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Аннотация
Don�t let her in.
Mixing with others never came as naturally as mixing paint to artist Samara. Troubles with classmates and family leave her alone, trapped in her struggling mind. Only the girl with dark hair understands. A spectre, watching from afar but creeping closer with every brushstroke, determined to keep Samara all to herself. As the boundary between life and art blurs, Samara knows she must finish her painting before it consumes her.
But will the finished piece keep the girl outside at bay? Or destroy everything Samara desires?
Come to the art show withOutside, the first of theMind Terrors series by Shadows Award finalist D. I. Russell.
A thriller of obsession, confession, and the agony of art.


D. I. Russell
OUTSIDE


For the drinkers of the Tudor House Hotel, Wigan, 1997-2000



Play

He flicks a cigarette between his lips and canters down the grimy stairs, passing streaks of graffiti on mouldy white tile, kicking aside stray pages of newspaper and empty cans.
Samara wondered: what came first?
The monster?
Or its world?
In the golden age of cinema, the monsters lurked in gothic castles in faraway lands, or the deepest depths for only the brave or foolish to venture. Decades later, bizarre creatures invaded from the stars in black and white science fiction shlock. Hackers and slashers would deliver their retribution among the parties of summer camps and dormitories of the seventies and eighties. Simple creatures would, of course, dine on the simple folk, while the more articulate beasts would stalk the educated, ensuring the challenges of their philosophies were not to be squandered. The mutant freaks hid in the deserts and sewers, sites of human refuse. Demons coveted the innocence of young girls.
New York, but not blockbuster New York. Not the city of CGI invasions and exploding skylines. The low budget underbelly. The alleyways, the bars, the street corners at the dead of night. A place teeming with souls; but on these streets contact was to be avoided, shunned�to be feared. Did the monster seek this place out to call home? Or did the darkness of the city spit her out, a nightmare abortion of hunger and shadow?
The smoker has no name, other than �Man on Train�. He was played by Curt Harris, an actor Samara had yet to see in anything else. He turns a corner on the subway platform, meandering through the commuters exiting the train. Before stepping through the open doors, he savours one last drag of his cigarette and tosses it aside.
In the background, sitting on a bench a little way down the platform, a girl with long dark hair turns in his direction, features blurred, with the shot focussing on the foreground.
Oblivious to the attention, Man on Train lives up to his name and heads through the double doors. Perhaps this is the last train of the night, or maybe it�s heading to the end of the line. We don�t know who this man is. We don�t know where he�s going. It�s late, and he finds a seat in the empty carriage, facing the camera. His gaze drifts as he ponders something. It brings a small smile to his lips. He peers out of the window as the doors slide closed. The train pulls away.
The score eases in, inspired, perhaps, by Oldfield.
Plunging into the first tunnel, the carriage fills with darkness for a moment before the lights flicker back into life. The man looks up with a frown, unaware of the girl now sitting at the rear of the carriage. Her dark hair hangs over her face in a glossy veil.
Watching both players, Samara smiles.
The best bit is coming up now.
The shot cuts to the point of view of the man as he fidgets with his lighter, then cuts back as he sighs. The girl is now a few rows closer, face still hidden. Only the score reveals her advance, as the relentless piano theme steps up a notch.
The man drops his lighter.
�Damn it.� He bends down to retrieve it from between his feet and sits back with a grunt, hiding the girl to his rear. Once again, he appears to sit in an empty carriage, watching the city lights dart past the window.
The girl slowly tilts her head to the side, now sitting directly behind him. She raises a pale, withered hand, her thin fingers snaking over the back of his seat. From the hidden face seeps a low hiss that rises in volume.
Man on Train glances back over his shoulder.
The seat behind him is empty.
No style in a quick kill from behind, Samara thought. Terror lives in the realisation. Dread lives in-between, those sweet and bloody seconds before the realisation hits, hope scattered, the surf hitting the rocks.
The camera angle changes to a wide shot. Across the carriage, the girl sits rigid, hair hanging, hands neatly folded in her lap.
Man on Train peers up and down the aisle, and finding his only companion, smiles in her direction.
�Didn�t hear you get on, cutie.� He licks his lips. �You need help gettin� off?�
Samara grins. No one said the writing was award-winning. At least they gave Curt Harris a few lines.
The girl ignores him, and his smile descends into a sneer.
�Hey! Hey, I�m talkin� to you.� He shakes his head and returns to staring through the window. �Fuckin� freak.�
A side angle now as the hiss slowly builds once more, joining the heightening score, creating a distorted lullaby. In the background, the girl looks up, narrow face peeking out from behind her hair.
And there we have it. The mask slips.
The girl beams in a delayed response to the stranger�s crude come on, her mouth stretching wide, slender jaw dropping towards her chest.
Man on Train starts to turn, starts to scream.
The face of the girl fills the screen in all her horrific glory. The first full reveal, and an effective jump scare as the creature screeches and�

1.

