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June 21st, 2015

British Countryside

––––––––
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Andrej lagged behind, eyes sweeping the massive grounds, alighting on the numerous hawthorn bushes spread about. Taking a deep breath, he inhaled their slightly bitter almond scent, and smiled at the thought this was his life, now. This was the kind of event he'd be expected to show up at, the kind of place he'd frequent from now on, the kind of success he'd have to get used to. His heart lurched a little at the thought of the massive contract he'd signed earlier last month, with one of fashion's most acclaimed names; the campaign he'd been shooting in Cinque Terre just the previous week; the thought of the work his agency already had lined up for him. From magazines to runway shows to ads, he was on his way to becoming the most sought-after male model in the fashion industry.

His luck had changed the moment he'd been cast for opening that Muranami show. He'd become London Fashion Week's most photographed model, the rave of all the runway shows, a magnet for paparazzi, fashion bloggers, influencers. Everyone wanted a piece of Andrej Hilstrom the moment he was dubbed the Week's fresh face. Paris and Milan had followed, and he was already booked for New York, next spring. 

His smile widened as he envisioned the tattoo he'd scheduled for the following week, a large piece that would cover his left shoulder and collarbone. He wasn't the regular model material, despite being so tall and slim; despite having what his agent said was the face of an angel. He already had a few tattoos, and most brands had disliked it, at the start. He'd had a hard time booking work for the first few years, but now, this was exactly what made him attractive to the big names.

Because he was different, risqué, a rebel. His androgynous looks alone had landed him enough work to keep him going, with sufficient funds to pay the rent in what was considered one of Europe's most expensive cities. Although he tended to spend most of his not so hard-earned cash on nights out clubbing, drinks, drugs. But it would be different, from now on, Andrej promised himself - it would be different and he'd be sensible, save money for the future, whatever it brought. This party would be his turning point, he'd let himself go wild tonight, but from next morning, he was cleaning up his act. No more drugs, no more booze, no more partying late into the night. No more random, faceless hook-ups, either, he'd pull himself together and be professional, careful of his reputation. Starting tomorrow.

He sped towards the house, the models he'd shared a ride with hailing him from the door. Amidst them, his current fling – one of them, anyway, he wasn't stingy with his attentions or affections. His eyes fell on the cleavage of the girl's dress, her flat and bony breasts peeking from inside. Anita Lohn, said to be Chanel's next face, and definitely someone Andrej wanted to be seen with. He winked at her, a promise of what was still to come in his smile. They'd been hooking up for a while, now, and their affair had been all over the social networks. As had his tryst with Solomon Bartók, who he now spotted down the hallway, eyes flashing as he saw Andrej. They smiled at each other, and when Sol gestured him closer, Andrej glued a hand to Anita's back, guiding her through the maggots of people, up the stairs, to where Sol and a few others had ran. He’d let himself go, this evening, and start afresh the next day.

They were forced to stop along the way countless times, to greet everyone who claimed to know Anita, and everyone trying to meet him. Numerous drinks were shoved into their hands, conversation flowing free, words Andrej either didn't hear or didn't even remember exchanging with those he spoke to. He had a vague idea of agreeing to meet up with a rather good looking older bloke later on, and his eyes followed the man's strut as he moved away towards the stairs. 

Andrej finished his drink, another one finding its way into his hand, Anita pushing him against a wall so they could kiss briefly. He was already burning, why was she trying to stir him up even more, rubbing herself like this against his groin? Andrej considered pulling out her underwear and having her here and now, against the wall, but the thought of Sol's eyes lured him onwards, Anita could wait, he'd give her what he knew she wanted in no time. When he got his in return.

Walking into the badly-lit room, he rushed to Solomon's side, hands barely able to stay away from him. They kissed in the dark, Anita pushing herself between them so she could join the party. Andrej's heart soared with the excitement, its beat uneven and painful. 

God, he needed something to keep him going, but was finding it hard to extricate himself from Sol and Anita's hands. The sounds of her laboured breathing served only to arouse him more, one hand already diving into Anita's underwear to rub fingers against her moist nub. She fell over him, striding one of Andrej's legs, pulling from inside the minuscule handbag she wore around her shoulder a small flask with a white powder inside. She always thought of everything, which was one of the reasons Andrej liked her so much. He inhaled the line she prepared for him, aware of Sol's fingers fighting against the fly of his jeans, struggling to bring him out. Leaning back against the armchair behind him, Andrej guided Anita to stand on her knees above him, and pulled up her skirts.

“Here, let me help you,” she whispered, peeling her knickers and guiding herself to his mouth.

A gust of wind entered the room from the open windows, draping them with its cold flow. Andrej moaned, Sol's lips alighting over his engorged sex, his own tongue running the length of Anita's cleft. He grabbed her waist, held her in place while she dissolved in his hands, groaning. It didn't take long to have her come in his mouth, but Anita wasn't satisfied, she never was. Only, Andrej wished she'd get out of his face so he could surrender to the magic Solomon's tongue played on him; he wanted to give himself fully to Sol's ministrations.

“Fix me another line,” he asked Anita, who fished inside her handbag again and deftly cut a couple of lines for Andrej.

Maybe he should go slow, he thought, heart stampeding like a herd in his chest. Maybe he should take a break now, or even go back home, start his new, cleaned-up act right now. But his heart lurched even more, and his back arched, Sol increasing the rhythm with which his mouth worked Andrej to oblivion. He jerked, hips swaying forward, deeper between the other man's lips, and released himself into him. 

Sweating and shaking from the sudden climax, Andrej groaned, hands tingling. He could hardly feel his fingers, where Anita had shoved them between her thighs; he could hardly feel his feet, his legs. He could hardly feel his lungs, or rather, he felt them too much, and they hurt like a motherfucker. The gust of wind came at him again, freezing the layer of sweat on his chest, the air around. 

He couldn't breathe, not when the air was made of icicles.

His eyes, which had been closed while he rode the pleasure wave brought by Solomon's mouth, popped open, and Andrej gasped loudly. He tried to cough, found he couldn't. Tried to suck in a breath, and it was in vain. A strong hand clamped itself around his heart and squeezed it, preventing the normal, steady beat. 

His vision swam, his lips dried up, tongue like a dull piece of cardboard inside his mouth. His left arm throbbed painfully, and he tried once more to drag in some air. His throat was clamped shut, like a ball had lodged there and refused to budge. His vision swam again. A cloud of cloying air blanketed him, its scent of death and decay filling his nostrils, keeping fresh air at bay.

