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Introduction:
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At the age of 51, I learned something truly terrible about myself. Unbeknown to me, clues to this terrible thing have leaked into my creations. Due to the sensitive nature of this book, I have altered names and certain details to protect identities and I am writing under a pseudonym.

Notice: This book is not a biography nor is it about my family. It is research. As much as possible, I have kept certain close bonds out of this book. The following is true.
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​Part 1: Prelude to North Window
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Original cover design for North Window

This book is about my novel, North Window.

I wrote it between 2010 and 2015.

I have written four novels in total and North Window is my third.

The titles of the novels given in this account are different to those previously published. This is because they and their associated pseudonym provide a link to my identity.

I wish to remain anonymous.

The Story Conception

I wrote North Window in my mid to late forties.

I had a job, family and a house. My life couldn’t seem more ordinary.

I had been writing novels since my late teens and thought nothing of them. Creative pursuits have shaped my life. I have a degree in Fine Art, write articles, screenplays and produce children’s books. I have now come to learn that my novels are not really novels at all, but something sinister. I wouldn’t see the truth until October 2016 at the age of fifty-one.

I conceived the main characters for North Window almost forty years before I began this analysis. The year 1982 would mark my second year at art school. I lived in a rundown cottage in a sleepy village with my parents and three siblings – I have five in all.

On the surface, my life appeared unremarkable. I grew up as a church-going schoolgirl keeping a diary, weather records and babysitting. Having a twin and a younger sister, I had an available audience for my children’s stories, plays and quizzes. My upbringing seemed embarrassingly innocent. Fictional characters fell into my lap and I thought nothing of this ability. I believed my story-conception to be a common pastime.

At the age of seventeen, I thought-up John.

My kiddie mysteries of adventure-seeking children vanished into the bottom drawer. A stern demeanour now took my imaginings. He had broad features and a fierce glower. John led a tortured life due to a nasty past. I conjured numerous stories about this John, centred upon guilt and alienation. My children’s stories seemed lightyears from my John-scenarios and I had now forgotten the plots.

Soon after I conceived John, I found I could create different versions of him. Each had a different name, backstory and life history. One of my earliest evolved into a pockmarked pariah haunting a derelict railway station; another became an illiterate, trapped in a dead-end town. They felt as real to me as an actual person and I knew each character inside out.

Further characters followed suit. They offered a counterpoint, contrasts. Before long, an alternative existence burned in my head. A town with people. It felt real.

I explained my secret world to having a turbulent upbringing. I’ve had more knocks than my share. I suffered bullies at school and a mentally-ill dad. He had quit work in my fourth year, so money fell short too. Flare ups and the threat of divorce always disturbed the peace. Understandably, Mum fell to black moods.

My diversions appeared to be a response to these difficulties. A buffer.

An Alternative Existence

At the age of eighteen, I would leave home to begin a Fine Art Degree course in a London polytechnic. Homesickness hit hard. I missed my twin, Eve and I felt lonely in a strange place. I buried myself in my paintings to survive. Little did anyone know of the John-presence in my head.

Before long, my artwork morphed into distorted cats’ faces and graffiti-ridden railway tunnels. Suicidal thoughts creep in as I smoke, have drinking bouts and bleach my hair. I drew portraits of creepy men and made-up silly stories for Eve as a laugh. In truth, my storylines deeply unsettled me. Derelict houses, psychopaths and pursuit became central theme.

With so many stories buzzing in my head, I decided to write my first novel.

The date was 23 April 1985. I know this because of my diaries. I have used them for my research. Almost immediately, a mysterious illness fell on me. For days, I couldn’t write a word.

Looking back, I should have joined up these worrying clues.

The Force of my Secret Identity

Twenty-five years after John’s conception, I am writing about a John split-off.

His name is Luke.

Being from the John-template, he carried a tortured past.

Of course.

My novel North Window resulted.

I wrote North Window on the back of a kidnap thriller called The Locked Door. I have finally settled down after my turbulent childhood, divorce, and stressful jobs. But discontentment lingered. Why, I didn’t know. A shadow keeps casting over my life.

Two Novels

During the writing of this novel, something strange happened within me. I felt geared, prompted by something. Knowing no different, I assumed routine writers’ itch drove my pen.

Since learning the truth about myself, I have discovered an undercurrent to this novel. This undercurrent sunk beneath the novel I believed in. I can only liken it to watching reflections upon the water’s surface, only to notice objects at the bottom. These objects do not feel mine. I did not put them there and I don’t feel like the author.
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​Part 2: The Beginning
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Ten years after beginning North Window, I am ready to analyse it.

As this is a true story, I have used my diaries as part of this account.

Between 1977 and 1988, I kept a detailed one. A few years later, I would keep a small diary allocated to staff at a law firm where I worked in the Nineties. In accordance, a ‘diary entry’ can be found after each chapter in this book. I have omitted noisy life events and those of no relevance. Following this, I have provided ‘author’s notes’. These draw attention to the unnerving undercurrent of this novel. Initially, questions arise. All will be answered in later chapters.

To reflect the intensity of my fantasy world, I have provided illustrations, including those of characters. The reader may wish to read the chapters only, to see the novel of my intention: a staple psychological thriller. Nothing else.

One word of note: dispel all preconceptions about this novel. Nothing is what it appears.

The Precis

Insomniac, Luke has two lives. By day, he is drafting corporate mergers; by night, he pays to watch erotica from his apartment window.

But one performer, Jess, rues the day she took the commission. Desperate for cash after her husband goes missing, she wonders on her client’s true character. What is the cause of his insomnia?

[image: ]

My Nineties works diaries used for this analysis book.

​NORTH WINDOW

Chapter 1

JESS had never felt closer to being raped. Grunts and snorts cut through the tobaccoey perspiration smell and cheap cologne.

Bailiff Number One heaved her bureau from beneath the stairs: her mother’s wedding present installed after Jess and Liam’s honeymoon in Teignmouth. Jess’s wall clock had ticked its final tock here and her kitchen table would receive no further mug-rings here – so Bailiff Number One had decided.

Bailiff Number Two thumped about upstairs. Jess pictured his greasy paws over her jewellery. Please God he would leave her son’s room untouched. Ben had nothing to sell anyway.

Her bureau scratched through the doorway. Jess watched in passive-aggressive as though it made a difference. Perhaps she could fake a panic attack or jig the Riverdance? But no. It seemed those bullheads would get the job done whatever.

The ugly truth remained: they seemed to have the right. Jess had stumbled across final demands embossed with large red print. A notice had been added to the house deeds to the name of Colby and Vernon, solicitors two hundred miles away. Colby and Vernon acted for a third party who now claimed a share of her home. Their powers to enforce a sale hovered over her like a scythe. And how had she reacted? She had ignored one of Liam’s doodles stashed in their Audi’s glovebox resembling a black nerve cell that had given her the creeps. She had ignored Liam’s late-night phone calls and disappearances. She had stuck her head in the sand and hoped the lot would go away.

The bailiff gravelled he acted on behalf of the ‘co-owner’ of her property and she had no right to lock the door. He would break the thing down if need be. Surely, the courts would never allow this, yet she crumbled. She simply wanted to get the ugly business over and done with.