�Samara! Down here, now!�
Her painted black thumbnail hovered over the pause button on the remote control. After a split second of defiance, she slammed her thumb home, squashing the rubber button. The VCR responded with a quiet click. The steady hum from the turning reels ceased. Samara suffered its absence more than the lack of screams and howls. On screen, the distorted face of the demon was trapped, kinetic white bars crackling across the glass, twitching as if nervous of the murderous deity they restrained.
�Samara, for the last time!�
�Okay! I�m coming�� And in a hushed addendum, �for fuck�s sake��
Samara swung her boots, laced up to the knees and hanging off the bed, to the carpet. She usually preferred something comfortable once she returned home, once again in her bedroom, shutting out the world. Her usual pyjama pants and baggy long-sleeved top still lay in a small heap on the floor beside her bed, cast off in the chilly morning when dressing for college. Her boots, black leggings, and Tool t-shirt, with a long-sleeve underneath to cover her arms as always, were evidence of her excitement on returning home. No time to change. No minutes spared for an interrogation from her mother. Barely a moment to dump her bag in the hallway and slip away to her sanctuary, her prize clutched tightly in her hand.
Every night she imagined a thick, black goop, a cancerous tar that filled the gap between bedroom door and frame. It squirmed and it bubbled, finding every crack and crevice, to glue the door shut behind her. When she heard footsteps coming up the stairs, Samara imagined this slime, sentient and listening to the approaching intruder, tightening its grip, keeping them out, holding her safe in solitude.
It never worked.
She quickly gathered up her art supplies from the mattress and returned them to their plastic toolbox. While watching the film, she�d checked everything was ready for class the following day, preferring to use her own tools rather than the tired, worn supplies at the college. She dropped various pencils, charcoals, and thin brushes into the box. An art knife not yet used for clays or prints, but handy for sharpening. Finally, her pictures cut from magazines as prompts and guides. They�d be pinned up around her canvas for quick referencing.
Rising from the bed, Samara stretched out the kinks in her back from lying on her discarded clothes and turned on her desk lamp. Radiance from the bulb reflected on the glossy plastic sleeve of her new purchase. The video case remained closed. She could only watch it for the first time once, so why not make a night of it? A double bill.
Samara had caught the first Outside film by chance. One of her favourite bands, of which there were many, had been filmed playing the Brixton Academy, and MTV had been advertising the showing all week. Waiting for her parents and sister to go to bed, Samara had started on black coffee in a bid to stay awake. She didn�t trust the timer on the VCR. Plus, her dad had an unfortunate habit: he�d sneak back down stairs once everyone was asleep and flick through the foreign satellite channels for a smutty film from the seventies, or one of the many erotic game shows the Germans seemed to love. This completely fucked the video recording, as the VCR recorded the satellite TV channel. The finale of Hellraiser had been spoiled when Kirsty was about to escape the Cenobites and suddenly the screen was filled with oiled-up girls in a show called Die Sexy Olympiade.
Needing to see her band play from London, she�d planned around her father�s libido, but events still did not go to plan. Forgetting MTV broadcast from Europe and had advertised the appropriate European time, she completely missed the recording. Seething and still hyped up on too much caffeine, she�d flicked through the channels, seeking something to consume the rest of her night. Hours later, her eyelids starting to grow heavy, Samara flicked to a movie channel for background noise to dose to.
The pitch eyes of a deformed monster stared out of the screen, her jaws snapping free at the hinges, mouth stretching, thin teeth pushing through her gums like sewing needles. The demon drove a talon through the hazy barrier between waking and sleep.
It had snapped Samara awake.
Watching the current victim being disembowelled, Samara had grabbed a cushion and settled back in to see this masterpiece through. A quick glance at that week�s TV guide informed her she was watching Outside (1992). On the verge of suicide, a man makes a pact with a demon to bring suffering to those who ruined his life. R18.
And so the obsession had begun.
She�d recorded the film the next time the channel had aired it after scouring the listings each week. She insisted on watching it at the same time to protect it from her dad�s channel switching.
After a few years of watching the horrid, dark film at least once a week, the old tape started to deteriorate. Samara�s skill with the tracking dial achieving little. So she bought it on honest-to-God-official video. It occupied pride of place on her shelf with the few other bought videos she owned. She loved the artwork on the cover, and the extra details on the reverse.
Now it had a companion. Outside 2: The Return of Woe.
�Samara!�
�Okay, Mum, okay! Christ!� Reaching across her desk, she swept up her pad and charcoal.
She cast the gruesome, elongated face on screen a longing glance. Years she�d waited for the sequel. Should�ve known her family would try and ruin the big day. Hopefully she could finish the first movie and watch the sequel uninterrupted after dinner.
In her mind, the gelatinous black ooze receded, allowing her to open her bedroom door. The thick soles of her boots clomped down the creaking stairs.
* * *
Dinner wasn�t quite ready. Samara stared at the empty table, calculating how much of Outside she could have got under her belt before it was really time to eat. Only her younger sister sat waiting, reading a pop magazine. A neatly clipped and dressed boy band stood in perfectly arranged formation on the cover. Nobody stood like that. Not an instrument between them.
