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He sat there staring at his laptop. It seemed like he’d been looking at the blank screen for over an hour now. 

It was tedious. It was frustrating. It was painful. It was time-consuming. It shouldn’t be any of those things. It should be fun and interesting. It should be worthwhile. But it didn’t feel like that today or for the last few weeks. He was in a really bad mood.

He sat in his small study surrounded by stationery, books and various posters and pictures fixed on the walls. From time to time, he would look around his room or stare out of the window for inspiration, but none came today. When he looked back at his laptop all he could see was a blank screen staring at him. It was mocking him and his lack of imagination and creativity. 

“Can’t think of anything, can you?” said Lenny the Laptop.

“Shut up will you Lenny, I’m trying to think,” said The Writer who was presently not writing or typing or even thinking. 

“Trying, being the operative word. Or in your case, the inoperative word. Look, why don’t you have another break? Go and have a pee, make yourself a drink, stare at yourself in the mirror, check if the post has arrived, watch Morning Live on the TV for a bit, if the worst comes to the worst. Just do something different. Stand up and go somewhere else for a while. You never know, you might just get a new idea and then you can sit back here and type it up or jot some something down in that notepad next to me.”

“Are you trying to get rid of me?” asked The Writer.

“I’m trying to help you, but if I’m being perfectly honest, I am also trying to get rid of you. It’s a bit creepy the way you just stare at me for long periods of time without doing anything. At least if you were watching porn on my screen, you’d be moving your hands!” joked Lenny.

“That’s disgusting! I’m glad my wife can’t hear you.”

“What do you mean? No-one can hear me, apart from you. I’m just an inanimate object that’s speaking to you because you’re going crazy trying to think of something to write. My words are just in your empty head. It’s a pity, really, that you’re not typing them up on my screen, you could use them for a story. But because you’ve got a severe case of writer’s block, you can’t, can you?”
“OK, OK. I admit it, I’ve got writer’s block. Satisfied now? I can’t think of a single thing to write about. It was only a couple of months ago that short stories were flooding out of my mind, but now they’ve dried up.”
“I think ‘flowing out’ sounds better than ‘flooding out’ but I like the extended metaphor of your stories ‘drying up.’ That works. Maybe you could do a story about a stream of consciousness, flowing over some pebbles and rocks, before building up speed and strength, forming a powerful river, and then floating out to sea?” suggested Lenny.

“That’s more like a poem than a story, a bad one at that!” exclaimed The Writer. 

“Well, I was only trying to help,” said Lenny defensively.

“Sorry, Lenny, I apologise. I know you’re just trying to help, but I’m really stressed about not being able to write. I’m half-way through this bloody book of short stories; my publisher needs it finished in two months and I’m not making any money in the meantime. I promised my wife that she can stop working once this book comes out. I told her that when the book is published, we’ll have enough money for her to retire and go on an exotic holiday.”

“Wow! I can see why you became a fiction writer! I definitely think you need a break, and I don’t mean a holiday. Just a ten-minute break and then you can try again. I’m shutting down now. Make yourself a coffee. I’ll see you in ten minutes,” said Lenny.

The writer sat hunched at his desk again, staring at the blinking cursor on the blank document before him. His fingers rested on the keys, poised to type, but nothing came. The thoughts he needed to weave into words danced just beyond his reach, teasing him. He took a sip of his highly caffeinated coffee and sighed.

He cracked his knuckles, trying to focus. Come on, you’ve written hundreds of short stories before. You’ve created worlds and birthed characters. Just start.

He stared again at the screen. The frustration gnawed away at him. Nothing came to him other than a blank page.

But then a strange thought crossed his mind.

What if the laptop could write a story for him?

The writer laughed out loud at himself. The idea was absurd. A laptop couldn’t think for itself, and it didn’t have the imagination that he had. But he was running out of time so maybe it was time to take a different approach to writing stories. He sat forward in his chair and typed a question onto the blank document.

Can you write me a short story? 

He sat there, staring at the screen. For a moment, nothing happened. The cursor blinked at the end of the question, like an impatient eye waiting for something to happen. Then, slowly, words began to appear on the page.

A man sat at his desk, staring at a blank screen. His mind was foggy, and the pressure to create a short story consumed him. His fingers hovered above the keys, but no words came. He’d been sitting there for hours, and the stories that once flowed so freely now eluded him. He wondered what had happened to his creativity, to the spark that once burned brightly inside of him.

