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  Introduction



Pull up a chair and make yourself feel at home, I’d just like to say a couple of words before we get going. I promise, I won’t keep you long.

It’s time to dig out that old cliché, the one that every writer is faced with at some point: Where do the ideas come from? From my perspective, the short answer to that one would be: I don’t know. Of course, I could try and be smart, to come out with some facetious response or other but, since I can’t actually think of one at the time of writing this introduction, I’d rather just be honest. After all, it’s the best policy, right? It is another tried and tested saying that a magician never reveals the secret of his or her tricks. Writers aren’t really all that different, which I suppose explains why there are so many smart-arsed replies to the clichéd writer question. But I’ll stick to my first answer; I still don’t know where the ideas come from. All I do know, is that I’m terrified they’ll disappear someday. In most of my writing, I suppose that I’m drawn to the idea of inevitability, the knowledge that something bad is going to happen to someone, it’s just a matter of what and when. Most of my ideas stem from an initial what if… scenario, for example, what if, at the climax of W W Jacobs’ The Monkey’s Paw, the distraught mother had pulled away from her husband and opened the door? What if that unwanted pet that a bored child cast out one day had migrated into a sewer and grown into something monstrous? What if it had found a mate? What if the two of them had bred down there, doing the nasty with thousands of people walking by above them, oblivious? These are the sort of things that provide fodder for the imagination, the sort of questions that fuel my thoughts. Sometimes, ideas are borne of actual events, some more outlandish news story perhaps, or some random item that would ordinarily slip under the radar. Again, I won’t tell, instead, I’ll leave it up to you to decide where reality and fantasy deviate.

This should be the section of the introduction where I give a list of people without whom, etc. At the risk of it sounding like a cop out, there are a few too many to list here. First and foremost, thanks go to my family, for putting up with me and my little hobby in such a supportive way. Also, many friends (yes, I do have some), again, for support, as well as providing a reminder that, as solitary an exercise as writing may be, it can’t really be done alone. My gratitude is also extended to every editor that I have worked with to date. I’m perhaps fortunate that I’ve yet to have a bad experience, each and every one with whom I’ve had the pleasure of collaborating has been nothing other than outstanding, each of them helping me to grow that little bit more as a writer.

Now that’s out of the way, I’m just about ready to shut up and let you get on with what I hope you actually bought this book for in the first place. If the stories in here help you kill a little time on your morning or evening commute, or if they transport you away for just long enough to ignore the person taking up far too much space on the bus or train next to you (you know exactly the kind of person that I’m talking about) then I’m happy enough. Job done.

I’m going to take a back seat now. It’s time to turn the lights down just a little and make yourself comfortable. Ready?

Just turn the page.




LG – September 2019/August 2020.






































For Helen, Courtney, Dylan, and Leah.

There’s a first time for everything.
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It was the way things were most nights. A social life played out entirely through the one way glass of a computer screen. Conversations could be held with people from the other end of the town, the country, the world, without even having to venture from the confines of the bedroom. Neat, segmented and convenient, just the way she preferred it.

devilgrrl616>It’s so unfair but that’s how it always is no one understands me anyway

Her fingers hovered over the keyboard, bathed in the pale, fluorescent glow from the monitor, she hesitated in anticipation of a response. Then finally,

dedguy9>Yeah I know what you mean I guess most people just don’t get it do they :) 

No, indeed they didn’t get it. But then again, she really didn’t expect them to.

Tucked away in the closeted privacy of her own room, she allowed herself the luxury of the thinnest of smiles, a rare thing in itself. In the world beyond her bedroom door - the real world - any outward signs of positive emotion were usually kept in check, to be revealed only to a chosen few. The few in question being the ones who knew, the ones who did get it. Such people were usually on the other end of a web-chat or secreted away in some forum or other. The computer screen served a dual purpose, both as a window on the world and as a defensive barrier against it. She revelled in the anonymity that the chatroom afforded her, comfortable in the knowledge that she could be whatever she wanted to be. She could be somebody. She hesitated, taking the time to think up a suitable response before committing her words, the collection of scar-concealing bangles around her wrists jostling up and down her arms, making gentle clinking noises above the drone of the computer as she wrote,

devilgrrl616>I know

>the other girls call me stuff like freak and stuff but I never listen

>they can fuck off and die for all I care 

On some level at least, she told herself that she really meant it. Kayleigh Anderson – or devilgrrl616 to her fellow chat members - had never really been popular enough not to mean it. Her life was full of not-quites. Not quite tall enough, blonde enough, big-breasted enough, to fit in. As a result she had stopped trying to do just that some time ago. Instead, she did her very best to stand out, to be different and be what most people her own age called a freak, a weirdo,  finding her own subculture and embracing it. She took a sense of pride in the ignorance of the in-crowd, those popular girls who only took time out from looking down on her when they wanted to aim their barbed, two-faced remarks at each other instead. Doing so somehow made it easier to convince herself that she didn’t care, that she had risen above their sly stares and bitchy whispers. That at least she had achieved something.