Samara considered grabbing her own choice of magazine from her bag, waging war across the dining table. Real music versus manufactured crap. She sighed, already losing the battle. Her parents agreed with her sister. Samara�s tastes weren�t real music. Men shouldn�t wear makeup. The drums are too loud. The singing is just screaming. Her sister would bring in her reinforcements, and it would again be three against one. Always three against one.
Through the archway that led into the lounge, Samara noticed her father remained in his chair watching a rugby match. Mum�s order obviously didn�t apply to him. Hanging her head to form a black curtain of hair to hide behind, Samara placed her pad and charcoal on the table and sat opposite her sister. While she hated the seating arrangements, this is how it had always been, and how it always must be. Looking at the same two pictures on the wall beyond Kelly�s face brought comfort in their familiarity. On one side, the sisters aged three and seven, arranged in the photographer�s studio not unlike the boy band on Kelly�s magazine. Both children grinned up at the camera, Samara missing her two top teeth. Their dad liked to joke to visitors how glad they are to have the picture, as it�s the last time Samara smiled. On the other side was the man himself, younger and slimmer, sporting a curly black mullet and leaning proudly against his first car. A blazing summer day in the early eighties.
What he�d lost on top he�d made up around the waist. With a groan he pulled himself up from his chair and entered the dining room, still in his blue jeans and England football top from work. I drive a cab, not a limo, he liked to remind them. I don�t need to dress all fancy to take little old ladies shopping or pick up lager louts at two in the morning.
As he passed behind his oldest daughter, he leaned over to peer at her sketch pad. In that moment, Samara�s senses flooded with the smell of his day trapped in the car. His physical presence seemed to exist beyond his body. Samara could almost feel him draped over her. She eased away to the side a little, anxious at the thought of touch.
�And there was me thinking you might be doing a nice landscape,� he said. �Or a bowl of fruit. They don�t teach you that at college? I like a nice colourful bowl of fruit. Something natural.�
Samara didn�t warrant that with a reply and picked up her slim length of charcoal. The creature on the page, nails reaching from the paper, hair swirling about the narrow head as if drowning, needed more work on the mouth.
�We always had to do bowls of fruit at school,� said Samara�s mother, delivering the first meal from the steamy kitchen. Fitting in with the rest of her family, she too wore her uniform from the day; black skirt and white blouse. Fancy for working on a checkout at the supermarket eight hours a day. A dishtowel was slung over her shoulder. She placed the serving of lasagne and vegetables in front of her husband. He reached for the knife and fork perched on the side. �Every year in art. Bowl of fruit. Apples. Oranges. Always a banana on the side.�
Kelly sniggered, her eyes not leaving the pages of her magazine. �Not gothic enough for Sam. Severed head in a bowl with guts and maggots sprinkled on top. That�s more her style.�
�At least I have a style,� Samara mumbled. �Don�t just follow everyone else.�
�Just Wednesday Addams,� said Kelly.
Their parents chuckled with her. Samara tried to ignore them, concentrating on the twisted features scratched out by her hand.
In a sad way, Samara could understand it if Kelly had something about her. She wasn�t the stereotypical blonde stunner that boys drooled over. She had the same plain brown hair, tied back in a ponytail. Samara�s own natural colour was hidden behind a bottle of raven black. Kelly wasn�t overweight, nor curvy, nor athletic or super model thin. Kelly was just�Kelly. A girl. Just another girl. Samara had turned her over and over in her mind, trying to find the secret. People liked Kelly, but what did Kelly offer?
Her mother retrieved the remaining dishes from the kitchen, always sorting herself out last. She dropped into the chair to Samara�s right, out of breath. She�d probably come in from work just before Samara had returned from college, not having a moment, heading straight into the kitchen to prepare dinner. The lasagne might have been oven ready, but it was hot, and the carrots and broccoli had been thrown on almost as a healthy apology, restoring balance. Her mother sighed and finally allowed herself a few minutes to eat.
�Do you really have to do that at the dinner table?� she asked, jabbing her knife towards Samara�s work in progress.
�It�s homework.�
�When I was a kid,� chipped in her dad, �we�d do stuff like that just to get in trouble. Draw dicks in the margins of our maths books, that kinda thing.�
Samara�s fingers tightened around the charcoal; the tip threatened to snap against the smooth paper.
�What about you, Brenda?� he continued. �Were you any good at art back at school? I don�t know where she gets it from.�
�I didn�t do much,� replied her mother, chasing a stubborn slice of carrot around her plate with a fork. �Just the basics. Art wasn�t�well it wasn�t something people did back then.� She pronged the illusive vegetable. �Wasn�t much work in it.�
Silence descended on the dinner table, which Samara attempted to keep at bay with a frantic scratching of the charcoal. Add to the eyes, the glistening obsidian orbs. Use the method Miss Jones had taught her. Consider the source of light, the curve of the eyes�
�Still no work in it if you ask me,� said her dad.
And there it was.