The bureau walked through the drizzle. Bailiff One made ballet steps to the van’s rear, his baggy T-shirt declaring “my other one is a Porsche” flapping in the breeze. His friend padded down with carrier bags. The pair chatted as the bureau entered the van. Jess wondered what else the van contained. Perhaps today’s roster made her subject number two or three. Her vision blurred behind tears. At least Ben had been spared the sight. Thankfully. Only moments ago, Jess had scooped her son from the table. His arms flailed, his fork plied with noodles and a guttural complaint ‘Muuuumm!’ had pushed through his throat. His bowl flicked to the floor and Jess dragged him and his crutches through the door to the next house up.

Jess had rammed an identical door. Patti, her brick-faced neighbour, had glared upon the sight of a twelve-year-old boy bundled-up by a fraught mother.

‘Please...’ Jess moaned. The creases around Patti’s eyes flattened out, revealing paler skin.

Patti gave a complicit nod that seemed to aggrieve at the other, whether the upper class or the bureaucrats, though Jess had barely exchanged a word with her since moving to Southsbury. And as Ben cast Jess a bespectacled frown, and his crutches had clattered to the floor, the rumble of a transit neared. Jess skulked back to her house as Patti’s door clicked shut. Ben remained out of sight. He would not see the ransacking, and that mattered most of all.

Moments later, the thugs had rammed their fists against her door in a never-ending salvo. Before she knew it, everything blurred into a scene of looting, shadows jerking, floorboards thundering. And that’s when she had thought of rape.

She fingered her mobile when she spotted Bailiff Two lugging her Ashton guitar across the road. Her sister’s birthday present. Jess spurted to the window as the Bailiff vanished inside the van with her guitar. Meanwhile, Bailiff One clunked up the stairs again. Jess drifted to the door as Bailiff Two continued to load up. Jess found herself drifting outside. The van’s innards continued to thud.

Jess eased into a sidle. Another clatter and Bailiff Two cursed. Waltzing Matilda staccatoed from his mobile. It cut in mid-pulse with an ‘Aya!’ His foot disappeared into the van.

Jess spotted her guitar jutting from within. She saw a lawnmower, golf clubs, a piano, a dismantled greenhouse – and could that be a harp? Her furniture stood in a corner.

Jess grasped the neck of her Ashton and slid it away. She hugged the belly as though to lull Bailiff Two with a song. Bailiff Two barked into the phone, ‘You takin’ the piss or what?’ and Jess doubted her song would move him.

Jess padded down the road. Curtains shifted: Tall Trevor in number 73, Serial Patio Cleaner in 36, Twitchy Dave in 67 (for his facial tics) and brick-faced Patti. All watched a woman in jeans, slippers and a pyjama-top ferry a guitar from the back of a recovery van.

Let them watch. She would allow no greasy bailiff to exchange her home for some fusty guesthouse.

Guitar tucked under, Jess trotted to Azhar’s shop to find the closed sign. The ice cream banner squeaked. Despondent, Jess slid between bollards flanking a tree-lined lane to a playing field. She ground her teeth. Why has Azhar’s closed? He would have hidden her Ashton. Instead, Jess made steps towards the playing area where Twitchy Dave’s sons larked.

The swings squeaked and the radio prattled. Had the van glutted itself, she wondered? Had the bailiffs buggered off no wiser for the missing guitar? Since finding herself in this horrible terrain, she no longer knew the rules. Liam kept disappearing and she didn’t know what to do. Last week she had spoken to Debt Terminal Limited, a contact she had read about in the library.

‘What is the size of the debt?’ Julie, her designated case-leader had asked.

Liam’s black doodle capered in her head. ‘I...I don’t know,’ Jess lied.

Julie’s voice softened. ‘Who are the lenders, Annie?’

Jess had given the Annie-alias during the preamble. She suddenly wanted to end the call. She couldn’t think, for fears tumbling in.

Julie sensed Jess’s hesitation. ‘I know this is difficult, Annie but you need to find out if the lenders are on the Public Register.’

Jess knew at that moment that the lenders would not appear on any register or even if they had a name.

Julie’s voice returned. ‘Annie?’

‘Yes?’ Jess’s syllable could not have been smaller.

‘Annie. You need to check the Public Register. When you do, someone here at Debt Terminal will be able to advise you.’

Terminal. The word made her stomach clench into a ball and winch up her windpipe. The swings’ squeak suited. Debt-death, debt-death. Jess had ended the call then.

Whistles wavered from behind. She pushed the guitar, belly-up into a bin. God, what’s possessed her? The barrel squeaked. Jess knit her lip and up-ended the guitar. The boys watched. Jess worked the headstocks this way and that like a witch stirring the world’s biggest brew. Her Ashton argued with a tuneless thrum. The guitar refused to go in.

She snatched the guitar from the bin and tucked the belly into her armpit. The headstocks spun towards the two approaching men as though to take aim. Bailiff Two’s broad features struck her for a second, for a quasi-male smile, artificially butch. Soft down sprouted above his or her lip in a silken moustache that seemed mock. He/she returned Jess’s look. The woman, Jess decided, extended her hand. She beckoned sharply.

The transsexual’s accomplice lit a ciggie and took puffs as though this to be a mere a day’s work. Jess’s thought her chest would burst. How could he just stand there and light up like that? The transsexual kept motioning her hand. Why bother running? These bailiffs would corner her, they would wait her out and they had time to kill. Jess might as well be standing in a dead alley.

The swings’ squawks died. Jess untucked her guitar, eyes fixed. Debt-death. The woman stepped forward. Bailiff One flicked ashes to the floor. Jess raised the barrel above her head and drove it ground-wards. Rosewood met tarmac with a thunderous boom that made the ground throb. The headstocks whined and the fretboard exploded.

Jess took second aim. Splinters rained over her arms. The strings crooned, hissed and screeched. Third aim split the belly, decapitated the headstocks and undid the strings. Her ears buzzed. The woman had not unfastened her gaze from Jess’s throughout. A lower eyelid puckered up in a little smile. The man merely powdered the ground with more ashes.

The boys stared as Jess lowered herself and collected her sister’s birthday present. She pushed the parts into the bin: fretboard, barrel and then headstocks. The guitar now fitted inside.

The two bailiffs seemed not in the least putout. Phlegm hit the floor and dog-end followed. The woman with the moustache lowered her arm and shrugged. They turned and made their way back through the thoroughfare.

Diary Entries for Chapter 1

In February 1991, I landed my first proper job since graduating with a Fine Art Degree. The company deals with land law and is called Ark Limited. This is an assumed name.

Nineteen years later, I would begin North Window.

I’d done my stint at casual work as an ex-grad with the rubbish pay and conditions. A degree in Fine Art led mostly to teaching.

At this time, I am married to Mark, a fellow ex-art student and we live in a flat. Since 1985, I have been feverishly writing a novel called The Lessons. This would be my first novel. A John-split off called Aidan drove the story.

Mark never knew about this novel.
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The Broken Guitar

Author’s Notes for Chapter 1

Hooking the Reader

The first sentence in this novel contains the word ‘rape’.

Well, why not? Nasty bailiffs have just invaded a woman’s property. How violating! Why not make the comparison?

I described greasy paws over Jess’s jewellery, grunting sounds and a sweaty smell.

I had applied the ‘show don’t tell’ technique lauded in how-to-write books. To hook the reader.

Colourful words should do the trick.

I had faced debt myself and is indeed unpleasant; the demands in whatever form, violating.

