
Ruin

Hidden from the bustling mob of shoppers he took the bomb out of his rucksack and set the timer to ‘immediate’. He sucked in a deep, shivering breath, and reached for the detonator.


Chapter One

Stephenie dropped onto the seat. The spiky material felt like it pierced her skin. 
The bus shuddered to a start. The smell of diesel burnt her nostrils. Soon, they were droning through housing estates. The gardens had seen better days. White fences were coated with grime and unmentionable stains. In the drizzle some houses tried to fight off the dismal grey with a little light. They failed. 
Looking through the window Stephenie tried to focus. You could not escape without leaving the world. Oh, what a joy that would be! 

*****

Keith raced through the corridor, his jacket of his suit flapping against the top of his thighs. He scrunched up his nose. She would get it this time. She had been insubordinate to him too many times. Now he would shut her up once and for all. 
There she was! Leaning over the printer with her back to him, like a slut. 
She gasped when he suddenly appeared looming over her. Startled. Good!
“You were out of order,” he barked, not giving her time to respond. “I don’t tolerate wayward behaviour in my office. Not from you. Not from anyone.”
She opened her mouth to speak, but he shut her down.
“Let this be the end of it. I don’t want to have to talk to you again.”
He turned on his heels and stormed away. 

*****

The rehearsal was terrible. Even if the acting of the rest of the cast improved ten-fold the script was still woeful. Hunched up against an unpainted wall in the vast cold space. Jeff put his head in his hands. The gutted factory had lots of shadows to hide in, though you could never get away from the brick dust or the cobwebs. What a dump. When the others were not there the only signs of human habitation were rows of tatty costumes hanging lifelessly on shaker rails. A grotesque mask stuck over a bare manikin taunted him. None of this mattered. This tour was going to be a disaster, just like all the previous ones. There wasn’t even a stage to perform on - just a rectangular area at one end marked off by discarded coats like a kid’s football pitch. He hated the pretend camaraderie that, even after they had gone, infected everything with the stench of cigarettes, alcohol and desperate longing. 
If only he could leave - before it killed him.

*****

A woman to the left of Stephanie rang the bell and the bus screeched to a halt. Stephanie frowned. They were now in an industrial estate. Dark hulks of Victorian buildings pressed together in the gloom. Stephanie slowly shook her head. If only it hadn’t happened. If only things could have been different. 
Before she knew it the bus had stopped again outside the university. Students dragged themselves past in their faded clothes trying to appear cheerful, walking in their bizarre ugly ways. They were all trying to appear unique, while really being all the same. A parade of the dispossessed.
By the time the bus reached the outskirts of the city everyone else had gotten off. Steph really was alone now. Inside and out everything was deathly quiet, except for the low groaning of the engine. Houses hid behind thick tall hedges, keeping the rest of humanity out. Self-imposed gated communities, only out for themselves. Well Mister McCartney, now you know where all the lonely people come from. Dinner parties weren’t the place for real connection. It was all pretence. Mustn't let the veneer slip. Obey the rules. Act the part. Watch each other die a slow death. 

*****

Sitting behind his huge glossy desk, the CEO of the company was a tall, imposing man. Too young for Keith’s liking and far too muscular for a businessman. He obviously spent too many hours at the gym. No doubt all part of his scheme to impress his competitors into submission. He did, after all, never refer to himself as the CEO but insisted on using his full title: Chief Executive Officer,  emphasising the Chief part, just to make certain people knew their place.
“So, do you think you’re up to the job?” The. CEO stared at him with his sharp Sicilian eyes, framed by thick black hair as glossy as his desk.
“I’m not sure.” He shuffled his feet over the plush brandy carpet. “It seems more a job for a team. Would that be better?”
“I don’t think so,” His boss was quick to reply. “You’re the man. You should do it. And best to get a shifty on.”
Keith was about to turn but plucked up the dangerous courage to speak. “There’s a few guys. Shall I rope them in?”
“Costs too much. There already on other jobs. Can’t pay them extra.” His boss stood up and reached out his hand - the unmistakable signal to end the meeting, Keith instinctively shook it. His boss squeezed a little too tightly.
“Actually, I give them work - they should pay me!” He laughed and slapped Keith’s back. 
Keith gave a hollow snigger.

*****

The pale green feather boa hung from his thumb and forefinger. Ridiculous. These bedroom farces were tiresome, mind-numbingly so. They could do so much more. The empty factory could be transformed by artworks in the walls, funky lighting and lively interesting performances - performances that meant something. But the sponsors insisted on what they thought would made money. The director was employed by them. He had to do as he was told. 
Yet the factory had history. It had atmosphere. In an age when they were all being converted into hotels or sheltered accommodation an empty factory was an asset. It could inform, educate, inspire. The productions it could house were limitless. Jeff slung the boa over the nearest rail along with the other abandoned nineteen twenties costumes.

*****

Steph sat hunched on the damp park bench. The rain had stopped but the sky was like grey slate cave. Whenever she thought about what he had done, her eyes ached trying to hold in the tears. 
Steph closed her eyes. She sensed a shadow fall over her. 
“Madam, Are you ill?” A young middle-eastern man was gazing at her.
Steph rubbed across her eyes. “I’m okay.” She lied.
The man sat down. “If I may.” He smiled. “The grass. It is lovely is it not?”	
Steph looked properly for the first time at the wide open space in front of her and noticed a woman was walking her two Labradors across what seemed almost like a well-kept lawn. 
Perhaps she should get a dog. More loyal than some people and cheaper.
“When the sun is here, everything will feel fine.” The man seemed very sure of himself, saying the phrase as if it was a proverb or some sort of mantra. As if! Bloody foreigners.
“Do you live here?” He asked, interrupting her thoughts. 
Steph shook her head, but didn’t turn to face him. 
“It is nice. I can see the grass from my bedroom window.”  He pointed to a row of houses outside the iron fence. “And when I am not working I come here.”
Steph suddenly felt the English need to be polite. “Where do you work?”
“Oh,” he smiled, “wherever they send me. I’m a tour guide.”
“That must be interesting.” Steph muttered, not believing a word of what she was saying.
He shrugged again. “It pays for my nice room. I think you call it a bedsit. So that is good.”
“You must be busy this time of year.” Well done Steph, you’re making conversation. Years of practice.
“Sometimes - I think you would say - my hands are full. But - don’t you also say - it keeps me on my toes.” He beamed. “I do not really know what that means. Where does that come from?”
Steph found herself smiling at the implausibility of it all. 
“I don’t know either.” She looked at him properly for the first time. “We have some crazy phrases. I think we make them up deliberately to confuse foreigners.” 
She caught herself. “Sorry. No offence. I don’t mean, you know…erm… I…”
“I like crazy people. Where would my job be without crazy foreigners?”
Steph’s smile broadened. “Yeah, I suppose you’re right. We all need a bit of craziness in our lives. God knows, I know I do.”
His hand went down onto the wooden slates of the bench, excitingly close to her. “Then you should visit the ruin. That would be crazy - visiting a ruin - yes?”

*****
“Keith, I can’t find the sales documents.” 
Keith filled his lungs and counted. He didn’t get a chance to even count to five before his female coworker nagged him again. I need it.”
“You should have your own copy.” Keith snapped. “For Pete’s sake, get a grip.”
His coworker stormed off. A smirk crept over Keith’s face. He felt in that moment the master of office politics and he was alone again, just as he liked it. 
His sense of a small victory didn’t last. He gazed around at the bodies hunched over their computers, and by the zombies clutching files to their chests. He glared at the piles of papers strewn on his desk. As for this garbage he doubted he would ever have the time. Bloody meeting after bloody meeting. The upshot was always the same: cheaper supplies, get those lazy staff working harder, we haven’t got all day. 
Well, stuff them!
He wasn’t going to crack. He needed a coffee. 
The kitchen was hidden away behind a set of tall metal shelves filled with box files of archived account books. It was not what Keith would call a room. More like a short corridor with peeling beige cupboards along one side and a sink, that smelt like a decomposing rat, on the other. The old plastic kettle stood on a piece of warped Formica jutting out from the sink. 
While he awaited for the water to boil, Keith prayed no one else would come in. The last thing he wanted was inane liberal chit-chat about. It was a cliche, but conscription would sort them out. It was a cliche, because it was true. 
The kettle shook with agitation, rattling against the stained Formica surface. It suddenly clicked and it’s light went out.  

*****

Below him the city was a huddled mass in the shadow of the valley. Jeff felt the car against his back as he scanned the valley. The houses - devil’s boxes strewn with fairy lights. The cold gripped his skin, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. It reminded him he was alive. 
The window lights below twinkled as unseen cars glided by in the shadows. He pulled up his coat collar, drawing in a deep breath. He knew what he had to do.

