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Synopsis

A school in turmoil over its senior play, a sly
career as a teenage gigolo, an unpredictable girlfriend with damage
of her own, and a dangerous housebreaker tied up downstairs. Any of
these would make a great plot for budding filmmaker Eric’s first
movie.

Unfortunately, they’re his real life.

When Julien, a handsome wannabe actor, transfers to
Eric’s class, he’s a distraction, a rival, and one complication too
many. Yet Eric can’t stop thinking about him. Helped by Eric’s
girlfriend, Mary, they embark on a project that dangerously crosses
the line between filmmaking and reality. As the boys become close,
Eric soon wants to cross other lines entirely. Does Julien feel the
same way, or is Eric being used on the gleefully twisted path to
fame?
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Chapter One

No price was too high for a good decorator who knew
the value of soundproofing. This trivial certainty helped settle
Eric’s nerves as he cautiously descended the stairs to the theatre
room’s locked door. He could still hear his captive, the
housebreaker he’d dubbed ‘Joe,’ crying out, and Eric wondered if
the screams would cover the sound of the turning lock. He didn’t
want Joe to know he was in the room right away, or to yell at him
directly. It would ruin everything.

At six days, one hour, and thirty-nine minutes, Eric
knew he was no longer continuing this experiment out of interest or
fascination but out of necessity. He didn’t much like Joe’s chances
of leaving the house as something other than a prisoner or a
corpse. If the man were to leave as a prisoner, there would be
questions, from the police, from people at school, perhaps even
from his mother.

On second thought, she probably wouldn’t want to
know.

If she came home at all, she would oblige the police
with a good cry, during which she would insist she didn’t know who
her son was anymore—an ironic truth, all things considered—and
board the next flight back to Los Angeles, where she had spent the
last two months ‘working,’ as she called it, leaving Eric the house
to himself.

For two whole months, Eric had felt almost
self-actualised. At least, insofar as a seventeen-year-old within
the confines of nominally Christian, North Shore private schooling
could.

If Joe left the house as a prisoner, Eric’s
self-actualisation would come to an abrupt end. He’d be arrested,
along with his captive. Fuck that. On the other hand, if Joe were
forced to leave the house as a corpse, that would bring its own
problems. Eric refused to entertain the idea—for now.

He turned on the MP3 recorder, his finger drifting
over the controls almost subconsciously as he started murmuring the
lyrics to an old Muppet song about being halfway down the stairs.
He made only a half-hearted effort to stay close to the original
tune, which was underpinned by his captive’s whimpering. But Joe’s
voice soon roared one more barrage, and Eric refocused, erasing the
recording.

Johansson, his music teacher, had told the class to
be innovative in choosing sound sources for the digital editing
assignment, and Eric would be damned before he passed up the chance
to use a source as unique as the pleas of his bellowing captive. He
had to get this right. Not to please Johansson, but to satisfy his
own curiosity.

When the next scream came, Eric swiftly turned the
lock, opened the door and dived through, closing it behind him as
Joe went silent. He stood deathly still for a moment, his back
against the wall, trying to steady his breathing as he listened for
Joe in the perfect darkness of the room.

“Who’s…who’s there? Dude, is that you?”

Eric resisted the snarl that formed on his lips as he
flicked on the recorder.

“Look, this isn’t funny man, all right? They’re gonna
find me. You know that! They’re gonna come looking for me! Just
untie me, okay? I won’t say anything. Please?”

Six days, and Joe hadn’t stopped. Eric admired his
tenacity, but surely it was clear by now the man wasn’t going
anywhere?

“Hello? Hello, dude? Are you there? Oh fuck, somebody
help me!” The bellowing started up again. “Can somebody hear
me?”

Eric smiled, even as the echo of Joe’s voice, having
now resumed its full volume, shook against the inside of his skull.
This was better. He lowered the recorder’s sensitivity as the
levels spiked. For his many faults, Joe had an impressive set of
lungs, which managed to keep screaming for a good four minutes of
MP3 before Eric realised the time and shut down the recorder.

“Thanks,” he offered, though he wasn’t sure why.
“I’ll be back later.”

“Hey! Hey, you’re in here? You get back here and let
me go, you—”

Eric closed the door behind him and relocked it,
wincing as his captive called him the c-word. He replayed a segment
of the MP3. It was perfect, crisply delivering every nuance of the
man’s cries. Eric went back upstairs and laid down on his bed,
playing the track back one more time. He couldn’t hear the real
thing now, just the glorious swirls of panic from the MP3. He
rolled over, deeply inhaling the scent of his pillow, the mixed
aroma of slickly groomed hair, crisp linen, and chocolatey cologne.
It was in this position, one leg crossed over the other, with Joe’s
screams filling the air, that Eric felt the newly formed erection
inside his trousers. But jerking off now would have been terribly
unprofessional. It was almost six. He had a client in less than an
hour. Besides, he didn’t know why the sound of Joe’s screaming
should make him hard. He swallowed down the vomit that threatened
to repeat on him.