The man’s heart skipped a beat. Was the laptop writing a story for him?

He’d thought about walking away. Taking a break for ten minutes or even ten days or ten years?  Maybe it was time to give up being a writer. His words had been slipping through his hands like sand on the beach for a while now. But then, just now, something strange had happened. Was he going mad?

The screen blinked again, and the cursor continued its rhythmic dance, as if it had a life of its own.

The writer looked at the screen, mesmerised. The words were coming again, faster now.

He looked at the screen, the laptop was writing on its own. Not just any story, but his story about his battle with writer's block. The story he couldn’t seem to begin. It seemed that the laptop had found its own way of telling it, as if it knew exactly what he needed to hear.

The writer blinked. He could hardly believe it. The words on the screen were not only describing him, but they were revealing his own thoughts, his struggles, his doubts. It was as if the laptop had tapped into his mind, uncannily translating his turmoil into prose.

The man realised then that perhaps the key wasn’t in forcing the words, but in surrendering to the process. 

The text paused. The writer sat there not being able to move. Was it over?

But then, the next line appeared:

The laptop began to write again, the words flowing faster and faster as if a floodgate had been opened. Within a few seconds the story had flooded the screen. And as if by magic, it was over. The story was finished.

The writer leaned back in his chair. His brain buzzed with disbelief, but his heart was beating with satisfaction. His story was complete. 

He couldn’t help but smile. The laptop had done it. It had written the very story that had eluded him, the story about a man with writer’s block.

And in a strange, mechanical way, it had freed him.

He closed the laptop. He deserved a break. The writer pondered, perhaps the best way to overcome writer’s block isn’t to force the words, but to let go of the need to control them entirely.

And with that, the writer stood up, walked out of his study and took a well-deserved break, knowing that the next story would come in its own time.

Having taken Lenny’s advice, The Writer returned to his desk ten minutes later, with a fresh cup of coffee.

He logged back on. He searched for the folder ‘Answer the Questions, Question the Answers’ then scrolled down the Word documents of the five completed short stories from weeks ago. He then clicked on ‘Laptop Blues.’  He opened it up ready to stare again at the blank screen for another hour or so, before he would take another ten-minute break. 

“What the...!” exclaimed The Writer as he looked at the 1,508 words that appeared on the screen. It was his latest short story that he hadn’t written. 

“Are you ready to write your next short story?” asked Lenny.
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Part One - The Perfect Ending

Kiri Slater stared at her laptop. Kiri Slater wasn’t her real name. It was her pen name. Actually, it was her laptop name.

It had taken her ages to decide with her editor what her new name should be. You would have thought that anything was better than Kylie Smith, but her editor had told her that if she wanted to be taken seriously as a novelist then she would have to change her name to something more unusual and memorable. After endless discussions and lists of fictional first and last names Kylie Smith settled for Kiri Slater. At least she could keep her initials!

Eighteen months ago, Kylie produced her first murder mystery novel. After sending summaries of her book to fifteen publishers, the sixteenth publisher was prepared to risk her novel with the general public. The main proviso was that she had to work with the editor that was assigned to her. Kylie did and her first book hit the shops, Amazon and Kindle and was reasonably successful. It didn’t mean that Kylie could move out of her single flat but the cheques that she received would keep her going for about a year while she wrote the sequel. It also meant that she could dedicate all of her time to writing and give up her part-time jobs at the dry-cleaners and the local pub. 

To be a writer had been Kylie’s dream since she was in the last years of secondary school. She wrote short stories in the evenings while some of her girlfriends were dreaming about love and marriage. She loved reading and writing more than playing the dating game. While her pretty eye-catching friends would flirt at dream-boat boys in the sixth form, Kylie would have her head in a book and her mind in a fictional dream world. Kylie’s friends, while looking at themselves in the mirrors in the Upper school toilets, would tease her by singing “We should be so lucky” in front of her.

Kylie gradually lost contact with these friends as she went on to study “A” levels at a local FE college and then on to study 19th and 20th Century Literature at a local university. 