There was a careful, worked-out point to everything. There always had to be. The caked white foundation masked the bloom of acne on her cheeks, the black semi-permanent dye hid the auburn colour of her hair - her dad still insisted on calling it ginger, much to her annoyance. The practiced-to-perfection narrowing of her eyes whenever she stepped out into the sunlight she so claimed to hate, almost completely disguised the fact that she refused to wear her prescription lenses. Everything was for a reason. A carefully constructed character, to replace a nondescript one. Anything, even the risk of mockery, was better than being forced into admitting just how average she felt, of being consigned to obscurity. 

No, most people didn’t get it. Screw them. They weren’t important anyway. Practicing the couldn’t-give-a-damn attitude behind closed doors made it easier to not give a damn to their faces. That was why she had taken to the internet lifestyle with such ease. In lieu of any natural ability to socialise outdoors, she felt at home among those who insisted upon hiding themselves away in the corners of the web. As well as allowing her to be someone else, someone who could be loved and looked up to, and it rewarded her with an almost perverse sense of confidence. It was easy to speak your mind when none of the people reading your words actually knew who you were, and the very nature of the internet made it the easiest thing in the world to be anyone you wanted to be.

The balloon icon at the bottom of the monitor screen popped up to indicate the arrival of a new message, flashing like a neatly tucked-away accusation. How long it had actually been there, she didn’t know.

dedguy9>what you thinking now you gone quiet you haven’t gone and died on me have you?  

Without even realising, she had drifted into her own thoughts, something that she did quite often. Daydreamer, was just one more thing that they liked to say often, smirking behind their hands as they did so. Freaky, weirdo daydreamer. They really didn’t have the first clue about her or anything that was going on in her life. She felt like offloading and sometimes it was easier to do so to a stranger. The guy on the other end of the chat was certainly that, even though they had shared more in the way of conversation than she had with most people outside her bedroom. Like herself, dedguy9 was a regular on more than one chatroom on gothfinder.net, she could sometimes almost convince herself that they were best friends, even though the reality of it was that, were they ever to actually meet each other face to face, she probably wouldn’t even look twice at him.

devilgrrl616>Sorry just thinking about all of those snide bitches today always slagging me off coz they don’t even know anything about me or my life

dedguy9>don’t sweat it babe I’m sure they’ll learn sooner or later

devilgrrl616>I hope so I’m starting to get bored with the same thing every day

dedguy9>Not of me i hope ;)

devilgrrl616>Like I could ever get sick of u :)

>at least you get me

>most ppl don’t

She raised a hand to her mouth to hide a yawn, chunky bangles clinking as they slid down the length of her forearm and back again. It was almost like he was some kind of mind reader or something. Things have been starting to get a bit boring lately, she thought, I’m just too polite to tell you.  

dedguy9>Hey

She pushed back on her chair, casters rolling silent against the carpet as she yawned again, not bothering to stifle it this time. 

dedguy9>you still there???

“Kayleigh? Dinner’s ready. ‘You coming down?” The voice of her father cut into everything, threatening to puncture her world with boring reality, the way he always did. Sure he tried, but he was just one more of those on the outside looking in, who didn’t understand. At least he was honest about it, not even trying to bluff, or act like he got it. “It’ll get cold if it’s left much longer. It’s been out for ten minutes already,”

“Okay,” she called down, “be there in a minute.” She tacked a sigh into the end. Like everyone else, he really didn’t have a clue.

dedguy9>Where you gone?

She didn’t owe them anything, whoever they were, she knew that. Just like her, it could have been anyone, anywhere. Maybe some person, some nobody just like her, looking for a way to escape, to reinvent himself - or herself for that matter - as someone special. No, she didn’t owe them anything, but that didn’t make it right to just cut them out. In her day to day life at least, she knew how that felt all too well.

devilgrr616l>soz i just got distracted. gotta go now

dedguy9>wait a sec

“What now?”

dedguy9>if you’re lookin for sumthin new you might want to try this

devilgrrl616>if its anything to do with drugs or devil stuff I’m not interested ok?