“Oh fuck, I think he's losing it,” he heard Solomon say; so far off in the distance it was like they were in different rooms.

“Andrej, look at me,” Anita shouted, her hands on his face, swaying his head from side to side. “Andrej, don't close your eyes, stay with me. Fuck, he's OD'ing.”

“Shit, Nita, his lips are all purple. Andrej, just fucking breathe, man.”

“Someone call 999,” Anita shrieked. “Is there a doctor around? We need a little help, here! He's fucking gonna die, somebody help us.” 

Was she crying? Was that panic he heard in her voice?

Andrej tried to smile, assure them he was just fine, this wasn't an OD. He was just tired and overwhelmed, far too excited. But the vice around his heart tightened to a painful noose, and his lungs screamed in agony from the lack of air. Eyes bulging, he tried to focus on Anita's face, Sol's; saw nothing but a blur of grey static, ears buzzing like a swarm of flies had surrounded his head. 

A face he didn't know swam into his line of vision, maybe a doctor, an EMT. Didn't look like either, though, more like an angel. Dark eyes that glittered like jewels, blond hair pulled back, lips that were thick over a delicate chin; it was a vision of beauty. Andrej's eyes rested upon that face as it slowly shimmered and swayed, shimmered and swayed along with his heart. 

'Don't fight,' his brain said, or something inside his head did. 'This is my home, now.'

Something indefinable fell over him, seeped into Andrej's body, ran the course of his muscles, his flesh, his tendons, his veins. A longing for something long gone, something lost in the folds of time which he couldn't quite name. Something dark and ominous - a sense of foreboding the likes of which he’d never experienced - coursed through him in an agony of ecstasy and pain. This was the sweetest ache he'd ever tasted; this was the pinnacle of joy. 

This was the depths of hell, too, and the excruciating torture that settled over robbed him of hope. He no longer belonged here; this was no longer his place. His dreams were but wisps floating away, his goals unachieved, his plans crumbling like dust motes in the morning sun. There was nothing but that image, that flickering image of beauty the likes of which he'd never seen. Body lurching, he held on to that sight, a sudden clarity taking over him; and he knew.

In the split second that separated him from this world and the void of nothingness, Andrej knew. 

This was where it ended, for him. This was his last sight, his last breath.

This was him, dying.
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From the Journals of Lady Annabelle Blair

––––––––
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London, winter of 1910

––––––––
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Isn't life surprising? Lord Blair has proposed. Not to Isabelle, as astonishing as this may come, but to me! She wouldn't have said yes, would have thrown one of her fits, threatened to drown herself in the river, locked herself in her room crying, if Mama and Papa tried to force her into it. They must have convinced him she'd never make him a proper wife. Unlike me, Belle cares nothing for society; she has no love of balls and parties. All she cares for is having ink-stained fingers from hours writing or painting. All she cares for are her poets, her poems, her books.

She scares me.

I don't understand my sister, you see. We came into life together, inside the same womb, how can we be so different from one another? How can we enjoy thoroughly different things? I feel like I hardly know her, for a barrier stands around her and she allows no one in. He would have fitted her, I think; Lord Blair. Belle won't marry if not for love, this she has often said, but he would have made her a good husband. If he weren't a peer of the realm, expected to lead a life in the front rows of society, his London house open and thriving with life, soirées, dinner parties, balls. Isabelle would never have provided him this, but he would have been happy sitting in silence with her, both reading their boring books, both lost in their inner realms, caring nothing for the jostles of the world.

I, on the other hand, long to have fun, to fully live. It is why I said yes. When he came to me last night at Lord and Lady Breckenridge's soirée and asked for a minute of my attention, I was convinced he wished to ask for my help where it came to Belle. I was ready to put him straight, advise him to search for another wife or give up his placement in government, for Isabelle was the wrong woman for it.

'Miss Fernsby,' he said, in that deep baritone of his (he’s quite a handsome man) 'I would like to ask for your hand in marriage.' 

And that was that. 

My mouth dropped, of course, but I collected myself immediately. It wouldn't do to accept straight away, so I feigned confusion and requested some time to think. But the answer would have always been yes. I’m to deliver it formally by tomorrow afternoon, Mama has written and invited him to tea, we shall be left a few minutes alone so that I can offer my reply. I wonder what sort of ring he'll bring.

I've spoken to Belle, of course, she gave me her blessing. 

Well, not much of a blessing, she asked if I was certain this was what I wanted for my life, shrugged as I said yes, wished me the very best. 

I cannot make sense of her. There's such fire in her eyes, she gets lost inside her head but the sparkle’s always there, and it is terrifying. I believe she could kill, if provoked to such extent. She'd set the world on fire, weren't she so contained. I wonder what she hopes to do with her life, stay with Mama and Papa until they die, then join my household as the spinster aunt, old and loveless, bitter and wrinkled like an old prune? 

I won't deny her my providence, if she comes to need it, of course. 

Not that I can picture her like this. She'll go mad, I think. Will send her to the country house, and she’ll roam fields and woods, come sun or rain, and end up catching her death. 

She'll be like that authoress she loves so much, won't she? The one who died of consumption from walking in the moors, who wrote that horrid little book. 

Those ghastly sad poems. 

Yes, Belle will catch her death as she's caught her sadness.

She was born sad, and I full of joy.

But there's such fire in her eyes.

––––––––
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London, summer of 1910

––––––––
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The wedding was perfect. My dress was perfect. Ivory silk and satin, the most delicate of lace, it was a work of art. Mama worried it was cut too low on the neck, and far too avant-garde for Lord Blair (he’s a bit stuffy, my husband is) but Isabelle snapped at Mama, told her a woman should be allowed to wear whatever she feels best in, and that was that. I swear my sister would go around wearing men's trousers if she were a tad braver. Perhaps not, she's vain, though she pretends not to be. Always wrapped in those exquisite Russian shawls, those gorgeous silk kimonos, she’s a vain girl, who tries to look the part of whatever role she decided to play in life.

Oh, the wedding was perfect and Lord Blair's city house is grand! The parties I shall throw there, I'll see to it I advance my husband's career. We have departed on honeymoon to Italy, I cannot wait to stroll around the beautiful streets of Florence, visit the Duomo, have the sun bathe me in its warm glare. Perhaps it’ll help loosen him, this stiff man. Oh, how stiff he was on our wedding night, how he held himself back. When I tried to indulge him and myself, he stiffened even more, eyes widened as if I’d lost my head. Would not comply, performed his business and that was that. No, there has to be something more to it, he’s unused to me, and I know he was in love with Isabelle. Or thought he was. It'll get better, it must. Italy will see to it, with its heady wines, its heady smells. The warm will thaw him to me, and it'll all be well.

