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‘Hell is other people’

Jean-Paul Sartre
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‘Hello? I know you’re watching… Yes, you, behind the mirror. I know you’re watching me. Course you are. You wouldn’t put a mirror in an interrogation room if you couldn’t hide behind it, so I know you’re there. I’ve sat here long enough, get back in here and talk… Now… Because you’re wasting time. She’s out there, dying, and I know where she is. You’ve got to find her. You can save her, if you get a move on… This is urgent, come on…

‘Don’t ignore me, please don’t ignore me… I escaped from that house, came straight here, and… and all the others… all the others are dead. Murdered… All of them… And you’ve done nothing about that. Nothing.

‘Oh, wait a minute, wait a minute… this paper suit you’ve given me, being left in here on my own, you don’t think I’m a witness, do you? You think… you think I’m the killer… Is that it? My god, you think because I’m the only one left alive that I did it… And then there was one and it’s me… The prime suspect. The only suspect…

‘Well, that’s bullshit, and you know it. I mean, for god’s sake, I even told you who did it. One of the other people. Gave you their name and everything, so why don’t you go and arrest them? Get a confession. Go on, instead of doing this to me, go on…

‘Stop pissing about in there! Stop ignoring me! Hello?

‘Hello?

‘Oh god… Fine. Fine. Leave me here, do what you want, just get back to the house. Please. Go to the house. With the bodies. Find the girl. That’s all you have to do. Go to the house with the bodies, find the girl…

‘Please, before it’s too late…’




[image: ]PART ONE [image: ]






KYLE TANNER

The space I’m lying in is rigid and tight. Head to foot, shoulder to shoulder, no space for movement. It smells of fresh planed wood. A box. I look up. At first I can only make out darkness against darkness but I concentrate and eventually realise there’s no lid to this box I’m in. I then differentiate the darkness above me, divide it into trees and night sky. Stars. A full moon. But distant, like looking through the wrong end of a telescope. Nearer to me are walls. They smell of earth, roots, loam. My heart flips as I work out where I am. In a coffin. In a grave.

I don’t know how I got here, don’t have the time or the energy to think about that now. Answers can wait. I just have to get out. Escape.

I try to wriggle my upper body free from the wooden confines, writhe, arch my back, and push my shoulders upwards. I try to move my arms, get my hands free, work up to gripping the edges of the coffin, lever myself out that way. But I’m wedged in so tight I can’t move. Like this coffin has been built around me while I slept. The more I struggle, the harder it becomes. Like the wood is pushing further into me, tightening. I’m sweating and gasping but getting nowhere. I can feel myself begin to panic. Breathing becomes harder, movement more difficult. I pull and push, but the wood seems to move with me, expanding and contracting as I do.

Then the darkness above begins to move towards me. Fast. It hits me, hurts me. Increasing in weight and power all the time. I flinch, try to breathe, to see, but can’t. Stones and soil and mud begin to cover me. Someone is filling up the grave.

My panic ramps up. I’m desperate to free myself. I scream for help, but the earth falls into my mouth, gets inhaled up my nose. I gasp, choking and coughing, spitting, more earth than air getting into my breathing passages. I move my head side to side to avoid the falling soil, but it’s relentless. It’s choking me. I try spitting it out, clearing my black clogged lungs. It just rains down, unceasing.

I have no idea how long I lie like this; could be faster than heartbeats, could be days.

My legs are soon pinned down by the weight of the earth. My arms also. I blink rapidly, trying to keep the dirt out of my eyes at least, get a glimpse of who’s doing this, keep contact with that night sky. Because as long as I can still see the sky, the trees, there’s hope that this will stop, that I’ll be able to get out. That I’ll be rescued, even. Then the sky and the trees disappear and with them all hope.

I’m going to die. The thought hits me with the force of a wrecking ball. I’m going to die. No argument, no bargaining. I just have to accept it. It’s so unfair and I’m scared and it’s not right because this is the kind of thing that only ever happens to the other people, not me. Never me. And I can’t breathe anymore and I can’t see and I don’t know if my eyes are closed or open and it doesn’t matter anymore and I’m holding my breath and I’m crying but no one can hear it not even me and I know I have to breathe out and if I do that’ll be the end and I can’t stop fighting but I know I have to breathe sometime even if there’s nothing left to breathe in and I want to scream again one last time and so I try to open my mouth and breathe and scream and—



I wake up. And I’m screaming. Gasping for breath. A dream. Just a dream. A night terror. A bad one that had me pinned down and paralysed, choked.

I struggle to sit up, my body slow to respond, getting signals it’s still in the nightmare. Eventually I manage to prop myself on my side, panting. Shaking like I’ve run a marathon.

The room is dark, womblike. The bed soft, welcoming. I’m slipping down inside it. My breathing subsides and there’s silence. And there’s safety in that silence.

But not for long.

A sonic boom rips the world apart. The room is strobe lit in stark electric monochrome. The windows shake to near breaking point. A storm crashes overhead. Thunder, wind, lightning, all at once. A nightmare of paralysis, then a storm. My two biggest fears. Like being pranked by a cruel god.

Another crash and I scream again.

Once more I’m paralysed, but this time it’s because I’m helpless. I burrow under the covers, keep my eyes tight closed. Pray to that bastard god for this to end. I try to do something positive. Counting the seconds between lightning crashes and thunder cracks is supposed to gauge the distance between them. The longer the gap, the further the distance.

Lightning.

One… two… three…

Thunder.

Almost overhead.