Had her mother done it on purpose? Lit the conversational fuse that often ended in an explosion?
�I wouldn�t waste my time,� said Kelly, always picking her battles. �I mean, what can you do with it? Not like artists make that much. You can�t really call it a career.� She placed her magazine aside and continued to thumb through the pages, scanning the articles on hook ups, break ups, and as far as Samara was concerned, fuck ups. �I�m going into sports science. Or education. Plenty of time to decide.�
�But please, Sam, put that away now,� said their mother. �Not while we�re eating.�
�Like I said,� Samara growled. �It�s homework. I have to plan around my final presentation.�
Her heart stepped up. The discourse regarding the career opportunities for a young artist was a regular occurrence over dinner. A recent addition to reluctant conversations was Samara�s final presentation for the year, to be held at an art show at the college. Her family�s attendance had been up for discussion of late. Why the hell did she have to mention it now?
Her creation, movement captured so vividly it seemed to float and waver in the paper, leered up at her, revelling in her misery. It was yet another face of the beast that roamed the dark space between her and the rest of her family. She would always be on the outside looking in, as if they sat in the lounge, watching television or playing a board game, one big happy family. Samara would find herself out in the cold night, watching the light that spilled from the windows of her house, projecting the happiness within. The entity circled the house, blocking her advance towards the welcoming sights, the smiling faces. Through its darkness, the faces inside would stretch and skew, their excited conversation becoming strange and alien. Samara simply couldn�t understand, failed to grasp the meaning. What existed between them that she could no longer see, removed by the shadow of the prowling fiend that sat between, an ethereal guard dog, sealing off the family inside?
�It�s always monsters,� said Kelly, flicking over a page. �You�re not even that good.�
�Come on,� pressed her mother. �Let�s put it away and enjoy our dinner, eh?�
Her dad certainly wasn�t allowing her work to put him off his food. He cut a slab of lasagne free and shovelled it into his mouth.
Samara stared into the eyes of her mocking black and white sketch. �Why do you always take her side?�
�What, dear?� Her mother popped a piece of broccoli into her mouth. Her left cheek bulged as she spoke around it. �I haven�t taken anyone�s side. There aren�t any sides to take!�
�I can�t do my homework at the table, but she can read her stupid magazine. You think I�m wasting my time doing art at college but she�s barely passing high school.�
�I am not!� Kelly spat, finally looking up from her magazine. �I�m going to university and doing education.�
�The only thing you could teach kids is putting a look together.� Samara smirked. �You�re not even that good.�
�Better than looking like you,� her sister returned. �Dressing like a freak. Oh, look at me, I dress in black because I�m so different��
Their father�s fist slammed onto the table. The plates clattered.
The charcoal snapped between Samara�s fingers.
�Will you girls knock it off? You think your mum and me work all day to come home and listen to this shit? Eat your damn lasagne. Both of you.�
Samara stared at her broken piece of charcoal, weighing up her next move. The demon in her sketch pad, caught in its amusement, pulled at her attention.
Finish it, she thought, selecting the longer of the two pieces and resuming her frantic, dark cuts across the page. You�ve come this far. Finish it.
Her father huffed. �Sam.�
She ignored him. Work on the eyes. The claws.
�Samara.�
The blood dripping from its chin, and curve of its breast. It�s a her now. I see it. Add more teeth�
�Samara!�
�What?� She slammed the charcoal onto the page, causing a dirty smear as the implement snapped further, sending dark powder across the paper.
�This,� he growled. �It�s all this. The attitude. The�� He flapped a hand towards the ruined picture, struggling to find the words.
Samara readied herself to leave the table, finally succumbing to their demands but on her terms. She closed the sketch pad. She couldn�t sit back and return to a pleasant family meal now.
�So you�d rather I be more like her?�
Squeezed between the pages in her clutched sketch pad, her creation nodded its approval. Some monsters are invincible in the darkness. They needed to be dragged out into the light, kicking and screaming.
Her mother sighed, placing her knife and fork on her plate, and resting her chin on interlocked fingers. �Don�t try and turn this into a popularity contest between you and your sister,� she said, steel entering her voice. �I won�t have you two at each other�s throats all the time.� She swallowed, taking a pause to plan her route. �We don�t prefer Kelly over you, although that seems stuck in your head. We just� It�s not normal, hiding in your room all the time, watching those�watching the kind of films that you watch.�
�Need to throw all that rubbish out,� said her father, subtle as a sledgehammer and tucking back into his food. It takes more than this to come between a working man and his dinner. �You�re bang on, Brenda, bang on. It�s not normal for an eighteen-year-old girl to be into all this macabre guff. You want to be out there, making friends, having some fun. Living life.�
�And whose life is it, Dad?� Samara stood, almost knocking her chair over. Kelly had returned to her magazine, happy to help throw fuel on the fire but seeking shelter from the heat.