Chapter Two


Steph bobbed along the sidewalk, the other pedestrians passing in a whirl of Spring colours, glittering from the morning shower. The rain always reminded her of her husband. It had been raining on the way to meeting him for dinner to celebrate their sixth anniversary. In fact, it had been absolutely pouring down. In her designing Mac she looked like a seal. It wasn’t so much the wet that had bothered her but the cold - an uncomfortable dampness that ran through her. She had longed to get indoors, to warm up with a glass of red.
Eddie had loved her, she was sure of it. At the very least, he needed her. She always had fun on nights out together - that’s what being a couple was all about. Things were getting a bit boring admittedly, but dinner together was a chance to rekindle any lost spirit. Perhaps it would be like the old days. She longed for those times.
Steph knew she was a catch. Flowers, expensive wine, even a holiday - she was worth every penny. 
But the meal was tasteless. He was dull. The rain had stopped, but the sky was a heavy grey. 
“Is that it?”
“Eh?”. His eyebrows high in his forehead. “Is that what?”
“All I get.” 
He shook his head slowly, frowning. “I don’t get ya.”
She half tuned from him, folding her arms.
The air was soaked with the stench of cooking oil. 
He absent-mindedly pushed a paper napkin along the table. For a second she thought he had written a surprise on it, but no. “I’ve been busy.”
“You have never bought me a voucher for the salon. You never cook. You make me feel worthless”
He stood up, his head lowered. His face unreadable, slack and pale.
“I just wish you’d do something…” her voice faded. She was suddenly aware there were people at other tables.
The blank napkin lay, perfectly square and perfectly clean, in front of her. 
Ed pulled himself closer to the table. The slight screech of the chair legs on the tiles was the only sound she could hear. 
They fell silent.
“You told me you like to cook,” a rush came to his voice. “And you’re brilliant at it.”
Steph focussed on his face, her breathing halting.
“Much better than this muck,” he said. 
Her eyes felt wet. She turned away from his gaze, her cheeks burning. 
“It was just one of the reasons I fell in love with you.” He looked directly at her. “One of the many.”
They were silent again, but it was a different sort of silence - a deeper, warmer quiet.
Ed spoke first. “I wanted to give you this.” Out of his jacket pocket, he pulled a small black velvet box.
No, it couldn’t be.
Steph held it in her palm, staring at its perfection. 

*****

Keith shoved the cup, sending it spinning across the plastic desktop, clattering into the bare white wall of the hotel room. He needed to do something. His teeth clenched against each other and he glowered at the murky, surface of the small table. His reflection a spectre - eyeless - glaring back at him. Just another accuser. Keith snorted. In the army he had put up with this, but he expected better in civvi street. He could feel his biceps wanting to slam his fist into the table. He bit his knuckles hard. This damn heat - it was hotter than ever! Keith wiped the sweat from his forehead. It was soon dripping again. 
He threw himself against the back of the chair, forcing the two front legs off the ground, like at school. He folded his arms tightly, trying to stop the thumping in his chest. His lips pressed together. He stared at the wall, but he could only see the office.

*****

The evening was announced with an orange glow infusing the exotic streets and the heat of the day was cooling to a pleasant warmth that stoked her skin and gently massaged her muscles, freeing them of all exertion. It felt like the soft velvet of the box Eddie had given her that day. Both were a renewal, a rejuvenation. She bathed in the last embers of the sun. 
Stephanie gazed at the gradually darkening sky. Pain pierced her eyes. Oh Eddie, it should have been different. We should be together, here, sharing this wonderful time. She wished she could hold his hand again, feel the peace it brought her. She would kiss him tenderly. She would lead him to their bedroom. She would passionately show him how much she wanted him. 
But that awful news. That awful news.

*****

At the back of the warehouse was an abandoned office. Jeff liked to visualise men of the 1920s huddling around massive iron typewriters bashing out scandalous stories for penny dreadful newspapers, smoking profusely like they were old cotton mill chimney stacks. Or maybe it was abandoned long before and some crazy Victorian ghost hunter would have explored it, the way Jeff regularly did, for any uncanny signs of unearthly paranormal activity. 
The red-brick walls still had remnants of wall charts hanging off them. Red and black ink was visible, but appointments were unreadable. Jeff coughed. He liked to get away, to get some peace and quiet from the chaos of garish rehearsals. But it was dusty. Maybe it was ash from those journalists, left floating for eternity, like the promises of politicians. Oh, bit of satire there. Jeff smiled. Perhaps he shouldn’t have become an actor and been a comedian instead. He ignored the smell of musty mildew and sat on a low shelf that once bowed under the weight of boxes.. Ha, musty mildew. Perhaps that could be his stand-up stage name. 

  *****

“Just stop.” Stephanie heard in her head. It was her own voice, but sounded like her mother. She swerved  to avoid bumping into a woman in a headscarf pushing a pram. The sudden jerk across the pavement startled her. “Just stop.” This time with more impatience. She couldn’t be thinking about her husband forever. She had to grow up, free herself from the past. She came here to finally escape the pain; but the memories persisted, branded into her brain.
She gasped for breath, cold blood pounding through her body. Steph leaned on a wall. Her stomach was a boulder dragging her down. There was no where to hide in this strange, horrible land. 
Oh, that awful awful news.

She was waiting for him. She always seemed to be waiting. Sat on their plush sofa, just like every other day. The dinner was made, but she had to put it on a low heat in the oven because he was running late.
Stephanie had dusted everywhere, hoovered throughout the entire house, polished their beautiful peak furniture. Wholesome, succulent aromas wafted from the kitchen. Stephanie was now resting, reserving her energy for the evening she going to give him. This would be a night he would never forget. She smiled. A warmth tickled her belly. 
The front door clicked open. He stepped into the room. She had never seen him look so cold. In a hard, harrowing, deadened voice he spoke only four words - just four. 
“I want a divorce.”
He turned on his heels.
She jumped up, calling to him as he strode down the hall. “But… what?  I don’t understand. Eddie. Stop!” He slipped out the front door. “You can’t. You can’t leave me like this!”

*****

Stephanie woke with a start, blinking. Her eyes were sore. She was surprised she had slept at all - Stupid bitch. Pull yourself together.
*****

It was Jeff’s responsibility in the early morning to check all the costumes, props, make-up and  lighting equipment.
He was just examining a feather boa and tutting at the bald patches, when there was a knock at the door. He frowned - it was too early for the director and certainly too early for the actors!
It was a woman, about Jeff’s age, huffing and adjusting her hair.
“I’m sorry if I am too early. I didn’t want to interrupt anything. I…”
“No problem. Nothing’s gonna start till this afternoon. I was just sorting stuff out. You’re not local. Your accent, I mean. Unless you’ve learnt really good English. No problem, if you have by the way. Meant no offence. Just, well, you know it so well. Sound like a natural. We have to practice all sorts of accents in drama classes, you see, I’m just…” Jeff winced. “Sorry. Rambling. Not used to people. We get loads in the audience, of course. Well, not loads. But that’s different.”
“It’s okay. I must have taken you by surprise. I shouldn’t have disturbed you.” She tapped her coat pockets. “I should have emailed you or something, but I didn’t have your contact details.”
“We’re a travelling troupe.” A train rumbled passed behind nearby houses.
“Yeah, I know.” She pulled a slip of notepaper out of her coat pocket. “All I had was this.”
“Oh?”
“Yeah.” The woman gave him an smile, between flushing cheeks. “It’s the address of this theatre. My brother gave it me.” She offered him the paper, but then withdrew it.
Jeff laughed, “I know what the address is. I’m practically living here.”
She giggled. Her voice weakened. “I’m such a burke.”
“Don’t say you aren’t used to meeting people as well!” 
She looked down briefly before gasping. “Actually, it’s about someone I’m supposed to meet. I came to ask… Does someone called Jeff Wrangler work here?” She stared at him as he was silent for a moment. On the main street the herd, that was the rush-hour traffic, growled on their stampede to  myriad office blocks in the centre of the city.
Jeff drew in a  chest full of the morning air. “You’d never believe it. I’m Jeff Wrangler.”
“Wow!” The woman steps back, grinning.
“Bingo.”
“Well yes, indeed.” She brushed a hand through her hair. “Can’t believe I got the right place, let alone the right person.”
“I wish casting directors said that to me more often.”
“My brother knew you were going to be working here and thought you might show me around the city… when you’re not working of course.”
Jeff’s brow wrinkled, eyes narrowing. 
She slapped her forehead. “Sorry. should have explained. My brother, he’s a friend of yours. His name’s Keith. Keith Stanwick.”
“Oh, that makes sense.”
“He thought you would be able to keep me company.” Her two palms shot up. “No, sorry, not in that way. I’m making a right dog’s dinner of all this, aren’t I? Perhaps I should go. I wish I could start again.”
Jeff gently swung his arm out. “Would you like to come in?” He smiled softly. “I think we both need a cup of tea.” She sighed and her shoulders visibly dropped. He grinned. “I could do with a change. I’ll be happy to keep you company.” She was passing him. “And I don’t mean in that way either.” 
She laughed.. “I’m sure it would be lovely if you did.”
He swung his arms out wide. “Looks like I’ve got the part! And I’m happy to accept.” He pretended to be holding a trophy. “I’d like to thank my mother and father, my fellow actors, and…”
She giggled, louder this time. 
“What’s your name by the way.”
She stepped into the red brick corridor beyond. “Oh yes, of course. Sorry.” 
He followed her in. 
“My name’s Steph.”