I stop counting, it’s pointless. So I just have to lie here. And then those images return and the memories with them. Summoned up from the depths of my mind, playing out once again on the insides of my closed eyelids. Movies I can’t look away from. Storms always trigger that horrible time, that horrible place. Thunder and lightning take away my control. I just stare at the images, relive the memories. Plead for them to stop.

After what seems like agonisingly long years, the storm passes. I open my eyes once more, banishing those memories, shaking like I’m over-caffeinated. I’m alone once more. I remove the bedclothes from over my face. And something that I barely had time to register when the lightning lit up the room returns to me.

Where am I?

I get out of bed quickly. Look around as best I can with only the dim light of the moon. This is still the dream. It must be. I’ve jumped out of my night terror into… this. Yes. I’m still dreaming. I have to be. Because this isn’t my bedroom. This isn’t any room I’ve ever been in before. Beside the door there’s a light switch. I flick it on. A large chandelier in the centre of the room throws out illumination.

It’s like a film set from an old Hammer movie. The kind of room an unwary traveller stays in before something horrific happens to them. The walls are dark, wood panelled. An unlit stone fireplace at one end of the room. Intricately patterned rugs cover the bare floorboards. A lead-lined panelled window set in stone looks out into darkness. A heavily carved armoire dominates one wall. The bed has four massive posts at each corner. I had been lying under heavily brocaded and embroidered eiderdowns. The pillows are deep and downy. A large china washbasin and matching jug rest on a wooden console table. An ottoman is at the foot of the bed and on the bedside tables are candles. A central table holds a huge candelabra. I look up. The ceiling is bowed and covered with wooden struts. The whole room is heavy, oppressive, Gothic.

I try the door. Locked. I pull harder, an air of desperation in my grip. It still doesn’t give. I turn and face the room once more. Something catches my eye. On the bedside table, exactly as it would be in my flat, is the book I am currently reading, Tales of Mystery and Imagination by Edgar Allan Poe. This room could have been recreated from within those pages. I turn around again, feeling like an animal trapped in a cage.

It’s a dream. It must be. A more insidious night terror than the one I’d just had, but a dream nevertheless.

I do the thing I always do when I’m drunk and trying to decide whether I’ve had too much. I bite my inner lip. I read somewhere that if you do this when you’ve been drinking and you can’t feel it, you’ve had too much to drink. If it hurts, you can still keep going. Student logic. I’ve lost count of the times I’ve woken up the next morning with a bleeding, chewed and bitten inside lip. Figuring if I’m dreaming it won’t hurt, I bite down. Hard. It hurts and I draw blood.

So if this isn’t a dream, what the hell is it? And something else – and I can’t believe I haven’t noticed this before – I’m fully dressed. My jeans, boots, T-shirt, and hoodie.

I open the armoire. It makes the kind of creak you would expect. I stare at what I see. Inside are my clothes, neatly hanging up and folded on shelves. Shoes underneath. I have palpitations. I feel like I’m struggling to breathe. I can feel a panic attack building. Inside me, terror battles incomprehension. Who brought my clothes here? And my book? Who brought me here?

I look out the window. Darkness. The storm’s gone, the rain’s stopped. There’s weak light coming from somewhere because I can make out a garden below. It’s large, with different sections for trees, lawn and flower beds, separated by high almost maze-like hedges. Something catches my eye. A flash of light against the darkness. A figure moving about.

I peer closer, cup my eyes against the glass, blot out the immediate light from the room, focusing on the scene below me. Definitely movement. Someone is dragging something heavy along behind them. I’m squinting now, trying to make it out, but the darkness doesn’t help and the trees and hedges get in the way. Perhaps it’s my mind playing tricks but it looks like the heavy item is… no. Just the trick of the light. Must be.

And then there’s a flash of lightning.

I shout, jump away from the window. Wait for a few seconds, heart pounding. It wasn’t close. Definitely wasn’t close. Definitely. Or at least I hope so. But it did do something. It illuminated the scene in the garden before I jumped away.

Definitely a body.





THE BEAST IN THE CELLAR

This is a house of secrets.

This is a house of ghosts.

This is a house of hidden monsters.

This is a house of death.

And here’s me, at the bottom of it. Literally. Everyone in the house knows I’m here. Either consciously or subconsciously. You mention the cellar and they all take a pause. They all think of what’s there or what might be down there. Or what they’re scared to find down there. Down here, I should say. None of them want to come down here. And see me. None of them. So they ignore me. Pretend I’m not here. What’s that I’ve just seen out of the corner of my eye? Nothing. Didn’t see it. What’s that down in the cellar? Nothing. Nothing. There’s no beast in the cellar. No monster. Didn’t see it. Didn’t see it, right?

So why would they do that? Pretend I’m not here when they know I am? Well, let’s be honest. Wouldn’t you? Of course you would. Just like them. Yeah, I know all this now. I’ve worked it out. I mean, I’ve had long enough down here all alone, I may as well have done something productive with my time. There’s no Netflix down here to stare at.

Oh yeah, I know what Netflix is. I’m in the cellar, not the eighteenth century.

No. I’ve worked it out. It’s because if they actually acknowledged me they’d have to acknowledge all the other monsters in the house. I mean, I’m just a beast. There are bigger monsters than me. And more ferocious, even if I say so myself. And these monsters aren’t tucked away out of everyone’s reach like I am. Behind a locked door and down a dark flight of steps into the scary, cold unknown. No. They’re much closer to hand. Much much closer. These monsters can be touched, talked to, argued with, fought with, slept with. They can eat and drink. They can make small talk. And large talk, come to that. They can mingle.

They’re here. In the house with me. With us. It’s simply a question of identifying them. Or it. Might be plural, might be singular. Perhaps it’s just one huge monster, acting alone. Or perhaps it’s more than one.