Their mother, too. She suddenly found the folds and layers of her lasagne fascinating and could barely look away. �Love, please��
�No. It�s about time this was said.� Samara swept her hair from her face, tossing it over her shoulder. She glowered at her father. �I know you wish I was like her.� The word was vinegar on her tongue. �Because she�s just like you. The prot�g�. I spent so much time on this, Dad, so much goddamn time. But you know what? You�re right. I should throw all this rubbish away. You�re right. Complete waste of time. I could just be a fucking taxi driver.�
* * *
Samara studied the delicate tool pinched her thumb and forefinger. Her family had avoided her for the rest of the night, which was a godsend. It allowed her to continue with her more intimate work. She dropped the tiny instrument into a crumpled envelope, safely depositing it in her desk drawer. Having changed into her pyjama pants, she pulled her long sleeves down and pressed play on the VCR. Looked like she�d be able to watch the sequel in peace after all.
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Samara leaned in close to the tall canvas, breathing in the smell of fresh paint. She examined the curve of bone, the result of her morning�s endeavours. The enamel shine, catching the light, before the shades of polished ivory were smeared with blood, torn flesh and skin taking over.
Perched atop a metal stool, the artist sat back and selected a Polaroid picture from the selection lined up along the easel. The butcher had been a little confused by her request but had allowed her to proceed all the same. The picture she held displayed a hanging pig carcass, the innards removed. She glanced back and forth between the photograph and her depiction.
She grimaced around the tip of the thin brush pinched between her teeth. The sight of the meat failed to disgust. How can one sit and eat a rasher of bacon or pork chop and be turned off by such images? No, her displeasure belonged to the limitations of the photograph. The heart of the pig had been removed, and it had probably been days since blood had circulated through the animal. Happy with her glistening bones on the canvas but unsure exactly how the fresh blood should sit, Samara heaved a sigh and replaced the picture. Plucking the brush free, she leaned in once more, dabbing blotches of subdued crimson where bone met muscle.
She called her final piece Outside, in tribute to the movie. To avoid plagiarising the aesthetics of Woe, the demonic antagonist, Samara had taken the time to break the character down to her core elements. Supporting her filled sketch pad of image ideas was a notebook, brimming with alternate histories and theories regarding Woe. In the films, everyone feared Woe, spending ninety minutes trying to destroy her. Samara felt sorry for the creature. It must be a lonely, living on the outskirts of society, looking enough like everyone else to blend into the crowd, yet too different to belong. This existence was both her blessing and her curse. Why would you want to be like everyone else when you had such talents hidden behind the mask? It was the hunger, Samara had surmised, that drove Woe and would ultimately be her undoing. She could never lead a normal life; the hunger always betrayed her.
She had tried to capture this in her painting. Rather than composing a direct reproduction of her idol, she had merely paraphrased in paint and brush. The girl in the picture was no supernatural being, though no one could inflict such self-harm and live. Samara had based her on a gothic model who�d caught her eye, often appearing in the metal magazines, selling corsets, boots, and spiked jewellery. The thick, black makeup couldn�t truly hide the natural porcelain beauty of the girl. And those eyes� What had she done to reach this step on the rock star ladder? What future did she see? Samara had intended her subject to have plucked out her eyes and offer them to the viewer in each palm. She scrapped the idea, desperate instead to capture the melancholy gaze of the young, delicate model.
On the canvas she stared out, eyes cool and withdrawn despite the anguish displayed by the rest of her face. Her small mouth was spread wide in a silent scream, teeth bared. Had Samara captured them at the moment of transformation? Like Woe, the fangs and front incisors were unnaturally slender and pointed. She�d worked hard on the mouth, trying to avoid a vampiric look, what with the long fangs. The inclusion of extra needle-like teeth had created a nightmare, one that pierced the attention and held you trapped, held you close. The real terror lurked behind the thin spikes of ivory, writhing in the darkness, crawling over each other like snakes in a deep, lightless pit.
You had to look closely to see it, and this was Samara�s intention, and her tribute to Outside. The girl on the canvas held this confused darkness inside, and a casual viewer would have no idea unless they stepped close enough to really examine the piece.
However, what they would immediately see from across the room, the act that screamed from the painting in lavish gore and carnival glee, was the anguish of the girl. Her pale thin fingers of both hands tugged at her bare chest. Her nails pierced the soft skin, separating it like melting rubber, and tearing it from her body in two great handfuls. As a pervert spreads his jacket wide to expose himself and the sight of his intimacy invades the unwilling witness, image raping the vision, so too did the girl on the canvas. Strands of torn muscle and sinew clung to her bloodied ribs, and within, her still beating heart, wet and glossy, hung on display.
As the painting had begun to take shape, Samara had caught some of the other students in the class staring.
�But that�s what you want, right?� said Lily. They�d been discussing their respective days over a smoke, waiting for the bus.
�Yes and no. It depends. Are they just looking? Or are they seeing?�
They see her suffering, but will they get close enough to see the cause?
Samara eased down from the high stool, heavy boots touching down on the tiles of the art room, and walked back to her workstation.
Not bad at all, she thought, assessing her work across the short distance.
A giggle and quick whisper sounded from the corner.