“Besides, dad would kill me,” she said aloud as she typed.

dedguy9>lol :) no it’s none of that

>www.dedgoths.net

>it’s a chatroom 

>been going for a while now

Kayleigh felt a spark of curiosity. She had been looking for something different, for some new place where she could be what she felt most comfortable being. Leaning forward, she typed, waiting for her dad to call again with his usual weary acceptance that stood in for impatience. He had given up even trying to throw his weight around or make his authority known ages ago. The cold reality of a failed marriage had been enough to teach him that.

devilgrrl616>you got me curious now

dedguy9>thought so

>reckon you’d like it

>reckon they’d like you as well

Of course they would, she thought, almost smiling again. The bleach-blonde sluts can be popular in the world out there, but I know where I’m appreciated, where I’m liked. She hesitated, the on-screen message that dedguy9 is typing something… giving her reason to wait.

dedguy9>It’s invitation only tho

devilgrrl616>Wat? :-/

dedguy9>Goto the site and submit a request to join

>if they like u then they send an invite

>no probs

She gripped the mouse, the cursor fluttering over the LOGOUT button. The illusion had been broken, for now at least. It was time to leave her world and return to boring normality.

devilgrrl616>gotta go now

Before the person on the other end could prolong the conversation any further, she clicked to close the chat window, leaving the computer running, just in case.

*

She flexed her interlaced fingers, hearing the knuckles pop as she planted both feet on the carpet in front of her, using her grip to pull the chair in closer to the computer desk.

She had made her excuses, telling her dad that she had some studying to do, pushing her barely-touched food to one side and making her escape before he could protest her eating habits or suggest that she do something quite as mundane as clear the table or wash the dishes. His weary response was to nod and give a slight shrug of his shoulders. Of course he knew that she had no homework or, even if she did, that she had no intention of actually doing it. He also knew that there was no point in arguing about it. She was her mother’s daughter in that regard and he had been through it all once before. He usually preferred doing most chores himself anyway, if for no other reason than to make it feel as though he still did something worthwhile with his time.

Satisfied that he wouldn’t be disturbing her again soon, she entered her password and clicked to unlock the computer, opening a new browser window. Eager to satisfy the germ of curiosity that had been planted in the front of her mind, her slender fingers struck the keys as she typed,

www.dedgoths.net

Hitting ENTER, she sat back, waiting for the sign-up screen to show.

Instead, there was just a plain, dark page, centralised text, white on black, with a single blank field beneath.

Welcome to DedGoths Chatrooms.

Use of message boards is subject to group rules 

[Click HERE] and is strictly by invitation only.

Enter a suitable username and valid email address in the fields below. You will be notified as soon as possible if your request is accepted.

- ADMINS

Then below that,

CURRENT MEMBERS: 628

ACTIVE: 127

“Doesn’t look like a very big chatroom,” she spoke under her breath, a force of habit, even though she knew that there was no one in earshot. “Not too many people to choose from. Still, it can’t hurt to try, I guess.” She hunched over the keyboard, hesitating in thought, before typing her chosen username,

DEVILGRRL616

Followed by her email address. Might as well keep things simple, she thought to herself, as she hit the ENTER key and sat back, her chair creaking as she did so, breaking the monotonous whirring of the computer fan.

Your request has been received.

You will be notified shortly if you are successful.

“Oh hell,” she muttered under her breath. “This had better be worth the hassle.” She stared at the screen, waiting for something to happen. Five minutes became ten, then fifteen. Nothing. “What a load of bollocks,” she clicked to close the window, before shutting the computer down.

It was probably nothing, little more than a wild goose chase. Jesus, dedguy9 was probably just trolling her, getting off on the thought of her trying to sign up to a chatroom that didn’t even exist.

Moving away from the desk, she opened her bedroom curtains just a crack, allowing the moonlight to peer in through the window. There was something comforting about that pale glow, something reassuring. She undressed quickly and slipped into bed, as though afraid someone might see, pulling the cool duvet all the way around herself up to her neck in a protective shell, a cloth cocoon against the outside world.

*

College sucked, just the same as always, unable to get past the feeling that she could just sleepwalk through the entire day and no one would notice. At least she was back somewhere she felt comfortable, safe, where she couldn’t be hurt by anyone. A few mouse clicks or button pushes and she could go anywhere, be anyone she wanted to be.