But, hey, what would I know? Let’s keep it light, or as light as you can when you’re the beast in the cellar. The true monster at the bottom of the house.

All I’ll say is this. If you want to know about monsters and what they’re capable of, then ask me. But beware… (I said that like in a spooky old horror film voice. But you’ll just have to imagine it. Because it’s hard to write that kind of thing down. No nuance in writing, that’s the trouble. Anyway…) I’m telling you now, you might not like the answer. And to get that answer you’ll have to confront me. Worse than that, you’ll have to acknowledge me. My existence. My relationship to you and the rest of the people in this house.

So do you still want to know who the monsters are and where they are and what they’re doing? Really? Then you know what to do. And once you’ve done that, be prepared for what it’ll cost you.

Or perhaps it’s better not to know, to be willfully ignorant of what’s going on. No acknowledgement leads to no confrontation equals no consequences. Don’t ask, don’t tell. Play it dumb, like all the rest of them.

Whatever. I have a tendency to ramble on. Just ignore me.

Pretend I’m not here.

And let other monsters go about their monstrous business.





KYLE TANNER

I don’t know where I am. And I don’t know how I got into this room. The door is locked and I’m not going to call down to whoever was in the garden. My only way out is the window. Climb down the side of the building and escape that way.

As I try the window frame I think of Jonathan Harker in Dracula, seeing the Count dragging his body down the side of the castle like some huge slug. I unlatch the arm, push. It’s sealed shut. Somehow I’m not surprised. I try the door again. Still locked. I sit down on the bed once more. To stop me panicking further I try to mentally retrace my steps, hopefully helping me find out how I got here and where I am.

OK. My name is Kyle Tanner and I have night terrors about being boxed up and paralysed and I’m terrified of storms. I’m twenty-two years old, originally from Hertfordshire but currently a second-year student at Birmingham University. I’m studying English literature and film studies with a particular nod towards the macabre since my dissertation is ‘Representations of the Gothic in Western Postwar Cinema.’ My head’s full of that stuff at the moment. I spend days watching old Hammer and Roger Corman films, reading academic and not so academic studies, short stories and novels, all on the same theme. The course has taken me over so much it’s how I interpret things around me. Good for my degree, not much fun at parties.

I check my watch, but I’m not wearing one. That’s not right. I’ve always got my watch on. I even wear it for bed. My ex-girlfriend used to complain that the last thing I did at night and first thing in the morning was check the time. There is something on my wrist, though, where my watch usually is. It’s like a kind of Fitbit thing, a tight rubber bracelet with a rectangular piece of dark glass in the centre. I try to pull it off but it won’t budge. It may as well be welded to my skin. And it’s the only thing in the room, apart from me, that looks out of place.

I check the Poe book at my bedside. It looks exactly like the copy I’m reading at home. In fact, it could be it, same creases and everything. The clothes in the armoire seem to be mine. But this gets me nowhere. I try to order my thoughts, think back.

What’s the last thing I remember? Saturday morning. I woke up around ten, hungover (actually, still a bit drunk) from the night before. I got up about lunchtime, went downstairs to find my housemate Tom lying on our ancient sofa, half covered by a duvet, watching Football Focus and eating a bowl of Cheerios. Mike, our other flatmate, came and joined us. We chatted about the night before, made tentative plans for later, then I made myself a cup of tea and went back upstairs, thinking I was going to read some more Poe – I was up to ‘The Premature Burial’ – but I ended up, like always, on my phone pissing about on socials.

And then after that—

There is no after that. That’s the last thing I remember. And now I’m here.

I check through all my clothes pockets for my phone, check the floor of the wardrobe, the bedside table, anywhere else I can think of. No phone. I sit back down on the bed once more, awed about where I am but also terrified. Someone’s gone to a lot of trouble and effort for all this. I don’t know whether to be flattered they think I’m worth the attention or scared because of it. But I can’t think of anything I’ve done to deserve it. Good or bad.

Tom, Mike and I play practical jokes on one another all the time, but nothing like this. Small stuff usually, like convincing Tom to eat the hot towel you get in an Indian restaurant by saying it’s really a complimentary pudding, that kind of thing. The only big thing they’ve done to me was the night after we’d watched a really gory horror film. I tried not to let them see how scared I was by it but they knew. When I came downstairs the next day they were playing dead in the living room, covered in blood. They were sprawled all over the furniture, heads lolling back like they’d been attacked and knifed. I was totally convinced. I was about to call 999 when they both got up slowly and started groaning like zombies. That’s when I ran into the kitchen to grab a knife and they pissed themselves laughing. I nearly killed them for real, then. They’d used strawberry jam for the lumpy bits and ketchup for the splatter effects. After I’d calmed down I got angry, told them they were cleaning it all up and if we didn’t get our deposit back it was their fault and they owed me. They said it had been worth it to see my face. But they wouldn’t go to all this trouble, would they? They had done that prank knowing gory films upset me, but I’ve never told them about my other fears, like storms. So if it’s not them, then who? And why?

I check the door. Still locked. I sit back down on the bed. Wait. After a while I get up, look out of the window once more. The storm has long passed. The night dark and still. Washed, but not clean. No one is in the garden. Or if they are, they’re hidden in the shadows.

And then I hear it. Faint but unmistakable. A click.

I cross quickly to the door, turn the handle. It opens.





DIANA LANDOR

My first thought was sexual trafficking. Waking up in a strange place with no memory of how I got here? Obviously. I came through the nineties when date rape drugs became ubiquitous and girls’ drinks were all spiked. I grew up surrounded by stories of being raped while still conscious but not able to fight back, or waking up in some cheap hotel in a bathtub of ice with a kidney missing. But I made sure that never happened to me then and I’m not about to let someone get away with that now. If they want me, they’re going to have to fight me.