I ensured Jess’s response differed to mine. She is a fictional character after all. I enjoyed the double-meaning of ‘Debt Terminal’. The allusion is debt’s end. But Jess sees terminal to mean death.

Debt, death.

Debt has been known to cause suicides due to feeling trapped.

On face value, nothing appears untoward with this novel.

Until reading on.

Chapter 2

THE bailiffs had cleared the house out. Ben would miss Horrible Histories and Doctor Who. Not only would they have to make do without a TV, but music, every radio, player and her iPod gone. The bailiffs had pillaged the garage of bikes, lawnmowers, power tools, Liam’s rowing machine, and exercise bike. Her bedroom now resembled a fifties bedsit, housing only her bed and a chest of drawers. Her built-in wardrobe thankfully proved too much for the bailiffs but now lay almost empty. The looters had taken her jewellery, her signed book collection, a dresser, lamps, and hair straighteners. Her laptop would be missed, although the thing had grown temperamental. Jess had the foresight to delete her financial details on archives and backup. But weirdly, her search history had already been deleted.

Liam liked to borrow her laptop like he did most things of hers. His line, ‘That’s why you’re my gem, ‘cause you are one,’ gave little solace. The house had also been looted of her guitar books, Ben’s PlayStation, leather suite, coffee table, corner unit and kitchen appliances. They had even left the loft ladder down having taken Ben’s Lego kits and scores of other kids’ games some Ebayer would find a dream.

At least Ben’s room looked the same. Jess knew the value of her looted goods would barely scratch the surface, being mostly second-hand. Only one thing would pay off whatever the debt had been.

‘We’re not going to lose the house, are we?’ Ben seemed to pluck the words right out of her brain.

Jess sat on the kitchen floor beside him. She cocked a smile as though Ben’s question didn’t warrant a thought. ‘No...of course not, Ben.’ Her words echoed against the bare walls.

She would put the kettle on but did not want to see if the bailiffs had nicked that too. That would have been too much.

A draft cut through. Ben detected the air too but he remained still.

Jess moved to stand and the van glinted in the midmorning sun. Bailiff One’s oil-stained T-shirt emerged from the hallway and squinty walleyes pressed upon hers. He forced his syllables through polyped vocals, probably through smoking. ‘You need to tell your ‘usband his account is frozen with immediate effect.’ A sheet of paper floated onto the windowsill. His tobacco-stained finger sported a gold ring.

Jess couldn’t help herself. ‘Sleep well, won’t you?’

Bailiff One didn’t pause. He rummaged into his breast pocket for a notebook and pen. He scribbled at length. ‘You may think my kind repulsive, Miss.’ He licked the nib and continued. ‘But I seen a side of human nature that’d make me seem like the Fairy Godmother.’ He tore the page out. ‘People’ll do anything for money. Your old man’s no different. His disappearing act says it all. I mean, who’d leave his missus and his kid like this?’ His eyes latched on and grew intent. ‘You’ll learn you’re no different either.’ He offered the piece of paper. Jess’s mouth bunched but this didn’t seem to bother Bailiff One. ‘You were quite a spectacle back there. Spunky. It’ll be the making and the saving of ye. A mate of mine, Phil is looking for something like you. It’s good money. You’ll earn your stuff back in no time.’ The man placed the scrap paper on top of the first offering. ‘Only it wasn’t me who told you, understand?’

Jess’s face remained stiff. ‘Get out, you filthy bastard,’ she croaked.

The man blinked and left quietly.

The sheet of paper on the windowsill bore a discharged stamp over the thousand-pound setup fee. A header showed the names of Colby and Vernon, embossed and motiffed with a fern leaf and a large scribble at the bottom. Jess curbed the impulse to throw it away as she might need this letter as evidence. For what, she didn’t know. She had already decided not to call the police in fear Liam may end up in prison. She couldn’t do that to Ben and she couldn’t do that to Liam’s parents, who had always been good to her.

Jess spent an hour on the phone. She’d given up on Liam, who seemed to have withdrawn himself from all contact. And not her parents who had retired to Cornwall. Not even Julie, but Liam’s dad, Terry. Terry had become her lifeline when Liam went astray, and his gravelly voice never failed to reassure. Terry would take tomorrow off and visit first thing in the morning with things prepared.

Fuelled by her ‘terrible ordeal’, Jess scribbled a letter to these so-called solicitors who had authorised this raid. Her venting took force, morphing into a frenzied rant. She had suffered infringement of rights, trespassing of property and abuse. By the time she had finished, her hand ached and her head felt tight.

Drained, Jess ventured into the garage to fish out a mildewed patio table and deckchairs. One of the legs kept popping out and the table jarred. Her eyes remained dry though. Perhaps Liam’s continual gambling stints had hardened her up. Jess gave the patio set a once-over with Dettox. She couldn’t sit in the deckchair long before her thighs pinched. Poor Ben. How did he manage without complaining?

Jess made herself prepare tea and she made herself boil water in a pan for a brew. Yes, the kettle had gone. Her stomach balked at the idea of sticking beans into her mouth or of drinking tea that seemed to have an oil spill. Ben sat quietly as Jess served up. She then mustered the will to gather beans onto a fork and show Ben by example she could carry on despite the forces that threatened to snatch their home away.

Ben’s voice croaked out. ‘Mum, what’s an audition?’

Poor Ben. Had he engineered a fantastic plan to save the house like a lottery win? Jess’s voice came forlorn. ‘It’s when an actor or dancer performs for a part.’

Ben seemed to consider this. ‘Like on the X Factor?’

Jess nodded slowly.

‘I see. So, when the audience is watching you, that’s voyeurism.’

Jess paused in eating. She slowly looked at Ben.

‘I was told that you could earn bucketfuls doing voyeurism. We could save up and go the Disneyland Paris.’

Jess lowered her fork to the table. ‘Ben, where did you hear that word?’

Ben shrugged. ‘I found that piece of paper in the bin. I thought it was one of dad’s stupid bookies so I called it. I’ve always wanted to tell them to get stuffed.’

Jess dropped her cutlery with a clatter. ‘Oh, God...’

Ben’s eyes fastened to hers to reassure. ‘It’s okay, Mum. It was just some guy talking about a show. He said they have a performance every night and you have to wear a special outfit and a cat mask. I could make you one if you like. Mrs. Potts is great at helping me with stuff like that. You’d look cool.’

Jess shuddered. How could such words be misconstrued by an innocent boy? She opened her mouth to speak when Ben ventured a wry grin.

‘Patti could keep an eye on me while you go to the show – she won’t mind. And Gran’d be thrilled you got yourself a nice job dressing up and performing for voyeurism. It’s better than all the boring jobs people do round here.’

Jess gritted her teeth and extended her hand. ‘Give the piece of paper to me.’

Ben’s face flushed. He dug into his pocket and offered the crumpled ball. Jess seized it and lobbed it into the bin.

Ben gave a frown. He took to his feet, groping for his crutches. He puffed and lurched from the table.

Ben did not reappear that evening. His beans on toast dulled on his plate as did the remnants of hers. The four walls bore down. How did people cope without anything transmitted? The wind skimmed over the chimneypot and the floorboards creaked as the house settled down.

She still had her phone, she supposed, her heating, running water and a roof over her head. She had read somewhere that four-fifths of the world did not have a computer or a TV. A large portion of this figure did not have clean running water and millions more lacked a roof. Envy came in those eyes. Even in her situation, she remained near the top of the world’s wealth and privileges.