Nothing of practical use came from her 2:1 degree. She applied for jobs as a journalist in local newspapers, an editor, a proofreader, copy editor in publishing companies but no-one seemed interested in helping her get one foot on the ladder of writing for a living. So, she worked in shops, pubs, a post office and a bakers, making just enough money to be able to leave her parents’ house and rent a small flat on the other side of the city.

As the years passed, Kylie returned to writing in the evenings when she wasn’t too tired after working long shifts. Rather than just writing some short stories here and there, Kylie had a very promising idea for a full-length novel. Over the next year she worked hard at it and when she was satisfied with her efforts she tried her luck getting it published.

Now, today, Kiri was nearing the end of her second murder mystery. But the sequel was much harder to write for some reason. It was a struggle from the beginning. There was much more pressure on her now that she had written one moderately successful book. Her first novel had just been an enjoyable hobby to pass the time in the evenings. But now she was writing as a job and that meant work stress. It had taken her forever to get seven eighths of the way through the story and it was getting harder to write with every sentence she tried to construct. A few months ago, she had planned the perfect ending but then she changed her mind and now she didn’t know how to end it. Did she want to close down the story and the characters for good or did she want to leave it open for a third book in the series?

Kiri Slater stared at her laptop. She contemplated letting an AI writing tool finish the book for her. She could just feed in the characters, the setting and the point in the story she had got to and then press ENTER. Job done. In fact, Kiri started re-thinking the whole writing process. Just give AI some characters and let the robot come up with the setting and the whole story. Even better, don’t worry about a sequel, just tell the machine to write a novel that could have been written by Kiri Slater! It couldn’t be any worse than what she had written already over the last ten months or so. 

No. Kiri couldn’t do it. Neither could Kylie. They were not two-faced liars - just a one-faced, one-book wonder. But Kiri was determined to finish this book soon before her publisher pulled the plug on her. 

So, Kiri Slater looked again at her planning notes - the description of the setting, her character sketches, the plot lines and the possible scenarios that she’d created a long time ago. But as she wrote the story, the sub plots developed, and she lost control of the narrative and Kiri was no longer sure who she wanted to be the murderer. She liked all of her main characters, and she didn’t want one of them to be arrested and imprisoned as s/he would not be able to appear in her next novel.

Kiri looked back at her notes:

The Setting:

Chiswell Village – small village with 57 dwellings, one pub and a small convenience shop. Middle class area with residents who are mainly retired or have some money. There are a few smaller dwellings, however, that are inhabited by younger people. The nearest primary and secondary schools are four miles away in Reddington, the nearest town. Prime land around the village, owned by two different farmers.

Characters:

Mr Frank Gilbert – an architect who worked from home. He was found dead with a knife in his back slumped over his drawing board by his wife, Caroline.

Mrs Caroline Gilbert – the deputy head of a primary school in the next village. She had been married to Frank for seven years. They have no children.

DI Lizzie Rogers – six months into her promotion, still proving herself with her masters, but well-liked by her immediate team. She is based and lives in Reddington. She is heading up the investigation into Frank Gilbert’s murder.

DS Brian Sandwell – young, keen officer who jumps to conclusions, but his heart is in the right place. Also based and lives in Reddington. He is assisting Lizzie in the Gilbert murder.

Mrs Adele Blee – village busy-body and gossip who likes to keep busy. She is chair of the Village Management Committee and is involved in most local voluntary societies. She thinks of herself as an amateur detective.

Mr Stephen Simmons – wealthy owner of Simmons Construction, lives in the biggest property in the village. Middle aged. On his third marriage.

Mrs Rita Simmons – glamourous new wife, likes to host dinner parties.

Mr Raj Jaipur – local counsellor, fairly wealthy, finger in several unsavoury pies. 

Mrs Sanita Jaipur – stay-at-home mother, bakes a lot of cakes but no pies. 

Ms Fiona Harrison – works part-time in the village store, single mother of a three-year-old, no-one knows who the father is.

Mr Selwyn Billings – recently retired successful lawyer who is now writing his autobiography. Likes a drink or two most nights in the village pub “The Dog and Bone.”

Mr Terry and Mrs Wendy Peters – as far as the villagers know, they are a young married couple living in a small cottage in the village, they are very quiet and rarely leave the house. They are actually brother and sister in witness protection. Even the local police are unaware of this.

Ms Kerry Shawcross – an ambitious single woman who works from home, advising clients on how to be successful. 