Samara glared at the small group as she cleaned her brush. They weren�t allowed in here, especially with students trying to concentrate.
Vicki was sitting before her own masterpiece, her back to the canvas as she chatted with three other girls. The blonde artist had done very little in the way of art over the last hour, instead gossiping with her friends in hushed chatter. Some comments were apparently too fun to keep restrained, and occasionally the volume spiked, followed by laughter. Samara had gritted her teeth against the intrusion, trying to stay focussed, wishing she hadn�t left her portable CD player at home. Some Metallica would easily drown those fuckers out.
�Bit overboard, don�t you think?� asked one of the girls. Samara thought she was referring to the painting, an expected reaction from the clique, but the girl motioned about her face with a finger. �The makeup. Just a bit, eh?�
Who the fuck are you? thought Samara.
Vicki glanced across. �Ignore her, Sam. Julia thinks she�s funny. You got paint on you.�
Flustered, Samara dropped the brush in the jar and sought out her bag. She pulled out her small, round mirror and checked her face. Black and red paint smeared her chin and the corners of her mouth, a result of clutching brushes between her teeth. Looked like she�d vomited a mixture of oil and blood. She quickly wet a paper towel and set to work. �Thanks.�
Vicki�s picture, setting behind the group and patiently waiting for further work, was a self-portrait. A house, Vicki�s home Samara presumed, stood in the sun. With the viewpoint from the garden, with various colourful flowers blossoming around the edge of the canvas, you could see through an open window to the young woman sitting painting inside. Seated before an easel and canvas, the girl stared back at the viewer through the window, creating the illusion that the real Vicki and her rendered counterpart were capturing each other. Samara had overheard her classmate refer to the piece as Perception, a title that Miss Jones had fawned over. Technically the piece was sound, but what did it have to say? It had all the depth of�well� Samara�s father spoke in her head, just in from work and sat in front of the television. A nice bowl of fruit. Something natural.
Certainly not prize-winning material. Art needed layers.
Done cleaning her face, Samara turned her back on the chattering quartet to once again study her own creation. Standing a few metres away, even she failed to see the presence, the dark facet of the girl, contained inside. Only her pain.
Weeks of work. Months of her family telling her it was all a waste of time. A lifetime of questioning stares from across the room.
It didn�t speak to her from the canvas. It wailed.
She picked up her brush once more, flicking bloody droplets from the bristles.
* * *
�I don�t get it,� said Samara, gesturing as she spoke, waving her cigarette like a magic wand. �If I had a group of friends in there, Jones would kick us all out straight away. But they�re always there. Never shut up.�
Lily, sitting beside her on the low wall outside the main college building, nodded, pinching her own cigarette. She wore violet woollen gloves against the growing autumn chill, with fingers crudely cut free, so she could still smoke.
Night had already begun to descend. Lights blazed on the upper floors, mostly the science departments. Those who strode past on the way to the bus station were wrapped up in thick coats. Lily�s copper hair, not short enough to be boyish but short enough to make her mother cry, was hidden under a knitted cap.
Across the road lay a wide playing field behind an empty church, a short cut to another area of the college. Come lunchtimes, the worn patch of green would be occupied by students seeking to escape their readings and assignments by kicking a ball or basking in the sun in June. No games were played this late in the dying afternoon.
Samara squinted through the murk, staring across the wide, grassy area. Rows of windows shone on the far side; classrooms still holding their captives. They threw enough light across the playing field to reveal a lone figure, standing in the centre circle of an impromptu football pitch. A girl with long dark hair, black clothes, barely visible in the creeping night.
Samara took a long drag of her cigarette, savouring the rich, dark taste, the slight chemical tone beneath, and turned back to her friend. She loved this time of year, and not just because of Halloween, no matter what her parents thought. The one night of the year she passes as normal! her dad often joked. The early darkness and the tightening cold were festive. So many celebrations to look forward to. The usual Halloween costume party at The Scholar pub just down the street, bonfire night, Christmas� The hint of smoke on the breeze at dusk as those with fireplaces lit them up. People grew closer as winter started to rear its head.
She glanced back at the playing field. The girl remained.
�You think your final piece will be ready for the show?� asked Lily, casting a nod at Samara�s sketchpad that lay between them on the wall. Her friend studied languages and knew little about art. She, of course, loved every sketch and painting of Samara�s, and even had one of her more bizarre pieces on her bedroom wall: a soul-consuming digital spider traversing a web of colourful wires, diodes, and twinkling LEDs. It meant the world to Samara that Lily enjoyed her work. �Only a few days left.�
�Doesn�t need much more now. Mostly background work, but I�m not quite decided what I want.�
�Blood!� cried Lily. �Guts! More maggots! Go all out. Really fuck with them.�
�You can�t just throw that stuff in,� said Samara. �Not without reason.�
Lily sucked in the remains of her smoke, stubbed out the butt on the brick wall, and tossed it over her shoulder onto the college lawn. �Which bus you getting?�
Samara gripped her sleeve and checked her watch. It showed a little after five. Kelly would have been back from high school for about an hour, taking up residence on the sofa, claiming the television until their dad returned and took charge. Then the house would be filled with the sounds of football commentary. Or rugby. Or cricket. Whatever he could find. Mum would finish her shift and come home harried, slamming into the oven what she�d grabbed on her way out of the supermarket. Samara had aimed to get the first bus back and watch Outside 2 again, uninterrupted from start to finish. Fat chance of that. Having the worth of her work dissected over an oven-ready pizza would be the agenda for the evening.