She only wished she could feel that way.

Jess trudged up to check on Ben. Through his partially-open door his room appeared dark.

‘Ben?’

Ben did not reply.

She regretted her words earlier. Poor Ben had his father’s desertion to contend with. How would this impact on Ben adulthood? A fear of rejection came to mind, insecurities. Jess had tried to protect Ben from the truth surrounding Liam’s disappearances, telling him his father had gone on business. This didn’t wash with Ben. ‘It’s some bookies, isn’t it Mum?’ he’d said a couple of days ago. Jess wished Ben’s assumption had explained everything. ‘Yes,’ Jess had replied. ‘I’m afraid so.’

Ben’s eyebrows had puckered furiously. ‘Why doesn’t he just stop? It’s easy really. Just don’t do it anymore.’

Ben’s philosophy crushed her. ‘You are right, Ben but some people...’ Jess groped for the right words. ‘They can’t help it. They just can’t. Your dad needs help. And until I know where he is and what he’s got himself into, no one can do anything.’

Ben’s furrow kept lingered. He blinked slowly, taking this in.

‘Don’t worry, Ben,’ Jess tried to soothe. ‘Your dad’s safe. I know he is.’ She kissed the top of Ben’s head. ‘And he loves you. He loves you to bits.’

Ben’s nonchalant shrug timed-in brutal. He collected his crutches with a smart clatter and made his way to the kitchen to fix himself a sandwich. Jess had watched troubled. Ben had not asked about his father from that moment.

Diary Entries for Chapter 2

I now work three days a week at Ark Limited. Part-time was almost unheard of in the Nineties and I am the only one in my team. I encounter a blend of bemusement and resentment. Team meetings often occurred in my absence and others see my work pattern as skiving. I feel a misfit already. I’m back at school. I get uptight about all sorts of things: conflict, being criticised, looking stupid. I can’t seem to forge lasting relationships. I can’t maintain conversations, often losing track. Others seem to fit in. I lack something. Wherever I go, history keeps repeating.

I have a thing about being trapped. I don’t know how others could stand the nine-to-five. I become obsessed with flexi-hours and annual leave. Figures mottle my works diaries. I try to get in early so I can accumulate enough hours to have extra days off.

It’s as though I’m running away from something.

Author’s Notes for Chapter 2

My Signed Book Collection Seized

Jess’s husband has vanished leaving huge debts. Jess could lose her home. But Bailiff One makes an unexpected return and offers a means of saving it. 

I aimed to imply two things for the reader.

1: The cause of the debt is creepy and mysterious.

2: The commission is seedy.

I wanted to hook the reader. Again.

Little did I notice sneaky things going on without my notice.

Yes, mine, the author’s. Only on learning the truth about myself at fifty-one, would I see this weird thing. For instance, the seizure of Jess’s signed book collection. I had meant a collection of signed thrillers by well-known authors. I have a collection myself. The signed books are in fact my novels. Signed copies – not other authors’.

This might sound strange but it’s true. Fictional characters have just seized my novels in this story.
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The Two Bailiffs

Conflicting Forces within the Bailiffs

On top of this, Bailiff One appears to have done something behind the back of moustached Bailiff Two.

On face value, nothing of the sort has happened. A bailiff had simply returned to Jess’s house to offer a seedy contact to earn quick cash. ‘Only, it wasn’t me who told you,’ he says. I had meant the law. Nothing else.

Only, he is not referring to the law at all, but Bailiff Two outside.

Bailiff One doesn’t want Bailiff Two knowing about the contact he has given to Jessica.

Voyeurism’s Secret Meaning

And now, another sneaky thing.

Voyeurism is the act of watching a scene for sexual pleasure. Indeed, the commission would appear seedy. Just what I had intended.

Jess’s son, Ben has misunderstood the word to mean an audience watching a show or an audition. Jess knows the adult meaning and doesn’t tell him. I thought I had hit a clever and funny button in this scene. In fact, the meaning of voyeurism in this novel is something else entirely, even to the author.

It’s like the double-meaning of violation (rape) in Chapter 1.

The greasy paws over Jess’s jewellery.

Chapter 3

JESS had used an alias when talking to Julie because of the truth. And the truth menaced for the parts that she could not see. Recently she had begun to realise how little she had seen since marrying Liam.

Liam had always been an activist, unlike his pool-playing passive, and (dare she say it) dead-end groupies. His spark had instantly attracted her to him. He seemed to possess everything her family lacked: the finger on the pulse, so to speak and the word on the street. He knew that property investing in Albania would bring riches in mere months, and sure enough, a rash of investors made millions in timeshare. Liam had the foresight to buy dividends from a local radio station and make a few thousand himself. And he advised his best friend, Steve on buying a plot of land for driving experiences, where Joe Bloggs could be Mansell for the day, go-kart, quadbike or drive a tank.

Liam had a nervous energy that made any venture irresistible. Sometimes this spilled into living the life and having. He loved having: cars, bikes, the latest gadgetry, racing gear, the smartest iPhone. His collection verged onto the tacky, soon to be found on the car-boot. She wished he wouldn’t indulge Ben on these things, in spite of appearing a boring and imperious mother. She didn’t like the garbage smell of burgers on Ben’s breath after Liam had taken him to Steve’s track, and she didn’t like Liam’s computer games intent upon annihilating foes in ghastly ways.

Liam’s desire to fill something made him the ideal consumer. A void? Grief over youth? A fear of death? Jess had sometimes glimpsed a disturbing fever in Liam’s eyes when something caught him, and she knew she couldn’t withstand this force.

Their marriage had faltered shortly after Ben’s birth when Liam found himself laid-off from his job and saddled with being a dad. A torpor had infested him, each nappy change and bin duty sapping his vitality away. He would spend his days watching TV and surfing the Net in his Homer Simpson T-shirt and pyjama trousers. When Ben reached six months, Jess learned that Liam had run up huge debts with an online betting company. Liam’s dad intervened and coerced him into counselling, rehab and a job helping his friend at Barnstow garage. At this point, Liam’s dad revealed that Liam had fallen foul of betting scams several times since his teens and each time, his parents had bailed him out.

Jess felt cheated by this. How come no one told her? She had a son and a house. Would Liam learn from the past, or had his tastes for fluttering shaped his being? She hoped Liam would have the strength to resist these impulses. Failing that, a steady job might ground him.

Jess no longer minded Liam’s absences. She could no longer bear to watch him play the domestic dad, resentful at the four walls that seemed to close in. She let him go out there, strive, to have, to work, to fill his life and experience a payoff in a safer way.

How wrong could she be!

When Ben had reached six, Liam got into a venture restoring old cars at the garage. He overspent on spare parts, travelling across the country to complete his project. When the time came to sell, the recession hit and he lost thousands. With the market stagnating, Liam found himself valeting cars to make ends meet. He ended his shifts early and took to bed. Two days after a weekend trip to celebrate her birthday, he went missing. For two weeks, Jess did not know Liam’s whereabouts or even if he was still alive. Liam’s dad stepped in again after getting reports of sightings from the police in Brynton Sands, a resort on the Lincolnshire coast. The East Coast? Why had he gone there?