He stripped off his shirt, neatly folding it in half
before putting it in the laundry basket. His socks and ugly grey
school trousers followed in similar fashion until he finally
stripped off his jock and turned on the shower of his ensuite
bathroom, the smallest of three in the house. He paused a moment to
inspect himself in the mirror. His thick mahogany hair needed
trimming, and a few stray blades had materialised on his chest.
They’d need to be plucked. On the other hand, he wasn’t sure if his
clients would really mind. Fuck them. He liked being smooth.

He plucked the hairs out, showered and towelled off,
moisturising the three small, angry red spots that now protested
the plucking of his chest hairs. A barely noticeable flaw, it
annoyed him nonetheless.

Two shirts caught his eye, both of which had been
gifts. The white one with the faint gold pattern from Margaret, and
the purple one from Andy. Eric checked his iPhone to confirm
Margaret was his client for the evening, before choosing the white
and gold. Wearing her gift would please her. Besides, the silk and
cotton blend felt good against his skin.

He needed to find cufflinks, as much as he hated
them. They were expensive, fiddly, and somehow managed to make his
otherwise slim, perfectly shaped wrists look clunky. But the shirt
had French cuffs, and Margaret would expect cufflinks. Eric opened
the top drawer of his dresser and examined his options. The topaz
might work. It was classy enough to please his client, but
understated enough to imply his own resentment of the
accessory.

Another scream from Joe, barely audible from Eric’s
bedroom, broke his concentration. He accidentally knocked an empty
Risperdal bottle off his bedside table. He quickly snatched it up
and tossed it in the garbage. He didn’t know why Joe bothered. The
man wouldn’t be heard by anyone outside, anyway.

Eric picked up the topaz links and tried to fasten
them into the shirt’s cuffs. Joe cried out again. Eric wasn’t sure
why, but the sound distracted and annoyed him. He finally gave up,
finished dressing, and called a cab.


Chapter Two

Margaret was late in getting ready, which left Eric
sitting on her Victorian sofa being eyeballed by her cat, a
luxurious ragdoll with an elusive ‘loving and beautiful’ nature
that Eric had yet to see. He liked cats in general. But apparently,
Lady Persephone felt her affections did not come free with the
generous three hundred and eighty dollars an hour plus expenses her
owner already paid for Eric’s company.

Eric hated waiting in here. The room was rarely used,
and since Margaret had sacked her third cleaner in a year, the dust
of the old world permeated the air like a virus, threatening to
infect and antiquate the unwary visitor who inhaled it. The First
World War-era clock that sat on the mantle above the bricked-up
fireplace came alive with a loud series of chimes.

“Margaret, it’s almost seven,” he called. “Do you
need a hand?”

When he got no reply, Eric drifted to the bottom of
the staircase. Margaret stood at the top, her hair tied up, her
makeup tastefully understated. She held a rabbit clutch purse
encrusted with diamonds that caught the shimmer off her cerulean
gown. She looked as regal, dignified, and prepared as any woman of
forty-eight attending the opera with a man of seventeen could hope
to be.

“No thank you, Eric. I believe I’ve managed.” She
smiled at him as she glided down the stairs.

“It was worth the wait,” he beamed at her. “May I say
that you look amazing tonight?”

“Thank you, dear. You’re looking rather hands…”

Eric raised an eyebrow as her voice trailed off.

“Young man, your cuffs?” she asked.

He winced. “I’m sorry.” “I was distracted.”

“Distracted?”

“I couldn’t choose.”

Margaret nodded, her eyes narrowing. “Then, clearly,
I must choose for you. Wait here.”

Eric knew better than to argue when Margaret turned
her back and started the return trek upstairs, a trek made with far
less grace than her descent, as she was now a woman with a mission.
He should have expected this. Given the choice between tardiness
and appearing with a companion who wore open cuffs, Margaret would
gladly miss the overture. The entire first act, if necessary.

She returned with a tiny velvet box, opening it for
Eric’s inspection as she reached the foot of the stairs. Topaz
cufflinks.

“They’ll do well with that shirt, Eric. Now, hurry
up.”

Eric cocked a half smile, fastening the links as his
client turned out the lights and allowed him to escort her to the
garage.

“The keys to your vehicle, Madam?” he asked.

Margaret returned his smile as she slid into the
driver’s seat of the Mercedes. He joined her from the passenger’s
side.

“Let’s not be silly, dear.”

*

“I’ve known members of the company’s board for over
twenty years. I simply cannot fathom what possessed them to hire a
casting director who’d offer Tosca to Marie Breznik!” Margaret
lifted her glass of Cabernet Shiraz blend in Andy’s direction. “How
soon we forget Salome.”

“My dear, no-one could forget that Salome.”
Andy smiled, half-heartedly returning her gesture. “I’ll give her
this. She at least knows how to take firm hold of a part with both
hands.”

“And strangle it to death, you mean?”

“Well, it’s a skill of sorts. Don’t you agree,
Eric?”

Eric shifted his eyes from Margaret to Andy
uncomfortably before he remembered who was paying him that night.
“She was…adequate.”

