enough.


  It would still be there. Ground down, seeping into my skin. Turning my blood black and cold.


  The dirt.


  The pain.


  The evil.


  This was my mistake. My fault.






  In the beginning, there was a boy. A small, anonymous young boy, who you wouldn’t look at twice. Quiet and thoughtful.


  He would become a killer, but that happened later. For now, while he was a child, there was only the song.


  Oranges and lemons,


  Say the bells of St Clement’s.


  You owe me five farthings,


  Say the bells of St Martin’s.


  When will you pay me?


  Say the bells at Old Bailey.


  When I grow rich,


  Say the bells at Shoreditch.


  When will that be?


  Say the bells of Stepney.


  I do not know,


  Says the great bell at Bow.


  Here comes a candle to light you to bed,


  And here comes a chopper to chop off your head!


  Chip chop chip chop the last man is dead


  The children would sing that song and play their game – never including him.


  That’s how it began.


  That’s where he learned how to use it. The words meaning so much. Giving him something he never had.


  He started with dolls. Removing their heads, lighting his candles.


  Then, later, they didn’t provide what he had needed.


  It had to be something more real.


  Chip, chop. Red candles, lighting them to death. Endless sleep.


  It gave him power. Revenge.


  Relief.


  Finally.






  One


  Our phones had pinged at the same time. A smile on our faces as we read the latest message in the group chat, turned to each other, and both agreed without saying a word. That’s how we live our lives now. A series of moments, interspersed with mobile phones vibrating or dinging away to let us know what is happening around the world. We’re instantly contactable. When the world ends, we’ll find out from a breaking news notification, I imagine.


  There’s a point when you know age has finally caught up with you. That you’re not young anymore and time is marching on. Life is happening and you have to make a decision to catch up with it, or try and stop it somehow. That you are no longer in your teens or your twenties – that forty isn’t that far away and you have to start growing up.


  For me, it was when I bought my own house and went to a nineties-themed music festival.


  The two were unrelated, but happened in the same week.


  The blurred line between nostalgia and my unfolding future. An invisible line, drawing the former to a close, and starting the latter.


  The music festival had come as a link in that group chat. Chris had sent it, Michelle had replied with some emojis, Stuart took a day to respond with a thumbs up and a list of bands he hoped would be there. Alexandra and I were already discussing whether it was too close to our moving-in date, deciding within a few minutes it would be fine.


  We had saved and saved, scrimping together every last penny for the deposit. The monthly payments were more than manageable; less than we had been paying in rent, strangely enough.


  Now, it was ours. The very first place we could properly call home.


  This belonged to us. It was only bricks and mortar, but when Alexandra and I had picked up the keys and let ourselves inside for the first time, there was a definite feeling of arrival. Into adulthood, home ownership, being.


  It’s bizarre the way inanimate objects can suddenly become the catalyst for relief.


  The boxes were inside the house, but remained firmly unpacked. All clearly marked and not by my hand. I’d come back to the rented flat we shared one day to find a load of boxes with different rooms noted on them.


  That had always been Alexandra. I had no issues with organisation, but when she was excited about something, I didn’t stand a chance. I took a breath and she’d already done it.


  ‘Matt, have you seen the roll-mat?’


  I wondered for a second or two what the hell a roll-mat was, then remembered just in time. I didn’t want another lesson in camping if I could help it. I looked around the room, wondering how we’d manage to find anything and then spotted it wedged between two boxes marked LIVING ROOM. I shouted up a confirmation to Alexandra and continued making a playlist for the car.


  Each song was a reminder of another time.


  ‘Rhythm is a Dancer’ – Snap! That one was from 1992 – Year Six in primary school. First disco I remember in school. I danced for the first time in front of people. I’d tried to avoid doing the same thing ever since. Same year as ‘End of the Road’ by Boyz II Men and ‘Stay’ by Shakespeare’s Sister. Also ‘I Will Always Love You’ but I’d rather forget that song and the film Alexandra watched on a yearly basis, for some unknown reason.


  1993. First and second year in high school. The year of Wet Wet Wet and that song that seemed to be number one for the entire year. I wasn’t a fan, but stuck it on the playlist anyway. Also added Mariah Carey’s version of ‘Without You’, Pato Banton, D:Ream, and East 17.


  1997. Year Eleven in high school. Puff Daddy missing Notorious B.I.G. Will Smith with ‘Men in Black’. No Doubt, Natalie Imbruglia and The Verve all got added. I stuck Hanson in for the laughs it would surely generate.


  And the mass sing-a-long.


  1999. Final year of high school. The year I lost my virginity and the pickings in music became even slimmer. Steps and S Club 7 had arrived. ‘Tragedy’ had to go on there. As did Shania Twain. Then, it was the greatest pop song of all time – in my humble opinion – ‘Baby One More Time’ and the ridiculously young Britney Spears.


  I smiled to myself, each song coming to mind instantly and vividly. The soundtrack of my youth. I threw some Cast and Space tracks on the list because they were ace and local to us. And they would annoy our Manc mate Stuart too.


  The weekend was going to be filled with reminiscing and sore throats from singing songs we somehow still knew off by heart.


  ‘We’ve just bought a house and now we’re swapping that for a tent in a field,’ I said, as Alexandra walked into the room. I stopped updating the playlist, looking up at her from the sofa that wouldn’t stay in the position we’d dropped it in the day before. ‘I don’t understand how this happened. We’ve got a proper bed here. And walls.’


  ‘Stop moaning,’ she replied, shaking her head and smiling to herself. ‘Where’s your sense of adventure? We’re not too old to be going camping, you know?’


  ‘I’m just saying, surely we’ve got to the point where we can afford to have proper walls now. Walls, Alexandra. They’re this new invention that stops us freezing to death at night.’


  ‘Sarcasm is your least attractive trait. And where’s the fun in that? This whole weekend is about recapturing our youth, right? Well, that means we’re going to be in a field with thousands of other people.’


  I took a breath, ready to argue my point further, but could see it was pointless. Truth was, I was just as excited about it. Still, it was October and my feet never felt warm at the best of times.


  ‘Did you put that thing under the car?’