Jess and Terry had taken the two-hour jaunt to The Wash, a coastal delta under constant erosion from the North Sea. A briny smell embraced the doomed cliff-facing cottages. Jess bitterly wished she hadn’t accompanied her father-in-law on the trip. If only she could unpeel the memories, unsee the sights and unhear the sounds. Jess squeezed her eyes shut whenever a sliver of that day threatened to pierce her brain.

Jess had returned adulterated. She no longer understood the world she lived in. Another world had presented itself, an underworld that threatened to engulf her old established belief system. Jess did the only thing she could: deny it. Time always obscured things. She would go back to the normality and the routine, where people assumed roles and adhered to rules. And she would continue to lie to Ben about how the world worked.

Liam spent thirty days in a psychiatric ward on his return. Once the antidepressant kicked in, the counsellor discharged Liam to spend a few weeks at his parents’. Terry accompanied his son to the garage. Liam seemed changed. The turn in his life had jolted him into being the dad Ben deserved.

Liam got in touch with his old friend Steve and partnered up in the driving experience business. He loaned money from the bank to buy an Aston Martin to test the track with.

The high-wire with Liam’s chancing plagued her the following year. But it paid off with a healthy profit and Liam treated the family to a holiday in Majorca.

Jess decided to pay a visit to Steve’s track one day. Liam spieled his usual sales-talk, even to his own impressionable son, selling him an idea, a dream, the memory of the sort of dad Ben’s friends would envy: confident, exciting, adventurous. Liam tousled the top of Ben’s hair. ‘Wouldn’t you like to drive one of these Atoms one day, little fellah?’ he’d asked, though the tendinitis in Ben’s knees made this unlikely. His voice could barely be heard beneath the turbo roar. Ben merely nodded, his lenses reflecting a cumulus sky.

Ben accompanied his father to the track every Saturday afternoon but Jess suspected Ben went to please Liam rather than himself. ‘Why don’t you come Mum?’ he asked one day. Jess made the usual excuse about housework, but in truth, Liam’s venture had begun to lodge that old foreboding in her chest. She wished he wouldn’t. Why couldn’t he just settle for a normal life like everyone else? Why couldn’t he just do the nine-to-five at Barnstow garage?

Jess got the notion of dust-balls gathering beneath her bed. She started leaving the window open even when frost appeared. Scum sprouted between the bath-taps due to soap and dust. Removal had been routine before. Now it seemed vital she excavate every iota, using Liam’s cotton buds. Suddenly the dust turned opportunist, gathering at the tops of the kitchen units, curtain railing and cubbyholes. Jess dusted twice a day yet the notion of unseen dust lingered – dark dust she would forever overlook. An odd fusion of despair and complacency roiled within. Not looking meant not finding. Nothing is there. And yet her domain felt not quite hers anymore. The parts that she couldn’t see had unknown proportions and seemed to be slipping away.

Liam took to answering his mobile in the next room. He’d come home late without explanation. Their Audi became unavailable for a ‘faulty carburettor’. Only the day before, she had come across Liam’s doodle secreted within the dashboard; a black nonagon shape infilled with graphite. The doodle looked to be executed carefully, the outline shaded to perfection. A nerve cell or jellyfish came to mind.

Liam often doodled in thought, but the black shape seemed to represent something real. She kept silent about her discovery, fearing Liam had been using her laptop in secret again. She’d booted up, signed in and waited for the security screen to load and that’s when she’d noticed the search history had gone. This initiated a log-into her bank accounts to change the pins and delete all records of her sign-ins. She felt guilty for what these actions implied.

Her fingers quivered as she signed into their mortgage account not knowing what she might find. Right on cue, each instalment went in from Liam’s bank account. Jess’s relief faltered; something felt wrong. She ferreted for her mobile and dialled Liam’s number, knowing she would get no reply again. She dialled Steve’s instead. Steve answered after two beats in his usual affable tone. Jess cut the small-talk today.

‘Can I speak to Liam?’

Steve’s delay unnerved her. ‘He’s not here.’

‘Oh...’

‘Hasn’t been here for over a month. Didn’t he tell you?’

Jess swallowed a tight feeling. ‘Tell me what?’

‘He opted out.’

Jess held her words.

‘Quit just like that. Said he had other stuff to attend to. Not surprising really, but that’s Liam all over.’

Jess closed her eyes and gathered an even tone. ‘Yes, of course. I forgot. I’m sorry to bother you, Steve. I’ll get back to you once I’ve spoken to Liam about this.’ Jess cut the line before Steve could say more.

Jess returned to her laptop to log off when she noticed a scroll down feature on her mortgage screen she’d never seen before. She scrolled and an extra entry presented itself: a notice to the credit of Colby and Vernon. Jess didn’t understand the sight before her at first. Her brain simply demanded to know why the existence of this extra paragraph. Had she signed into the wrong account? Could an admin error explain everything? Surely so. A phone call would clear the confusion. But Jess had the bad feeling this entry had a purpose. Staring at those words, Colby and Vernon, she sensed an intruder in her house, an intruder that had every right to be there. How had Liam done this without her consent? Why had the bank allowed this? And where was he?

Jess Googled the name. Several results returned: a firm of solicitors in Hull. Their slogan had been ‘The power to make things happen’. They specialised in administration, property law, insolvency, and credit control. She could only guess what that meant for her: seizures, bankruptcy proceedings. According to the literature, such matters can be a stressful business for lenders to deal with. Colby and Vernon can step in to advise, support and administer to ‘make things happen’ with a range of options.

Jess did not hesitate. She jotted their number and gave them a call. She underwent the recorded message route. She had drummed her fingers before a carefree tenor husked down the line. ‘Hi, this is Aimee of Colby and Vernon. How may I help you today?’

Jess explained the situation and Aimee listened without comment. Jess began to wonder if Aimee had killed the line. ‘Hello?’ she said.

‘I’m here,’ Aimee informed her.

Jess knew she’d get nowhere with this woman. ‘Can I speak to someone who may be able to answer a few questions?’

‘I am your most suitable point of contact,’ Aimee informed Jess, much to her dismay.

‘What does this all mean?’ Jess asked.

‘The notice has been put there to alert a third party if the house is to be put for sale. The third party may then collect money owed once the first lender, usually a mortgage company, has been paid off.’

‘A third party?’

‘That is correct.’

Jess’s frustration hovered. ‘Who is this third party?’

‘We act on behalf of companies who require guidance in law in matters of money lending and debt collection, and therefore...’

‘I’m sorry, perhaps I hadn’t made myself clear. What I asked was, who is this third party?’

‘As I was just saying, Mrs. Greene, we act on behalf of companies in legal matters relating to debt collection and we are bound by confidentiality not to give out information of that nature.’

Jess’s face flushed. ‘But this is my home!’

Aimee had no comment.

‘This isn’t fair. How can some third party just creep its way onto my property deeds!’

‘I am very sorry for your predicament, Mrs. Greene.’

Jess doubted that very much. She closed her eyes for the freefall. ‘How much did Liam borrow?’

Aimee fell silent but for tapping sounds and then Aimee husked down the phone again. ‘It seems your husband applied for a secured loan two months ago to the amount of one hundred thousand pounds.’

Jess’s fingernails pinched her palms until her flesh burned.

‘Hmmm.’

Jess’s eyes squinted open. ‘What is it?’

‘It seems a setup fee for a thousand pounds is outstanding.’

‘Setup fee? What for?’

‘I am unable to view that sort of information.’