“That’s a very harsh rap, young man.” A pained look
crossed through Andy’s smile as he took a sip of his wine. He held
it up to the light and examined it as though it were laced with
strychnine.

In Eric’s experience, Andy rarely shared the same
tastes as his peers. So the same red that was getting Margaret
through three hours of Tropical Cyclone Breznik was all but
unpalatable to him. He sipped at it nonetheless. Face was
everything, after all. Even a face like Andy’s, which seemed gaunt
for a man of fifty-two.

Eric, for his part, had managed to spike his orange
juice with an Absolut sampler as usual. He glanced around the Opera
House foyer, scanning for faces he knew. Besides Margaret and Andy,
who’d known one another for years, he’d seen three, perhaps four,
current or past clients. There was Deborah Mills, who enjoyed
treating Eric to a yoga class, followed by a long solarium session,
topped off by an athletic two to three hours in the bedroom, or
kitchen, or greenhouse, or anywhere else that took her fancy in her
husband’s absence. Carmel Roukstein, who he charged extra, as her
appointments were unprofitably brief and typically involved
feathered masks and scratchy Bowie records. He made a mental note
to block her number. Gareth West, an otherwise very heterosexual
and conservative member of state parliament, with five children and
two alimonies, who enjoyed being jerked off whilst mummified in
plastic food wrap, but only with his tie on, in a double
Windsor.

“Eric!”

He snapped back to attention at Margaret’s shrill
summons, only then realising that the last few lines of
conversation had been directed at him. “Sorry.”

“I thought we’d lost you.” She raised an eyebrow. “I
was just saying to Andy that I might phone Elizabeth tomorrow and
see if she can comp us in another night, perhaps when an understudy
is playing. Are you free Thursday week?”

“Not Thursday week, Margaret. Eric has another
appointment.” Andy winked at him.

“Mmm? Well, can’t you reschedule? The Merc’ is in the
garage until Wednesday and I’m expecting Gerald to be back sometime
that weekend.”

“Is he still in New York?” Eric asked, both to be
polite and change the subject.

“London,” Margaret corrected. “No, wait a moment,
Hong Kong.”

“I thought it was Tokyo?”

“No Andrew, Hong Kong. Tokyo was last week.”

“I thought he was in New York,” Eric prodded. “When
was that, then?”

“Last month, Eric. Do try to keep up.”

“And back to Hong Kong via London?”

“Yes.”

“And Tokyo?”

“Yes.”

“When was he in Paris, then?” Eric asked.

“Don’t complicate things, boy. I’m his wife, not his
diary. Right, next Thursday it is, then. I’ll phone Elizabeth
tomorrow first thing.”

“Well if this flight’s been overbooked, when can we
reschedule, Eric?” Andy asked.

“Ah, well I don’t really—”

“Andrew, you know as well as I that Eric does not
discuss appointments during appointments. I’m sure he will
be delighted to speak with you about this at a more convenient
time.”

“Speaking of which…” Eric muttered as the bell tolled
for the second act.

Margaret shook her head, the wine having failed in
its mission of mercy. “Come, dear. I think we’ve both had enough
for one evening. Your artistic soul is far too delicate to be
sullied so young. I’ll get Elizabeth to schedule an understudy for
Thursday week. Perhaps she’ll leave an extra bottle of gin in
Breznik’s dresser or something like that.”

“Margaret, that’s evil!”

“There’s no rest for the wicked, Eric, but they have
occasioned to do God’s work.”

Eric knew rest was the last thing on Margaret’s
mind.

*

“What was the matter with you tonight?”

Eric swirled the ice around his third screwdriver of
the evening as he watched Margaret unfasten her hairpins.
“Nothing.”

“You arrive at my home in French cuffs without links
on them, claiming that you couldn’t choose because you were
‘distracted,’ and tonight, you seem near incapable of holding
pleasant conversation with either Andrew or myself, despite having
a perfectly sound knowledge of the topic under discussion. Which
was?”

Eric stared at her, unable to recall.

“You see? You’re normally so switched on, so
fastidious, yet tonight you’re the closest human relative to the
goldfish. I would like to know why. I’m concerned about you.”

“I’m fine. I promise.”

“You’re sure? You’re not having any trouble at home?
At school?”

“Nothing.”

Margaret nodded, putting the hairpins away and
removing the last trace of makeup from her chin. He could see her
scrutinising him in the mirror.

“I suppose,” she admitted, “if you were, it would be
no business of mine. But you would tell me, wouldn’t you,
dear?”

He smiled, stepping forward and gently taking the
foundation-stained cotton pad from her fingers. He held on to them
as he placed his other hand on her shoulder. “Of course I
would.”

Margaret met his familiar gesture with her own cool
touch. “You’re a good boy, Eric. I hope you know that.”

He shrugged, unable to resist a smile.

“Don’t shrug, answer me.”

“Maybe,” he hastened, “to some people.”

“That’s enough. Not everyone deserves it, you
understand. If someone’s a perfect beast to you, you’ve every right
in the world to be a perfect beast in kind.”

He managed a polite laugh.