––––––––
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London, autumn of 1910

––––––––
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We’ve returned a couple of weeks ago, and I was given free rein in refurbishing the entire house to my liking. My husband has allowed me to do the same to the country manor, for we shall be entertaining there, come hunting season. Oh, it'll be such fun; I cannot wait to have a house filled with music and great conversationalists, shoes scrapping these polished wood floors as we dance. I miss dancing, gliding as if on air. Lord Blair is a rather appalling dancer, as stiff as he is in bed – it has not improved, his performance there - but amongst my guests there'll be plenty who know how to take a woman in their arms and carry them in a proper dance.

I’m meeting Mama today to shop for fabrics and wallpaper, see to new fixtures that fit my style, rather than the stuffy old furniture filling this house. And I must see to it the seamstress has my new gowns ready for when the season begins, I’m no longer simply Annabelle Fernsby, am I? No, I’m Lady Blair, and as such, I need an entirely new wardrobe. 

The fashion magazines from Paris show the most exquisite attires and some avant-garde styles I’m eager to try. I shall shock all the matronly old birds with my flair; and Isabelle, who I'll twist into coming to all my soirées, will shock them with her odd ways, her talk of women's freedom, of literature, of art. We’ll be the talk of the town, and newspapers will not get enough of us. We’ll be the belles of every ball – for strange she may be, but my sister is as much a beauty as I am, with her delicate features, her large, dark eyes, her full lips. 

What fun we shall have!
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April 11th 2019

Portuguese West Coast

––––––––
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Gabrielle Wick opened the windows wide and let in the blowing breeze from the bay. She inhaled the salty tang, eyes closed, sunshine kissing her skin, a sense of peace descending on her. Her skin broke out in goosebumps; arms wrapped around herself, the faint ghost of a touch still upon he. As if he was still around, his essence imbued into the house. Hadn't Lara said as much? Gabrielle smiled; her son would bite her head off for listening to the ravings of his best friend.

Lord, she missed Ollie. She missed having him under her feet, the house felt empty and lifeless when he wasn't around, even during high season. She'd rather he didn't go back to his father every Easter break, despite being the first to tell him to go, that it was important he carved a relationship with him and his half-siblings. Steve had never shirked his duties and obligations as a father, despite his treatment of her. He'd always insisted on being there for Ollie, it was Gabrielle who'd run away as soon as she could, carting a five-year-old across the sea to a place she didn't know, a country that wasn't theirs. 

It could have gone so wrong. It had gone so wrong, hadn't it? She'd run from a broken heart only to find what she'd believed to be everlasting happiness, and end up having it ripped off her hands in the blink of an eye.

Biting back tears that still insisted on flowing, she walked away from the window. Almost four years had gone by; it was about time she moved on. Ollie and she were alive. Miguel was gone, and her heart bled for it, but she and Ollie were alive and her son needed her to be all right. He'd suffered enough. She'd put him through enough. No wonder he'd ran back to Winchester just to get away from her sad, depressive moods. He'd been through so much, her Ollie had, and still he'd found the strength to help her push through, to look after her and make sure she was fine. From the seat of his wheelchair, Ollie had been the one forcing her to her feet, he'd been the one making sure she got up in the morning, washed and fed, slept well at night. 

Gabrielle had failed him for years, she'd been so deep into her well of despair Oliver had been forced to nurse them both. All the while fighting the doctors' prognosis he might never walk again. Oh, she was proud of him, he'd never given up, not for one minute. Seeing her boy in that wheelchair had broken her heart even more. She'd been unable to cope, to deal with Miguel's death and Ollie's condition, and it had been him who ended up doing everything. 

With some help, of course. 

His father had flown in from Winchester to lend a hand, carting along Gabrielle's best friend Finley Davies, who'd ended up staying longer than he'd expected, making sure Gabbie's and Miguel's business didn't crash under the weight of her unwillingness to live. Lara's parents had come to the rescue, as well, driving Ollie to therapy after his father was forced back home for professional reasons. It had been Lara and her parents, along Ollie's then boyfriend Daniel, who'd been her son's support network. Not his mother.

No wonder their relationship had become strained.

No wonder Ollie had locked himself away from her, nursing his pains, his wounds, on his own. 

Even after that terrible, messy break-up with Daniel. 

Even after she'd run him to the ER for a broken rib, in the course of his and Daniel's final argument. 

To this day, Gabbie still had no idea what had happened between them, they'd always looked so perfect together. So into each other. But that night, she'd seen a side to her son so far unknown, even to her. She'd witnessed Ollie lose his head and turn into something of a wild beast, shouting at the top of his lungs, accusing Daniel of lying, cheating, of going behind his back. 

Ollie had thrown the first punch, and the second, and the third, and all the others after that. In the end, Daniel had been forced to defend himself, which resulted in a broken rib for Oliver. Daniel's face had suffered just as much, swollen and bleeding, one eye not even opening. All he'd said was he was sorry; he'd cried and said he was sorry and he never meant to hurt Ollie, but hadn't known how to tell him.

Tell him what? That was something she was still in the dark about, one year down the road from that evening.

Daniel's parents insisted he pressed charges; Oliver had fumed and shouted even more abuse. In the end, it had come to nothing. Daniel had walked away and out of Ollie's life, and her son had apparently gone back to normal. Except for that time - a week after the break-up - when he broke down at dinner and cried himself hoarse in his mother's arms. 

Gabbie had been far more terrified of that burst than the one before, Ollie seemed to have just so much pain bottled up, so many tears to cry, she'd feared he'd never stop. But her son had been crying not just the loss of a boy he'd loved perhaps a little too much, but also the man who'd been a father to him. Oliver had been mourning Miguel's loss, something he'd been unable to do before, because Gabbie had taken it away from him. Her pain had screamed louder, her despair had filled every single interstice of their lives; it had been everywhere, leaving no space for Ollie's.

Oh, what a terrible mother she'd been. So selfish, so self-centred. 