‘This isn’t right. Liam would need my consent, wouldn’t he? My signature? That notice cannot be put on the property without my consent.’

‘It seems your name does not appear on your property register, Mrs. Greene.’

How could Aimee make the claim of black to be white and that the sun set in the east? ‘Yes, it is.’

Aimee, it seemed had got bored with this call, perhaps overdue a lunch break. ‘You will have to discuss this matter with your husband, Mrs. Greene.’

‘He’s gone missing,’ Jess blurted.

Aimee’s no-comment resumed.

Jess decided she didn’t have a comment to Aimee’s non-comment, and sat out her silence, see how far she could go.

Aimee’s voice finally husked down the line after seemingly an eternity. ‘Then I am unable to help you further on this matter today, Mrs. Greene.’

Jess slammed the phone down.

...

After clearing the table, Jess checked on Ben. Numbers filled her head. Allowances, credits, wages. Could she go full time? What about overtime? Could she claim more benefits? What if Liam never returned? Without his financial support, how could she ever live here? And what right did those thugs have to enter her property anyway – yes, hers, no one else’s? For Ben’s sake, she had to get Liam’s name off the property deeds.

Colby and Vernon. Her head throbbed. She needed money. Even if these...crooks had no right to do what they have just done, she needed money quickly for more nasty surprises.

Jess pondered on Liam’s state when he had signed over part of the house. That would lead to what she had seen in Brynton Sands and she couldn’t dwell on that without feeling sick. All led to the same thing. What served this setup fee?’ What had cost Liam one hundred thousand pounds? Liam’s black doodle flickered in her head. Jess didn’t want to find out what he’d done. But suspected she would never see her husband again.

Diary Entries for Chapter 3

My marriage to Mark is on the rocks. Money is tight and the flat is shabby. In truth, we had married too young. We spent a couple of years dossing around, going to pubs, gigs and attending a few college courses.

I begin to realise I had made big mistakes in my life. Often, I simply want to be alone, to get away from everything. For years, I have been struggling with my secret novel, The Lessons, a story driven by a secret fantasy world. I want to become a writer. Getting published would set me free. Why this notion, I didn’t know. Something about me is wrong. Very wrong.

Our final holiday took place in June 1992. In a quiet cove, Mark skinny-dipped for a laugh. I took a few photos as a joke before I have a splash in the rockpools myself.

A few minutes later, I am running across the beach wishing the horrible vision would go away. Now and again, this happens, stupid thoughts invading my brain from seemingly nowhere. Throughout that week, the vision kept returning whenever I went to that cove.

Why doesn’t that vile notion leave me alone?

I never told Mark about what I had seen, not understanding it.

Author’s Notes for Chapter 3

The Cowriter’s Ugly Truth

I had written, ‘The truth is uglier for the parts she (Jess) couldn’t see.’

In other words, I believe this novel is about something ugly that Jess has yet to discover.

However, a hidden force is writing this novel alongside me. This hidden force is like a cowriter. And this ugly thing is about what I have yet to discover. Me, the author. Not a fictional character at all. The ‘objects at the bottom’ of the pond-analogy is pertinent.

This ‘cowriter’ remained completely invisible to me.

The Fictional Ugly Truth

I wanted to go right out there with my fictional ugly truth that Jess has yet to discover. What could it be? Let’s make it...addiction. Yes, a terrible addiction, enough to endanger your life. But the thing Jess witnesses at Brynton Sands has yet to be revealed.

My hook-technique is hopefully working.

My fictional truth is lightweight compared to what I would uncover about myself at the age of fifty-one.

Utterly lightweight.

The Monstrous Debt

The cause of the debt appears creepy, like Liam’s black doodle. I intended this. No ordinary debt will do. That would have been boring.

Little did I realise I had been writing about stolen homes in my children’s mysteries prior to my novel-writing phase. Having not seen these stories in thirty years, I had forgotten about them.

The home slipping away is symbolised by dark dust creeping in murky corners. Jess imagines her territory eking away. This evokes thoughts of invasion. Indeed, Jess discovers the name of a third party on the house deeds.

Like in Chapter 1, how violating!

It’s as though the invader is already under her roof.

Living with her.
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Jess

The Smokescreen of the Cripple

Ben has tendinitis in his knees. I suffered swollen knees in the Nineties and early Noughties. The reader could understandably suppose I had used this experience for my novel. This may seem bizarre but is not the case. I had already written about a cripple in 1976. It is a story called Horror in the Flat and tells of a wheelchair-bound woman. I would write about cripples again in my first novel, The Lessons without any leg problems. I would write about a cripple yet again in my next novel, Nadia.

Why do I keep writing about cripples?

Chapter 4

PIGEONS have been roosting in his mouth again. They dumped bird dandruff a microsecond before his eyes fluttered open. And it seemed a microsecond had passed since the performance had ended. A clinically square room enclosed him. The bed in which he lay prodded at his spine. The mattress had soured and the sheets gathered too many creases. He stared at the ceiling.

Luke had learned that most self-professed insomniacs simply weren’t. Insomniac, that is. One must endure paltry sips of oblivion in a grinding repetition until the days merged into each other. And why did these tourists profess to know the hell of insomnia? Thank God sleep clinics exposed their charlatan claims for being attention-seeking nobodies. Paradoxical insomnia would be their prosaic diagnosis – the belief the subject has less sleep than in real terms. Sadly, the clinicians confirmed Luke’s fears: paltry delta waves and a morsel of REM, amounting to no more than three hours per twenty-four. They had diagnosed him with chronic faulty sleep onset and inefficient sleep retention – psycho-physiologic insomnia. In other words, the perfect insomniac.

Luke underwent diagnostic tests for heart aberrations, Parkinson’s Disease, restless leg syndrome, sleep apnoea and others. All came back normal. The staff asked him how he functioned in the day. Luke didn’t know what to say. He just wished he could have worn this accolade so people could see. Instead, his colleagues expected him to perform as everyone else. Still going strong after a sudden onset five years ago. He likened the decline of his sleep to the evaporation of a desert pond after a flood, his brain, like the doomed fishes within. Baked beneath the sun, the fishes suffocated in mud. His brain, starved of sleep, withered beneath the continual glare of consciousness with no room for escape.

Luke turned his head to a clockface declaring 3.10. Well, he’d had worse. He drew his tongue over the roof of his mouth to dislodge the pigeon fluff. He lifted the baked-potato of his head and rubbed his weary eyes. A window blurred into focus. The performance had gone as expected. A few moves he hadn’t seen before; his binoculars had misted up, but once the curtains fell, he gave the thing little thought.

Luke had heard about the letting opposite two years ago after Christian Lovett from accounts had let-slip he could see right into the flat across the courtyard. He had spent many-an-hour watching female students parading half-naked between the living room and the bedroom, cooking, grooming, watching TV, dancing with childish ditziness and abandon. Christian had offered Luke his flat when he got transferred to London. He had obviously supposed a fortyish insomniac divorcee had nothing better to do than to leer at scantily-clad females young enough to be an offspring. Luke took the lease, by which time, male students moved in. Luke spent his nights reading the entire works of Dan Browne for something light. Christian telephoned him a month later, on the pretext of querying a client’s account.

‘How gives the insomnia?’ he guffed. Christian obviously hadn’t realised brawnier forms now replaced his waifs.

Luke squeezed his pen between forefinger and thumb.