*****

Numbers! All he could think about was ruddy numbers. Keith glared  at his blonde colleague stuck in the same cubicle. She was typing insistently on a keyboard. Cables snaked down from the back of her monitor to the darkness beneath her deck. Her wastebasket was pristine and empty. Lucky cow - she didn’t have the piles of paper he had been lumbered with. A phone rang angrily from another cubicle and kept on ringing. Christ! Why didn’t people pick it up immediately? She continued to tap without breaking her stride. God, he could really hate her. If she wasn’t so sexy, with her sharp, foreign cologne and body-hugging skirts, he’d…
For goodness sake, pull yourself together! Think of work. Yes, bloody work.
He pulled the knot of his tie apart, staring at the documents piled in front of him. Keith cleared his throat. Got to get down to it. He pushed the end of a pen between his lips, the plastic almost choking him as it went too far - more percentage of pen than the daily profits of the company. But, in the end, it was all numbers, just numbers. 
Someone past behind him. The sweet aroma of strong coffee teased Keith’s nostrils. Perhaps he could escape by going to make a drink. Any time away from the cabinets and screens and crowds of efficiently partitioned drones would be a relief. The juddering oscillating fans were useless. The stink of sweat was festering in the air. Why couldn’t they all work outdoors? It could be shady under a gazebo and they would be able to breath proper fresh air instead of machine-conditioned imitation. Be cheaper too. Wonder what percentage the company could save doing that. Now that was a number they were always interested in. He could provide them with all the data, draw up reports, put on a presentation at the next board meeting; then retire, loaded, to the countryside. That was some analysis that would be worth doing, not this crap. But the boss wouldn’t consider any fresh  ideas. He had no backbone. Despite his flattering title of managing director, he was nothing more than a lackey for the global corporation based in Washington. The boss just ran a little off-shoot in a far-off territory. The real bosses, the shareholders, didn’t care where the money came from, just as long as it did. The bosses sole role was just to keep it rolling in to their tax-free island bank accounts, thank you very much. Keith sniffed. If he had even a fraction of their money, he would use it to live on that island, feel the breeze on the cliff-tops and breath in the cool sea air. 
He shoved papers into a black folder and pushed his chair backwards. “If anyone wants me I’m going to be working from home.”
His colleague looked up wearily, “At your hotel?”
“Well, of course, the hotel. D’you think I’m going to walk all the way to my actual home?” He turned away from her stone-cold face.
“Whatever.” She returned to tapping relentlessly on her keyboard.
“Chance’ll be a fine thing,” he muttered as he dashed out.

*****

Keith stared down the hotel corridor and scowled - More ruddy burgundy. The lift door in front of him pinged, like a microwave, right in his ear. “About time.” The doors took an inordinate amount of time to slide apart. No one was even waiting for the thing. Still, at least he wouldn’t have to put up with being cramped against a single mother, a pushchair and three screaming kids. 
His room, when he finally arrived, still smelt of cleaners - not their bleaching products, but the foreign cleaners themselves. He’d be glad to get back home, where he could walk in the great outdoors rather than enclosed in this stifling dump. 
He dropped onto the only chair - a wicker-basket contraption, probably stitched together by criminals. He threw the bulging folder onto the beige bed. He wished he hadn’t brought work home. It taunted him. But what choice did he have? He would never get all the work done, his boss had given him, if he didn’t torment himself everyday with the sight of the enormity of the task. Keith picked up the folder. Papers were sticking out at awkward angles, threatening to spill onto the carpet. What a chore. 
He was getting a headache just thinking about it. He tilted his head back, trying to compress the tight grip in the back of his neck. Why did he put up with it? If only he could leave. Everyone else was happy to slave away. But why was he so dumb? He too was a slave to the company’s interests, obeying their orders, not his desires. Nah, not that dumb. He would show them. Once he had finished the manager’s workload he would be free. Once he had his new life he would laugh in his boss’ face. Keith sneered. “Screw you, mister. I’m going to be my own boss.” He would be free to walk, free to feel the sun on his cheeks. He would be able to smile again.
Keith sighed, slinging the folder onto the bed. “Just you wait and see.”

Chapter Three

She passed a bold pink poster - the lower right corner had become detached from the blue tack - showing a bunch of people in 1920s fashion throwing out exaggerating poses. In garish yellow lettering it declared, “Tickles Your Fanny. An exhilarating trip back in time to the naughty twenties. A fabulous farce like no other. Be blown away by a thrilling comedy of manners and mayhem, packed full of vibrant vintage costumes and outrageous adult humour.” The glistening cream reception, Jeff led Steph into, reminded her of the lemon drizzle cakes her mother used to make - yellowing - but not as sweet. It smelt of Parma Violets. She wrinkled her nose.
“Mrs Margolyes’ air freshener.” Jeff turned to an open hatchway. Clearly the ad hoc ticket booth. “I half expect to find the old bloke keeled over, choked to death on the fumes.”
“I used to like Parma Violets as a kid,” she muttered, smiling. “Now I think I’ve had enough to last a lifetime.”
“Could be worse,” Jeff whispered, as if sharing a secret. “Mrs Margolyes could have used Liquorice All Sorts and we would have been transformed into blue balls with knobbly bits.”
Steph let out a hearty laugh, gently slapping his arm. “You’re made for the stage, you know that?”
He grinned, blushing.
Jeff turned back to a kettle standing on a small low table. He pushed the plug into a grubby socket. “Filled it up this morning.” 
He reached out, inviting her to sit on a sagging, faded red. It looked as if had never been cleaned. Steph sat down anyway. She sank lower into the sofa than she expected.
Jeff sniggered. “The springs have gone.”
Jeff collected a chair from near the hatch, spun it smoothly in her direction and sat facing her. 
Here was the mysterious Jeff after all, as large as life. Another poster hung on the wall behind him, showing Jeff in a sequin infested three piece suit doing some sort of contortionist act, declaring “Fun and fabulous. Ready to thrill you all night long.” 
“You look nicer in real life than in your picture,” she said.
“Ah,” he stroked his chin. “Not Shakespeare or Littleton, but serious none the less.” He stared at the ceiling. “Of course, I had to have three days of make up to cover up my good looks.”
Steph guffawed.  “You’re funnier than I expected.”
“If you think that’s funny,” he beamed. “You should see me with no clothes on!”

*****

I wonder what she’s doing now? Keith lay on his bed, hands behind his head. He had been away on this business secondment for a long time now - felt like forever. He wouldn’t hesitate to up sticks given half the chance. There was nothing attractive in the life he had been tricked into. They dangle the carrot of riches unheard of, then wrestle you to the ground and brutally tie you into a straight jacket of their own making. He felt locked in a padded cell, in an institution full of inmates - all trapped in solitary confinement. He just wanted to be outdoors, to rub smooth soil between his fingers, to be in control of his own life.
It would mean turning his back on a regular income, but he had done all the calculations. A small holding in Wales was a dream worth having. He’d looked into it, checked every possibility, done the risk assessments. The odds were stacked in his favour. Another eighteen months, with the right bonus, he could afford 100 acres. When Samantha had let him, he had volunteered on a local farm, feeding the pigs, planting trees, driving a tractor, building rock walls - sweaty physical work. Keith smiled. He wouldn’t be lost. He knew what to do. Just needed the ruddy money, He wouldn’t need to beg for work-life balance, he would be living a freely chosen life. Self-sufficiency was the way forward. It was a deep well he wanted to drink from. 
Samantha probably wouldn’t approve. The last week he was home things had not gone well. It was so bad he had taken to hiding in the garden cabin to escape her incessant put downs. In the wooden shack he felt comforted by the smell of cedar and saddle wood. It was cosy in a way he could not find anywhere else. Standing at the thick and sturdy workbench, he would chip away with a chisel at a block of wood, watching strips of wood curl off like slow-motion waves. It was amazing how soothing the bark felt. He sighed. A peace freely available. A world in which he could escape Samantha and the misery she piled upon him. She was a petty, patronising, status obsessed head case. Bony in body and bone headed - only interested in how much he was earning.
The cabin door was thrown open. Samantha glared at him. “I thought you’d be here. I couldn’t find you anywhere.”
Keith grunted and stroked the bark.
“We were supposed to be going out for lunch tonight.”
“Oh. What time is it?”
“Never mind that. I want you to get ready.” She peered at the block of wood. “And don’t bring any of those bits in either. I had to call the cleaner back twice last time.” She stormed out. 
Keith grabbed the block and raised it in the air, gripping it like a cricket ball. “One of these days…”

*****

At the doorway Steph shook Jeff’s hand. “Thanks you for the tea and the chat. It was lovely.” She shuffled on the grit of the car park. “You made me stop thinking about my husband.”
Jeff winced. Oh, you’re married.”
Steph gasped, eyes wide. “Not any more. Just…” The words dried. “Never mind.” She turned on her heels. “See you tomorrow, yeah?”
He called after her. “Of course. Anytime!”
Steph took a long deep breath, bouncing lightly towards the town.

*****

Yawning, Keith wandered down to the hotel restaurant. The acrid smell of burnt coffee beans irritated the back of his nostrils. The clattering of pans and plates attacked him from all sides. Why did she have to choose this place of all places to meet? Customers bustled back and forth, pressing close together to form an ugly snake in front of the long dark counter, waiting in agitated expectation for the barista to detach herself from the frothing chrome espresso machine. Despite the constant grumblings and sudden sharp rushing of the bean crushing monstrosities, the cafe was a soulless place in a god-awful soulless hotel.
After being served by the far too young barista, who repeated the empty phrases her manager had programmed her to, he carried his Americano to a table in the shadow of an overhanging basket of  dying spider plants. He stared through the milling crowds at the entrance and waited.