“What’s funny, Eric? You’ve never been a perfect
little beast? To anybody?”

He thought of Joe again. That was all right. Joe had
been a beast to him first, breaking in and all. His moral choices
were in perfect harmony with the gospel of Margaret, which only
mattered while he was on her dollar anyway.

“I have my moments,” he murmured.

“I hope you do.” She got up, crossing to the heavy
chest of drawers that sat largely neglected in the corner of her
private bedroom. This was not the room she shared with her husband,
but a very special chamber Margaret had crafted, almost as a shrine
to herself. It was small, secluded at the top floor of the house
and dimly lit. Much of the light came from bulbs around the mirror,
a holdover from Margaret’s long lost acting and, to a lesser
extent, operatic career. She’d never lamented its passing. She had
done Cosi fan tutte, Our Town, My Fair Lady,
A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Entertaining Mister Sloan,
and countless others that were now just memories and rotting
programs somewhere in her attic. Eric had seen her perform only
once, as Frauline Schneider in a heavily cut-down production of
Cabaret. It had been her last appearance on stage, before
she loudly announced to the post-season cast party, that once one
had redefined the role of Eliza Doolittle, it was hard to fill out
Mrs Pierce.

“Eric.”

He snapped his attention back to her. She was
crouched down, rummaging through the bottom drawer of the chest,
her brow furrowed with concern.

“Sorry,” he mumbled.

“I need you to focus, boy. Wait for me in the sitting
room. I’ll be down in a moment.”

*

Margaret didn’t keep him waiting long. She glided
into the room, her steps even and confident as she turned a collar
and lead over in her hand. “It’s important to understand the human
beast, Eric, however rarely you indulge it. There are quite enough
people in this world who will treat you like an animal,
particularly when you’re young.”

He nodded, swallowing the nerves that now fired
through his spine and threatened to undo his carefully rehearsed
composure. “Yes, I know.”

“The problem is that many of us need it. Sad fact of
life though it may be, we’re not so far divorced from the human
animal as we’d like to pretend, Eric. That’s why you should always
make it a point to use people’s names.

“Yes.”

“Yes?”

“Yes, Margaret.”

“Much better. At their core, people are like dogs,
Eric. They only catch on if they hear their names repeatedly and
receive constant reinforcement.”

Eric shifted uneasily in his seat as Margaret looked
him up and down.

“Stop fidgeting, Eric. Good boy.”

“Ummm…Margaret, I really don’t do this. Animal play,
I mean.”

She ran a finger down the padded lining of the
collar. It seemed soft enough, but Eric couldn’t help but notice
the ugly metal plate on the outer side. That didn’t look
comfortable.

“You’re a good boy, aren’t you, Eric?”

“Yes.”

“Remove your jacket and shirt, then.”

He obliged, feeling the pale, hairless skin of his
chest ripple into gooseflesh as it was exposed to the archaic air
and Margaret’s curious gaze. “Better. Animal play is such a
repugnant term, Eric. I expect you only to find the character
within yourself. Come to me, Eric. Here, boy.”

He took a step forward and instantly caught sight of
his client, shaking her head from side to side. Eric swallowed,
feeling as uncertain as he’d ever felt with Margaret. He glanced
over at Persephone, but the cat had her back turned, tail twitching
in a rhythm that seemed strangely random against the regularity of
Margaret’s clock. He could do this. He’d read about it. Easy.

“Here, Eric.”

He felt his knees begin to weaken, he thought at
first, but that wasn’t right. They simply started to bend. Bend and
lower him of their own accord, until he was almost down on his
haunches. Margaret took another step toward him, and he realised
this wasn’t right either. He straightened his legs a little,
allowing them to push his body forward, until he found himself on
all fours.

Margaret stood over him, staring down at his bare
back and running a cold finger over the nape of his neck. “How
silly of me,” she laughed. “Your trousers, boy.”

He nodded, sitting up on his knees and fumbling with
his belt buckle.

“No,” she snapped. “That won’t do at all.”

Eric lowered back to all fours again, eyeing her with
curiosity.

“I know. On your back. Over there, on the rug.”

He saw the rug out in the hall. It wasn’t the
cleanest of play spaces. In fact, to the best of his knowledge, it
had never been taken out and beaten. Damn. This was going to make a
dusty mess of his trousers.

“Go on.”

He obliged her again, remaining on all fours and
scrambling for the rug as instructed. He flipped over onto his back
in an awkward crab-walking motion and went to lie down.

“No, that was far too human. Do it again.”

Eric did as he was told, getting back up to all
fours. He wasn’t sure how to move at first. Did he bend one elbow
first and let his body buckle in that direction or simply keel
over? He realised he was thinking about this far too hard. When in
doubt, there was only one course of action. Be cute.

He bent his left elbow and let the rest of his weight
follow it, rolling into the rug, his face tucked under his front
right paw. He straightened up a little, raising his back legs, all
fours now airborne as Margaret approached.

“Much better. Good boy.” She neatly removed his socks
and folded them away inside his shoes before turning her attention
to his belt.