I mean, this wouldn’t be the first time I’ve woken up somewhere I didn’t know with no functional memory of the night before and found myself staring at some snoring stranger whose name I can’t remember but whose cock I could pick out of a lineup. God, no. But it’s always been consensual. Now, as I get older (hate that word) the days of doing that are long gone. Well, not that long. I’ve just become more selective. And yes, that has been my deliberate choice. There are plenty of younger guys who love the attention of a cougar.

Yes, I am highly sexually orientated, so what? It’s a big driver for me. Tried marriage, hated it. Don’t want kids (had my tubes tied in my twenties). Tested regularly, don’t want relationships. Nothing worse than when they get all clingy and soppy after a couple of dates. Please. You’re fired. Gone. That’s what ghosting was invented for.

And now I’m wearing a rather gorgeous little Prada number matched with what seems to be a very expensive necklace and I’ve left the bedroom I came round in and am walking down the hallway of an old dark house. If the attempt was to scare me, whoever you are, then you’ve wasted your time. If, however, your goal was to irritate and annoy me, then congratulations. Job done. I don’t have the time for this kind of idiotic display. I have meetings to attend. A company to run. Deals to make. So I’m looking forward to meeting you to find out what all this is about. You, on the other hand, won’t enjoy it so much. I haven’t clawed my way up to the position I’m in (and, more to the point, stayed there as long as I have) without pointing out other people’s faults to them. And when they make me angry, look out. The Hulk’s got nothing on me. Yes, of course I know who the Hulk is.

My anger only increased when I was in, well, what I assume is supposed to be my room. It’s clearly old but has apparent facsimiles of some of my bedroom furniture from my flat and a selection of my clothing in the armoire. Whoever this is has gone to a lot of trouble for this prank but they’ve forgotten one important thing. My phone. It’s missing. All I have is this ridiculous Fitbit thing on my wrist that I can’t get off. It doesn’t even look like it’s working and it definitely doesn’t have Wi-Fi. As soon as the door clicked open I was out of there. And here I am, striding as fast as my Louboutins will allow down the hallway.

Still, I can’t help but be drawn in by my surroundings. It’s like an old manor house, the kind that’s been reclaimed and turned into an exclusive country retreat hotel. The floorboards are authentic but well preserved. Same with the wood panelling on the walls. Dotted here and there are old heavy pieces of furniture. Bookcases holding old leather-bound books. I was actually tempted to say ‘tomes’ instead of ‘books,’ it’s that kind of place. There are occasional recesses and nooks with lead-lined windows; I kneel on the heavy, brocaded cushions in one and try to peer out of the window, make out where I am. I can’t see anything. Too dark. Waste of time.

I assume I’m heading down to dinner, since I’m dressed for it. I’m not hungry though – food isn’t a great motivator for me, it’s fuel at best and tends to get in the way of other activities – but I’m definitely looking forward to speaking to whoever’s in charge.

I stop walking. Before me is an old lift. The cage kind. It’s not in keeping with what I’ve seen of the rest of the house but it’s still archaic. I look around. No one else here. The stairs sweep downwards but I see no reason to take them when I can spare my stilettoed feet and take the lift. I open the cage. The car is waiting for me like it knew I would be here. I get in, pull the door shut behind me. It’s been well maintained. The gold inside is highly polished, the mirrors art deco. More modern than the rest of the house, admittedly. But still no Wi-Fi, my Fitbit thing remains blank.

I press for the ground floor and it starts to move.

As I descend, I look through the gaps in the cage. The walls are lined with paintings and there’s something curious about them. They all look new but they’re in a style centuries old. Like someone spent at least a week posing while the artist captured whatever they thought was there. They’re all portraits but they seem, in a way, even more modern than this lift. The figures seem to be wearing contemporary clothes, holding contemporary items. I notice a young man depicted sitting in front of a laptop, his face lit by the screen, fascinated by what he’s watching. An older man in contemporary military uniform taking command on a battlefield. Something dark that I can’t make out. And then—

I gasp. No.

I hit the buttons on the panel, trying to make the cage stop. It won’t, of course, but it doesn’t stop me from trying. Instead I crane my neck, try to look upwards, but it’s too late. The gap has gone and we’ve been replaced by another floor. And now the lift stops. We’ve reached the ground floor.

Already I’m beginning to doubt what I just saw. It’s ridiculous, can’t be. Some trick of the light, a coincidence. I want to go back and check but I can see light coming from a double doorway off to the left. Someone is in there. Someone is going to get a piece of my mind.

The painting can wait until later.

I get out of the lift, cross to the room, swing the double doors wide open and stride in.

‘Which one of you fuckers is responsible for this?’

I’ve always known how to make an entrance.





THE BEAST IN THE CELLAR

Don’t you find it confusing when so many characters are introduced in such a small space of time? Yes? And you’re expected to remember them all? Even though they haven’t yet demonstrated an individual trait or said or done anything particularly character-defining or memorable? Sometimes there are so many characters all in one place you have to make notes just to keep up. Don’t you find that irritating? Me too. So let’s not do that here.

Oh, go on. Let’s.

I’m sure you’ve worked out that the next part of the story revolves around dinner. So before we start on that, I suppose I should give you a quick rundown of who you’re about to meet. Only the basics, of course, the rudiments of character so you can decide whether you think they’re goodies or baddies, persecutors or protectors or anything in between. Beasts in the cellar, even.