*****

As soon as Steph sat down opposite Keith she felt uncomfortable. In the smoky shadows of a darkened archway, she could just make out the outline of a local man. She could swear he was staring at her. She glared at him. He quickly looked away. Steph took a gulp of her cappuccino and slumped over the aromatic steam. 
Keith still wearing his usual business jacket curled his lip. His eyes were flat and cold. 
“So,” she drawled out the syllable. “What have you been doing?”
“I was working. What do you think?”
Steph leaned backwards and sniffed.
“There’s a meeting tomorrow. Do you want to come?” He sneered at her.
Stephanie sighed. “Can’t. I’m going to see if there’s any tours going to the ruins.”
Keith looked down at his nails.
“Perhaps you should do what mum used to tell us,” she raised her eyebrows, challenging him. 
His eyes became slits. She met his gaze with one that was as cold as his own. Steph wagged her head in the way their mother had. “Pull yourself together.”
Leaning back, she slapped her hands on to her thighs and grinned. 
Keith snorted. “I don’t really know why you’re here. Haven’t you got anything better to do?”
“Well, as a matter of fact, I thought I could accompany you to the awards ceremony.”
He raised his eyebrows.
“Yeah. Surprised I knew all about that, aren’t you?” Steph feigned innocence. “Samantha’s off on a cruise, so she won’t be coming, and I didn’t want you on your lonesome, looking like a wallflower.”
He turned to look at the piles of millionaire slices trapped behind glass, then frowned at her.
She shrugged, smirking.
“Well,” Keith sniffed. “If you must.”
Steph’s smile broadened. 
Then an icy draft ran along her neck. She shivered. From the corner, she could still feel the young man staring at her.

*****

Jeff imagined the stars beyond the duck-blue sky. Somewhere out there were suns, brighter and warmer than his own, with planets full of happy dancing aliens laughing in their unique special way.  From this hill he could see the organic patchwork of the town below and the vast expanse of the almost cloudless sky above. It was pleasantly warm. He took off his jacket and swung it over his shoulder. Jeff filled his lungs with air, letting the sights gently blur in front of him. 
The warmth and fresh air reminded him of his mother. His earliest memory was holding her hand while she introduced him to the sea. The crashing of the waves was awesome - frightening even - but the feeling of her great big loving hand soothed his pounding heart. “Don’t worry, It won’t hurt you.” 
He had looked up into her bright blue eyes.
“I’ll be here. I’ll always be here.”
Now his own eyes felt hot and sticky, his nose stinging inside. 
A soft breeze brushed across his cheek, like the kiss his mother had given him that day. “It’ll be lovely. You’ll have fun.” He stared at the sheer enormity of the water stretching to the horizon and from one end of the long beach to the other. Even the pier appeared tiny and misty in the distance. Everything seemed so far away. 
Heaviness descended on his chest. He studied the palm of his left hand. Energy drained out of him. 
Dusk was approaching.
His stomach swirled. It should be a happy memory.
He missed her. Of course he missed her! But why was he getting upset now? 
If she was here, he would talk to her. They would chat and joke in the child-like way they used to. He loved her laugh. He loved her hugs. God, he could do with one now. 
Jeff screwed up his face, rubbing an arm across his eyes. 
His mother fingers had felt tight - in a good way. He’d felt safe, nothing could harm him. He felt it would be there forever. The sting of the ocean’s salty air returned to his eyes.
Trees rustled behind him. He felt a chill run over his skin. 
A butterfly fluttered past, struggling against the stronger breeze, disappearing into the grey aether. Aether was the son of chaos and darkness, Jeff recalled from some play or other. Chaos and darkness. He shook his head.
Dying so young, his mother was always youthful in Jeff’s mind. 
Beautiful. 
Just like Steph.

*****

The ballroom the company hired had a high vaulted ceiling with huge square mouldings, a mock up of a stately home, once white but now browning from decades of cigarette smoke. The men in dinner jackets filling the hall, sitting around circular tables and leaning back with full bellies, also smelt of cigarettes, cigars and expensive aftershave. Most of the women sat next to them were half their age and a fraction of their waist size, their glossy scarlet or jet black dresses clinging to their lithe bodies like a second skin.
In a shiny dinner jacket and bow tie a sleek baby faced young man jumped onto the podium and in one flashy movement snatched the microphone. “Hello one and all. Welcome ladies and gentlemen and esteemed members of the board and our most valued and kind investors. Welcome to the third Annual Achievement Awards.”
Behind the host a large video screen burst into life. The ballroom was filled with the blaring of trumpets and triumphant drums as fast-cut images of high rise company offices flashed before them and a massive yellow logo shot forward.
The CEO, sitting next to Keith, winked at him. “Makes ya proud, eh?” He had never sounded more Sicilian… or more drunk. Well, not since the last awards ceremony anyway.
Steph took gulps of white wine, gazing around the room, particularly at the women in their shiny silk dresses. 
The CEO leaned closer to Keith’s ear, his voice unnecessarily too loud. “It is going to be fantastic. I’m king of the world. We’ve got drink. We’ve got the figures. And you’ve got your wife. What more could you ask for?”
“She’s not my…” Keith trailed off - his boss had already turned back to look at the screen, now showing burning moving graphs. 
Keith turned to Steph. Her cheeks were as red as some of the dresses. 
The boss was at his ear again. “Well done.” He slapped him on the back. Keith felt the full force of the younger man’s weight training. Keith pressed his teeth against each other, forbidding his throat from uttering a word. He tried to smile at his manager, but his lips were too tight.
His boss raised a glass of red wine to him, knocked it back, and began pouring another. “You’re a good cog in my well oiled machine.” His boss slurred. “You saw the targets and you hit them. Hit them hard! How it should be.” He slumped back in his chair. “Hit ‘em. You’ve got to hit ‘em.”
A tall blonde woman in a metallic blue gown and long black gloves paraded, like a catwalk model, between the tables. Hell, she probably was a cat walk model! 
Keith shook his head and glared at the bucket in the centre of the polished table, wanting to bathe in it coolness. 
“Those shoes must have cost a bomb,” Steph muttered at his side. He continued to stare at the ice, frowning. 
“Hey, if you keep that up, you’re melt it with that look.”
“Uh?” Keith turned to her, still frowning. 
“Are you alright?”
“Why wouldn’t I be?” 
“No need to be sarcastic. I was just asking.” She huffed. “Have you seen these people’s shoes?”
Keith shrugged. “What are you talking about?”
“Their shoes.” Steph sipped from her glass. “Outrageous.”
Keith slowly shook his head and turned away. The host was droning on. Couldn’t these people just shut up for just one second? His sergeant major wouldn’t have put up with it. Chuck them all in the slammer and throw away the key. Keith smiled.

*****

Jeff pulled his jacket closer to his body. The sky was darkening and it was definitely getting cooler. Twigs crunched beneath his boots as he trudged between the trees. It would be a relief to be out of the woods - the tall black shapes seemed to get blacker and closer with every step. The smell of pine needles was pleasant enough, but the occasional sudden hoot from somewhere above made him feel like he was an extra in a slasher movie. Mind you, they probably paid well. Not that he would want to work in Hollywood. He’d heard stories from an American actress who he once walked the boards with. The things they had made her do to get parts! She had warned him - even as a man he wasn’t safe. They liked all sorts. 
A branch full of pine needles ripped across his cheek, narrowly missing his eyes as he darted to the side. He gasped. Gotta get out. Shouldn’t be long now. He crossed his fingers. Now he was being ridiculous. 
Still…

*****

“We are here this lovely evening,” the host paused waiting for his audience to stop talking and look at him. “To pay tribute to the hard working and industrious…”
“Surely that means the same thing,” Keith grumbled into his wine.
“Colleagues who have worked so hard…”
“Oh for Pete’s sake,” He drained his glass.
“This preceding year.”
Keith yanked the bottle out of the jangling ice, pouring himself another. “Well, it wouldn’t be the coming year,” he muttered to himself. “Would it, twat?”
“We are proud to have so many dedicated women and men working hard…”
“Give me strength.”
He heard Steph stifle a giggle.
“To tirelessly, without complaint, produce excellent results we can all enjoy.” He paused, staring expectantly at the crowd. There was a second of awkward silence, then they erupted into applause.
Keith instead knocked back another glass.
The CEO marched on to the podium, looking younger than ever. Too young. Much too young.
Keith raised his eyebrows, turning to Steph. “Did you noticed he had gone?”
She tilted her head to one side, “Obviously.”
Keith felt the bottom of his glass slap the table top. “Christ.”
The host handed the CEO an envelope. 
“He knows what’s in it,” Keith hissed at Steph. “Why all this bullshit?”
She tapped his knee. “Just enjoy it.”
“Unaccustomed to making speeches,” His boss was barely controlling his slurring. He grinned, throwing a hand out to the audience. “Who am I kidding? I do it for a living!”
The crowd of suits and dresses guffawed, some raised their glasses with force, wine leaping over the rims. Others called out affectionate insults they would regret when they were told about them the next morning. 
Keith slouched over. Steph’s hands were close to his face. Her hands were blurring.She was clapping way too fast. He jerked upright, hunching himself over the table, clasping the neck of his glass with both hands. 
He could hear the CEO in the distance. “I am so pleased to announce that our employee of the year is…”


Chapter Four


He was finally out of the woods. An owl hooted as if to say good riddance. The grassy hill rolled downwards, dwarfing him, like the huge waves he had seen on that first day at the seaside.
His stomach gurgled. There was little food at his digs and it would need cooking. It had been a long time since he had ran home to catch tea his mother had made. He would jumped into a chair at the kitchen table, be pecked by his mother on the cheek and have his hair ruffled. He would ignore it all, focussing instead on the steaming plate of bangers and mash, tucking in straight away. 
Jeff ambled down the hill, trying to avoid any hidden mounds or sudden dips. He had plenty of practice when out playing with the other kids at night. You were allowed to do that in those days. 