It didn’t come easily at first, stuck as it was under
his weight. Margaret abandoned it after a few tugs, instead rubbing
his tummy. Eric closed his eyes, allowing her touch to cool his
skin as she petted it. It felt good, like a gentle massage that
went through the very core of his body. He smiled, twisting and
writhing to follow her hand as she started to tickle him. It was
tempting to bring a paw down and stop her.

He lifted and tilted his butt as the assault of
rubbing and tickling continued, and Margaret seized the opportunity
to pull the stubborn belt free. She then unbuttoned his trousers
and slid them off, followed by his jock, hanging them neatly in the
hall closet. Eric watched carefully as he lay naked on the dusty
rug. The trousers didn’t seem too dirty, but it was difficult to
tell in black and white. He rolled over, lying on his side as
Margaret went to the sideboard to fix herself a drink.

“Wuff?” he asked.

She glanced over and smiled.

“Wuff, ruff ruff?”

“No gin for puppies, Eric.”

“Arf?”

“No scotch either.”

“Grrr…”

“Now, stop that. Go and wait for me in the lounge. I
won’t be long. Go on. Good boy.”

He rolled back up onto all fours and shuffled his way
into the lounge, sprawling in front of the plasma television. His
front left paw brushed against something soft and rubbery. A ball.
She’d actually bought him a squeaky rubber ball. He rolled it under
his paw for a moment before hauling himself forward and batting it
up under his chin, clasping it firmly in his mouth with a loud
squeak.

“Oh good, you found it,” Margaret exclaimed with
delight as she appeared in the doorway, a gin and tonic in one hand
and a stainless steel water bowl in the other. She gracefully
crossed into the lounge and placed her drink down on a side table
along with his bowl. She then took hold of the ball in his
mouth.

“Give,” she commanded.

“Grrr…”

“Eric, don’t be naughty.”

He opened his jaws and released the ball.

“Good boy.” She tossed it into the hall.

Eric watched it bounce several times before it
settled at the foot of the stairs.

“Go on,” she smiled.

The pup got to his four feet and scrambled back into
the hall, sliding clumsily on the polished wood floor until he
reached the ball. With a couple of tries, he took it in his mouth
and carried it back to his mistress.

“Good boy,” she rubbed behind his ears. “Now,
give.”

Eric spat the ball out on the carpet. He tried not to
drool excessively, preferring to stay an indoor pup.

Margaret took hold of the ball and threw it out into
the hall again. It landed on the rug this time and was dusty when
Eric brought it back. He obediently returned it, nonetheless.

“I hope you like it,” Margaret beamed, taking the
ball and putting it aside. “But that’s enough for now. Come here.”
She sat down on the couch next to where she’d left her drink,
picked up the bowl. and set it down next to her feet.

Eric followed her, sniffing the bowl carefully. He
shot out his tongue and lapped at it, then looked up at her and
grinned. Absolut Citroen. God bless, Mistress.

Margaret gave her knee a prim double tap, and Eric
perched his chin on it as she continued to rub his ears. She raised
the collar with a gentle metallic clink. He eyed it with
suspicion.

“There’s nothing to be afraid of. Chin up.”

He didn’t move at first. He just swallowed, watching
the collar. It was big enough, he thought. It wouldn’t choke him.
All that metal just seemed harsh.

“Eric.”

He lifted his chin and Margaret wrapped the collar
around his throat, bending it until it was the right shape to fit
his neck. She locked it closed with the clasp behind, and slipped
her lead through the buckle at the front. Eric took a few deep
breaths to make sure, but it was strangely comfortable—well-padded
and snug around the base of his neck, while the rest of his body
was bare. He returned his chin to Margaret’s lap. She smiled at
him, taking a sip of her gin and petting the back of his neck. He
growled, but it was a contented, appreciative growl, as if sitting
there at his mistress’s feet, his head in her lap, was the safest,
most natural position in the world.

Margaret let him lap at the bowl of vodka a few times
before setting it down beside her gin. “There’s a good boy,” she
said, beaming as she scratched behind his left ear. It felt
surprisingly soothing. “Except your hair’s getting too long.”

“Wuff,” he agreed.

She took another sip of the gin and offered him the
vodka once more, tilting the bowl as Eric reached out his tongue to
drink. He lapped some of the tart, citrus-flavoured spirit up his
nose and began to cough. “Oh! Sorry, my dear!” Margaret pulled the
bowl away and patted him on the back as he continued coughing. “Are
you all right?”

Eric nodded, wheezing out the word “bathroom” between
coughs.

“Of course, you know the way.”

The pup scrambled to his human feet and headed
swiftly there, Margaret’s leash still hanging, cold against his
exposed chest and stomach. He shut the bathroom door behind him and
leaned over the sink, coughing out the last of the vodka and
blowing his nose into his hand. He washed it off under the tap.

Eric looked up, staring into the eyes of his persona
for the evening. Puppy Eric. Canine Eric. Ericus Canis. Eric, the
Litter of One. The leash dangled limp and pathetic as he tugged at
the collar.