You’ve met Kyle Tanner. Student, scared of lots of things, but likable enough as students go. (Sorry, shouldn’t make judgements! That’s your job.) Part of his degree’s in what the more reactionary members of our dining party would call Watching Telly Studies. The film studies part of his BA that specialises in the Gothic. Yes, he does watch a lot of films – and read a lot of books, for that matter – but there’s more to it than that. It’s harder than you (or I) might think. Because he watches those films and reads those books critically. His course has trained him to look beyond what’s being presented to him. See beneath the surface, beyond the text, either verbal or visual. He’s learned not to take what’s before him for granted. Subtext and context is everything.

And you’ve met Diana Landor too. That’s not her real name, by the way. Janice Crewe. But she changed it as soon as she managed to disentangle herself from her roots. No one would take a glamorous PR executive based in the heart of London’s glittering West End (as they used to say) seriously with a name like Janice Crewe and a turgid regional accent to match. But the beautiful, confident Diana Landor? That’s a different matter. She’s a masterpiece (mistresspiece?) of self-reinvention. She’s an alche-mist of identity, taking the most unpromising base material, combining it with pure ambition and an obsession with old episodes of Sex and the City, and transmuting it into something victoriously unrecognisable. No matter what’s thrown at her, how much trauma she has to endure, she rises above it, coming out stronger, even more desirable. She projects her own perfection on the biggest canvas she can find. But can she ever truly overcome that past? Is that poor damaged child still locked away deep inside her? And to what lengths will she go to keep it hidden? Conversely, what kind of crisis would it take for that damaged child to emerge?

That’s two of them. There are eight more (nine if you include me). And maybe some others we haven’t met yet and might bump into as we go along. Who knows? I mean, it would spoil the fun if you knew everything up front, wouldn’t it? What’s life without surprises? So forget I said that and try to look surprised if and when it happens. Right. The other people.

There’s Cerys and her baby, Monica. Monica doesn’t say much, just sits there. A very sullen baby, doesn’t play, doesn’t seem curious about where she is or what’s going on around her. Just watches blankly. And eats. And shits, presumably, since she’s a baby, but thankfully, being down here, I don’t have to deal with any of that. Never cries. Or I’ve never heard her. Or perhaps I have and I told myself it was foxes rutting by the bins outside. They can sound like screaming children. Now that I think about it, we do seem to get a lot of foxes round here.

Cerys always dresses frumpily, like she wants to be as unattractive as she can be. Possibly because the last time she went out dressed up she got pregnant. But she always looks torn, like part of her wants to get dressed up and go out and drink sugary vodka, dance, get off with guys (or girls, you never know these days) like any normal young woman but then realises she’s got this baby to look after and it’s her responsibility alone. That kind of thing leads to resentment and self-hatred and possibly, in some extreme cases, abuse. She’s holding it in check at the moment, but the anger’s there, for sure. What if she was to turn it outwards?

Have I mentioned Jimmy Saint? No? I’m laughing here at the thought of that. I know you can’t see me but take my word for it. Although I am the Beast in the Cellar so it may not sound like laughter. Just say it’s those foxes at it again. But anyway. Jimmy Saint. Or rather Captain Jimmy Saint, to give him his full title. He’s probably got letters after his name and medals that he’d probably be happy to tell you about and how he got them, and that would be your day gone. No, that’s wrong. That makes him sound vain and that’s not right. Self-important is more accurate. A military man with a military man’s bearing and outlook. A soldier. A hero. They mean the same thing to Jimmy. He’s served with bravery, courage and honesty in some of the world’s greatest trouble spots. His men respect and obey him. He’s a champion of fair play. He’s Mister Terrific. Or Captain Terrific, rather. He sees things in binary absolutes: good and bad, black and white, right and wrong. And he’s always on the side of right. The perfect hero. But can a man be as perfect as that? Really?

And then there’s Sylvia Moult. Oh dear, Sylvia. Positively demonic in her outlook, the old girl. Well, I say old, I’m not actually sure how old she is. She seems to hail from a time when people knew their place and respected their elders and betters. Not like now. Of course, we all know that place and time only ever existed in the speeches of forgotten conservative prime ministers and Sylvia’s imagination. Although if you consider imagination to be playing and joy and creativity and things of that nature, then Sylvia has more of an absence of it. Possessing those things is what’s wrong with people today, especially young people, as she’ll tell you at great length. She’s the harridan of Human Resources. She hires and fires and enjoys half of her job. Unsurprisingly, she’s single. Commitment, like so many things, is something Sylvia finds terrifying.

Don’t worry, only another four to go. I’m afraid this has turned into a bit of a list. I know they’re boring and hinder more than help information going in when you’re reading, but it would have been more boring for you to read ten variations on: I just woke up and don’t know where I am. And there’s a posh dinner, etc. Over and over again. Dull! Dull! Dull! Assume that they’ve all experienced the same thing and they’re all heading down to dinner. Don’t worry, you’ll get to know them. Well, most of them. But that’s the nature of the beast, so to speak. (Not me. The other beast. The metaphorical, narrative one.) So onward. You can always come back to this bit if you want to. For reference. OK. Last four.

There’s an old bloke here. Len, I think his name is. I say think because he’s so unmemorable, as soon as he tells you his name, you’ve forgotten it already. He’s probably got a surname as well. I’m mentioning him now because if I leave him till the end I’ll just forget and then you’ll be saying, who’s this Len bloke? You didn’t tell us about him. Or you might not because, as I say, he’s so unmemorable. Anyway, Len. Wants nothing more than to be left alone in his allotment with no one to talk to, no responsibilities, and he can potter away to his heart’s content, just him and his dog. It does make you wonder, though (if you give him any thought at all), why he wants to be left alone. Has he experienced something so horrible or traumatic that he just wants a little peace? Was it something he was responsible for? Or is he just too dull for words?