  I frowned, then remembered what she was talking about from the roll of her eyes. ‘I’m not sure it’s a good idea. I don’t like the thought of leaving a spare key fixed to the car. Seems to be asking for trouble, isn’t it?’


  ‘It’s totally safe. And anyway, it’s just a precaution. If you lose the car keys in some field near Bath, you’ll be complaining for weeks after about the cost.’


  ‘Okay, okay, I’ll do it when we get there.’ The little black box was on my desk. A combination lock and a spare car key inside. You could affix it in the wheel arch and it was unbreakable apparently. I wasn’t so sure. I used our anniversary as a memorable date to unlock it. Our newest anniversary date.


  ‘Are you ready to go?’ Alexandra said, adding yet another thing to Backpack Three – the other two were already in the boot. ‘We’ve got to meet the others in fifteen minutes.’


  ‘Yeah, just finishing off now. Just trying to remember that song Michelle used to sing in Science in Year Ten . . .’


  ‘“Saturday Night” by Whigfield.’


  ‘That’s the one,’ I said, typing it into the search bar. Over two hundred songs on the playlist now. Mostly nineties era music, with a few eighties power ballads thrown in for good measure.


  ‘Well, hurry up,’ I said, then smiled when Alexandra came over to me and wrapped her arms around my shoulders as I sat in my desk chair. I leaned back and rested my head against her body. ‘You know how they get if we’re late.’


  ‘I know. I’m just thinking though . . . we haven’t christened this room yet.’


  I was grinning as I stood up, and like giggling teenagers, we closed the curtains.


  We were late.


  *


  An hour or so later, we were making our way down the M6, singing along to Aerosmith at the top of our lungs. Michelle and Stuart in the backseat – Chris and Nicola in another car behind ours.


  Michelle had always been the singer in the group. Now, she was blaring tunes from the backseat as if it were karaoke time at the Coopers pub in town. Loud and almost never in tune. She’d cut her hair into a bob a week or so earlier and it bounced around her face as she moved. I kept glancing in the rear-view mirror and smiling through my own monotone delivery.


  It had been Chris’s idea to do this. Almost as if he knew that it was something we all needed – a way of drawing a line under our youth and accepting the fact that we were all now in our mid-thirties and it was time to move on with the next stage of our lives. Stuart and Michelle hadn’t needed much convincing. For them, it was simply an opportunity to reunite and continue the longest on-again, off-again relationship since Ross and Rachel.


  It was a music festival with a difference – every band booked had been either genuinely half-famous twenty years earlier, or were tribute acts for the bigger names. No-Way-Sis for Oasis. Blurred for Blur. Slice Girls for . . . well, I got the point quick enough.


  As a group of friends, I suppose we all had a little arrested development. In our thirties and only just buying our own house. None of us were parents yet. We’d travelled the world instead, lived in rented accommodation, had jobs instead of careers.


  We were the people tabloids liked to castigate with the term Millennials.


  None of us enjoyed avocado on toast, so we had that going for us at least.


  Alexandra placed a hand on my thigh as I tapped the wheel in time to the music blaring from the car speakers. The satnav on my phone told me we still had a few hours’ travelling ahead of us. I looked across at her and grinned. She responded by placing her other hand over her heart and matching Celine Dion’s voice echoing around the car.


  If I’d believed in perfect moments – another nineties song – that would have been one. I wanted to capture it in a bubble and live in it forever.


  Even as clouds drifted across the sky and darkened the day enough for me to prop my sunglasses on my head. Even when spots of rain splashed across the windscreen. Even when Michelle and Stuart began bickering in the backseat . . . I kept smiling.


  As if nothing bad could ever happen to us.






  Two


  Stuart and his thinning mop of blond hair calmed down a little, unable to match Michelle’s stamina beside him in the back of the car. I looked up in the rear-view mirror and saw the approach of middle age written in the lines creasing his face. Around the eyes, mostly. His skin was still the colour of bronze sand, the stubble perfectly sculptured on his face not greying as yet. I tried to imagine him as someone in their forties or fifties and failed. Simply accepting he was the same age as me was difficult enough, given he still looked like a man in his twenties.


  The journey continued, carried along on a wind of nostalgia. ‘Here Comes the Hotstepper’ and ‘It’s Oh So Quiet’ particularly loud highlights. Every hour or so, we’d stop at a passing services and people would swap cars. We somehow managed to turn a three- or four-hour journey closer to six and a half hours.


  Not one of us stopped smiling the whole time.


  On one of the stops, I stood with Chris sipping on coffees in the October sunshine. Alexandra was passing a can of Carlsberg over to Nicola from a cooler bag. They’d be wasted by the time we arrived, I guessed. It wouldn’t take long for Chris and I to catch them up.


  On the wall outside the entrance, there was a missing person’s poster. A young man, late teens. The picture looked like a mug shot and I wondered if he really was missing, or had simply forgotten to tell his family he had been sent to prison for something. Someone had scrawled the words ‘Candle Man’s got him!’ across the picture.


  ‘Candle Man?’ I said, raising an eyebrow in Chris’s direction. He glanced at the poster and rolled his eyes.


  ‘You’ve not heard that story?’ Chris replied, shaking his head with a snort of derision. His hair flopped over as he moved, becoming less copious by the day. There would be a time when his previous nickname of the Scouse Hugh Grant wouldn’t fit any longer. ‘That’s that serial killer who is supposedly responsible for every missing person in the country. Someone went missing up our way a few months back and the police actually had to come out and release a statement to try and stop the rumours spreading about it online. You work in computers, you should know about it.’


  ‘I don’t know everything that happens on the internet because I work with computers, Chris.’


  ‘I know, I know, I just thought you might have come across it.’


  ‘I think I have,’ I said, something rattling away in my subconscious. ‘Was there a documentary or something?’


  Chris shrugged his shoulders and sipped on his coffee. ‘Not sure. Michelle was telling us about it in the car. Apparently a red candle appears or something, and there’s a dude who has killed all over the country for years and years. Probably something that makes families of people who go missing feel better. Michelle reckons it’s true and that the police are just trying to keep it quiet.’