*****

Steph, doubled-back along the pavement. She pulled Keith upright. “You can’t stand up straight, let alone keep up with me.”
He tugged his shoulder away from her and leaned on the wall of a closed cake shop. It’s window display was empty. “Alright for some.” He stabbed the window with his finger. “You get to finish.”
Steph slapped her forehead and slung out her hand. “What are you talking about? Let’s get back to the hotel.”
He swivelled, pressing his back against the wall. “Long hours. You wouldn’t understand. What do you do for a living, huh?” He slid along the wall till he could feel the cool glass upon his cheek.
Steph blew out a lung’s worth of air, grabbing his arm. “We’ve gotta go.”
She jerked him toward. He stumbled. “All you’re interested in is shopping. Shop, shop, shopping.” He pulled his arm away and began to stagger ahead of her. “You’re as bad as Samantha.” She caught up with him as he swayed, then steadied himself. “She’s a cow an’ all.”

*****

How had he got himself in this mess? The sky was now black. Nothing looked like it did before. He could not orientate himself. He was going down - that’s all he knew. His breathing had become shallow. It was a familiar feeling - like a First Night, just before he went on. He needed to focus on his surroundings, get his bearings, but all he was aware of was the hollowness in his chest and the aching fatigue that was threatening to swallow him up. “You can’t mend people!” The actor, xxx,  had bawled in a drama a gay friend had shown him on a streaming app. Once the misery got you, you couldn’t escape. Why couldn’t things be like they used to be? Why couldn’t things get better? Sometimes the emptiness was so great it made him so numb he no longer cared - not for the play, not for the people, not even for himself.

*****

God knows how they made it back. Steph let Keith fall back on his bed. She took off her coat. “All you do is work, work, work.” She was beginning to sound like her mother. “The company did not thank you. They will never thank you. You know that. If you were to die tomorrow, in a few weeks, they would replace you with a new manager or promote the secretary.” 
Keith lay still. She untied his laces and slide his shoes off. “In a year, they will have forgotten who you were.”
A guttural groan escaped Keith’s open mouth.

 *****

If his father could make a new life, after his mother died, why couldn’t he? Maybe his father never loved her. Maybe he was just along for the ride, until he could find someone better. Once Jeff went to drama school he stopped hearing from his father. There was no need for that - he had got on okay with Jackie, his new woman. Why did he turn his back on him? Was he really something to be ashamed of? So what if he had left uni before the exams? Wasn’t it cool to drop out? Wasn’t that what his dad’s generation had done, before they all killed themselves with drugs? And he was still able to get into a local theatre group, as crap as it was. Well, his cast members were okay really. It was the director, the guy calling the shots, that ruined everything. Things could be so different if they all broke away from him, set up their own independent touring company. Then they could get some good scripts and really say something. He had already proved he could impress non-theatre goers like Steph. It was a dream, but there could be a future in that.

*****

She wrapped the sheet tightly around her. It was nice to be cocooned. Sleep could heal, even if time did not. That awful news still rang loud in her ears. Amanda told her it would all fade eventually. But she didn’t understand, even though she’d already been through a divorce and had come through with two kids and a house. Steph didn’t want the house - she wanted him, needed him. She could pay bills - direct debit made it very easy to give away money - but putting up a shelf or hanging up wallpaper she could never do. Eddie did all that and, if he couldn’t, he knew how to talk to labourers who did. Eddie knew how to use his hands - except in bed. That was one place he didn’t have the right touch. 
Photos of him were still on her phone, but she couldn’t bear looking at them. It brought the heartless betrayal gnawing at her bones. Just the thought of that constricted her windpipe. Would she be able to sleep tonight. Steph shifted - the bed was uncomfortable. She reached across - after all there was no one beside her. It was as empty as her insides. 
She peeled her skin from the sheets. 
It felt strange to smile in front of Keith’s friend. She hadn’t smiled since that awful day. She thought she’d never be able to ever again. Why was it different with Jeff?

*****

He placed a hand on his chest and sighed. He recognised the Catholic church with its tall bell tower, unmistakable even in the dark. This was the way to his digs. The street lamps were ornate, but few and far between. Still, it gave a clearer view of the constellations arching over him. Jeff began to hum “Fly Me To The Moon”. He had sung it in a cabaret. It was an atrocious rendition - just another casualty of the director’s attempts to entice the punters in. Short sighted thinking. Once they experienced the questionable talent on offer they would never come again. His humming morphed into hushed singing, “Somewhere over the rainbow, way up high…”

*****


Steph yawned. The hotel room had become a black box around her. Her eyelids flickered. Her body felt hot and heavy. Her head was stuffy - she wanted to sleep - but kicking the bundled sheet onto the floor woke her up again. She lay in her panties, staring with accusing eyes at the ceiling. Perhaps Keith was right - what was she doing here?
She wasn’t looking for someone - Steph blinked - was she? He had only just asked for a divorce. She might still be able to save their marriage, win him back somehow. Perhaps, maybe, it was just a quick fling. He might dump the other woman and come back. She scratched her forehead, itching from the sweat.
She slapped the mattress. Why should she even be bothered? He deserted her. She’d done nothing wrong. She could do better than him, surely. She could be a good catch.
Except… 
Well, who was to know.

*****

The saucer clattered on the plastic desktop. The bare white wall glared at him. Keith glared back. He had woken with a pounding headache and was instantly blinded by the white heat of the morning sun. Keith swore. There must be a quieter way to make a coffee. The hotel room kettle wasn’t as loud as the machine at work - he was thankful for that - but the saucer could go fuck itself. 
People came here to get away from it all. He came here and was put to work. No  escape. He might as well be penned up in a concrete office block in the City of London. Keith filled his mouth with coffee. The strong black liquid soaked his throat and he immediately thought he felt better. He savoured the sensation of his mind clearing - a kickstart he desperately needed. 
He had to get away. The sooner, the better. Who cared about work? Even if he was short of money, he had good credit, he could get a loan. They wouldn’t refuse him. They wouldn’t dare.
That’s where he would be happy - away from the company, far far away. And if he couldn’t find the happiness he was looking for, then he would top himself. What the heck, he had nothing to lose. 
It would be a fresh start - literally - in the fresh air of the countryside - open fields, oak trees, duck ponds, the sweet scent of newly mowed grass. No more negative projection figures, no more sniping comments form colleagues, and no more infuriating orders from stupid, power-mad bosses. 

Keith slowly sipped his coffee. It was like cream. No more spreadsheets. Sip. No more computers. Sip. No more backstabbing meetings. He would be a human being in the world humans were meant to live in. Time alone, but no more loneliness.
Keith let the steam rise into his face. It smelt great. He wouldn’t miss the inventories he had to write, the deadlines, the constricting instructions he had to obey. Keith felt a smile slowly growing. The work he would need to do would no longer be boring. He would be getting his hands dirty: lifting bales of straw, pouring buckets of feed into troughs for the animals, patting the warm skin of dairy cows, running his fingers through the wool of a ram while whistling for his loyal sheepdog.
He brought his cup closer to his lips, feeling the warmth flow through him. 

*****

Jeff heaved the spot light into the back of the long warehouse room. He ratcheted it up higher, so it  could shine over the audience heads and onto the actors. He peered at the plastic chairs stacked against the wall. He’d put those out later. Till then he would enjoy the space the old factory gave him. A painted backdrop of a formal garden with a stately home on the horizon leant against the wall behind the stage area A stage that simply consisting of a large white square painted on the brick floor. Jeff chuckled. We were truly one with the poor people. Joan would approve. 
He gazed around at the red-brick walls, the rails of costumes and boxes of props scattered around makeshift scenery. The rocking horse was a nice, if fading, find, but the cut out slap dash painted trees, half the size of the players themselves, were a let down. It was always fun trying on new costumes, but the ones they had in stock were getting tired and almost in tatters. They couldn’t afford new ones. Retro stores had pushed every supplier’s prices up. It was now a struggle to find anything worth having in charity shops - it had all been snatched up by the big retailers. Jeff felt his heart leave his body. He bent his head forward, rubbing the back of his neck. Was there a future for the troupe? Perhaps he should go it alone - but that would be hopeless. No one could carve a career as a solo artist. There was safety in numbers, but he dreaded being in yet another bedroom farce or a musical ‘extravaganza’ featuring four actors and a goldfish bowl. He slowly shook his head. Moon River would never be the same again. 
He felt a little sick. Maybe he was hungry. Although he hadn’t long had breakfast, thinking always made him hungry. 
Jeff detached one of the chairs from a nearby stack. He slumped into it, feeling the thin legs bend beneath him. Was he going to be lost in contemplation forever, never taking action? Oh god, I’m turning into Hamlet! 
Spoilers, he chastised himself. “And if you don’t like that”, he stood up, addressing an imaginary audience. “Wait till I tell you what happens in Romeo and Juliet!”