And then there’s Iain, bless him. Every party has one, the almighty drunken bore. Not just a dull person but a dull person who’s convinced he’s the opposite of dull. His voice is louder than everyone else’s and the more he drinks – and he drinks a lot – the more attractive and witty he gets. Or so he believes. We’ve all met that person. Maybe, at times, we’ve been that person. (Not me, obviously, I’m just the Beast in the Cellar.) Everything in life has been provided for Iain: good school and university; the right friends and family; in short, the kind of advantages that even a moderately talented person could turn into a spectacularly successful life. Yet somehow Iain’s managed to fail. He could have been prime minister – as some of his school friends have – and he would still have managed to fail. Ultimately he hates himself. But, bless him, he hasn’t even got the self-awareness to comprehend that.

Now here’s Ramona to brighten us all up. Ramona brightens everyone up. Everywhere she goes, talking with that Texan twang, batting her eyelashes, curling her long shapely legs under her as she sits down on any sofa, and those huge, round eyes. When they latch on to you, you feel like the most important person in the room. The only person in the room. In her life. On the planet. Distilled confidence in lithe-bodied perfection. Completely comfortable in her own, beautiful, skin. But like Jimmy Saint, can she really be that perfect?

I’ve kept the best for last. And by best I mean disgusting, sleazy paedo. The one you don’t have to think about hating. Meet Desmond Blaine. Or rather don’t. He’s no doubt on several registers somewhere. The kind of person children are told not to talk to and to cross the street to avoid walking past his house on the way home from school. Because of course he lives next to a school. Or as near as he’s legally allowed to. You look at him and you know he’s wrong. He doesn’t even have to speak, you can sense it. It emanates from him in waves, like repugnant cologne. And you’re stuck with him in this house and you have to have dinner with him. Whatever you do, make sure he’s never alone with Cerys and Monica. As I said earlier, there are monsters everywhere.

Everywhere.

So. There’s the list. Sorry if it went on a bit.

Oh, something else. The stories I’ve told you about them? They might have different stories to tell about themselves. Stories they’d rather remain hidden in case you’d think badly of them. Stories they don’t want anyone to know about under any circumstances. Stories that need to be protected. Because at least one of them is lying. At least. Remember that when they’re giving firsthand testimonies of what’s going on around them as they see it.

And now, take your places, please. Pavlov’s gong has bonged and dinner is served.





DIANA LANDOR

‘Hi. I’m Kyle. Um, my name’s here, next to you. Mind if I join you?’

More than OK, I should think. ‘Help yourself.’ He sits down. And immediately the party looks more exciting.

Apparently we’re all programmed to do this thing of gravitating towards the most attractive person in the room in the hope of propagating the human race or at least getting a good night’s fun out of it. Well, Kyle is young and handsome. And he’s sitting next to me. And he is the most attractive man in the room. Although that doesn’t say much for the rest of the room.

At least he’s much better than Iain, the drunken bore with the wandering hands to my left. He thinks I haven’t noticed his fingers creeping up my thigh or ‘accidentally’ turning into a fondle when he admires my necklace. Or even worse, he’s taken my silence as an invitation to continue. He’s clearly rich and thinks that’s an aphrodisiac in itself, but money doesn’t excuse bad manners or bad behaviour. As he’ll discover if his hand goes any further up my leg, because there’ll be a fork sticking out of it.

‘I’m Diana,’ I say to Kyle, and give him my full attention. I can feel Iain glowering at me even with my back turned. Perhaps the fork won’t be necessary after all.

Kyle leans in close, panic all over his face. ‘I’ve just got here. Like, I don’t know, just woken up and I’m here. Wherever here is. How long’s everyone been here? What’s going on?’

Iain overhears him, thinks it’s his way back into the conversation. ‘Not a clue, old chap. I thought at first it must be some chums of mine playing an elaborate kind of prank. Murder mystery dinner in an old dark house, that kind of thing. All hush-hush.’ He laughs. ‘Might still be. Who knows? The wine’s very good, though.’

He seems content in his own little world so we both ignore him. Kyle looks round the room, taking it all in. The heavy, brocaded curtains pulled tightly shut. The ornate chandelier. In fact, the ornate everything. And before us our dinner settings, knives and forks on either side, a huge silver cloche covering each plate in front of us, wine and water glasses, filled. I have to admit – grudgingly – Iain has a point. The room is set for a murder mystery dinner.

Kyle lowers his head, speaks again, just to me. ‘Who… are all these people? D’you know them?’

‘Never met them before in my life,’ I reply, leaning in close to him, making sure he can ‘accidentally’ look down my dress, should he want to. He wants to. But his quick glance away tells me he’s too polite to acknowledge it. ‘We’ve all got names on our place settings, though. That should help us remember each other.’

Kyle’s looking round again, trying to take them all in. And what a disparate bunch they are. Or rather, we are, I should say. Never met any of them in my life. Now that my anger has dropped a little I’m taking in the mood of the room. There’s anger, of course, and bewilderment, obviously. Mutual distrust, too, judging by the looks everyone is giving. There’s also this undercurrent of panic and fear, as if we don’t get answers soon it could all kick off. I’ve got to say, now that I’m thinking about it, I’m not actually immune to that either.

The military man, Captain Saint, his place setting says, is questioning everyone.

‘And who are you?’

‘Kyle Tanner,’ he says. ‘Hello. I’ve… just got here.’