  ‘Sounds like rubbish to me.’


  ‘To anyone with half a brain.’


  ‘Good idea this, mate,’ I said, patting Chris on the shoulder and changing the conversation. ‘Just spent twenty minutes singing Spice Girls songs.’


  ‘Yeah, well, thankfully they won’t be at this thing.’


  ‘You always had a soft spot for Baby Spice.’


  ‘It makes more sense than your Sporty obsession.’


  I laughed and shook my head. ‘It’s only because of the accent.’


  ‘Reckon it’s time we grew up?’


  ‘We already have,’ I said, seeing Alexandra and Nicola walking back out towards the car. We followed them across the car park and I smirked at Chris. Tried to keep the excitement out of my voice. ‘We’re gonna start trying for a baby. And, in preparation for that, I’m buying a ring.’


  Chris stopped dead in his tracks and I had to shush him as he made a noise like an excited animal. ‘Are you serious?’


  ‘Will you keep your voice down,’ I said, unable to keep the smile from my face. ‘Yes, I am. It’s time. We’ve just bought the house, we’re doing well financially . . . and I bloody love the bones of her, mate. Why should we wait any longer? It’s not like we’re getting any younger. We’ve been talking about it for a while, but I don’t think we were sure until the house went through.’


  ‘I can already see you with a kid,’ Chris said, holding back laughter. ‘Walking around with a papoose and a membership for Chester Zoo.’


  ‘Well, when you put it like that . . .’


  ‘I’m made up for you,’ Chris said, using the fingertips of his right hand to lift the flop of hair from his forehead. ‘I just don’t envy you telling Stuart I’m going to be your best man.’


  ‘Cocky, aren’t you?’ I replied, laughing openly now. ‘You’re so sure I’d pick you?’


  ‘What are you two gossips talking about?’


  We looked up as Stuart joined us. Chris glanced at me with a ridiculous grin on his face and motioned with his head. I sighed and told him what I’d just told Chris.


  ‘Well . . .?’ I said when I’d finished, expecting the usual lecture about never settling down from Stuart. He had always been opposed to any notion of getting older and doing mature things. ‘Tell me I’m wasting my life and I should have stayed single. Again.’


  Stuart hesitated, then smiled at me. ‘I think it’s great. About bloody time if you ask me.’


  I held onto Chris, as I pretended to almost faint. ‘Are you serious? The great Stuart Johnson, thinking marriage and kids is a good idea? I don’t believe it.’


  He gave me a playful shove and told me to shut up. ‘Listen, even I know we’re not as young as we once were. And besides . . . maybe I’ve been thinking about settling down myself. Finally.’


  We followed his gaze towards Michelle and both broke out into ahhs and oohs. He laughed and we went back to the cars still joking around.


  An hour or so later, after traversing along an inordinate number of country roads that could barely be called that, we finally arrived at the festival. It wasn’t until I was out of the car that I realised quite how in the middle of nowhere we appeared to be. We had driven past the odd farmhouse on the drive, but now it was a muddy field and acres of land all around us. We found a spot out of the way and pitched our tents as far away from anyone else as we could manage. Behind us, woodland stretched out for as far as we could see. Chris grinned at me the entire time we were setting up and he suddenly looked ten years younger. I wondered if we all did. Michelle and Stuart were snogging like teenagers, being goaded by Alexandra and Nicola.


  It was the way things had been, the way I hoped they always would be.


  ‘Why this?’ I said to Chris, as we both took a break and opened a can of lager for each of us. ‘I didn’t think you went in for all that nostalgia stuff?’


  ‘Look at us,’ Chris replied, swiping an arm to indicate the others. ‘This is our last chance, before you and Alexandra get married and start a family . . .’


  ‘Now you say it out loud . . .’ I said with smirk, but Chris waved me off.


  ‘We both know you can’t wait to get started. You’ll get married, have kids. Stuart will either wake up and realise Michelle is “the one” or go travelling again if he wasn’t being serious. Me and Nicola will carry on as normal. Getting older and older each day. I saw this event and thought it was a perfect way of drawing a chapter in our lives to a close. Make sense?’


  ‘I suppose,’ I said, knocking back a large glug from the can and noisily sighing with satisfaction. ‘Are you and Nicola going to be doing the same then?’


  ‘We’re already married,’ Chris replied, chuckling to himself. ‘You were there, remember?’


  ‘I meant having kids. I’m surprised you haven’t before now.’


  Chris placed his hand on the back of his neck and seemed to rub some life into it. ‘Well there’s the whole not being able to conceive thing, Matt . . .’


  ‘I’m not saying that,’ I said quickly, annoyed that I’d put my foot in it. I remembered when he’d told me that they couldn’t have kids. I didn’t think he’d ever been as low as he was at that point. ‘I meant, you could adopt or whatever. I think you’d make boss parents.’


  ‘So do I,’ Chris replied, then shrugged his shoulders. ‘Who knows? Right now, Nic is pretty focused on what we do have. We talk about it, but I don’t know. I’ll tell you what though – over twenty years we’ve been together and I would still do anything to make her happy. And she’d do the same for me.’


  Silence fell over us for a second before I shook it off. ‘Mate, who knew getting old would turn us into sappy gets? Let’s get drunk and stupid, like the old days.’


  Chris laughed hard and clunked his can against mine. ‘Agreed.’


  We were soon lost in the group and its madness.


  All six of us. Happy, laughing, shouting, telling stories. Remembering times when we were younger. The pacts we’d made, the drunken tales of woe, the shared experiences. They all fell out of us in a collective bout of togetherness.


  We were young again, for a final weekend.


  It was the six of us. Had been for as long as I could remember. What had started as friendship had become more than that for almost all of us.


  The darkness grew at night and we laughed, we drank, we sang. We enjoyed ourselves, as if it were the nineties again and we didn’t have a care in the world.


  And at night, when the silence fell, we didn’t feel any different.






  Three


  I looked at Alexandra and smiled. ‘Worth it?’


  ‘Worth it,’ she replied, stroking my arm and looking off towards the stage. The last band was playing and even though they looked like dots from where we were standing, it was still some sight.