Ms Mabel Winters – middle-aged woman with a forceful personality who runs an on-line charity and is a left-wing activist and protests about anything and everything.

Mr John Wright – musician, was well known in the 1990s but his star has faded now. Gets depressed and likes a drink and illegal drugs from time-to-time.

Mr Ben Travis – cattle farmer on one side of the village, his wife left him two years ago. He wants to sell his farm and re-invent himself before he gets too old. Drinks at the pub most nights.

Mr Trevor and Mrs Vera Kirby – middle-aged arable farmers, losing money year by year. They need to sell their farm to pay off their debts.

Over the last few months Kiri had created reasons for almost of these characters to be the killer – she’d even toyed with the idea of DS Brian Sandwell being the murderer! 

Of course, most of the reasons boiled down to greed, jealousy, power, money, love, hate and secrets. 

Frank Gilbert, the architect, had been instructed to draw up a plan for a new housing development on the outskirts of the village. It was to be kept secret in the immediate future. But he had let it slip to a couple of locals at “The Dog and Bone” one night.  This wouldn’t have gone down well with some of the villagers. Other villagers would have welcomed it.

Frank, later that night after consuming even more alcohol, had mentioned that he was not happy in his marriage.

Over the last couple of weeks Frank Gilbert had been seen from afar having a blazing row with Raj Jaipur in the village square and a few days later with Mabel Winters by the village telephone box. No-one knew what the arguments were about or if they were connected but it was out of character for Frank Gilbert to get that angry with anybody. 

Then, four days after the argument with Mabel, Frank was found dead. The murder was reported to the police and the investigation was launched. The knife was from the Gilberts’ kitchen. There was no sign of forced entry. No unusual fingerprints were found in the house. And no-one in the village heard or saw anything suspicious on that day. The villagers, along with Caroline Gilbert were devastated by his murder and it took days for DI Rogers and DS Sandwell to get any sort of useful background information that might help in their inquiry. 

So, in the novel, while the police were digging Kiri, started to develop her sub plots. These included affairs, corruption, blackmail and threats of exposure. Several characters accused others of being complicit in the murder. There were disagreements, a physical fight outside the pub between two villagers one night and a character attempts to commit suicide. It was all happening in the once-sleepy village of Chiswell.

Kiri had given every one of her A-list cast a plausible reason for wanting to kill Frank Gilbert. They all seemed to have motive, means and opportunity. That’s what you needed in a good murder mystery novel. Keep the reader guessing right to the end. But the end was in sight now and Kiri didn’t know who she wanted to pin the murder on or why. 

It was stressing Kiri out. Was it just one person? Was it more than one person working together to end the architect’s life or was it like Murder on the Orient Express? Did everyone have a hand in Gilbert’s death?

Kiri didn’t know and couldn’t decide where to go with her ending. What would be the perfect ending? She decided to phone her editor and invited her to come to her flat for a chat about the ending. 

While she waited for her editor to arrive Kiri sat in front of her laptop staring at the words on the screen. She was so tired – tired of writing for a living. She then lost consciousness as she dreamed about doing something else with her life. 

Kiri didn’t hear her front door open as her editor let herself into the flat. They had been friends for a while now and she had a spare key to Kylie’s flat. Kiri wasn’t aware of Kerry Shawcross going into her kitchen and then standing behind her tired and spent body. Kiri didn’t even have a chance to feel the knife entering her back. 

Kerry Shawcross made a copy of the almost completed second novel onto a memory stick and put it in her handbag. She deleted the novel from Kiri’s laptop and wiped away any possible evidence of her being there. Kerry knew how these things worked. She had read and edited so many murder mystery stories over the years. Now she could publish her own.

Kiri Slater was dead. Tragically murdered. But Kerry Shawcross was alive and excited to publish her first novel - the sequel to Kiri Slater’s first novel as a tribute to her dear friend – once she had worked out the perfect ending. 

Kerry looked at Kylie and Kiri slumped over their laptop. The screen was vacant and the story had disappeared. Kerry smiled and then she dialled 999 and began to cry down the phone.

The perfect ending. 

Part Two - The Sequel

Kerry Shawcross sat at her laptop. She was struggling with her murder mystery novel.

It had been a year since the tragic death of Kylie Smith, better known
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