*****

It had been a short bus trip to the base of the mountain upon which, according to her guidebook, the ruin was situated. “Once a lavish parlance to a wealthy merchant family, it was rendered inhabitable by flowing lava from the volcano on this sight. Visitors can be reassured that the said volcano has been scientifically categorised as extinct.” Steph thought that was exceedingly reassuring, because facing the steep black slope made her shudder at the possibility of being buried alive under it. 
She couldn’t translate the rusting sign pointing ahead, but she decided to follow the ashen path anyway. “The range of mountains that surround this magnificent area are called Alexandra Heights, named after a legendary princess who is said to have been gifted to the gods after her death in an ancient war.” Steph growled. Some women have all the luck. Her cheeks flushed. Her head darted round, checking behind her. She sighed. She was alone. 
“A lake that has formed in the mouth of the volcano provides the fair city with fresh water and wind surfing opportunities.” Steph frowned. “Trees, once chopped down for industrial use, are now being planted every year, replenishing the bare hills with its natural covering. The people of the city pride themselves on protecting the environment for all future generations.”
Panting, Steph reached the top, the wind blowing her hair into her face. She hastily gasped in lungfuls of oxygen and scanned the landscape. She had arrived at a sight-seeing viewing point where a stone wall formed a semi circle at the edge of a sheer cliff. Steph felt giddy. She brushed her hair out of her eyes and tried to focus. The city was lay in the valley cocooned like she had been the night before. Lupin-blue mountains on the other side were split by deep ravines. Between them a Lemon-bright sun was rising, making the sky look like the Egyptian sands she’d seen in movies. It would be a great spot for a picnic… if she had anyone to share it with.

Steph hadn't been looking forward to the long walk. When she had first awoken, she still felt tired, but the desire to make the most of her day’s holiday nudged her to get up and dressed. Now she was up here she no longer felt tired, even the steep path, that made her thighs ache, made her feel more awake, more alive. And the scenery was amazing! Eddie wouldn’t have appreciated it. Keith would never understand either. She needed someone sensitive, someone who appreciated beauty, someone with an artistic temperament.
She should have done more of this when she was younger, but mum never took her and Keith anywhere. Just sat indoors watching soap operas, enjoying people living lives more exciting than her own. Why she would find seeing marital breakups on a screen enjoyable when she had gone through one with Dad, Steph would never know. Her eyes widened. Eddie was divorcing her, and Keith’s marriage didn’t look that great either. Was her entire family cursed? Her mouth dried. She turned to head back down, stopped, then swivelled to face the next up hill climb. Besides, she was two sizes too big and needed the exercise. Keith wasn’t the only one to be spoilt by being taken out to dinner. 
Steph made steady, if slow, progress. She took an occasional break from doggedly putting one foot in front of the other, and took in the view. It was as good an excuse as any. The mountains on the other side of the valley seemed to watch her with approval. Older and wiser from age, Steph knew how they felt. Standing still, hands on her hips, gave her chance to catch her breath and cool down in the breeze. Once she thought she heard a trickling brook ahead, but didn’t find one. Her mouth was still dry. “I hope they’ve got a cafe up here somewhere. I could kill for a cup of tea.” After taking a deep breath, Steph plodded up the gritty black path. She hadn’t realised how quiet it was until something screeched above her. “If you’re a vulture, you can go and hunt elsewhere. I’ve started, so I will ruddy well finish.” She winced. Under her soft shoes a sharp rock was jutted out of the path. “What? Are you all out to get me?” She blew a raspberry at the ground and stomped onwards. 
A hiking couple with ski sticks and rucksacks strode down towards her. They nodded and the woman said something in a language Steph didn’t recognise. In return, Steph gave them a thumbs up. Smiling, they slide in single file between the slope of the hill and herself in one fluid synchronised motion, with the ease of well-practiced experts. 
They were a nice couple. They knew how to live. Bet they had a lovely life together. They were probably brilliant in bed too. “If I was that way inclined,” Steph whispered to herself. “I would quite happily jump into bed with both of them.” She giggled. Now she was beginning to sound like Jeff. His humour must be contagious. Mind you, they were worst things you could catch off a bloke. 

She could see a sign up ahead, rustier than than the last, and too far away to read, but she guessed it indicated she had reached her goal. It had all been worth it. Despite the tightening of her calves, this was still more relaxing than loading the dishwasher or hoovering the bedroom. The people were nice - not snobby or stuck up; the landscapes, magnificent; and the exercise, against everything she believed, made her feel wonderful inside. So wonderful. 
Steph began to cry.

Then she saw him.
The man from the park!


Chapter Five


He had just wandered here, drawn to it for some reason. He had taken a break from setting everything up and gone for a walk, not focussing on anything. A rattling train had woken him out of his daze, making him aware of where he was. Hydraulic brakes hissing loudly, the  train shuddered to a halt. People were swarming, brushing passed him as he stood dazed and motionless on the platform. The crowds poured towards the doors of the grey monstrosity, squeezing into any gaps they could find. They all looked right passed him. He was nothing to them. He was just another body. That’s how the director thought of him too, and the cast, he was just a body that delivered lines - lines anyone could deliver.
They had stolen his life. Jeff was certain of that. He hadn’t been able to live the life he had wanted to live. He was just another fool who needed money. They knew how dependent he was. They relied on it. Choice didn’t come into it.
Jeff didn’t need a train. He had just found himself here,  
He stared at the gravel between the tracks. A splattering of oil clung to the sharp anaemic stones. 
If he threw himself in front of the next train he wouldn’t be missed. He was single: no partner, no family. He was a foreigner: a stranger in a strange land. He might make the front page of the local newspaper, but by the next day he’d be replaced by a different story. They’d probably think it was just some pathetic anti-oil protester and say he deserved everything he got. The cast would have a day off - the director would give them that at least - but would soon replace him. Actors, in need of a regular income, were ten-a-penny.
The train had gone. 
He peered down. The crowd had jostled him to the edge of the platform - he was over the line - a drop onto the iron-hard rails before him. His breathing became shallow. He could leave the past behind. Either way, there was no future. With no past and no future, there would be nothing. It would all be over.
His eyes were itchy. 
He was tired.
So very tired. 
Jeff let his eyelids close.
Dust coated his tongue.

“Sorry. Excuse me,” A women in her late fifties wearing a flowery dress shuffled up to him. “Did you appear in a play last week?”
He frowned at her.
“Sorry. I must have got the wrong person,” she coughed, squirming. “You looked like one of the actors at The Warehouse last week.” She started to turn. 
“No, wait. You’re right,” Jeff stammered. “I was there. It was me.”
She beamed. “Oh, I’m so glad. I just want to say it was a lovely performance. Very funny. We don’t get to hear our native language very much in these parts. We’ve got a holiday home you see. I can speak the language, but it’s less of a strain to listen to something from where we’ve come from, if you know what I mean.”
Jeff nodded. He was still staring at her in silence. She seemed so distant. “Er,” he scrambled for some words. “I’m glad you liked it.”
“Are you going to hospital?”
“What?” He frowned - almost a scowl - then shook his head. It didn’t clear it.
“It’s just you don’t look very well. Are you ill?”
Jeff thought about it. He did feel listless and he had a hollow pain in his chest. “I’m not sure.” It was more to himself than the woman. 
She touched his arm and guided him backwards. “You’re a bit close to the edge. I was worried you were going to fall off.” She sniggered.
“Into the abyss.” Jeff repeated the title of one of the better plays he had been in.
“Once more unto the breach my friends!” The woman proclaimed, standing tall, her eyes gleaming. 
They were the only two people on the platform. For the first time he became aware of the concrete, solid beneath his feet. “Do you know the play,” he asked. “Or is it just something you’ve heard?”
“Henry the fifth. “O, for a muse of fire, that would ascend the brightest heaven of invention. A kingdom for a stage, princes to act and monarchs to behold the swelling scene.”
“Wow.” 
Her beam widened. 
“How did you memorise all that?”
Well, you should know - you do it all the time.”
“But why?”
She shrugged. “I can’t help it. I guess I like theatre.” Her smile straightened, brow furrowing. “Especially when it says something.”
“Yes,” he nodded slowly. “It should say something.” 
Jeff gasped, slapping his forehead. “I’ve got to go. Got something I must do.”
As he dashed away, she called after him. “Once more unto the breach!”

*****

 In the centre of an area of the ash that had been flattened into what first appeared to be a mini car park, stood the young man, his middle-eastern skin more tanned than the last time she saw him, affectionately carousing people around him. Of course! - Steph wanted to kick herself - he said he was tour guide! She scampered to join the group. 
Five other tourists gathered in front of him. Two were Japanese men in sharp suits - surely inappropriate for the warm weather. One was a woman in khaki shorts and pastel pink tea shirt, a large rucksack perched on her back. The last was a couple, obviously married, with the wife telling her husband in an American accent how much she adored the open space of the hillside. Steph sidled around the cluster until she had a  clear view of the young man.
“Good morning, ladies and gentlemen.” He held out his arms as if he was going to invite everyone into a group hug. “You are most welcome to this sight of much history.” He pointed to the brow of the hill. “Over the other side you will see the result of a tragic event that shocked the poor towns people of the city below. Come with me and witness the might of Earth.” He began trudging towards the pinnacle. The American wife nudged her husband. Squealing, they hurried after him. The Japanese men took out their phones, holding them like cameras. God know, Steph shook her head, I thought that was a stereotype. The woman in the pink top took a swig from a silver hip flask and signalled Steph to go on ahead. “I can see by your face, this is your first time.” She said in a soft Russian accent. “I have seen it before. But it is always good to see it again.”