  It was almost as if twenty years hadn’t passed for any of us. Earlier in the day, I’d looked around and it was like we were all eighteen again. Bouncing up and down, laughing and singing along to songs we didn’t always remember the words to. Making our own up, to cover the gaps.


  We were wringing every last moment of joy from the experience. We may have been in our mid-thirties, but we could have been kids again.


  Now, as the moon shone above us, and the music came to an end, it felt like we could do this forever.


  ‘What a weekend,’ Stuart said with the wide grin he always wore after drinking. His words weren’t slurred yet, but I didn’t think that would be far off. ‘So glad I came.’


  ‘Yeah, I bet you are,’ I replied, catching Alexandra’s eyes as she linked her arm in mine. I nodded towards Michelle, who was staring with googly eyes towards Stuart. Alexandra giggled and covered her mouth. ‘Let’s get back. It’s a bit of a walk from here.’


  We walked in pairs into the darkness, the occasional fluorescent light above trying to guide our way. We’d pitched our tents on the very outskirts of the fields. Wanting to be as far from the younger attendees as possible.


  That was probably the only thing that had marked us out as part of the older campers that weekend, though. Most of the crowd the festival had been targeted at – like us, the thirty-odd-year-old contingent – had decided against camping. Those who seemed to just want to dance to music they vaguely remembered as toddlers had filled the campgrounds.


  ‘How many do you reckon we saw in the end?’ Alexandra said, resting her head against my upperarm as we trudged through the field.


  ‘Bands? I don’t know. Over three days, maybe twenty, thirty?’


  ‘Some of them looked proper old now. Still got the dance moves, but they’re all a bit slower these days.’


  ‘We’re all getting old,’ I said, drawing her arm closer to me with a squeeze. She responded with a playful punch to my arm.


  ‘Speak for yourself. I’ll still be going to festivals in my seventies. Dancing long into the night.’


  I laughed softly, waiting for her to rest her head on me again. It was Sunday night. The end of a perfect weekend. Three days of drinking, singing, laughing and talking.


  ‘It’s like being back at uni,’ I said, watching Chris and Nicola walking ahead of us. Stuart and Michelle were behind us, doing what they seemed to have spent most of the weekend doing – slobbering over each other like love-struck teens. ‘Carefree, young enough to not worry about the consequences of anything, Not having to get up at a ridiculous time in the morning for work . . .’


  ‘Drinking too much, smoking too much . . .’


  ‘Yeah, those things too,’ I said, looking over my shoulder and smiling at Stuart and Michelle. They were clinging onto each other, pausing every few steps or so to kiss and grope each other. ‘Do you think those two will actually make a go of it this time?’


  Alexandra looked over her shoulder and then back at me. ‘It would be about time. It’s obvious they’re perfect for each other.’


  ‘And it’s not like we haven’t told them enough times.’


  They had been an on/off relationship for as long as I could remember. They never seemed to split acrimoniously – we never really knew if they were together or not. There were no arguments or cross words. No picking of sides. They were simply a couple one day and not the next.


  It seemed to work for them.


  ‘I suppose they’re not like them two,’ Alexandra said, meaning the couple ahead of us. Chris and Nicola. ‘They’re different, I guess. They found each other early enough to not allow any doubt to creep in.’


  I couldn’t disagree. I’d known Chris the longest of everyone, but even then I couldn’t really imagine a time when he’d been alone. Nicola had been on the scene almost as soon as I’d met Chris. And they fell into a relationship just as quickly. ‘What about us?’


  Alexandra stopped walking, reaching up to me and placing her arms around my neck. ‘It just took us a little longer than those two. That was all. And hopefully Stuart and Michelle will realise it like we did.’


  I smiled down at her and kissed her.


  ‘A perfect end, to a perfect weekend,’ Alexandra said, her smile shining in the moonlight.


  ‘Not going to get any disagreement from me.’


  It was past midnight by the time we all reached the tents we’d called home for the past three days. The nearest neighbours were a good distance away, but we could still hear soft music beating from that direction. Raised laughter every now and again. It wasn’t loud enough to bother us. On the other side of the tents was the woodland that encircled the entire area. A mass of fields in the middle of a seemingly unending forest. We’d taken advantage of the cover the trees afforded us, meaning we didn’t have to go searching for Portaloos every few minutes. Late at night, it hadn’t been as much fun, but I’d used the torch on my phone and not gone far past the tree line on the couple of occasions I’d had to relieve myself after the sun had gone down.


  The first night, Stuart had attempted to tell us a ghost story that involved the woods. One of those old urban myths we’d all heard before. He hadn’t got through much of it, before our laughter at his awful storytelling ability became too overwhelming.


  Still, bad stories aside, I hadn’t wanted to go much further into the woodland than was necessary. They gave me the creeps even in the daytime. Too many trees, too many hiding places.


  Chris was already digging into his stash of food as we joined them. He threw me a bag of crisps that I caught with both hands, almost too hard. I passed them to Alexandra and grabbed another myself. Sat down in the fold-up chairs we’d brought along with us.


  ‘Nothing’s been nicked,’ Chris said, his familiar refrain every time we’d arrived back at camp. ‘Successful weekend in that respect.’


  ‘I told you there was nothing to worry about.’


  ‘Yeah, well I wasn’t sure,’ Chris replied, reaching the end of his crisp packet and pouring the crumbs into his upturned mouth. ‘You hear all kinds about these things now.’


  ‘It’s not that long since we’ve been to a festival,’ I replied, shaking my head. ‘You’re making it sound like we’re in our fifties and reminiscing about Glastonbury or whatever.’


  ‘I’ll be glad of my own bed,’ Nicola said, sitting on the grass near Chris’s feet and resting her head against his knees. ‘That’s something that’s definitely changed since we were last on one of these. I can’t deal with the lack of memory foam like I used to.’


  ‘I know what you mean,’ I replied, stretching my arm out over my head. ‘Back has been aching all day.’


  ‘Didn’t seem to bother you when you were bouncing up and down this afternoon,’ Alexandra said, laughing as she reached for a can of beer and opened it. ‘We’re not as old as you think. Stop making out like we are.’