‘Well?’ Christian prompted.

‘Good,’ Luke uttered.

‘Good?’

‘Yes. Very good.’

Christian’s voice thickened. ‘I told you.’

Luke took to spending more time at the flat, returning to his capacious detached in Berkham only to check the post. The study, at its heart, made him feel like a termite. The whole place had gone heavy since his divorce from Alison six years ago. Having nothing to buoy the walls, the air had thickened. Luke had the notion of the ground swallowing the house. He would return one day to find a sinkhole filled, leaving only the Georgian chimneypots and the rose-tiled gables.

Since taking on the second residence, Luke had come to realise how little he needed. The house had become a repository for things forgotten. The flat became a remote but his most active quarters. He gathered books, laptop, a portable, an aerial photo of Warwick and his suits. He purchased a small fridge-freezer, the bed and kitchen utensils.

Luke read McEwan’s Amsterdam until the streetlight fizzled off. He then undressed and stepped into the shower. He barely gave thought to his right hand lowering to his groin. He closed his eyes. An act that fitted eating, shitting and sleeping, the mating dance amounted to nothing but a transfer between craving and fulfilment before the repeat. Last night’s performance would have brought him to this point, but Luke did not really need the performance to do his own.

His muscles stiffened yet his face slackened and the water pelted. The roar of the shower changed pitch. Slowly he exhaled and opened his eyes. The anti-mist mirror reflected his face. He’d meant to remove it after taking the lease. The shower screen split his face in two, revealing only his right side. His right eyelid weighed heavier than the left, giving that side a leery look. At this moment, he could excuse an observer for describing that look as predatory. How confounding the degree to which a lid obscures a pupil could make the difference between shock, surprise, nonchalance and conceit?

He killed the shower and stepped out. After breakfast and a shave, Luke cast a discerning eye through his wardrobe. Despite this so-called progressive society, few outfits commanded like the suit. His collection made the perfect blend of cashmere, cotton and silk. Cheap suits aggrieved him like dog-mess on his heel. Such cheapness aspired and never could. He hated trousers that rode up the shins to reveal ghastly socks, he hated baggy trousers that scuffed the carpet, he hated jazzy, ‘funny’ or cartoon ties, he hated jackets riding up the back or narrow at the shoulders, he hated brown, cream and pastel – and as for suits worn over T-shirts, well that’s just plain ridiculous.

Luke enjoyed the whisper of his silk tie against his collar as he positioned the knot against his neck. His mobile sounded. He fussed until the knot sat square, then he made a straight saunter for the table. He picked up. ‘Yes.’

The person on the other end paused at this economy. ‘Luke?’

‘Yes.’

‘Hiya, Phil here.’

Luke felt no desire to return the greeting.

‘Just checking how stuff went last night.’

Luke made a frown. Surely Philip didn’t take the trouble of calling at this hour just to ask the opinion of his silly little operetta? ‘It went as expected,’ Luke informed him.

‘I was thinking about making some adjustments to the arrangement. Not that I ain’t happy with it already. But how would you feel if we did away with two subjects and have just one?’

Luke sensed Philip hedging with excuses. ‘Why?’

Philip didn’t seem to hear the question. ‘One subject could be the supreme in what you’re lookin’ for. Just think of what people get up to on their own, when they think no one is watching?’

‘Like reading?’

Philip clucked. ‘No. Y’ know what I mean, Luke. Somethin’ a little...minimal, intimate...saucy.’

Luke didn’t help him out.

At which point, Philip’s angst bulldozed through. ‘For fuck’s sake, the bitch has just decided to piss off and take a law degree!’

Luke remained silent and Phil blustered on. ‘It seems she’s suddenly too good to go flaunt her assets anymore. What I’d like to ask is why she’s suddenly too good now after taking easy cash to parade her cellulite around? Fuck me sideways if she would have got past the doors of the seediest strip bar!’

Luke closed his eyes wearily at Philip’s carping. Philip had the gift of creating his own soap opera impromptu featuring himself.

‘I told her,’ Philip kept going on. ‘Once you quit, you quit. You can’t bring your fleshy cheeks back here. Bloody law degree my pert arse! She’s got as much chance of wearing that cap and gown as I have of flying through your window right now in one.’

Luke opened his eyes to eradicate the image. ‘Which one was she?’

‘The Cat.’

Luke made policy to know nothing more of the participants.

‘It’s a blessing is what I say,’ Phil went on. ‘We don’t need her anyway. Perhaps if I wrote a routine for one girl, it would tighten things, make it more dynamic.’

‘When is she leaving?’

‘End of next week.’

‘Postpone then.’

Philip floundered. ‘Hold on, Luke. Why don’t you think this over first?’

‘I don’t need to.’

Philip fell silent in thought. ‘Look. I’m gonna need time. Finding the right girl is always tricky. It could ruin the whole arrangement if we get the wrong girl.’

Poor Philip spoke like a grandeurising playwright producing a Shakespearean play for the Globe. He lived in delusion ‘I have confidence in you Philip,’ Luke said and hung up.

Diary Entries for Chapter 4

I leave Mark after one row too many about money. I return to the flat only to collect my things. I am now living back with my parents in the cottage where I grew up. It had been cramped then, as I have five siblings, all moved out. Only Mum, Dad and I remain.

I feel depressed about my marriage breakdown. Mark had been the only person outside of my family that I could be myself with. As I unpack, I come across some black and white photos of Eve and me on the beach. Mum presides in her winged sunglasses. From nowhere, grief cuts me to the core. I swallow back tears not understanding where this feeling came. What’s wrong with me? This grief has trailed me throughout my life.

It’s just some old photos, I conclude and put them away. I am in my late twenties overshadowed by my past and a failed marriage. Nostalgia over my childhood seemed natural under the circumstances.

Mum and Dad row downstairs and I go to bed early.
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The sensation of pigeons in a mouth on coming-to after a deathly sleep.

Author’s Notes for Chapter 4

Pigeons Roosting in a Mouth

Let’s start a sentence with ‘pigeon’ and let’s hurl the reader into another world.

The aim is a startle response. Had pigeons been roosting in a man’s mouth? No. I have just described a sensation: coming-to after a short and deathly sleep.

Luke suffers insomnia.

Like the debt, I wanted the cause to be creepy, appalling.

Insomnia and my Nineties Migraines

I wrote North Window between the ages of forty-five and fifty. To this point, I had never suffered clinical insomnia. Occasions of sleeplessness have at times occurred, but nothing like this. Naturally, I conducted research into insomnia but made Luke’s symptoms my own. Why not introduce migraines?

Throughout the Nineties, I suffered crippling migraines. A bolt would whizz through my right eyeball, tightening up my neck and shoulder-blade. I felt sick, feverish and faint. I inserted my migraine sensations into Luke’s sleepless episodes. How horrible.

Perfect.

Baked and Suffocated Gone Invisible

Luke wishes he could wear his accolade so people could see what he has to live with. His insomnia is invisible. He likens his sleep decline to fishes baking and suffocating within a retreating pond. I believed such comparisons unique and memorable. And then Luke dislodges the pigeon-fluff with his tongue.

The insinuation is, that Luke leads an awful life. Tortured characters lie at the heart of all my stories.

Luke’s Move from his Past

Luke’s friend, Christian, divulges he can see female students parading in the flat across the courtyard. He offers Luke the flat whilst he transfers to London. On the surface, Christian is just a fellow colleague wanting Luke to appreciate the view. But something furtive is going on here.