Switches were flicked and the computer sprung into life. There was the crackle of static in the air and the faintly burnt smell of ozone, as the telling glow of the monitor illuminated the small room. A desk lamp, the white bulb replaced by red, threw smears of blurred charcoal shadow across the walls. Usually she preferred the near darkness, feeling more at home in the gloom, but it didn’t hurt to have something to set the mood a little.

While she waited for the computer to start up, she prepared herself. It had become her usual pre-chat ritual, in keeping with the acting out of a role, for which she had to look the part, whether the person on the other end of the chat could actually see her or not. She brushed her long, dyed black hair to the sides, loose ringlets framing her foundation-whitened face. Her eyes, kohl-smeared, stood out of the gloom, completing a carefully cultivated, almost skeletal look. She tugged her dark vest down to reveal just a hint of cleavage. She always liked to tell herself that she was a world away from those blonde, back-combed slags, with their hollow stories about how they had been screwed senseless by the best looking guy on the football team, up against the wall behind a club somewhere. No, she knew she was better than that, but if the webcam was going to be used, it still didn’t hurt to look good. A collection of bangles and bracelets slid up and down the length of both arms, rattling like brittle old bones in the near-darkness. 

Satisfied with her appearance at last, she shifted herself on her seat, making herself comfortable.

You have new messages

She clicked on the accompanying icon to open her mailbox, expecting the usual list of spam and junk to fill her screen, her eyes narrowing, ready to scan the list. There it was, just two rows down:

From: admins@dedgoths.net

Subject: Your request to join DedGoths Message Boards has been accepted. Congratulations!

This is it, she told herself, something new. It was perhaps a good thing that she’d had to register. It would hopefully discourage any weirdos from signing in and making a nuisance of themselves. That was probably why they did it, to keep the freaks out. It was kind of ironic that dedguy9 - whoever he or she was - had pointed her in the direction of the site. They had been pretty persistent of late, seeming to latch onto most of Kayleigh’s online discussion. Of course, there was the likelihood that the same person would be a member of this chatroom, too, and would probably make their presence felt before too long. The problem being that they would almost certainly do so under a different username, making her wonder if it would have been better if she had done the same. What’s the worst that could happen? She asked herself. It’s not like I’m ever going to meet them in real life after all. 

Reassuring herself, she held her fingers over the keyboard, hitting the keys, without looking up at the screen, 

devilgrrl616>hey I’m new here

>anybody out there want 2 talk 2 me?

A minute or two passed before the words appeared at the bottom of the screen to indicate that someone had taken up her offer.

dedguy9 is typing a message…

“Oh hell, already?” she cursed under her breath. She had figured it would happen sooner or later, but she would have preferred it to be later. Quite a bit later as a matter of fact.

dedguy9>Hi

>you got invited then

>told you there’d be no problem

“Yeah, great. No problem. At least there wasn’t up until a minute ago.”

devilgrrl616>Yeah I’m here thanx

>how’d you find me so fast anyway?

dedguy9>you using the same handle like me

>its a giveaway :-))

She cracked a smile, her discomfort fading into a self-conscious embarrassment. So what if someone on the other end of a webchat was being a bit clingy? Probably just some lonely single guy, sat in his mother’s basement, hunched over his computer in a dirty string vest and the same pants that he’d been wearing for three days in a row. At least he wasn’t dishing out the hate, or saying anything overly creepy.

dedguy9>Anyways…you were telling me yesterday about other girls giving you grief

>what’s up with that?

devilgrrl616>Yeah like I said they all think they’re so popular

>it’s only coz they dress like cheap whores and drop their knickers for the first guy that looks at them

>then they think I’m the freaky one…losers

dedguy09>I don’t think your a loser

She resisted the urge to call him out on his bad spelling.

dedguy9>Infact i think your pretty cute ;)

“O…kay, things are getting a bit personal now,” the breath whistled through her teeth as she exhaled, weighing up what to do next. It wouldn’t be the first time that she’d had to break up a conversation. She liked to tell herself that she had her own boundaries when it came to what was a little too close for comfort. There was no harm in a bit of flirting, but if something didn’t quite feel right then she wouldn’t hesitate in telling dedguy9 where to get off.

devilgrrl616>Gee, thanx :)

A pause, then:

dedguy9 is typing a message…

dedguy9>Hows about we think of sumthing to teach them a lesson? you know…get them back for everything

>course there could even be sumthing in it for me ;)

The sentence jumped out at her out of the surrounding darkness. She rolled her chair away from the screen as though the monitor had just dealt her a static shock. 

devilgrrl616>Wat did you say? wat do you mean by a lesson? and something for you? wtf?:/

It looked like nothing, but there was something sinister in those words. Just ignore it, she thought, just ignore it. Then after a few seconds,

dedguy9>what do you think I mean?