  ‘I agree, Alexandra,’ Chris said, deadpan as usual. ‘You’re only as old as you allow yourself to feel. I think I could still keep up with the eighteen-year-old Chris. Probably outdo him as well.’


  ‘Yeah, well, you’ve always been a slow drinker,’ I said, avoiding the kick from Chris I had expected. It was nowhere near me and Nicola giggled in response.


  I opened my mouth to say something when it was snapped close by a noise from behind us. Back the way we’d walked.


  ‘I knew it had been too good to be true,’ Chris said quietly, sighing around every syllable it seemed. ‘Always got to be a kick-off at a festival. No one can just come to these things and have a good time anymore . . .’


  ‘Shush,’ I replied, standing up and looking back out into the darkness. I was trying to work out what we were hearing. Raised voices, low and high. They were travelling from a good hundred or two hundred yards away, but we could hear them over our neighbours’ music. ‘I think it’s them two.’


  ‘Stuart and Michelle?’ Chris said, getting to his feet and standing next to me. ‘Surely not. I’ve never heard them say a bad word to each other. It’ll be one of that lot from over there, pissed or something.’


  Chris pointed towards tents in the distance, but I didn’t think he was right. I could hear Stuart’s voice, his Manchester accent drifting our way. I looked at Alexandra and smiled. ‘Maybe one of them made the mistake of trying to propose or something.’


  She didn’t smile back at me. Instead her brow furrowed, as she lifted herself up to her feet and stepped forwards. ‘It’s getting worse.’


  I turned back in the direction of the raised voices and could hear them more clearly now. I was sure it was Stuart and Michelle now – I could hear them distinctly, shouting, arguing. All the time getting closer and closer back to camp.


  ‘Shall we pick sides now, or wait to hear what it is they’re screaming about?’


  Alexandra aimed a playful punch towards my shoulder, but missed purposively, it seemed. ‘It could be serious.’


  ‘I doubt it,’ Chris said, taking a couple of steps forward and then turning back to us. ‘It’ll be something stupid, no doubt. Matt, come on, let’s go get Stuart and calm them down.’


  I hesitated, looking at Alexandra who gave nothing away. I sighed and shrugged my shoulders, following Chris.






  Four


  I wasn’t even sure what the argument was about at first.


  It became clear soon enough.


  Stuart and Michelle had appeared from the darkness, with no effort to disguise the fact they were in the midst of a major row. Now everyone was involved – for a reason I could only assume had more to do with alcohol than strident beliefs.


  ‘I thought we weren’t going to pick sides?’ I said, not for the first time, as Nicola made another jab towards Stuart. ‘It’s not our fight to have.’


  ‘Yeah, well, you haven’t been the one to pick up the pieces when he buggers off and leaves Michelle on her own again.’


  Nicola stared at me after she spoke, almost daring me to argue with her. She may have been the smallest in the group – just over five feet tall, but solid-looking all the same – and I had always avoided any type of confrontation with her. Instead, I sighed and looked towards Alexandra for help, but realised she was trying hard not to be drawn in.


  ‘Why don’t we just chill out and have a drink,’ Chris said, his voice still unwavering. He was always the one who tried to calm things down, but I didn’t think he would succeed this time. ‘Let’s not spoil the weekend with a disagreement. We can talk about it another time.’


  ‘No, Chris,’ Michelle said, arms folded across her chest, swaying slightly as if an invisible breeze was moving her. ‘A drink isn’t going to help the situation. All I said was that maybe it was time he grew up and made some final decisions.’


  Michelle pointed an accusatory finger towards a silent Stuart, who was edging away from the group with every passing second. He didn’t look as surprised by her outburst as the rest of us, but seemingly didn’t want to stick around to find out what the result of it was going to be.


  ‘You’ve been all over me for days, now you’re just going to run away again?’


  ‘That’s not what I meant . . .’ Stuart said, but even I could see the lie from a mile away in the dark.


  ‘Not what you meant?’ Michelle replied, her voice louder and mocking now. Desperately trying to hide the hurt too, I imagined. I wanted to pick Stuart up and throw him as far as I could at that moment.


  Idiot.


  ‘How about you go now and leave us alone? It’s not like you don’t lift out easy enough. Last in, first out. Isn’t that right? Isn’t that what you’re afraid of? You’ve always wanted to finish things with me for good, but you don’t have the balls to do it because you know what’ll happen if you do. Everyone in this group will choose me over you.’


  Stuart laughed humourlessly, but when he looked at the rest of us, he stopped. At Chris, who averted his eyes and crossed his arms across his chest. Easy to read, as he always was.


  ‘Michelle, maybe this is something that you and Stuart should talk about tomorrow with clear heads . . .’


  No sooner had the words left my mouth, I realised they were falling on deaf ears. Michelle moved towards Stuart, who stopped moving away but had his head lowered. Staring at the floor with great interest, it seemed.


  ‘Tell them all,’ Michelle said, her voice echoing around the field. No doubt a few campers would be listening in with great interest, but if Michelle knew that, it didn’t seem to bother her. ‘Tell them what you’ve done to me over the years. How you’ve cheated and lied so many times. How you’ve broken promises and told me the same crappy story over and over. Tell them what you’ve been doing without anyone knowing. Tell them what kind of man you really are. You’ve been using me for years and that stops now. I’ve had enough. I can’t stand your lies anymore. It’s gone too far.’


  I listened to her voice get louder and louder as she screamed accusations at Stuart. He seemed to take it all and not rise to anything. As if he knew he had no defence.


  ‘. . . and now, after you pretend to be normal with me all weekend, you lay this bull on me that you’re not even gonna be around. You’ve been lying to me with your actions all weekend, then can’t even wait until we’re on the way home before discarding me like I’m just a piece of rubbish to you.’


  ‘Michelle, it’s not like that—’


  ‘No, Stuart,’ Michelle said, before he had chance to finish the sentence. She sniffed and stepped closer to him. When she spoke, her voice was quieter now. Steelier. ‘I hope you die. That’s what you deserve.’