Nobody owned him. This was bullshit.

“Eric, are you all right?” Margaret called.

“It’s okay, I’ll be right out!” He dried his hands on
a towel and lowered himself to all fours, instantly regretting it
as his knees hit the cold tiles. Satisfied as he was going to be
under the circumstances, Puppy Eric returned to his mistress.


Chapter Three

“Jenny, very nice work. Callum, not bad.”

As Johansson dropped each paper to its owner’s desk,
loudly voicing his opinion on each one as it fell, Eric found the
image of some great paper cut opening the teacher’s wrists and
spurting blood over the pages too powerful to resist. If he wanted
to share, he’d share.

“Julien…interesting. Very insightful.”

A broad, stupid grin crossed Julien Davidson’s face
as he scanned the assignment. While Eric didn’t exactly like
Julien, he seemed decent enough. And despite being cursed with the
lanky athleticism and nasal twang of a dumb, Central Coast jock, he
was another arts freak. Another wannabe actor in the shark pool.
That was okay. Not good, but okay. He was also tall, lithe, and
deeply tanned. Like he had Mediterranean or Middle Eastern in him
somewhere. Dark, tanned…attractive, in a guy kind of way. That made
it less okay.

“How’d you do?” Eric asked him, managing to conjure
up a smile he hoped looked sincere.

“Huh? Oh, uh…ninety-three.”

“Nice.” Shit.

“Mary, not quite what I expect from you.”

Eric’s eyes fell on the number as the paper landed.
Seventy-eight. He watched Mary turn it over in small, white hands,
her face incredulous as she scanned the small sea of red pen. Mary
didn’t do under eighty. Not since grade seven, when a sixty-eight
average in natural science had sent her running from the classroom
in silent tears. He’d found her at lunch, just past the tennis
courts behind the groundskeeper’s shed. He’d calmly taken the
scrunched-up paper from her hand and explained why any school that
based its curriculum upon literal six-day creationism and talking
snakes was completely unqualified to teach the sciences. That was
when Mary had told him how much she liked him, with the kind of
nervous, sincere excitement only an eleven-year-old could put
behind the word ‘like.’

“I think you were robbed,” he said. It was far from
the articulate diatribe his twelve-year-old self had given her
behind the shed, but it seemed more appropriate.

Mary turned the paper face down on the desk and
offered him a smile. “It’s fine.”

“Eric.”

He looked upward to meet Johansson’s critical gaze.
The paper flopped down, and Johansson moved on without comment.

Ninety-five.

His mind raced. Don’t look at Julien. Don’t even
think about Julien.

“I knew it.” Mary grinned, squeezing his arm.

“You barely know who Grace Jones is,” he muttered,
skimming over his assignment and its noticeable absence of red pen.
This was crazy. Johansson would never let him off so easily. Such
generosity and fairness could not possibly exist within the man’s
corroded void of a soul.

“I know a lot more about her now.” Mary nodded at his
paper, defensively.

“What’d you get?” Julien asked.

Eric looked up and saw him trying to sneak a look at
his cover sheet. He passed the assignment over, satisfied the
threat had been neutralised.

“Hey, congrats! Who’s Grace Jon—”

“I’ll tell you later.”

Johansson really hadn’t had much to say about Eric’s
assignment. He’d corrected some punctuation, at least one of which
he’d gotten pointedly wrong, and a final comment at the end of the
paper, which read only: ‘A concise and well-researched
commentary on Jones’s career and her influence on contemporary pop.
Your comments on her androgyny and gender identity are
questionable, but adequately discussed in this instance.’

Adequate? A score of ninety-freaking-five was
adequate?

He managed to block out Johansson’s droning, flipping
through the pages again as the teacher handed out the remaining
papers. Finally, the man said something that caught his
attention.

“…your digital editing assignment, which is to find
at least two sharply contrasted forms of sound and blend them. I
hope you all remembered to bring in one of your sources for
discussion today.”

Eric turned the iPhone over in his hand. Here went
nothing.

“Eric, since you’ve recently demonstrated such
insight into mismatched art with your remarkable essay on Grace
Jones—”

Remarkable? Adequate? Eric wished the moron would
make up his mind. Wait a sec—

“Perhaps you’d like to lead us off?”

Crap. Not first. Anywhere but first.

“Do I have to?”

Johansson shrugged. “Somebody has to start. What’s
the problem?”

“Nothing.” Eric got up, stepped to the front of the
class and found the file on his phone. There was only silence at
first, and then Oh fuck, somebody help me! Can somebody hear me?
Fuck! Help! Somebody help me! Please! God, just…somebody, please
hear me?

Eric saw Mary curling her lips into a smile. Then
Julien. Then, Johansson’s stare.

“What on Earth is—”

“Sorry about the swearing,” he explained, sheepishly.
“I’m going to edit it. I just haven’t found the right effect
yet.”

“Right effect?” Johansson’s protest was lost under
Joe’s cries. “Turn it off right now.”

Eric obeyed, hearing more stifled laughs. Julien was
grinning at him like an idiot.