Wiping a stubborn tear, Gabbie took a steadying breath, tried to pull up a smile. It was Easter break, the weather was uncannily beautiful and warm, Finley would be here in no time. She missed him, although they ended up seeing each other at least once a year. But he hadn't been able to come over for Christmas, and Gabbie had thrown a tantrum over the holidays, refusing to fly to Winchester so Ollie could be with his father. 

Why she still resented Steve James so much was a mystery even to her. She'd known what she was getting into from the start, he'd never hidden from her the fact he was married. And she'd been the one pursuing him, hadn't she? From the height of her eighteen years of age, the fires of youth burning through her and kindling the belief she was unstoppable, irresistible, a very goddess. It had ended up in tears, as everyone warned her, from Finley to her mother to her best friend Tessa Hawke, who'd taken the exact same class as Gabbie under the tutelage of Professor Steve James.

It had ended up in tears, an unexpected pregnancy and so much resentment Gabbie was still trying to get rid of it now, twenty years later. And Ollie was still the one paying the price of her choices. It was always Oliver at the worst end of the stick. Why was she such a horrid mother, when she loved him so much, when he was all that mattered to her? Even as the car flew off the road, her final thoughts before the crash had been for Ollie, not Miguel. The name she'd shouted in her panic had been Oliver's, not Miguel's. And had she loved her husband! But Oliver was her son, and he was so much a part of her she found it hard to know where he started and Gabbie ended.

The sound of wheels over gravel brought her awake, back from the nightmare dreamscapes she tended to lose herself in, more often than not since the accident. Sometimes, she lost up to one hour of her day, brain numbed to the point she was half-awake, lost in a trance she had no idea of. Once, Lara had told her it was Miguel's spirit reaching for hers. It had been oddly comforting, the thought. That something of him still remained locked in this plane, and that he'd come to her once in a while, and spend time together. She did feel strangely refreshed, renewed, after those episodes. Shaking her head, she put on a smile and left the room.

Rushing out the front door, Gabbie was greeted by the glare of the morning sun, squinting instinctively as she sought Finley's familiar figure exiting the taxi, a figure which wasn't there. What she saw - between her compulsive blinking - was a tall, young man in jeans, leather jacket and a hat, scanning his surroundings with a curious glare. 

She placed a hand against her forehead, shading the bright sunlight, and searched his face. There'd been no reservations other than the guests already here, so this had to be a walk-in. A rather unexpected one, at that. Her ears buzzed as if flies hovered around her head, she swatted them aside, nostrils picking up a distant but rather discerning scent. Something familiar, and yet, Gabbie couldn't quite pin it down. Like almonds, perhaps? Bittersweet, it was.

The young man looked at her and smiled. Gabbie smiled back, focused on the dark, sapphire blue eyes, her heart jump-starting at the sight. He was handsome, more than handsome - he was beautiful. Unusual, attractive as no other man she'd come across before. Her mouth curled in a wider smile, amused at her own reaction. This young man – who was sure to be as young as her son – was attractive like those models on Tessa's fashion shows. 

Forcing her attention elsewhere, Gabbie's breathing eased at the sight of her friend, a warm wave of love and gratitude washing over her. Of course the young man looked like a model; Finley wouldn't have it any other way.

“Fin,” she called and skipped down the steps, suddenly feeling her son's age, not the thirty-nine years that weighed her down. “I'm so glad you're here.”

Finley scooped her in a tight embrace, flooding her cheeks and hair with loud kisses. “You marvellous creature, I swear you get younger every time! You look stunning, doesn't she look stunning?” Turning to the young man, Finley flaunted Gabbie as if she was a piece of art.

The other man nodded, cheeks tinged with red, eyes downcast but still stealing a glance at her.

“Come; let me introduce the two of you. Gabs, this is Andrej Hilstrom, he's... what are you, exactly? We're still trying to figure out. My protégé?” He cackled, while Andrej shook his head, a smile on his lips. “And this is my dearest friend Gabrielle Wick; we've been friends for how long? Over twenty years, isn't it? Oh lord, does that make me old? It makes me old. We met in Uni and haven't parted since.”

Gabbie reached out a hand, which the young man took, his shake perfunctory and lose. 

“Nice to meet you,” he said, the lilt of a foreign accent coating his words with melody.

“You too. Come on in, you must be tired from the flight. Did you do all right, Fin? I put you in the White room, as usual; you should have told me you weren't travelling alone. I'll send up double the utilities in a minute. Do you want coffee, tea? Have you had breakfast?”

Turning to Andrej, she waited, poised at the door, a ray of sunlight washing over her blond hair and baby blue eyes, turning her into a resplendent vision.

“Hold it there, Gabs, this light suits you, you're absolutely golden,” Finley joked, but fished his mobile, trying to catch a picture. “Oh, bugger, this thing never works. Wait, don't move a muscle, I'm almost...”

The sound of a camera shooting interrupted his speech. He faced Andrej, who shoved his own mobile Finley's way. 

“Here, I'll send it to you later,” he said. “Light's quite good for photographing here, isn't it?”

“Yes, Tessa's been shooting catalogues and ads here for ages, hasn't she, Gabs? Surprised she didn't book you for this year.”

“She did,” Gabbie replied, “she's coming later in the month to shoot the next campaign and a spread for 12F. Actually, she sounded rather stressed, last time we spoke.” Snaking an arm through Finley's, she led them inside the hotel, towards the reception desk. “What happened? She mentioned some problems with a model? Don't tell me she was having an affair!”

Fin laughed loud enough for the receptionist to stare their way, but his cackles died as soon as he caught sight of Andrej. Gabbie followed his eyes, studying the young man's sudden shift; he looked conspicuous, ashamed. Her own eyes popped as she was hit by a revealing thought, exchanging a quick look with Finley. He pressed a finger to his lips and mouthed something she failed to understand but reckoned must be he'd tell her later.

“Right, let's get you checked in,” she said, and slid behind the counter, eyes gliding over to Andrej again.
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“So tell me, how have you been?” Finley asked, downing the coffee Gabbie had served him.

She shrugged, avoided his eyes, aware no one could read her as well as he. She'd not been bad, but neither was she well. 

“Everything's as it should. Ollie's at Winchester visiting his father, I've been busy with work. But tell me of you. Who’s this boy? Because, Fin, he is a boy, he's so young! How old is he?”

Finley leant back against the pillows and smiled. “Younger than I usually go for. Twenty-three, I think. Look, it's not serious.”

“It never is,” she whispered, aware he'd be hurt by her words. “Is he the model Tess had issues with? Wait, was she sleeping with him?”