  ‘Come on,’ Nicola said, moving to Michelle’s side in an instant and putting an arm around her. ‘You can sleep in my tent. Chris can bunk with him and we can leave first thing.’


  I turned to Alexandra who opened her mouth to say something to me, but then decided against it. She followed the other two women, as Chris steered Stuart away from the tents. I went with them, a few steps behind, as we walked in silence until we were far enough away to not be heard by the others.


  ‘She’s not thinking straight,’ Stuart said, looking at his feet instead of us. ‘I don’t know what she’s going on about.’


  ‘Sounds like she’s had enough, mate,’ I said, moving towards him and slapping a hand on his shoulder. ‘You’ve been on again, off again so many times, it was always going to be the case that one of you would eventually need some kind of commitment. That’s just life.’


  ‘That’s the thing though,’ Stuart replied, looking at me now. The whites of his eyes were dull in the darkness, but I could still feel them straining to be believed. ‘It’s never been casual for me. It was always her who pulled back. I wanted to be together properly for years, but she was never ready. Now suddenly it’s all being thrown back in my face.’


  ‘Mate, it’s not like what she was saying wasn’t true though,’ Chris said, his voice soft and calm. That was always the way he was. The voice of reason whenever any of us faltered. He gave a knowing look towards Matt. ‘We know you’ve not always been completely faithful.’


  ‘How is it cheating if we’re not really together?’


  I recalled a TV character from decades earlier shouting ‘we were on a break’ and closed my mouth so I didn’t start laughing.


  It was all so ridiculous. It felt like we were all in school again. Teenagers arguing over silly little things that didn’t matter. Perhaps trying to recapture our youth at a music festival had somehow sent us back twenty years emotionally, too.


  ‘I’m sure she doesn’t really want you dead,’ I said, trying to ease the tension and probably failing. ‘Still, probably best to sleep with one eye open.’


  ‘Mate, I’m more worried that Nicola will take it as an instruction,’ Stuart replied, nudging Chris with his elbow. ‘That girl scares me more than anyone else. When you’re arguing with her, do you do it from another country just in case?’


  Chris didn’t rise to the joke, or take it as one, it seemed. ‘We never argue,’ he said, shrugging his shoulders and kicking at the dirt beneath our feet. ‘She’s not that scary, is she?’


  ‘No, course not,’ I said, nudging Stuart to say the same. Chris seemed to accept the slight untruth. ‘Everyone’s had too much to drink and isn’t thinking straight,’ I said instead, shaking Stuart’s shoulder with my hand. ‘Tomorrow, it’ll all be okay again. Maybe it’s time to have an honest discussion with her about things. I know it scares you and that’s probably what’s kicked this off. What did you say?’


  ‘That I was looking at going abroad for a few months.’


  ‘Well, that’ll do it. Stop messing about, mate. Tell her how you feel and decide once and for all whether you should be together or not.’


  ‘After that, I don’t think she’s going to want to hear it . . .’


  ‘You don’t know that,’ I cut in before Stuart had time to finish. At that point, I just wanted to go to bed. The weekend was catching up with me – the lack of sleep, the drinking, the noise. I didn’t sleep well at the best of times, but I’d barely had more than a few hours a night since arriving there. ‘It’ll all be different by the morning. She’ll have calmed down and you’ll actually have to talk this time.’


  I caught a glimpse of his smile in the dark before we all headed back. It was quiet when we reached our tents, but we could hear whispers coming from where Chris and Nicola had been staying together. I watched Chris and Stuart get into the tent that Stuart had been sleeping in without a word.


  Inside mine, it was empty. I didn’t have to wait long before Alexandra came back.


  ‘Okay?’ I said, my voice barely audible, even in the cramped space. ‘All calmed down?’


  Alexandra nodded in the dim light of the electronic lamp I’d set up. ‘She was proper angry, but seems to have just slid into overwhelming tiredness now. More’s the pity. Would have been interesting to see what happened if she’d gone for him.’


  ‘It would have been the end of the group, that’s for sure.’


  ‘All things have to come to an end at some point.’


  I whisper-grunted in response, but lay back on the floor and smiled as Alexandra got down next to me. Draped an arm over me and curled a leg over mine.


  ‘Promise me we’ll never be like those two.’


  ‘I promise.’


  It was a promise I meant in the moment, but one I knew I couldn’t well keep. I’d been in enough relationships – short term for the most part, of course – to know that things can change quickly. In a second, sometimes. The things that don’t bother us at the beginning can suddenly become the single most irritating action a person can do at any moment. The arguments that would never happen in the first few weeks can increase in frequency.


  We never really know another person.


  Eventually, sleep took me. I was looking forward to a real bed, but that night I drifted off quickly.


  Then, at some point in the night, I was woken by a sound. Silence ending. The dead of night cut through with a blade of shock and awe.


  A scream in the darkness.






  Five


  The scream seemed to be from another world at first. One that was blurred and distorted, dreamlike, an illusion of reality. I was convinced at first that I was the only one who had heard it, but when it happened again, I felt Alexandra shift beside me and speak softly into the night.


  ‘What was that?’


  I almost asked if she’d heard it too, but instead I heard noise from one of the other tents. Between the screams, the silence was suffocating. Punctuated with heavier breathing from Alexandra lying next to me, as we worked out what to do.


  ‘Was it a person?’ I said, whispering, though by now everyone would have heard the noise. ‘What was it?’


  My eyes were becoming accustomed to the darkness, just as Alexandra picked up her phone and switched the torch on. The light illuminated us and she opened her mouth to answer as another piercing screech destroyed the silence. Familiarity stung me.


  ‘It’s Stuart,’ I heard myself saying, but I was already scrambling out of the tent, the jeans I’d left crumpled up at the entrance to the tent halfway up my legs as I crashed out of it onto my knees. I struggled to stand up, as the others emerged from their tents around me. I was only faintly aware of them, as I started running towards where I’d heard Stuart’s shout.


  It was in the woods behind our camp ground. I didn’t think; there wasn’t a conscious thought about what I was doing. I simply took off in that direction, ignoring the protests from my legs as I hurtled into the woodland. Somewhere at the back of my mind, I was glad of the socks I’d left on my feet to ward off the cold. My jeans were over the long boxer shorts I’d worn to sleep, but I was shirtless as I scraped my body against branches sticking out in the darkness.


