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  SAFE SPACE











  
  ONE


The cotton wool turns brown as it swallows up the liquid, its fluffy texture now a squishy ball at the centre of the spoon.  
The heat from the candle bites at my bare legs, but I barely flinch, barely notice. I’m too excited to give a fuck. Christmas. Easter. Birthdays. Every blowjob. All rolled into one. I carefully push the needle into the cotton and extract a small piece of Heaven, and then tighten the strap around my bicep until my thick blue friend says hello, pulsating, throbbing, like an erection, desperate to fuck something.
I pierce the vein, push down the plunger, empty the barrel into my arm, and…
I’m home.
But I’m not really because the flat is always ice cold, yet all I feel right now is a gush of warm water running through me, filling my chest with air, lifting my body off the ground. I float like an inflatable lounger across the pool, the soothing ripples sending me deeper and deeper into oblivion. A place that belongs to me. An endless summer. Just me. No one else. There’s no loneliness here. No longing for friendship or love. Just the hot sun toasting my pasty skin, and the gentle breeze moving me along the water, rocking me to sleep. But I won’t let myself drift off, no matter how heavy my eyelids get. Not yet, anyway.
I wouldn’t want to miss a second of this. 
In the distance, I see Darren. He’s lying on the sofa, in the corner of the room, shirtless. There’s a woman next to him, also shirtless, her small breasts pale and flaccid, purple bruises across her emaciated ribs. I don’t recognise her. Some slut he picked up off the street. A hooker maybe?
Do they see me?
Do they know I’ve left the room? 
Found somewhere better to live?
Somewhere without pain?
A place where the air isn’t a permanent cloud of dust and cigarette smoke?
I’m getting sleepy. 
So sleepy.
But this time I don’t fight it. This time I let it take me somewhere even better than here. Warmer. More peaceful. 
I close my eyes, and the soft whisper of a little girl sits on my eardrums. Her words aren’t clear. I don’t know who she is, but I can feel her next to me. She’s ice cold. I drag my fingertips along the water. The pool is ice cold as well. 
The water is now dirt. Mud.
The smell of summer has disappeared. The flowers have died. The barbeque has gone out. Now, all that I smell is rot.
My mind sinks into a black-hole, and the little girl’s words are all that remain.
“Kill yourself, Stuart.”






  
  TWO


It’s still dark, still night, when I open my eyes again, the effects of the smack wearing thin; the pool, the sensation of floating, weightlessness, now just a dream. A dream a lifetime away from the stink of mould and stale beer. The soft water replaced by the floor of the living room. The hot sun now a blanket of ice over my skeletal body. No carpet, just the rough wooden surface. Paradise is lost. A five-million-pound yacht out at sea without a captain. Without me. 
Now I’m really home.
And I fucking hate it!
The darkness has come for me once again. The moonlight fights its way through the window blinds. The ones that cling for dear life from the railing. One touch and they’ll be on the floor like the rest.
As I replay my dream in my head, I notice the outline of Darren on the sofa. He’s fast asleep, still fucked up on the last of Mickey’s gram. Funny that. We said we’d ration it this time. Make it last ‘til Sunday.
What day is it today?
Fuck knows.
Where’s the woman gone? The one who was with him on the sofa? Did I dream her? Did I dream those tits of hers?
Was it her voice I heard telling me to kill myself?
Fuck knows.
My stomach aches a little, like the start of hunger pangs. The cramps are coming. Not yet, though. Give it another hour or two and I’ll be sucking Mickey’s dick for another gram.
My legs are pinned to the floor, heavier than usual. I’m tired. No real sleep in God knows how long. No real food for even longer.
My eyes start to adjust to the darkness, as they always do. In pitch black is where they prefer to live. Like a living vampire, the sunlight is torture. In a half-daze, my stare traces each corner of the room, until it snags on the outline of an empty crate. It looks a little like the ones the milkman used to put milk bottles in. I smile, even though it hurts my jaw. Milk bottles delivered to your doorstep. Birds pecking at the foil tops.
A lifetime ago.
Why have we even got a crate here? I don’t remember bringing it in. Not that I remember much of anything these days. The only things that stick are where I live, how to jack-up, and how to get to Mickey’s house. That’s it. That’s everything. That’s all that matters. When life is that simple, life gets a lot more bearable.
Fuck, I remember now. There was a TV on top of the crate. I think someone stole it last month. No, that’s not it. I think we sold it. Yeah, that’s it. Two grams. Maybe more. Not sure.
My eyes leave the gravestone of the TV, passing the sofa and Darren, stopping at the living-room doorway. And in the low light of the hallway, a shadowy figure stands. The girl from my dreams? Or maybe it’s the woman from last night. Darren’s slut. I squint to get a better look, my legs, my mind-set, not ready to move off this spot. My safe space. I reach into my pocket and feel about for my lighter. Can’t find it. I try the other. Nothing but loose tobacco and crumpled-up tissue. I pat the floor around me until I feel something small and plastic. The lighter. Right next to the candle, which is encased in a thick glass cup. I ignite the lighter and a flame magically appears, then disappears just as fast. In that split second, I catch a glimpse of the doorway, and then recoil. It’s a little girl. No more than eight or nine. Who the fuck is that? A white dress hangs from her thin body. Curly ginger hair floats just above her narrow shoulders. The flame spouts out from the end of the lighter, but dies again. And in that blink of an eye, I notice the girl has disappeared. Another flame. The girl is sitting on the crate, her eyes locked onto mine. How did she get there so fast? And quietly? A flash of fire, and she’s over by the window.
What the fuck is going on?
I flick the ignition hard, but I don’t see her. I flick it again, and this time the flame holds. The girl has gone.
I’m still high. Still dreaming. There’s no girl. I light the candle and place it on the floor.
I jolt with fright because she’s sitting next to me.
Her eye sockets hollow with decay. Her skin grey and sagging like melting steel. I gasp, clenching my chest, and slide my body away from the apparition, away from my safe space, my spot, knocking the candle over.
The light vanishes, taking with it the horrid sight. I scramble to my feet, my legs like scrap metal, loose and heavy, and I ignite another flame. This one holds on the first try, faintly lighting my surroundings.
She’s gone.
There’s another dead candle by my feet. I light it, waving it around the room like a medieval flaming torch, fighting off a dragon.
My racing heart settles. My head clears. And the effects of the smack have faded. I sit back down, but not in my spot. This spot is cold, unwelcoming, and I feel my insides restrict, and a voice in my head, a familiar voice, my voice, telling me that it’s time for another hit.
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