>you still there?

She continued to stare at the screen from a distance, those words still standing out, green on black, like an admission of guilt. Hiding a true, darker meaning in amongst their innocent vowels and consonants, the evidence of some implied threat nestled within.

dedguy9>Hey you still there?

>dont you bail on me

“Shit,” she said aloud, her voice sounding small and vulnerable in the otherwise empty room. “Shit, shit, shit.” Putting the world to rights from the comfort of her own bedroom was one thing. Talk of teaching people a lesson and being expected to put out somehow; that was another matter entirely. It made everything just a little bit too real.

As though for guidance, she swivelled on the chair to look at the posters looming up out of the darkness. What would one of her idols do, other than look so perfectly maudlin, with their dark make-up and pale complexions, their hairstyles back-combed and tousled to perfection? No answer seemed forthcoming. Maybe he was joking, treating her as just one more clichéd, angst-ridden teen, someone who was just playing at being on the threshold of adulthood. Or perhaps he was just testing her, trying to gauge the depth of how she felt. Yeah, maybe, but then again. 

dedguy8>Why you not answering me?

>happy to talk before when it suited you. now you dont want to know when talk gets real

>prick teaser

That was it; the excuse that she had been waiting for. She clicked END CHAT, almost pushing her forefinger through the mouse button with the force.

“The hell with you, you pervert,” she mumbled, suddenly feeling a little more vulnerable as she realised just how fast her heart was beating. At least she had cut him off before things got nasty.

“Kayleigh? Are you okay up there?” The real world intervened once again, as her dad’s voice called from downstairs. “I thought I heard a noise.” 

He was still learning the boundaries between them, the distance between providing for a teenage daughter and giving her sufficient room to breathe, all the while still being there whenever he might be needed. His heart was in the right place and he tried, he really did, especially since the separation, as messy as it was. But no matter how much effort he seemed to put in, he still didn’t quite get it either. Just for once though, the intervention was a welcome one. 

“Yeah,” she shouted back down, eyes still fixed on those words on screen. “I’m okay, just saw a pretty big spider, that’s all.” There were a few seconds of quiet, followed by his voice again, right outside her bedroom door now.

“Do you need me to come and get it for you?”

“No, it’s gone, I’m fine, really.”

“Okay, if you’re sure. Your mother hated spiders. She would just about run a mile if she saw one. It was just as well they didn’t bother me.” She listened to his sigh, followed by the sound of his feet against the laminated floor outside her bedroom door as he walked away, muttering to himself.

Yeah, he really was trying. The divorce hadn’t been pretty and had messed up a whole load of things, but between the two of them, they did okay under the circumstances, most of the time at least.

Teach them a lesson. 

What a total creep. She could have cursed herself for not knowing any better, usually priding herself on being savvy enough to spot the weirdos from a mile off. At least he probably wouldn’t bother her for a little while. With any luck her response might have caught him by surprise enough for him to back away, long enough for her to figure out how to block his sorry arse.

Her hand gripping the mouse shaking a little more than she would ever admit, she pointed the cursor at the top left of the main screen, the action causing a menu to drop down. Halfway down the list was the Block and Report option. She clicked it to open the form.

Please enter the name, email address or username of the person you wish to block. Once blocked, the person will no longer be able to see your availability in the chatrooms, comment on any of your posts or communicate with you. Once blocked, a user cannot be unblocked.

Below was an empty field, into which she clicked the cursor, before beginning to type:

DEDGUY9

Before clicking the SUBMIT button.

That username is not recognized. Please check your spelling and try again.

“What?” She stared at the screen, feeling her heart jump. “Great, just great.” The wanker had probably deleted his account right after she had cut him off. Some people would have been happy to see the back of an arsehole like that, but she was clever enough to know that it didn’t really change much. She had seen it before, people kicked out of forums and online chat groups, closing their account, only to start again from scratch, with a new username. It was nothing new and, unfortunately, it made it hard sometimes to keep tabs on who was genuine and who was just taking the piss.

She yawned, stretching her arms out as she did so, bracelets and bangles rattling up and down the lengths
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