*****

The bar was empty. Keith knew it was still the morning, but he expected more drinkers. Who cared if he and Jeff were the only ones? Jeff had it easy - he did nothing but live everyday like playtime. He, on the other hand, had to do a proper job. He was tied to a computer, had to crunch the numbers, had to use his brain. But not today. It was his weekend off, so he was going to enjoy it. Keith jerked himself upright on the stool and pressed his feet against the brass foot rail. First he had to deal with Jeff, who was still fretting. Keith undid the second button of his shirt. Watch the master at work.
“Well, that’s how she described it.” Keith shrugged nonchalantly.  
“Are you kiddin’ me?” 
“Straight up.”
Keith shuffled along the bar. Jeff was interested. Good.
“Is she going to leave him?”
Keith pursed his lips. “Well,” he rubbed his chin. “She didn’t say as much, but…” He grinned. The ceiling lights glinted in Jeff’s eyes. They were glassier than the bottles lined up behind the bar.
“The trouble with you, Jeff,” Keith leaned forward, placing an hand on the other man’s shoulder “Is you give up too easily.” Keith shook his head. “My sister isn’t going…” A man with a tattoo scrawled on his neck pushed between them. They stepped away from the bar. “She isn’t just going to give it all up now, is she?”
Jeff turned away, looked at the sticky floor and slurped at his pint. He shrugged.
Keith whispered in his ear. “Unless you make her.”

*****

It had once been a colonial mansion, but most of it had been swept away. What remained were orange roof tiles and twisted iron encircled by solidified lava. The walls jutting out of the black desert were covered by an ashen crust. All around her was an endless plain of soot. Stephanie hated it. It reminded her of her life back home - Desolate. 

*****

Jeff had quickly downed his pint, leaving Keith in the bar, and returned to his digs. He needed to time to think. He picked up a mound of rumbled clothes off the floor and piled them onto his narrow bed. He dropped next to them, the springs imprinting themselves into his buttocks. The smell of over-used socks wafted into his face. Jeff sat, chin in hands, gazing at, but not seeing, the promotional poster blue-tacked to the pale wall. 
Could it be true? 

*****

The intrepid tourists had listened patently to the history delivered, with melodramatic reverence, by their tour guide. Now the talk was over they were free to explore the engulfed ruin for as long as they liked. The American wife stood in front of weather-worn brickwork, in which the window frame still survived. She called instructions out to her husband as she trotted behind the remnants to lean on her elbows on the window sill, so her husband could take her picture. The Japanese men were already back on the path making their way down. Stood, hands on hips, at a distance was the single woman, surveying them all. 
The tour guide had his back to Steph. She scuttled towards him, hit her foot on a rock and almost collided into him. “Flippin’ hell!” He spun round and caught her by the elbows, lifting her up. Wincing, she pulled her knees together and covered her face. “This place is lethal.”
“But you alright, yes?” His head came in closer. “You are not hurt?”
Steph brushed her arms down. She shook her head. “I’m fine.” Her cheeks were burning. “Don’t go on.”
“Would you like me to assist you down the mountain.”
“I’m fine!”
The woman in pink tilted her head in Steph’s direction. 
His brown eyes grew larger, but his brow remained furrowed. 
“Sorry. I’m just…”
“We met at the park.”
She nodded. “It was a lovely day.”
“You were also at the cafe.”
“What?”
“You were drinking with your husband.” 
Her sight was momentarily blinded by a flash of sunlight.
“He is lucky to have such a beautiful wife.”
This isn’t fair, Steph screamed inside. “We’re not married. How could you think that?”
“I am mistaken. I apologise.”
A bird screeched overhead. 
Steph put a palm up to him. “No. No problem.” She laughed. “Funny really.”
“My name is Umar Ben Aban Abu Bashshar.”
“I could never remember all that.”
“Call me Umar.”
She shook his hand. “I’m Stephanie. Steph to my friends.”
“I hope I have the honour of becoming your friend.”
Steph smiled.

*****

The evening had come around too quickly. Steph struggled to pull her Spring-Lilac dress over her shoulders, writhing like a wild thing to get it down to her waist. She wriggled it over her bottom, tugging the hem till it covered her legs. She checked herself in the mirror, turning this way and that, straightening the seems over her hips. Her lipstick was Hollywood-Scarlet, liberally applied, and her eyeshadow was not too bad considering she had not used it for years. She decided that mascara would have been a step too far. 
Steph adjusted her hair, so it rested ‘completely naturally’ in an arrangement of her own design, showing off pearl earrings she had bought earlier that afternoon. 

*****

“They are pretty,’ Amur said.
Her breath quickened. The sounds of the restaurant faded into the background, merging into a pleasant melody of whispering choruses and wind chime-like tinkling cutlery. 
“Just something I threw on.” She had the mad impulse to do the Flamenco so she could swirl her dress around in front of him. “Have you always been a tour guide?” How lame! For goodness sake, Stephanie!
“I was baker back in Jordan.”
“There are loads of Bakers here.”
He bowed his head. “Yes.”
This wasn’t going well. Say something, anything, get him interested. “So…” Her palms was sticky with perspiration. “I’m here for a week. Got no one to show me round.”
He leaned across the table. “But your boyfriend. You will be going round with him, will you not?”
She laughed, slapping her hand on his. “Don’t be silly. You are a right one! Fancy thinking that.”
Umar’s eyebrows rose. His serious expression made her laugh. “He’s my brother.“ She looked up at the jars of dried pasta and oils on a shelf. “I don’t want to go anywhere with him.”
Umar slowly twirled the stem of a rose perched in the neck of a green bottle in the centre of their table. She watched him. His tanned skin was smoother than she had expected, his eyebrows not so bushy. In the subdued light his brown eyes were earthy and deep, like the crater of a volcano.
“I know the city well.” He looked up. She blushed. “I could show you the places where I walk. Is tomorrow good for you?”
Steph felt light-headed. Her fingers tingled. She slide her hand towards his. “That would be lovely.”

*****

Unlike the day before, the night went on forever. She knew she should sleep, but found herself pacing the carpet instead. She tried to catch her breath, but her pulse would not stop surging. Distant traffic was sharp in her ears. Sunrise could not come too soon.

***** 

The next day was hotter than it had been all week. Steph had donned sandals, a light short skirt, and a backless top. Umar was wearing ironed jeans and a body hugging shirt, all three top buttons open. The market was busy, packed full of locals and tourists - a tsunami of colours and languages. 
A wave of people and bags poured passed her. She gasped, she had lost sight of Umar. She tried calling for him, but too many stall holders were shouting over her. The smell of boiling meat made her stomach heave. A hand tightened around hers. Amur gently led her through the crowds. Incense filled her head with lavender. From somewhere a loud speaker pumped out a jangling pop song in a language she couldn’t translate. 
Steph was still panting when they broke out next to an old colonial era guildhall. He was still holding her hand. “Phew! I thought we’d never get out.”
“Today is the busy day.” He lowered his head. “I should not have brought you.”
With her other hand she leant on a wall. “I didn’t think this city could be so noisy.” She could swear she could smell the plastic tarpaulins over the stalls melting in the heat. 
“Can we go somewhere cooler? I’m burning up here.”

*****

They sat on a bench overlooking a wide river. She held his hand close to her thigh and breathed in slowly. Couples and families wandered by, but it wasn’t as suffocating as the bazaar. The air was free of body odour and the shouts of the vendors replaced, mercifully, by chirping birds. 
“Have you ever been paddling?”
He frowned.
“You know. Put your feet in the water. Walked around. That sort of thing.”
“We have no water in my country.”
“Shocking.”
He laughed. “Of course we do!” He was shaking his head, grinning. “You westerners believe your own stories.”
“I hate you.” Steph smiled.
He ran a finger gently down her cheek.
A white boat was gliding past, sending water lapping up the grassy bank.

*****

Steph stood on the balcony, gazing at the stars watching over the city. A dog barked in the distance, then let everything return to silence. She felt a breeze rustle the hairs on her forearms. She sighed. The whole world was beautiful. Steph knew she should be tired, but standing here, under a new moon, she had lost track of time. 
When I sleep, Steph told herself, I will sleep forever. 
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Reflective essay
I decided to write a commercial story. This required studying published material to understand structure, interesting character formation and conflict creation. Rona Randall explains, “Good characterisation emerges from the interlay of differing temperaments. Contrasting characters are therefore not only valuable, but essential. Their very differences set up chain reactions and spur the story forward”[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  Randall, Rona, Writing Popular Fiction (London: A & C Black Ltd, 1997) p.56] 

I sketched out each character, including their flaws, outward and subconscious motivations. Kurt Vonnegut describes how he “would tell the students to make their characters want something right away”[footnoteRef:2]. I chose the theme I wanted to explore that would challenge the characters, creating conflict. I sought to follow Nancy Smith’s advice: “Try to open your reader’s eyes and mind, help him understand some aspect of human nature… through your characters’ actions and reactions.”[footnoteRef:3]   [2:  Winokur, Jon, Writers on Writing (London: Headline Book Publishing plc, 1986) p.128]  [3:  Smith, Nancy, The Fiction Writers’ Handbook (London: Judy Piatkus Ltd, 1991) p.50
Subsequent references to this source are given in the text as 'Smith’’ followed by the page number.] 