As soon as Luke moves into the flat, the female students...vanish.

Male students move in.

Christian had masterminded the exchange. This might sound strange, but it’s true. Christian wants Luke away from his former house and his previous life. Away from his past. Luke’s house seems to be sinking into the ground. Buried out of existence.

Christian feigns ignorance to the females’ disappearance. The summer term has been used as an excuse. The author intended none of this.

Part 4 of this book will explain all.

Trapped in a Split Life

Divorce and loneliness slay Luke’s faith in life. He sees relationships as fulfilling automated needs. In the bathroom mirror, his face appears split in half. He seems...traumatised. The author had a reason devised.

This might sound odd, but I didn’t quite understand Luke. I knew how to describe him as someone I know, but not his innermost thoughts. His fetish for suits symbolises his disdain for trash but seems to enter realms I couldn’t see. His suits also seem to be a trap. Why is Luke deliberating at length with that tie?

Phil, the Playwright of the Globe

Phil rings. Phil is a playwright devising seedy plays for Luke. But nothing in this novel is what it appears. Luke thinks Phil is vain, pretentious, and full of himself. Quote: ‘Philip spoke like a grandeurising playwright producing a Shakespearean play for the Globe.’ The Globe is a well-known theatre in London where Shakespeare staged his plays.

But in this novel ‘the Globe’ has another meaning.

And Phil is not who he appears.

Chapter 5

THE flat opposite had become vacant in the July as always. A cleaning lady paid a visit as did a maintenance man. Luke watched him test the sockets, the fire alarm and repair the sash windows.

Luke made a query about the flat in the letting agency: six Templeton Court. The year’s lease had been sold subject to contract. Something in Luke made him ask the price. The letting agent explained the lease carried a fixed term, regardless of occupancy. Luke said he would outbid the price if he could buy the lease now. The letting agent advised Luke to consider other options, perhaps another flat nearby. Subject to contract, Luke pointed out, meant on condition, and a contract unsigned made the flat available.

The letting agent could not argue with that and invited Luke to look around. Luke sighed relief when the letting agent spoke few words. Luke declined a guided tour and went in alone. The flat opened out to a chic loft apartment. A breakfast-bar partitioned the area into a living space and kitchen, both overlooked by a large window. The magnolia walls and mock oak floors leaned to plainness. A leather suite and glass dining set gave the flat a spacious feel.

Luke wandered into the bedroom, a square space like his own containing a bedframe, wardrobe and a whitewashed glow from an ample window. The bathroom, a blank canvas of neutrals, had been modernised. Plastic flowers and a sun-bleached Monet print failed to disguise a clinical undercurrent. Luke knew he would sign the lease without further question.

The letting agent took the deposit and shook Luke’s hand after the signing. ‘When do you plan to move in?’ the agent enquired.

‘Oh, I have no intention to,’ Luke informed him.

‘A sublet, perhaps?’

Luke dragged his eyes across the room for the last time. ‘Perhaps.’

The agent frowned.

The apartment remained empty and the rent payments came out of Luke’s account like clockwork. Luke found himself staring out of his window and into the flat opposite. An enclosed courtyard separated them, perhaps of sixty feet. He had checked out Christian’s claim that none of the other flats in Templeton Court could see into number six and found this to be true, his own, number twenty, unique in this respect.

Christian from accounts made an impromptu call on another pretext Luke couldn’t recall and waited for him to get to the point. ‘How’s the view these days?’ he asked.

‘Rather static. The flat is empty.’

‘Of course. The summer term. September will be worth the wait – not long to go.’

‘I bought the lease,’ Luke announced and regretted the admission immediately.

Christian’s tone upped a notch. ‘You bought the lease?’

Luke wandered to the window. ‘It was subject to contract.’

Christian failed to contain his fervour. ‘Do you plan to...to...vet the students?’

Luke paused. ‘I’m not quite certain what I plan to do with the flat yet.’

‘I see.’

Luke could almost hear Christian’s tongue massage his pale lips and linger. ‘I have a meeting scheduled at the Blackfriars Inn,’ Christian said. ‘A client needs advice on setting up an account for overseas transactions. I could do with assistance. Perhaps I could pop up and go through some figures with you.’

Luke knew perfectly well Christian had no such meeting scheduled. ‘This month is rather full.’

‘Of course.’ But Christian retained a granule of fervour. ‘Perhaps later in the year, then.’

‘Perhaps.’ Luke ended the call before Christian could wheedle his way back in. Why hadn’t Luke foreseen this manoeuvre? Luke resented Christian interfering with his private affairs. Did Luke ever invite himself up to see Christian’s parading students when this flat had been his? No.

Luke took the ten-minute drive to the Chrome building in the Prospect Business Park a mile outside Warwick. A tall, plexi-glassed building, topped with a cigarette lighter design occupied the Registry of Mergers. In pigeonhole style, correspondence and data-input took the lower floors. Middle-managers occupied the floor above. The lawyers had the sixth floor. The area managers and the Registrar of Mergers, his own appointment, enjoyed the spacious top floor with a sweeping skyline of Warwick.

Luke cut Dvorak and parked his black Jag in his designated spot. He strode to the back entrance reserved for CEOs. Rabbling mothers and tots made a stream for Jellybeans onsite crèche and splashed cold water over his eardrums in the wake of Dvorak’s Carnival Overture. Luke forestalled his sights from the vermin, their miasma of grubbiness. This corner of society seemed only to impose their expertise in hair lice, snotty noses, and tantrums. And worse, grievances that kept the union working overtime. Thank God he had this entrance to himself.

Luke entered the building, took a left past the lifts and towards the stairs. The seven-storey climb never failed to provide aural hygiene from small-talk. The encroaching footfalls warned of a wearied, jaundiced day. From the top of the stairs, Andrew Chapelstowe, coordinator of correspondence, snagged him with his sights.

‘Mornin’ Luke. I thought I might find you here.’

Andrew waited for Luke on the corner riser dressed in a Hawaiian shirt, jeans and an appalling case of acne on his neck.

Luke drew level and offered a formal nod. ‘Good morning, Andrew.’

Andrew’s eyes shifted casually to convey rebellious energy checked only by this ‘gap’ job.

We shall see.

‘We have a bit of a crisis situation. I’ve just got off the phone to Theresa and had to make some last-minute changes.’

Luke waited.

‘Robert Dhumbia has called in sick. Gallstones. Won’t be in for a month. We need a stand-in to discuss the Milliband contract with Dr. Sui’s secretary on Thursday.’

‘What about Derek Johns?’

Andrew shifted again. ‘No can do. He’s tied up with the Montgomery agreement.’

No can do? Luke eyed the volcanic crusts on Andrew’s nape. ‘You’d best consult Cerys. She has my diary.’

Andrew plucked out his notebook from his back pocket. ‘No problemo. I have just taken the liberty of consulting Cerys a moment ago.’ He flicked through.

Luke watched him, his right eyelid dragging over his pupil. Sly, predatory. Perhaps. Luke had a clear view down the back of Andrew’s T-shirt where boils white-headed to calderas. Why did creatures like him have to exist in this world? Why did precious resources and time have to be allocated to those who contributed nothing but a test of tolerance for their sheer ignorance?

Luke’s face slackened like this morning
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