  My mind became a mess of thoughts within seconds. It began as broken images of Stuart in danger. Trapped. Lost in the darkness. Then, panic gripped me in a vice of terror and wouldn’t let go.


  Stuart’s scream for help had been filled with one thing. Fear.


  Behind me I could hear voices, but it was my own that took precedent, as I shouted Stuart’s name.


  I had been in the woods for less than a minute, yet it already felt like hours had passed. My body screeched with adrenaline, eyes desperately trying to become accustomed to the dark around me.


  ‘Stuart!’


  Another yell came back at me and I switched direction and continued running. My own breathing, hard and heavy, echoed back at me as I waded in further, the woods becoming thicker and more dense.


  A cry of alarm was only yards away and I raced up what was an incline in the trees. My feet scrambled for purchase as I fell forward, my hands feeling the soil underneath them. I brushed aside leaves and twigs. Kept moving upwards as the top came into sight.


  Below me was a clearing in the darkness. I could only see shapes in the shadows as the black of night enveloped me.


  ‘Help,’ Stuart cried and I stood still.


  I always felt as if fear would be an ice-cold feeling. It would run through my veins and freeze me in place. Real fear, that is. The type you feel when you hear a noise in an empty house at night. Or a loved one goes missing. I had never considered myself brave or courageous. I always suspected I would turn to stone and become a useless block.


  Now, instead of ice, I felt my temperature rise, my mind beginning to clear and some primal instinct take over.


  I heard myself shout, but it was disconnected from me. As if it were someone else’s voice, simply using me as a vessel.


  It broke the spell and I moved towards them.


  And that’s what it was, I realised suddenly.


  Them.


  Stuart wasn’t alone.


  I heard bodies crashing into each other. Shouts and screams cascading down as they bounced off surrounding trees. All of it building and building to a wall of noise.


  At first, I thought it was Chris pinning Stuart to the floor, but then I caught a putrid smell – unfamiliar and strange – emanating from one of the men and it broke the spell.


  It was a stranger.


  It was someone I didn’t know.


  He was hurting my friend.


  I piled in, dragging the stranger from Stuart and flapping wildly with clenched fists.


  There was more noise from beside me, then the familiar scent of the expensive aftershave Chris wore. It was still on his skin, lingering hours after he’d applied it. I felt comforted by the smell as it assailed and embraced me.


  I no longer felt alone in the darkness.


  Then, the world seemed to shift and reality came through the fog I had been moving in. The darkness was punctuated by light from above and I could hear Alexandra’s voice. She was holding her mobile phone up, torchlight shining from it. Another light appeared, from a similar source, but I couldn’t see who was holding it.


  ‘No . . .’


  I turned towards her, wondering why she disappeared almost instantly, replaced by a carpet of stars.


  The sky was above me and my ears were ringing. The gentle thud of pain became a crescendo, as the back of my head seemed to balloon in size.


  There was a second when I didn’t think I could move again, then something took over me. I knew there was danger in those woods. Right now. In that clearing. Something was trying to hurt us and I couldn’t let that happen.


  I moved groggily to my feet and grabbed at someone for purchase. That smell still surrounded us, the rotting decaying scent that filled my nostrils and cleared my head.


  ‘Matt—’


  I heard Chris grunt my name and moved towards him. The lights from the phones were shining from above us, moving around as if we were in a violent disco. I could see a figure, large and imposing, gnarling and snarling as he gripped Chris from behind. Something else in its grip.


  It was large. My first thought was that there was something wrong with his hand. Then I realised what it was.


  It’s a machete. He’s trying to kill us all.


  At his feet, Stuart was holding his face, swearing into his hands.


  I didn’t think.


  I had never been a fighter. One or two confrontations over the years that are difficult to avoid. Most ended the same way. A dull thud of closed fist on jaw, usually partially blocked. Then, it was simply rolling around on the floor until someone broke us apart.


  This was different.


  This was about survival.


  Someone was attacking my friends and I needed to save them.


  There was something hard on the floor beside me and I grabbed it. A rock, smaller than a paving stone, heavy enough to do damage but not enough that I couldn’t pick it up and raise it over my head.


  I hit the attacker in the middle of his back. He let out a cry and collapsed to the floor with an exhalation of air. I heard another sound of metal striking stone. I dropped the rock next to him, then it all became a blur again.


  There was noise; I heard Alexandra’s voice beside me suddenly. Nicola’s breathing. Michelle’s crying. We were all together.


  I don’t know who did what to the man. My feet were hurting, meaning at some point I kicked him, but it was a mess of action and violence.


  Bodies crashing together. Grunts of effort, of pain, of fear.


  At once, they all coalesced until they became a blur of nothingness.


  Then, there was only silence that seemed to last forever. No sounds, no breathing, nothing. Just a blanket of sudden calm and stillness.


  The moonlight above us dipped behind clouds, as if it knew something dark had occurred and it needed to react. The sky was a little less dark, even as the moon disappeared.


  Red sky at night, shepherd’s delight.


  Red sky in the morning . . .


  I looked around, avoiding anyone’s eyes. We were standing near a luscious green hill of some sort. Trees in autumn bloom surrounded us, no houses or roads in view. I realised I’d been there before. Earlier in the day, a couple of hours after sunrise, nursing a hangover and hoping I could walk it off before starting over again. I had stood at the top alone and it had been almost as if I could see the entire world laid out before me. The palettes of greens and browns and oranges. The blue sky above me had seemed to stretch on forever.


  No clouds at that point. A dull sun overhead, not overly impactful, not blaring or searing.


  No darkness.


  No death.


  I could hear voices growing as panic began to set in. The silence was broken, but my mind tried to refuse to hear it. An arm went around my shoulder. Tried to pull me back, but I wanted to see what we had done.


  I needed to see.


  *


  The sound of running, shouts flying in two different directions. Arguments breaking out. Cries and recriminations. Tears and anger.


  I was alone there.


  I was no longer being held back. It was only a few feet away from me now and I couldn’t stop myself.