I wanted to illustrate how people react to similar situations in different ways depending on their personality and circumstances.
To create suspense I didn’t immediately reveal Steph’s situation, made her relationship with  Keith’s ambiguous, kept motivations secret, and included regular cliff-hangers. How to Craft a Great Story implores, “Keep a major incident in a story open to hook and hold the reader.”[footnoteRef:4] Readers would be encouraged to read on to discover the truth. [4:  Sykes, Chris, How to Craft a Great Story (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 2013) p.26
Subsequent references to this source are given in the text as 'Sykes' followed by the page number.] 

My opening paragraph included a bomber to capture readers’ attention, introduce intrigue, and show events could be dramatically shaken up at any moment. “It’s a question that needs to be answered, a problem that must be solved, or a teaser of what’s to come”[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  St.John, Cheryl, Writing with Emotion, Tension, & Conflict (Ontario: Writer’s Digest Books, 2013) p.160] 

I introduced surprises. Chris Sykes explains, “unexpected events are good news in stories… They are what turns the story… A ‘turn’ in a story catches our interest as readers, intrigues us and keeps us reading.” (Sykes, p.5). 
I described details to help readers visualise. “The city was lay in the valley cocooned like she had been the night before. Lupin-blue mountains on the other side were split by deep ravines. Between them a Lemon-bright sun was rising, making the sky look like the Egyptian sands she’d seen in movies.” and “What remained were orange roof tiles and twisted iron encircled by solidified lava. The walls jutting out of the black desert were covered by an ashen crust. All around her was an endless plain of soot.”
I chose to emulate the style used in popular magazines. In my research While doing research I noticed instead of detailed atmospheric description they used explanations given by the main character, telling events rather than showing them. For example: “Carrie made everything worthwhile. Carrie had taken Hannah’s life, turned it upside down and shaken it”[footnoteRef:6]. They used short cuts when giving exposition eg: ‘It wasn’t that I disliked Daniel… I’d had to be quite rude the last time to make my escape’[footnoteRef:7]. Their dialogue was not true to life. It was used to give a feeling of the character, so readers quickly knew the character’s place in the drama. People are portrayed simply as walking one key traits. They sometimes show an opposite trait at the end as a surprise twist. This led to a problem in my first rough draft where I used too much tell rather than show, so I cut a lot of this where the predicament of the characters might better be seen as implied. This was an unusual challenge - ignoring the common, well-founded advice, while still trying to produce a piece suitable for the market I was aiming for, while also making it of a good standard. I would not adopt the persona of  ‘a literary writer’. I would need to reduce similes, metaphors and allegories. To create a simple story, I needed a plot: “an active, interrelated sequence of events” (Sykes p.18). So I broke down each character’s journey, outlining their key moments, combining them into an interesting structure. An intriguing story, in which characters face challenges and gain insights, was more satisfying to readers than unnecessary eloquence.  [6:  Moorcroft, Sue, My Weekly 2018 Annual (London, D C Thomson & Co Ltd, 2017) p.12]  [7:  Blackburn, Susan, People’s Friend Special ((London, D C Thomson & Co Ltd, 2016) p. 4] 

To give readers more time to get to know the characters and situations I planned my project to be chapters of a novel. I wanted to show the characters more deeply, more intimately and in different frames of mind, to make them more layered and three-dimensional. I hoped that the more deeply the reader felt they knew the character, the more they would feel for the character and their challenging situations. 
I incorporated challenges people could relate to, because meaningful problems would be more interesting to readers. How to Craft a a great Story states, “conflict is interesting because it will always hook the reader… Trouble is what we want and need our characters to face.” (Sykes, p.6). So I generated obstacles in their path, such as conflicts of interests and increasing complexity of situations. For example, “In a hard, harrowing, deadened voice he spoke only four words - just four. “I want a divorce.”” and “This tour was going to be a disaster, just like all the previous ones. There wasn’t even a stage to perform on - just a rectangular area at one end marked off by discarded coats like a kid’s fake football pitch. He hated the pretend camaraderie that, even after they had gone, infected everything with the stench of cigarettes, alcohol and desperate longing. If only he could leave - before it killed him.”
 I concentrated on story content, sense of character and predicaments, to create involving situations and bring characters alive, following the observation in The Novelist’s Guide: “Belief can only come when you see your character as someone with feelings.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Geraghty, Margret, The Novelist’s Guide (London: Judy Piatkus Ltd, 1995) p.54] 

I read novels by Della Galden and Marian Keyes to study their style and apply it to my project. I studied Marian Keyes’ exchanges, such as: “Liam tended to bring the snark to any situation, Johnny reflected. Look at him there, lounging back in his seat with a careless Grace that made Johnny’s teeth itch. At forty-one years of age, Liam was still propelling himself through life, using only good looks and swagger… “Like Mr Segway,” Ferdinand said. “Invented the Segway, said they were totally safe, then died on one.”
“In fairness,” Ed said, “his only claim was that you’d never fall over on one.”
“So what happened?” Johnny, despite his resentment at the lot of them, was interested.
“He accidentally drove off a cliff..”
“Hey!” Neil jumped in to defend her husband. “He’s doing his best.”
“Why are you bigging him up?” Cara asked.
Suddenly, Liam was energised. He smelt bloodline “Why wouldn’t she back him up? Tell us, Cara, cone on, tell us.”
“No, Cara.” Neil’s voice was sharp.
“Tell me,” Liam ordered.
“Don’t!” Neil said. “Cara, it’ll come back on you too.”
“Tell me.” Liam’s tone was urgent.
Then, because Cara was concussed, confused and long past caring, she told them everything.”[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Keyes, Marian, Grown Ups, (Great Britain: Penguin Random House, 2020) p.1
Subsequent references to this source are given in the text as 'Keyes’ followed by the page number.] 


I thought I was getting too wrapped up in showing the external motions and facial expressions of my characters and portraying their earlier events, whereas Marian Keyes tells the reader what the characters are feeling and describes their history. The dialogue resembled the quick fire exchanges of soap operas. I think I got too attached to using internal sensations and thoughts to portray the feelings of my characters, and I felt I should use a variety of words to describe their emotion in their vocal delivery, rather than mainly using “he said”. I was still trying to be a bit more literary, rather than writing as if I was recording a soap opera with a voice telling viewers what they need to know about the characters. However I decided to stick to my show not tell approach.
I felt I still needed to change some of my dialogue to make it more naturalistic and to edit some overt exposition in which events could be assumed, as described by The Dialogue Thesaurus: “adverbs will always have a place in fiction. Just remember: quality over quantity”[footnoteRef:10] and advised by Write Great Dialogue: “Writers should use single adverbs appended to identifying narrative very carefully… It cannot substitute for expression or tone in the dialogue.”[footnoteRef:11]  [10:  Evans, Dahlia, The Dialogue Thesaurus (Great Britain: Satin Publishing, 2015) p.2]  [11:  Weinman, Irving, Write Great Dialogue (London: Hodder Education, 2012) p.66] 

After editing, my exchanges between my characters Jeff and Steph, resembled Marian Keyes’ style:
“Still laughing, they came into the reception area.
“Bad?” Madelyn asked.
“Oh, yeah. I’m in Isis and -“
“I’m a fat bitch.”
After a furtive scan to check there were no guests around, they laughed away the remainder of the stress.” (Keyes, p.11)
To improve my dialogue I adopted Miriam Keyes’ ‘less is more’ approach. I edited out sentences repeating information given in both narrative section and dialogue. For example, I removed “No he would confront her with the accusation and put her in her place” because the dialogue that followed, “You were out of order.”, gave the same information.
I edited out less than necessary sentences to tighten and sharpen paragraphs and replaced passive past-tensed words with active verbs. For example, improving sentence structure and word choice I replaced “Jeff spotted her pulling a face. “Sorry about the smell. It’s Mrs Margoles’ air freshener.” Jeff turned to an open hatchway. Clearly the ad hoc ticket booth. He strolled over to the corner, his back to her. “I feel sorry, every time, for the old bloke who takes payment for our shows.” He turned and casually pointed at the hatchway. “I half expect to find the old bloke keeled over, after our performance, choked to death on the fumes.””  with “It’s Mrs Margolyes’ air freshener.” Jeff turned to an open hatchway. Clearly the ad hoc ticket booth. “I half expect to find the old bloke keeled over choked to death on fumes.”
To create the desired atmosphere, I made descriptions more concise and vivid, making the narrative  flow more logically. For example, I removed “The dull rain didn’t wash away the stains either - just made the grime glisten pathetically.” This reflected the character’s mood, but I had already said it was raining. 
As The Fiction Writers’ Handbook advices, “Write in scenes that let the reader see what is happening whenever you are describing an important piece of action. To do this you will always need to introduce dialogue (or interior monologue)” (Smith, p.39). My approach to scenes and internal monologues encapsulated wider themes underlying characters’ immediate individual situations eg: freedom from miserable social conditions. For example: “It was amazing how soothing the texture of the bark felt under his fingertips. He sighed. A peace freely available. A world in which he could escape Samantha and the misery she piled upon him.” 
I was happy to move towards deeper exploration of feelings, as expressed in Writing from Inside Out: “wherever you’re at, moment to moment, becomes the crucible out of which your writing flows. Accessing this subjective space, and wedding it’s range of colours with craft and perseverance, is the writer’s daily job”[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Palumbo, Dennis, Writing from the Inside Out (Canada: John Wiley & Sons, 2000) p.241] 
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