“Have you lost your mind? Tess? Cheat on Alfie? As if it was possible. No, she wasn't sleeping with him, but yes, he's the one she had problems with. Showed up for a fitting high as a kite, and you know how Tess is with that.”

Gabbie lowered her eyes, the reminder she didn't have the monopoly on pain thrown at her face. She hadn't been the only one who'd lost the love of her life, after all. Years before she'd even known Miguel Aires existed, Finley had lost the man he loved to an overdose, and Tessa had lost her brother. Joshua Hawke had not been part of their merry band of art students; he'd been a couple of years older and already working as a photographer. He and Finley hadn't even met through Tessa, who didn't know at the time her brother was gay. 

Fin had worked as a model through college and met Josh in one of his shoots, and the attraction had been instant. They'd gone on a few dates before making it official, and from that day on, they'd been inseparable. But those were the nineties, and ecstasy was all the rave. Josh had been trying to come off it with Finley's and Tessa's help, to no avail. It had come to a sad, tragic end one night in London, where Josh had been partying while Fin was doing the Men's Fashion shows in Milan, until a phone call brought him back. Josh had died of an overdose, alone, in a dirty alley, and Finley had never forgiven himself.

Tessa hadn't, either, and she had one rule for everyone who worked with and for her: that they didn't do drugs. That they showed up clean and clear-headed before her, at all times. She'd sacked plenty of famous names for being high, wouldn't shy from doing the same to a virtually unknown model. She'd cut him off immediately, wanting no reminders of her brother's tragedy. Unlike Finley, who was always trying to save Josh through others afflicted by the same issues. Gabbie had seen it often enough, but never with someone so young. He usually steered away from age gaps wider than five years. There must be something special to this boy, then. Biting her lower lip to hide a smile, Gabbie pictured him in her mind's eye, hating herself for the shallow thoughts running through her head. The shallow, dirty thoughts that flashed images of Andrej Hilstrom running his hands through her body.

Oh, wow, how long had it been since this kind of thought crossed her mind? But the boy was really quite handsome, wasn't he? A little fantasy did no harm.

“He really fucked up, you know. Had a huge contract with Tessa's brand, was going to be the face of her next campaign, as long as he stuck to one rule. Ended up going off the wagon and on a drug binge, showed up for that fitting completely wasted, and she sacked him right there and then. Kid was broken when I ran into him.”

“And you're trying to fix him. Oh, Fin, I wish you wouldn't put yourself through this every bloody time.”

He shrugged. “This is different. Look, I felt sorry for him, he was... this kid's a mess, Gabs. He's even more of a mess than Josh. He's fucking irresponsible, and so lost. But the truth is he was trying. He was really trying to clean up his act. And he works hard, trust me, has had excellent work ethics for the past few years. You know, he almost made it big four years ago, he was going to sign with Chanel, rumour had it. Perfume campaign. 

“But he went to this party and ended up OD'ing on coke. Almost didn't make it. I was there that night, with Blake, and we followed the ambulance to hospital, visited him the next day. He was in a bad state. Would've tried to help, then, but Ollie's father called soon after, telling me about the accident. I just took off and never thought of Andrej Hilstrom again. Of course his career took a nosedive, but the boy's persistent if nothing else, and he's climbed his way back up. Cleaned his act, let go of that lifestyle, and he was doing so well. Fell off the wagon for some reason. When I came across him, kid was on the verge of losing his flat. Begging for a casting at his agency, he was.”

Gabbie nodded, her stomach tight with pity for the young man. Stupid, it was, he'd brought it on himself. Echoes of Fin and Tess arguing after Josh's death filled her head, Finley defending his dead lover while his own sister demonised and blamed him for a drug addiction Fin constantly said he couldn't control. A disease, he claimed. Tessa hadn't bought into that, and Gabbie had a hard time disagreeing with her. People were presented with choices, and they made them at every step. She'd been presented with the choice of not driving, that night, because she'd wanted a glass of wine at the restaurant, and Miguel had ended up behind the wheel. If she hadn't had that drink, who knows what could have happened? Who knows if they'd even had that accident? Miguel might still be alive, today, and Ollie might not have gone through all he had. 

“What on earth were you doing at his agency? Stalking young models?” she joked.

“No, I was having lunch with Blake. No, I'm not seeing him again, so don't even poke that smile at me.”

Gabbie shrugged. “Blake's wonderful, and he was so in love with you.”

“I wasn't in love with him, we can't force that. We're better off as friends. So, I ran into the kid, and he was pretty desperate. Had a word with Blake, he got him a casting, it didn't go bad, but you know how word gets around in the fashion industry. Bunch of wagging tongues, they are. Kid was burnt the moment Tess started looking for a new face. He was so lost I couldn't resist lending a hand, you know me. And there's this light about him, he’s just so carefree, so joyful. So innocent and hopeful. I simply couldn't resist.”

“God, Fin, you make it sound like he's some sort of male prostitute, you know?”

Finley's eyes hardened. “Gabs, he wasn't far from reverting to that. It broke my heart.”

“But are you sleeping with him?”

Finley shrugged. “It was only sex.”

“For which you pay him. I mean, you brought him along, and you're paying for it. For sleeping with him. What do you think that makes him?”

Finley shook his head. “It's not like that, trust me. We had a fling a couple of years ago; it's not as if we just met. I brought him here to clean up his act. You know the first thing he did when he got paid for previous work? Went and got inked, then scored some drugs. Then he broke down at my place, so hopeless, so lost. He's all alone out there, you know? No family, no real friends. I took pity on him, he wants to get better, he does.”

“You're too gullible for your own good. What if he's taking advantage of you?”

“Gabs, what if this was Oliver? Wouldn't you wish someone was there to hold his hand?”

“Well, he must have parents, Fin. Pack him home.”

“His parents disapprove of his choices. As if they're choices, for fuck's sake. People are so narrow-minded, so bloody ignorant.”

“I'd disapprove, too, if Ollie suddenly started doing drugs. Sometimes, it comes to a point where the parents do need to take themselves off the equation, you know?”

“I'm not talking about the drugs, here. It's the fact he's bisexual his parents don't approve of. You didn't kick Ollie out because he's gay.”