  The body made me pause. The blood on his face. Pooling around him as it seeped – no, gushed – out of him.


  I imagined a panicked look on his face as I reached out to him.


  His pain. His anguish.


  His silent plea for help.


  Those things being created in my mind as he remained lifeless.


  The dirt and soil on his face, mixing brown and red together. The angled features of someone for whom this was his kingdom. We had disturbed him in his natural habitat and yet he was the one dead. Not us.


  A man. That’s all he was. That’s all that was left behind in a broken shell of a body. I couldn’t think clearly, my mind a muddle of voices and noise. One single thought rolling and rolling around my head, until it made me feel nauseated.


  We had killed him.


  We had killed him.


  We had killed him.






  Six


  Silence.


  Not even breathing. We had all seemed to collectively hold our breaths for the past minute. Or ten. Or twenty. I wasn’t sure how long we had been standing there. With every passing second, it felt as if a lifetime was going by.


  Then, something else growing amongst us.


  The weight of understanding of what we had done. It became more real, the longer we were standing there in the quiet.


  Someone spoke first, but I don’t know who it was. I don’t know if it was me. I heard the words, but it was as if they came through a thick fog of chaos.


  ‘What have we done?’


  It was the catalyst for the world to come back to life. I could hear sounds again. Choked sobs, heavy breathing, whispers. They all came into focus finally and the first feeling I had was that I wasn’t alone.


  That we had all done it.


  ‘Is he . . . ?’


  It was Alexandra and my stomach fell the last few inches to the floor at the fear I heard in her voice. I turned in her direction, but I couldn’t see her. The sky was lightening by the second, but my surroundings were still blurry.


  I was crying. Tears were filling my eyes and I couldn’t control them. I felt cold, shivering against an unseen wind, even as sweat cascaded down from my forehead and mixed with the tears on my cheeks.


  ‘What did you do?’


  It was Nicola’s voice. No fear there. It was anger instead. I was faintly aware of Stuart rising to his feet, a hand on my arm. A weight that was there and then gone in an instant. I looked back at the floor. At the man lying prone and not breathing.


  ‘He was going to kill me,’ Stuart said, the final nail in the coffin. That was when the shouting began. Nicola was suddenly upon us, words escaping her mouth, accusations and vocal blows flowing from her mouth.


  ‘This is your fault. You’ve done this. What were you even doing out here? I always knew you’d ruin our lives. You couldn’t just be normal, could you? Couldn’t just let us be. We wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for you. I didn’t want to come. Chris didn’t either, but that wasn’t good enough for you. You made us come here and now look what you’ve turned us into.’


  ‘I’m sorry . . . I didn’t mean for this to happen.’


  I listened as it continued on and on – Nicola’s voice bouncing around the trees surrounding us and settling over us all. I was confused by her lie about it being Stuart’s idea to be there, but it was gone in another second of chaos. I wiped a sleeve across my face and moved slowly away and towards Alexandra. I wanted . . . needed her to see me.


  Michelle was kneeling down on the floor, arms wrapped around her body, rocking back and forth. She was muttering to herself, saying words I didn’t understand.


  ‘We have to stop this,’ Chris said, as I began to see a little clearer now. ‘We need to do something.’


  ‘Like what?’ Stuart replied, almost laughing as he spoke. ‘It’s a bit late to do anything, isn’t it? He’s dead. What can we do?’


  ‘Ring for an ambulance?’


  ‘It’s too late for that,’ Stuart said, rubbing at the back of his head. He looked at the palm of his hand when he took it away and then rubbed it down his leg. ‘It’s over. It’s all over.’


  ‘What happened?’ Alexandra said, before I could reach her. She walked past me as if I wasn’t there and moved towards Stuart and Chris. ‘Why was he attacking you?’


  Stuart looked away and wiped his hands on the front of the top he was wearing. Looked at Chris and shrugged. ‘I came out to go for a piss, that’s all. Then I just felt someone on my back. I thought it was one of them two trying to scare me, but the smell of him . . . I knew it wasn’t Chris or Matt. It’s all a blur after that. I just remember him on top of me, trying to wrap his hands around my throat, punching me in the head, so I shouted for help. Tried to stay alive. He cut me a few times . . . Then you were all here.’


  ‘Who is he?’


  ‘How am I supposed to know? Some freak in the forest who kills people just going for a slash. That’s my best bet.’


  ‘He wouldn’t just attack you for no reason,’ Alexandra said, moving away from us now. ‘It doesn’t make any sense.’


  ‘We should call someone,’ Chris said quietly, rubbing one arm as if to warm himself up. ‘They can come and help us. I’m sure they’ll understand . . .’


  ‘No,’ I said, speaking for the first time. I wasn’t even sure I’d actually spoken aloud, but the way everyone turned to look at me suggested I had. I shook my head, thinking of everything that would follow. ‘Look at us. There’s six of us and only one of him. Are they really going to believe what we say? We killed him . . .’


  ‘We just tell them the truth,’ Chris said, coming up to me and placing his hands on my upper arms. He was shaking. ‘He attacked us and we were defending ourselves, that’s all. It was dark and he was trying to kill Stuart.’


  ‘Chris, I hit him . . .’


  ‘We all did. This wasn’t just you.’ He picked up the blade the man had been holding and held it up to us all. ‘Look what he had. A bloody machete. He was going to kill Stuart. Me. You. We were just defending ourselves . . .’


  ‘It doesn’t matter,’ I screamed, and heard my own voice echoing back from the trees around us. The shout was loud enough to shock even Michelle into silence. She continued rocking back and forth, but she was no longer whispering to herself. ‘All they will see is a bunch of people, alcohol in their system, drugs in their tent. That’s all they’ll need. We’ll be screwed. Three on one. No, six on one. That’s what they’ll say. There’s nothing to say that machete isn’t ours. It’ll have our DNA on it.’


  I wasn’t sure if that was true, but it felt like it would be. The drugs were the main thing. It was only a bit of weed, but that wouldn’t matter. I didn’t smoke myself, but Stuart’s eyes began to widen as soon as I mentioned it.
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