“Quiet,” Johansson insisted. “Quiet, now!”

Eric replaced the phone in his pocket.

“I like to think I’m very…open-minded when it comes
to the projects my students want to pursue, Eric.” A pimple at the
edge of Johansson’s receding red hairline seemed to flare an angry
shade of pink with his words, like it had been squeezed by
invisible fingers. “So, I am going to give you one minute to
explain before I confiscate that phone.”

“What’s to explain? It’s a guy screaming.”

“We all heard that.”

“It’s from some old movie. From the 80’s, I think. I
got it off the Internet,” he said, giving Johansson an innocent
shrug. “We’re allowed to use stuff from online, aren’t we?”

“The source is not what concerns me, Eric. It’s the
content, and why.”

“Because it’s fear. Raw, simple, and undiluted. I
thought I could match that against something really beautiful,
really complex.”

To Eric’s astonishment, Julien raised a hand.

“I’ll remind you that you’re very new here, Mister
Davidson. What would you like to add?”

“Well,” Julien cleared his throat. “I kind of agree
with Eric. It’s about fear, right? I mean, the screaming? The guy’s
scared of being alone. So maybe, like, if you put it against
something really busy, like an opera or something? You know,
something pretty.”

“Exactly,” Eric agreed. Somebody got it. Yay.

“Yeah, and then you’ve got this guy screaming. It’s
like he’s thinking, ‘I’m always surrounded by people, all this
pretty stuff that everyone thinks is so great, going on around me,
and I still feel totally alone.’ To him, it’s all just noise, you
know? And he hates it. He needs help. Like, he’s so lonely, and
he’s surrounded by people who just don’t care. They won’t even stop
for him to let it out, and the screaming is like, what’s always
going on inside his head. What’s scarier than that?”

Somebody really got it.

*

“Good morning, Linda. Is Ms Wagner in?”

“She’s in a meeting at the moment, Eric. Is it
urgent?”

Sure enough, the principal’s office was empty. Should
he wait? Eric considered the urgency of the detention slip in his
pocket before remembering who’d issued it. “Not really.”

He left the office and trekked through the
immaculately manicured guest gardens to the small, brick chapel
they surrounded. A clearing in the plants allowed sunlight to
stream in through the stained-glass windows at any time of day. The
pebbled pathway scrunched under his shoes as he approached. The
door was already open, just as it always was.

Father Scott Callahan, a tallish, well-groomed,
all-American looking Catholic of twenty-eight with dark, parted
hair, darker eyes, a strong jawline and just enough stubble to look
good without seeming trendy, looked up as the sound of Eric’s
footsteps broke his concentration.

“Eric,” he acknowledged, returning to his work. “We
don’t have an appointment, do we?”

“No.” Eric paused. “I just came to talk, if that’s
okay?”

Callahan nodded, tossing him a bound pile of folders.
“If you don’t mind helping me file.”

“Uh, sure.” Eric scanned the folders. Student
counselling records. “Father, is this allowed?” He turned back a
corner of one file.

“I didn’t tell you to look inside them, did
I?”

“Sorry.” Eric couldn’t resist a smirk. Seniors. He
knew all the names. Callum Alford, Felicity Turner. Toby Brooker’s
file was especially thick. That confirmed it. Fag.

“Why aren’t you in class?”

“Spare.”

“No, you haven’t. It’s line four, senior music.”

“Johansson threw me out. It’s nothing.”

“Uh-huh.”

As priests went, Callahan was pretty cool. He kept it
short at assembly, and he didn’t jaw out the kids for not joining
in prayers. But Eric knew a few parents and teachers, Johansson
included, who hadn’t been too pleased with the appointment of such
a liberal chaplain. Some hadn’t been too keen on the whole Catholic
thing, either. Eric knew at least three spots in the school where
‘What’s the difference between Callahan and JFK? A bullet.’ had
been scratched into the wall, most likely by grade niners echoing
the outspoken bias of their parents.

“He didn’t like my assignment,” Eric explained.
“Thought it was too, I don’t know, shocking or whatever.”

“May I?”

Eric pulled out his iPhone, unable to suffer
Callahan’s bemused smirk. The screams filled the space between
them, and the man’s face became critical. Thoughtful.

“Take it back to the beginning,” Callahan requested.
“Play it again.”

Eric did, the room now deathly still as the priest
listened.

“There’s a lot of fear in that man’s voice. A lot of
pain, too.”

“Pain?”

“Where did you get this?”

“It’s from a movie or something. God bless the
Internet, right?”

“Are you sure?” Callahan frowned at him. “It sounds
live to me.”

Eric felt his stomach sink. “It could have been,
originally. But I found it online, so maybe it was recorded
straight onto the MP3 or something. Like a sound effect?”

“Okay.”

“I really don’t know. Like I said, I found it
online.”

“I said, okay.”

“Do you think I should change it?”

“No.”

Eric put the player away, thanking Callahan with a
silent nod.

“How’s your mum?” the priest asked.

“Okay, I guess. In LA at the moment.”

“Working?”