Gabbie stared at Finley, shocked. Her mouth dropped; she pursed her lips, narrowed her eyes. It had been a bit of a shock Ollie coming out, only because he'd been dating Lara for close to two years. But after that initial surprise, she'd been fine, he was her son, how could she not accept him? How could someone not accept their own children? She could understand Fin's refusal to turn his back on this poor boy – oh, he'd become a poor boy, now? When had the shift happened, and why? - for his own parents had been very adamant disapproving his homosexuality. He'd left home at eighteen and never returned. This Andrej Hilstrom was a hotpot of every single trigger in Finley's psyche; he was the perfect material for his own needs of making up for his losses. 

“You're right, and it's none of my business, in the end,” Gabbie said. “As long as you're happy. I just don't want to see you heartbroken, you know.”

Fin laughed. “Sweetie, my heart was buried eighteen years ago when Josh died, it would take much more than Andrej to bring it back from its grave. Doesn't mean I don't care, though. Maybe I kind of see him like the child I never had?”

“Oh, gross, Fin, you're sleeping together.”

“Hmm, there isn't all that much sex between us, you know. I think he needed to feel safe, cared for, and has latched on to me because of that. But I'll tell you something, Gabs. I'm gonna get this boy back on his feet.”

“Ten days in the middle of nowhere and you think that's gonna fix him? You're even more delusional than you used to be,” she teased him.

“Go on, joke. He wants to fix himself. You, of all people, should know when a young man gets something into his head; he usually manages to get it. Look at Ollie. Every bloody doctor said he'd never walk again, and look at him, now. Not only does he walk, but he skates, he bikes, he runs, he even drives a car.”

“Oliver was always very pig-headed. I wonder if this boy of yours is, too. Anyway, he's not your son, Fin, not your responsibility.”

“Who's not your responsibility, Finley?” Andrej walked into the room, long, wet hair pulled back on his head.

He stared at Gabbie, eyes catching the sunlight, and she marvelled at how deeply blue they were. Unable to avoid a smile, it flitted across her lips, settled there; matching the one Andrej gave her.

“You,” Finley said, and Gabrielle blushed. “You're not my responsibility.”

Andrej looked away, his body tensing. Shoulders squared, he walked over to the table, poured himself a coffee. 

“No, I'm not. But I also didn't ask you to bring me along, did I?”

Finley stood up and joined him, one arm curling around his shoulders and giving it a gentle squeeze. 

“I wanted you here, we've talked about it. Andrej, you don't owe me anything, all right? You're free to do whatever you want, anytime you want.”

He smirked, a sarcastic grin. “Am I, really?”

Gabbie cleared her throat, guilt nagging at the pit of her stomach. She'd started this, never meaning the boy to overhear her words. It was none of her business who Fin slept with, so why did it bother her so much she'd reverted to questioning his intentions? Sneaking a look at Andrej, she bit her lower lip. Oh, he was attractive all right, the kind of attractive that made her want to scoop him in her arms and comfort him. Tall as this boy was, there was a frailty to him, a vulnerability that made people like her, like Fin – those who'd lost so much their very souls were shattered – want to take care of him. In fact, it was easy to understand Finley's sudden attachment to the young man. 

Fanning herself with a stiff hand, Gabbie moved over to the windows, spreading the curtains wider and opening the doors to let in the soft breeze. The buzz of flies was back at her ear, she'd have to see to it, soon. Last thing she needed was an infestation at the hotel when high season was about to start.

“My, this promises to be a hot day. What are you two planning on doing?”

Fin shrugged. “Maybe check the beach. Andrej would like that, wouldn't you?”

“If it's what you want.”

“What do you want to do?” Gabbie asked, attention turning towards the doorway, where one of her staff gestured her. “You, Andrej, not Fin. He'll simply plant himself by the pool and doze until lunchtime, if you let him.”

Andrej laughed. “That's all right, we can do that. I'm pretty knackered, myself. A good laze by the swimming pool sounds like heaven.”

“You're still not serving meals?” Fin asked.

Gabbie shook her head. “I can cook us lunch up at my place, if you want.”

“Nah, don't bother, we'll eat out. That little place with the good fish, still there?”

“By the docks, yes, it's still there. Want me to book you a table? I'll get Sonia to do it. I'm sorry I can't keep you company, but there's a few things I need to see to.”

“Don't worry about us; we'll be by the pool. Have your girl book us a table, then. And let me treat you to dinner tonight, you're not going to spend the evening alone. We're going out.”

“Óbidos?” she asked with a grin.

“Obviously, I think Andrej will love it. Make sure you wear a fancy dress; we need to keep up with tradition. We have a thing that we always dress up for dinner,” Fin explained to Andrej.

Gabbie eyed him, unfazed by the disinterested look on his face. “It's a beautiful place,” she assured him.

“I believe you. Can't wait to see it.”

The look in his eyes stoked a fire in the pit of her stomach, and Gabbie found herself wondering if he meant the town or something altogether different.
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From the journals of Lady Annabelle Blair

––––––––
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London, 1911

––––––––
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It has come to pass. I am with child.

Lord Blair was over the moon with joy, came home with a beautiful sapphire necklace - to match my eyes, he said. I shall wear it to next week's ball at the palace, while I can still enjoy myself and run around having fun like any other lady. Once it starts to show, I'll lose my freedom, and must hide away as if caught by a disfiguring disease. And it will disfigure me, this blasted child. It will ripen my hips, broaden my stomach, deform my breasts. Oh, I hate it and love it at the same time. Part of me longs to hold a baby in my arms, a soft, sweet-smelling child of my own. But a darker, meaner part, resents this babe for what it’ll rob me of. 

The joy, the fun, the entertainment. 

Soon, my distended stomach will force me into seclusion. Away from my friends, my very life. All because of this child. I shall make the most of it and hide the bulge for as long as I can. Bernadette says she knows how to bind me safely to hide the growing life inside me, so she shall see to that. 

Ah, my dear, faithful Bernadette. It was she who advised me on what to do regarding Lord Blair's performance in bed. Not that it’s worked, man runs from me as the devil from the cross, especially now. Fears harming the babe.

Men are so ridiculous, sometimes, aren't they?

––––––––
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Blair Manor, 1911

––––––––
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I’ve only now begun to come out of the dark cavern where my mind has lately dwelt. The baby came, but it was not its time. Tiny little thing, it was, so perfectly formed, twenty one weeks into my pregnancy. My perfect little girl. Francesca, I named her, and could not part with her, no matter what. It happened while Lord Blair was away. Bernadette helped me through it, then the doctor came. He pried my daughter from my arms, my little Francesca (I heard the name during our honeymoon in Florence and became fixated with) he stole her from my arms and sent Bernadette with her, so the little body could be disposed of. 