She followed Lily, finishing off her cigarette. �Not in the mood for going home. Not after last night. I left early this morning so I wouldn�t have to speak to any of them.�
�So what are we doing?� said Lily. �Go to The Scholar for an hour?�
Samara stared across the road, seeking out the sole figure waiting out in the darkness. The girl had vanished, probably driven on by the cold, or given up with those she waited on. Probably for the best. Not the wisest place to be, out there on your own as night draws in.
Samara shrugged and scooped up her sketchpad. �Go on. Where else do we have to go?�
They hopped down from the wall and side by side, headed up the road to the welcoming sight of the student pub, all windows a glow, distant silhouettes of early drinkers behind the glass.
Samara wiped her lips and chin, making sure all traces of the paint were gone. Under the glow of the streetlight as they passed beneath, she examined the smudge of black on her fingers.
They reached the corner, and needing to cross the road, Lily hit the button at the crossing. Cars had the nasty habit of turning through the crossroads too quick once the lights changed.
�You reckon Dale will be in?� said Lily, watching the static red man. �Got a new car I bet he�s dying to show off.�
�I don�t give a shit if Dale is in,� said Samara. �He�s a wanker.�
She looked back and forth, checking for traffic, her breath starting to fog beneath her cold nose. She could almost feel the warmth of the fire in The Scholar.
To her left on the other side of the street, by the hedge that bordered the playing field, the girl with the long dark hair peered out between lampposts, standing in the sea of shadow between the two islands of light.
�Fuck this,� hissed Samara after a moment, turning away and hooking her friend�s arm. She walked into the road. �Nothing�s coming. Too cold to be standing around.�
A car horn blared, and both girls shrieked, jumping back onto the safety of the pavement as a white van hurtled past.
�Jesus,� cried Lily. �How fast was he going?�
�Fuck!� said Samara, pulling Lily close. �I nearly killed us, didn�t I?�
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They played tug of war with the temperature: relishing the heat that drove the chill from their cheeks as they entered the pub, already sweating and gasping for breath by the time the barman noticed them. Shedding layers, they ordered two ice cold bottles of Metz to restore the balance. Agreed without a word on the matter, the girls crossed the creaking wooden floorboards across the main room to their usual booth in the corner, thankfully free. A few of the larger tables were occupied by groups of thirsty students.
Samara felt a little more comfortable in The Scholar, with all the hushed talk of new bands and books, piercings glinting in the firelight, and the showing of tattoos, most of them marking virgin skin in more ways than one. The Kellys and the Vickis of the world wouldn�t be seen in such a place, what with the graffiti scrawled across the walls and the tables worn down to the grain. Samara found it homely and honest, not willing to cater to those that valued image over good conversation. The jukebox, a small unit on the wall next to the toilets, was regularly updated, constantly playing the clienteles preferred mix of Nirvana, Rage Against the Machine, Ash, and out of place but familiar, The Carpenters.
Samara and Lily had drunk in The Scholar almost every day since starting college, never failing to pop in for a quick drink and baskets of chips over lunchtime, sometimes getting a taste for the freedom and skipping afternoon classes to keep the fun alive. The pub offered a reassuring constant in her life: same table, same drinks, same songs, same people. It allowed for the exchange of small talk while waiting for a drink at the bar, or during those strained occasions when she reluctantly shared their booth with trespassers. The Scholar had its fair share of extroverts like any pub, and while Samara was no social butterfly, she knew enough people by name. She�d watch the drinkers turn as the door would open, everyone checking out the latest entrant, to be cheerily welcomed if known, silently dismissed if not.
�Look,� said Lily, placing her bottle on the table and depositing her coat on the bench, enclosed in the high sides of the wooden booth. Rumour was that the owner had built the seating himself out of pews from the old church. She plucked off her woollen hat and gloves, tossed them on the growing pile, and swept her nails through her short, auburn locks. �New quiz machine. You got any coins?�
Samara dumped her sketchpad on the table and enjoyed a refreshing gulp of her icy lemon drink. She dropped her coat onto the opposite bench, glad to be free of it. Her long-sleeved shirt was warm enough in the pub with the fire blazing. The chunks of wood in the hearth emitted a pop with a small shower of golden sparks, reflected in the window on an impenetrable dark background. She�d have to get the bus home at night, but that waited in the future. No need to worry about going out there just yet.