“Her agent had her up for a two-liner on Real
Housewives or something. Maybe it was just a photo shoot. I
wasn’t paying attention.”

“You don’t approve of your mother’s work?”

“She can do what she wants.”

“Even if that means spending months away from
you?”

Eric resisted an indignant snort.

“Do you miss her?”

What was he supposed to say? That he missed his mum
terribly and didn’t know how he’d cope without her? Talk about his
feelings? Make up some bullshit story about his latest episode? How
would the truth have sounded? That he felt great, and those little
green pills could go fuck themselves? It sounded good in his head.
Did Callahan even know he was on meds? Like it was any of his
business.

“I’m fine,” he answered.

“How’re you getting on with the American film
schools?” Callahan asked.

“I’m putting a folio together. There’s a couple that
look good. New York would be my first choice. LA’s got a few, but
everyone does LA. Actually, Vancouver’s got this great—”

“What about staying at home? NIDA?”

“I’m applying to NIDA too, for safety.”

“Safety? Gutsy, mate.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I just meant…no, forget it.” Callahan grinned. “I
have faith in you, Eric.”

“Thanks.”

“And don’t write off LA. You’d make some great
contacts, and your mum could—”

“Can we talk about something else besides my
mother?”

A defeated Callahan shrugged as the end-of-period
bell terminated their conversation. Eric put down the files,
spotting Julien’s name on one as he left.

Too late for a look inside.

*

“So, as we discussed in the last class, Shakespeare’s
plays can be divided into three broad categories.”

Miss Harley’s words barely registered as Eric watched
Julien, positioned two desks to his left in drama class, just on
the other side of Mary. Music, drama, advanced English…Credit where
it was due. Julien took his acting ambition seriously. Seriously
enough for his parents to entrust him to Christian Fellowship. It
was, after all, the institution of choice for well-to-do North
Shore god-botherers, or at least, the ones unwilling to entrust
their semi-talented spawn to an actual arts school, where the
possibility of an acceptable six-figure salary would be silenced
forever.

“Who can tell me what those categories are?” Harley
asked.

Eric raised a lazy hand while his mind wandered back
to its frequent preoccupation with whether Miss Harley’s hair was
truly as black as it seemed, or if the colour was a desperate
attempt to cover a premature but inevitable strand of grey.

“Eric?”

“Histories, comedies, and tragedies.” He decided the
colour was probably artificial. It just seemed too glossy, somehow.
Nobody had black hair that picked up that much light naturally.
Joe’s hair was pretty dark, though Eric hadn’t seen it in the light
since he’d clobbered the man unconscious in his kitchen, and even
that moment had become a hazy memory.

“Excellent. So keep those categories in mind when you
choose a play from the list.”

Eric wondered which play would best match each of his
classmates. Macbeth, starring Nerida White, la goth chick du
freak. That black hair was definitely fake.

He raised an eyebrow as Othello went up on the
board. Interesting choice, given no one in the class was black.

“History, comedy or tragedy?” Harley asked.

The question fell on apathetic silence until…

“Comedy?” Eric offered, trying to keep the sarcasm
from his voice.

Harley shot him a deadpan look. “I assume that’s a
joke?”

“Depends on how you look at it. The guy gets tricked
into killing his wife when she’s really the only person in the
world who’s loyal to him.”

“And you think that’s funny?”

“The whole play is built on irony. Iago dearly loves
Othello, but because he feels that love’s been betrayed, he sets
Othello up for the fall, and he does it through charm and honest
observation. It’s like he’s hiding his agenda in plain sight, and
he gets away with it right up to the end. From that perspective, in
its own way, it’s funny.”

Harley tapped a long red nail against her desk as she
considered his opinion, staring at him with piercing grey eyes as
though he’d just called her out on the fake hair colour. “Has
anyone else read or seen Othello?”

“I saw it once.” Felicity Turner pushed a tress of
long blonde hair away from her face, her gaze shifting
uncomfortably between Eric and Harley. “I didn’t think it was
funny. I thought it was sad.”

“It’s black comedy,” Eric explained.

“Because the guy’s black? That’s racist.”

“Oh Jesus, grow a brain cell!”

“Okay, that’s enough!”

He grimaced as Hamlet and The Merchant of
Venice went up on the board. Grade nine stuff. Shakespeare’s
greatest clichés.

“You’d make a great Iago,” Mary whispered to him.

Eric wasn’t sure how to take that, particularly from
his girlfriend. Romeo and Juliet went up on the board.

“God, kill me now.”

“You don’t approve, Eric?” Harley turned to face him
with a gracefully raised eyebrow.

It wasn’t just Harley, either. He started to regret
sitting so close to the centre of the room as each pair of eyes
turned, fixing on him with a sense of expectation he was in no mood
to fulfill. He had to say something. Hell, why not Othello?
But would that look too flippant? Would Harley think he was joking?
Ugh. Would he wind up as Iago?

“No?” the teacher probed.

“Titus,” Eric murmured.

“What was that?”

He looked her full in the face, polite but
determined, as though the conversation had somehow charged him to
now
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