I cried myself hoarse after the man left, that horrid, horrid man. 

Bernadette put my mind to ease, said she'd seen to it my baby stayed with me. It rests, now, in a jar, preserved forever, mine to love. Up in the attic. The little room up there, where no one ever goes – and now never will – has been turned into a nursery by Bernadette's loving, caring hand. No one understands me as she does. More of a mother than my own has ever been, who came to visit and told me to pick myself up and see to my husband. 

My husband, who wasn't even here.

He’s returned now, and I've been forced to a period of confinement. Isabelle has come to stay, and I'm bored to death with the long, dreary nights where nothing happens except for those two discussing philosophies and old religions, books and treaties and what not. Sometimes, they speak of music, and I play the piano to the sound of their conversation. Other times, it is art they talk about, discussing new names and works I’ve yet to see. Oh, I miss the sight of a museum, I do. I long to lose myself in the fabrications of others, the colours, the shapes, their views of the world, of life. 

Soon, I’m promised, soon. 

We’ve come to the country for a number of weeks, but Lord Blair speaks of returning to the city soon.

My heart soars at the prospect.

––––––––
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London, 1911

––––––––
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Mr Thorne is hilarious, I cannot deny it. And oh, so handsome. The floppy hair constantly dropping over one eye, the mischievous grin on his lips, those dimples when he smiles, Mr Thorne is a dream. And a flirt, that he is. Quoting Shelley openly, eyes staring straight into mine, the room filled with people during one of Lady Bellamy's soirées, I could hardly contain myself. Had to hide behind my fan to giggle, Isabelle elbowing me, for she, being no fool, perceived how much of a rake this young gentleman is. Entertaining, though. And clever. 

He flirts with me, telling me my eyes are like stars in the skies; then runs off to quote literature at Isabelle. We mock him behind his back, though both agree he’s the handsomest of men. I believe he'll eventually propose to my sister, for he admires her greatly. While most men shun and dismiss her, Mr Thorne seeks her opinion and advice on his work, and offers his help with hers. They've become quite friendly, and write each other often, although she won't allow me to read their correspondence.

As for Lord Blair, oh well, I've come to the conclusion this marriage will never be satisfying where it comes to certain aspects. I often wonder what’s wrong with me. 

Why do I long for certain things, if these are wrong, sinful? Why do I need certain words spoken, certain attitudes taken? Why do I long for something that stirs my soul, kindles my fires, awakes me? Why do I feel as if I'm dead with this man, and dream of someone who comes raise this rotting, cold corpse? 

Why do I want to be touched in a way my own husband can't, why do I want to hear words my own husband cannot speak, why do I need a man's heated attention so much? I’m a wife, now, and will eventually be a mother, shouldn't this be enough? What of romance, what good is it for? Real life isn’t made of it. Do I not have everything I need, everything to make my life particularly appealing?

A house other women envy, gowns other women copy, jewels other women long for. A husband who moves in the highest of spheres and who has opened the doors of the highest society for me. What more should I want? I have responsibilities beyond those of my former classmates and friends; have been positioned where none of them are, so why do I feel so lonely? So barren? So void. 

That's it, I constantly feel void.
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April 2019

Portuguese West Coast

––––––––
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Shrugging into the leather biker, Andrej took a long look in the mirror. Finley had insisted he dress up, flashing him the sight of a flawlessly cut shirt and suit, the kind of thing Andrej did not own. He'd worn plenty of those on photo shoots, but had never even come close to buying something like it. He was more of a jeans and biker jacket man, owning only one white shirt which he wore to specific castings. He'd put that on, now, and buttoned it up, the collar already scratching his neck. He sighed, suddenly hating the sight of himself. Suddenly hating the clothes on his body, his very body, everything that made him who he was. 

Suddenly hating himself.

“Stop it,” he mumbled, eyes closed, ball of his hand gently tapping the side of his head. “Stop it, stop it.” No longer so gentle, now. “This is my home, now, so stop fighting.”

The sound of the en suite bathroom's door snapped his back straight, and his own eyes glared back at him from the mirror.

“Oh, you look nice,” Fin said, and Andrej smiled, recognising the lie for what it was.

“It's either this or jeans and t-shirt,” he said. “I don't own your kind of clothes.”

Finley approached him, one hand touching Andrej's cheek with gentleness. “Dear boy, with a face and a body like this, it doesn't really matter what you wear, you'll always look nice. Now,” he whispered, undoing a few buttons on Andrej's shirt. “This looks much better. Come on, I bet Gabs is already waiting for us, that woman is punctual as a clock.”

Andrej followed him, gut tightened at the thought of the hotel owner. She was an attractive woman. No longer a youngster, the traces of time ran soft fingers through her face and body, giving her a charm only age could have lent her. Her eyes, those baby blue orbs that shone like a lighthouse, were her best feature, and what had caught his immediate attention. They looked familiar, offering a sense of home Andrej hadn't known for a long time. If ever. Those eyes called him to her, and the smile on her lips constantly dragged one to his face, he couldn't help smiling back when she flared him such a bright, open grin. But she made him nervous, self-conscious, and he couldn't understand why.

Marching downstairs, Andrej's hands beaded with sweat, as did his forehead. In anticipation of her presence and the fact he'd end up spending the night in utter silence, listening to Fin and her chat about things they both loved, the past they had together. He'd tried to follow their conversation earlier, as she joined them by the pool when they returned from their walk on the beach, and had given up completely. They talked about art and films, for the most, mentioning names he'd never heard before; then had moved on to politics, which didn't interest him much, either. So he'd just sat there, studying her face and the way it lit up whenever a subject spiked her interest. The way it lost its flare, whenever an unspoken thought crossed her mind. Mystery floated around her, coated her, and he longed to know more. But he'd been too shy to ask - something so unlike him.

Gabrielle was already at the foyer, like Finley had predicted. She turned to face them as they came down the stairs, blond hair swishing over one shoulder, stark against the black of the leather biker she wore. Andrej smiled, a wide grin, feeling a little less conspicuous because they wore matching jackets. His heart lurched at the sight of her inside a silky black dress, lips covered in crimson, a waft of heady perfume coming off her. She was more than attractive, certainly, or was it just him? This woman was ravishing, everyone must agree. The way her eyes travelled the length of his body flared heat across his chest, and placed an unexpected blush on his cheeks. The overhead lights flickered briefly, and he wondered if it had anything to do with how charged he was around Gabrielle.