‘And you’ve had the same experience as the rest of us?’ Saint continues, barking questions like he’s in a parade ground. ‘Woke up here, no idea where you are, how you arrived?’

‘Um, yeah.’

The rest of the table murmur and nod.

‘Can anyone remember where they were before?’ asks Kyle.

‘I’ve tried,’ replies a boring-looking old man somewhere to Kyle’s right, so boring I can’t even be bothered to look at his name tag, ‘but I can’t remember.’

‘Neither can I,’ says the frumpy young mother with the baby sitting in a high chair next to her. ‘And where is this place, anyway?’

‘Who knows?’ says obnoxious Iain. ‘Perhaps we’ve all been taken to a foreign country. Held to ransom by Islamists.’

He’s so drunk the word Islamists comes out with no consonants.

‘This is not a foreign country,’ says a middle-aged woman, who from her haughty manner seems to think she’s above the rest of us. Sylvia, her name tag says. ‘This is most definitely an English country house.’

‘Might be Scottish,’ I say, and from the look she flashes me I can see I’ve annoyed her. ‘Or Welsh, even. They were good with castles and that kind of thing.’

‘Well, it’s not America,’ says a glamorous young Black woman with huge eyes, a spray-on dress, and a loud southern drawl. ‘I would know.’

She’s immediately got Kyle’s attention. Hello. Competition. She’s got the captain and even Iain hooked too. I’ll have to keep my eye on that young lady.

‘You’re American?’ asks the captain, to which she nods. ‘How did you get here?’

‘No idea. Same as the rest of you, I guess.’

‘This could be a foreign country,’ says Kyle, suddenly embarrassed to have the attention of the room on him. ‘I saw this film where people woke up somewhere, American people, assuming they were in America, and they were in some Eastern European country and they’d been brought there to be hunted down and killed.’

A murmur goes round the room, and the panic notches at least one point higher.

I lean in to him. ‘Not what everyone needs to hear right now,’ I say.

‘But this clearly isn’t Eastern Europe,’ says Iain, raising his glass. ‘The wine’s too good.’

There’s a creepy-looking middle-aged man sitting apart from the others. Not by choice, the two either side having pulled their chairs as far away from him as possible. He’s ignoring everyone else, trying to pull the silver cloche off his plate. It won’t budge.

They’re all still talking but Kyle’s leaned in close to me once more. He looks at my wrist. ‘You’ve got one of them as well. That Fitbit thing.’

‘We’ve all got one. We were talking about them right before you arrived. None of them seem to be working, though. And I can’t get it off.’

‘Neither can I.’ He pauses, like that wasn’t what he wanted to say. He continues. ‘Have you been outside?’

‘No, not yet. Why?’

‘Because…’ Again, he pauses. Then decides to continue. ‘I think I saw someone dragging a body through the trees in the garden.’

I stare at him. ‘A body?’

He nods, like he can’t believe he’s actually saying it. ‘Dragging it through the trees.’

I don’t know how to reply. I fall back on what Iain’s just said. Because anything else would be too horrible to contemplate. ‘Perhaps Iain was right. Earlier, I mean, not about the Muslims. Perhaps this is all some elaborate murder mystery thing. Yes.’ I’m warming to my theme now, latching on to it like some kind of lifeline, like things might not be so bad after all. ‘And what you saw was someone, one of the actors or I don’t know, stagehands? That’s what they call them, right? Anyway, someone preparing the props. For later. Then we’ve all got to find the clues and find the body.’ I’m still talking but I’m not listening to myself. ‘It won’t have been real, though. It can’t have been.’

Kyle says nothing. Perhaps I’ve convinced him. Perhaps I’ve convinced myself too. Or perhaps I was just nervously babbling.

‘And maybe these things on our wrists are to monitor our heart rate while we’re looking for clues round the house,’ he says. ‘Or timing us, or something? Quickest wins?’

‘That sounds very plausible,’ I say. ‘Yes, I like that.’

Neither of us speak for a while.

The grandfather clock in the corner of the room strikes eight. As the last chime fades away, the creepy middle-aged man, Desmond, succeeds in removing his cloche. And because he’s done it, we all try it. And they all come away.

Captain Saint addresses the table. ‘Dinner, I presume, is served.’





KYLE TANNER

Fish tacos. What? How did they know – whoever they are – that my favourite food is Mexican and beyond that, fish tacos?

I look at everyone else’s plate to see if they’re all eating the same thing. They’re not. They’ve all got something different. It actually makes me smile, for the first time since I got here. No two people are the same here, I get that. This is a disparate bunch, just like in a classic murder mystery dinner scene. And what better way to demonstrate their different personalities than by what they eat?

This is where the film studies student in me takes over and I direct the scene in my head. The military guy over there, Captain Jimmy Saint his place card says, is eating steamed meat pudding and boiled vegetables like he’s back at his public school or in the officers’ mess. This is easy. Establishing shot of him, knife and fork in hand. Quick cut to the knife, pulling the pudding wall apart, steam rising. Cut to the fork plunging in, extracting a chunk of meat, glistening, dripping, then straight into his mouth. Military precision. Shot of lips chewing, regimented number of chews, swallow, follow-up shot of him slugging red wine. Quick shot of him wiping the runoff away from the side of his mouth, close-up of the white linen napkin lying on the table as the red wine spreads through the fabric. And there we have him.

Iain is eating what appears to be a small chicken – guinea fowl, perhaps – with great relish. He has butter sauce smeared all round his mouth and he clearly likes the good things in life. Even if his slightly frayed cuffs show he can’t always afford them. He’s smiling while he eats, but he has a predator’s eye as he looks round the table. Hunting for his next meal ticket, perhaps?