“Don't you look lovely,” Finley whispered, spinning Gabbie, skirt of her dress flaring around tanned legs. “Shall we go?”

“Yes, I've parked the car out front so we could leave as soon as you came down.”

They followed her to the outside, boarded the car and left, Gabrielle taking the scenic road running the length of the bay. The sun was setting, tinting the waters gold and bronze, the skies a fiery pink and orange. Andrej's attention converged to the sight, a sudden gasp fleeing his lips. Whatever he'd expected, this wasn't it. This overwhelming, breath-taking beauty, the colours so blunt and raw, nature so naked before his eyes. It was wild, and free, and moving, to see something like this. How long since he'd last seen a sunset, how long since he'd last felt so touched by the sight of nature itself? As the sun dripped down closer to the waters, it seemed to light them on fire, the gold and bronze transformed into blazing flames of dark orange and red.

“The Devil's Bay,” Gabrielle said, and her eyes met his on the rear-view mirror. “It's what the locals call it. Because of the way the sun tints the sea red. It's like a blazing inferno.”

Andrej nodded, keeping his eyes locked with hers. He wanted to go back and watch the sunset, but couldn't force himself away. Only when Gabrielle turned her attention back to the road did he manage to look elsewhere, the breath he'd been holding finally leaving his lungs. The drive wasn't long, and from the highway Gabbie called his attention to the first sights of the medieval town they were headed to. Long, tall, stone walls surrounded it, a veritable fortress with turrets peppered here and there. His face lit at the sight, something else he hadn't expected to see on this utterly unexpected trip to Portugal.

“The town is inside those walls?” he asked, finally finding his voice.

“The part where we're headed, yes. It's a gorgeous place, told you so.”

Excitement caught hold of him as Gabrielle drove the car to a park outside the city walls. He walked on ahead of her and Fin, crossing the road without paying much attention to traffic, all he wanted was to feast his sights on those walls and see if they were as grandiose as they'd seemed from the highway. Carefully placed lights illuminated the battlements and the stonework, which looked impressive. A sense of timelessness nestled over the place, encasing it in a collective, protective memory. Andrej turned on his heels, taking everything in, until a car horn woke him from his sudden trance.

He laughed and jumped on the sidewalk, Fin and Gabbie running to join him.

“You're crazy, he could have hit you,” Gabrielle said, breathlessly, and Andrej's heart soared at the worry and excitement in her voice. “Are you all right?”

“Yes, I'm fine. This is amazing, it's even better than Visby.”

“Visby?”

“In Sweden. A medieval town, it's surrounded by walls too, but these are even more stunning.”

“Oh, you've been to Sweden, always wanted to go there.” Gabbie muttered, taking a look at the walls herself.

“I'm Swedish.”

Their eyes locked again, and remained thus a long moment. This time, it was Gabrielle who blushed, but Andrej who averted his eyes first.

“I had no idea. No wonder you're so tall.”

He searched her face again, aware of Finley's attention on him. Aware this was all wrong, whatever it was he was doing. He'd come here with this man, who'd helped him when Andrej had been at his lowest, most vulnerable. He'd taken this man's offer and accepted the hand he extended, knowing there'd be a price tag attached to it. He'd been willing to pay that price – it wasn't as if Finley was unattractive, it wasn't as if Andrej's body had not stirred for him – if it meant he had a roof over his head and food inside his stomach, however momentary the respite may be. He'd agreed to this spur of the moment trip, what did it make of him? Andrej's stomach lurched at the thought, bile rising up his oesophagus. 

He'd accepted Finley's unspoken deal, so what was he doing, now? Why did this woman trouble him so? And why couldn't he keep his eyes off her, as if they'd met somewhere before, as if they'd been destined to meet again? If he'd believed such things, he'd say they'd perhaps known each other in a previous life, and had some unfinished business to tackle. A cackle fled his lips, the moment broken by it.

“Where's that restaurant, then?” he asked, and Gabbie pointed him towards a cobblestone street that led to an arched entrance on the massive stone walls.

“Why I bother wearing heels to this place is beyond me,” Gabbie whispered to Finley, who laughed. “One of these days I'm going to take a bad fall and then I'll start wearing sensible shoes.”

Her feet slipped on the polished stone, one arm reaching towards Finley, the other instinctively going for Andrej. He grabbed her hand in a tight grip until she was steady on her legs, then tucked her arm through his.

“Let me help you.” Even his voice sounded different, unlike him. Everything was off, lately, where it came to him, especially around this woman.

“We'll look like mother and son,” she said, but kept her arm entwined with his. “Finley can be the dad.”

“You're too young to have a son this old,” Andrej whispered.

“She has a son about your age.”

Gabbie blushed under the pale moonlight, shook her head in what could either be irritation or shame.

“Well, you must have been pretty young when he was born.” A weight pulled on his gut, disappointment, perhaps, a sudden melancholy tainting what had previously been such an excited mood. So, she was married, which only made sense. A woman like her, she would be married. “Like, early teens?” he still joked.

They stepped through the arched entrance, Gabbie pointing the intricately carved balcony, illuminated by a spotlight. Andrej stopped to gaze at it, marvelling at the delicate stone masonry and its beauty. Centuries swirled around them, it was like stepping through a portal into a time now long gone, such was the force of history surrounding them. Such was the power of the past and its preservation.

“I was nearly nineteen,” she said, and guided him out through another stone arch. “Oliver's twenty, now. Must be close to you in years.”

Andrej wondered why she made sure he knew how old she was, had she somehow noticed the way his pulse raced near her? Was she aware of the effect she had on him, was this her way of trying to deter him? By making sure Andrej knew she had a son his age?

“You look much younger,” he said, and followed her lead towards a restaurant, Finley closing in the rear, hand poised on Andrej's lower back.

The thought of how the night was bound to end clawed at his mind, and he suddenly no longer wanted that. He'd trapped himself into this, though, now he must endure. No longer hungry, he took the seat next to Finley, Gabbie across the table from them, both already so enraptured in their conversation they seemed to forget Andrej was there. When Fin asked for cocktails, he chugged his like there was no tomorrow, breaking every single promise he'd made to himself. That he wouldn't drink, he wouldn't drink this heavily again.

But the dark thing inside his head demanded to be fed. 

The very same thing that had led him out of his small London flat that night, to meet up with a group of friends who'd suddenly become too busy for him when Andrej had
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