Next to me Diana has in front of her what could pass for a brightly coloured minimalist art installation at the Tate Modern. She’s looking at it like it’s her enemy, pushing its components round her plate, the fork barely reaching her mouth.

After an initial collective surprise, everyone started to eat, and I’m no exception. I get stuck in to my fish tacos. They’re just how I like them. Tilapia and shrimp with a lime, sriracha and mayo sauce. And they’re good. Really good. Washed down by a Gamma Ray Neck Oil, my favourite beer.

‘They’ve done their homework, haven’t they?’ I announce. No one replies. ‘The logistics involved in doing this. Not to mention the research.’ Still nothing. ‘I mean the food. Has everyone got their favourite? I have.’

‘This guinea fowl is as good as Rules,’ says Iain. ‘In fact, it could have come straight from there.’

I notice the matronly woman – Sylvia? – hasn’t started eating. She’s still cleaning her cutlery on her napkin. She has a plain meal in front of her. Omelette and peas. She stares at it disapprovingly. Suspiciously, even. It seems like her default setting.

‘Not eating?’ I ask her.

She looks at me, warily. ‘I don’t trust it. It could be poisoned. I can’t believe you’re all sitting there and eating everything.’ Her voice becomes shrill, like she’s building up to something. A high-pitched whistle, from the sound of it.

I look at her properly for the first time. She’s not as old as I first thought. She just dresses old. And acts old. And, from what I’ve heard so far, thinks old. Or maybe I mean something else. Risk averse. Conservative. Small and big C, probably. She shares her disapproving look with the whole table. I watch her as she does so and realise there’s something poking through that veneer. Her eyes give it away. Fear. Is that how she lives her whole life?

‘Poisoned?’ says Iain, his mouth full and laughing. ‘Well, there are worse ways to go. This wine’s excellent too.’ He takes a huge mouthful, washes everything down.

‘I believe you’ve already mentioned it.’ Sylvia’s disgust at him ratchets up a notch. She shakes her head, unable to believe she’s in such company.

‘And where are you from?’ I ask, keeping my voice low, trying to re-engage Sylvia once more.

‘Northampton. Kettering, actually.’ As if the distinction’s big enough to be proud of.

‘And you just woke up here as well?’

Her features cloud once more. She looks at me again with that mixture of fierce disapproval and outright suspicion, as if I’m responsible for her situation and fears I might exploit it. ‘I assume I was invited. Along with everyone else. Why, I don’t know.’

‘Same for me,’ I say. ‘And this thing on my wrist. We’ve all got one.’

‘It won’t come off. I’ve tried.’ Sylvia shows me hers.

‘I’m Kyle, by the way.’

She nods, offers nothing in return. I wait. ‘Sylvia,’ she says eventually, her tone begrudging. ‘I’m sure there’s a perfectly rational explanation for all this. And we’ll get to it in good time.’

She resumes her distrustful stare at her omelette and my audience with her is ended.

Diana has given up moving food around and placed her knife and fork on the plate. ‘Done,’ she says.

‘Enjoy that?’

She makes a face that eventually forms into a smile. ‘It was OK.’

She’s barely touched it.

‘Can you remember what you were doing before you arrived here?’ I ask her.

‘Yes, of course, I was…’ She trails off. Looks at me. ‘I can’t remember.’ Panic in her eyes. ‘I can’t remember…’

‘Neither can I. And I can’t remember being brought here either. I mean, we must have been transported somehow but I can’t remember a car, train, anything.’

‘They must have drugged us. Why would they do that? Go to all this trouble?’

‘I don’t know. I really don’t know…’

Everyone’s finishing up now. The food has gone some way to breaking down barriers. Everyone is talking to their neighbours. The young woman with the baby is talking to the old man on one side, and the hot American girl on the other. The baby is silent. The creepy-looking bloke isn’t talking to anyone, just watching. His lips are moving though, as if he’s talking to himself or some imaginary friend. No. Himself. I don’t get the impression he has any friends, even of the imaginary kind.

I drink my beer. I try to think about how I got to this place, what I was doing beforehand, the dream, the storm, but nothing fixes. There’s too much happening all at once for me to think properly. And the more this goes on, the more I feel my life before this house start to recede. It seems to be increasingly a long way off and getting increasingly distant. The strange or at least unexpected thing is, I feel like I’m just accepting it.

Then the lights go out.



‘Sorry. That was a bit dramatic… sorry. I didn’t mean… didn’t mean to do that…’

The light goes on again. A woman strides from the light switch by the door and stands at the far end of the room, away from the diners. She stands bent over, hands on knees and out of breath, taking in all of the guests.

‘Give me a minute… had to run to get here… had to make sure they weren’t…’

There are murmurs of shock. She gets her breath back, straightens up. Looks anxiously at the doorway she has just entered from.

‘I haven’t got long. So you need to listen. I’m sure you’ve got loads of questions but it’s important you listen to me. Please.’ Her hands are raised, imploring. She gives another anxious look towards the door. ‘Hello. There’s a lot to tell you.’

‘Why haven’t you got long?’

‘What’s going on?’

‘Who the hell are you?’

‘No time for questions, just listen.’

The urgency of the woman’s tone quiets the diners down.

She is in her early thirties, and with raven-black hair and clothing to match, she looks like an ageing Goth. The collection of skull rings and other assorted silver jewellery only adds to, and indeed confirms, that impression. She is clutching a heavy black tote bag. She is unsmiling, serious. When she is sure she has everyone’s attention, she speaks again. Her voice carries round the whole
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