Had the girl followed her here, and stood waiting across the road, watching her in the flickering glow of the fire, hidden in the darkness? Samara conjured a different version of Vicki�s pictures. The perspective of the viewer no longer stood among the glorious summer flowers in a radiant garden, but in wisps of shadows that curled from the canvas, oozing free in an inky miasma. And the image of a smiling Vicki by the easel had been replaced. In the painting, Samara stared out of the pub window, eyes narrowed, trying to penetrate the shadows. How long would her silent companion be content to wait outside?
The door opens. Everybody turns, but only one recognises the face.
�Sam!�
�Yeah,� she replied, digging into the pocket of her black jeans. �Money. Quiz machine.�
* * *
The front door slammed open, and everyone looked to see who had entered. Everyone knew everyone.
Samara had no idea who he was. She had more pressing matters.
A tale of murder at midnight. One body found on the stairs. Six suspects.
It�s always weird monsters and doom and gloom, her father complained. But didn�t they make everything just a little bit better? Life a little more interesting?
The screen displayed another question, the timer already rapidly counting down. The small group standing around them murmured between themselves, but none providing a clear solution. Of the three possible answers the machine offered, Lily hit the middle. The card flipped, revealing a green tick.
�Yes,� she hissed, and looked back over her shoulder. �If any of you supposed geniuses know any of these, you can enlighten the rest of us, you know. My luck can only stretch so far.�
Cluedo, or at least, the quiz version. Lily�s success provided her with another roll of the dice, and their digital playing piece entered the conservatory. It allowed them to guess the murderer, no general knowledge required this time.
�It was Reverend Green with that thing that looks like a dildo,� said a guy beside Samara. �Bloody pervert Catholics!�
Lily frowned at him. �I don�t know where to start with the number of things you just got wrong. But it�s my quid, my correct answer, my guess.� Her finger poised over the screen. �It was Miss Scarlett, with the rope�because she looks like a kinky bitch.�
Samara shuffled, closed in by the bodies around her. Dropping money into the quiz machine had been like ringing a dinner bell to the bored and freeloading. They gathered around the glowing screen, eager to get involved in a game, to show off their general knowledge prowess. So far, the two girls had lost close to a fiver between them.
Why had Lily insisted on playing the damn thing? They could have finished their drinks back at the booth, without all these random people.
The guy who�d made the dildo comment lifted his pint to his lips, his elbow brushing Samara�s arm.
�Uh, sorry,� he said, noticing her lean aside.
�It�s okay,� said Samara.
It wasn�t okay. The touch came on top of his smell: dank odour starting to win the fight against that morning�s antiperspirant, the beer on his breath. Samara turned to Lily, muttering in her ear.
�I�m going to go sit down, have a smoke.�
�You don�t want to see this game through? It�s our last pound.�
�You have plenty of intellectual back up,� said Samara. �Just make sure none of these pricks get any of the winnings.�
She pushed her way through the group, less sensitive to any touch with freedom so close. Passing the cigarette machine, she turned through a low arch and back into the front room of the pub, the bar along her left, and their booth in the corner.
Through the wide, dark windows, she caught the pale girl with the dark hair, beyond the railings that surrounded the pub, standing in the middle of the road.
Just my reflection, Samara promised herself, averting her gaze to the scuffed floorboards and quickly crossing the room to their booth. A pack of five students occupied a large round table, their empties already starting to accumulate. Samara caught wisps of cigarette smoke and intimate conversation as she passed, no one taking notice of her, no one paying attention to the girl outside. Samara chanced a glimpse through the window. The girl, now closer, watched her from between the wrought iron bars of the railings.
At her sanctuary, Samara reached down for her coat, seeking out the pack of cigarettes in the inner pocket. She stopped, noticing the addition to the drinks on the table. Neither she nor Lily drank pints.
Dale sat in the far corner of the booth, her sketchpad in his hands, idly flicking through the pages. This week, the fool had dyed his hair yellow, a spiked canary shock above the thick frames of his glasses. Lily believed that changing his hair colour each week would make him bald well before he hit thirty. Samara had no idea what he studied, if he even did. She knew he was in a band though. It was the first thing he told you in that drawn out voice of his, sounding stoned morning to night.
�I love art. Pretty dark, man�� he crooned, turning the page. �All monsters and shit, eh?�
He looked up at her.
Samara studied the table.
�I said to my drummer we should do something darker,� he continued, returning to her work. �Offspring�s ruined the punk scene. Metal�s the way to go. Something a bit more�� He gritted his teeth and thrashed his head, riffing on an invisible guitar. �Something harder, you know?�
Please stop talking, she thought. I really don�t care.
From the corner of her eye Samara detected movement from outside. The thin face of the girl peered through the window; skin almost glowing against the glass. She opened her mouth�
A hand pressed into Samara�s back.
�Nothing!� Lily manoeuvred around her and collapsed into the booth, scooting along the bench to face Dale. �Bunch of time wasters. One of those arseholes is doing physics. Thought Schrodinger owned a dog for fuck�s sake. Colonel Mustard in the library with the bloody dagger.�
Samara remained standing, unsure of the social etiquette. �Dale is here. I didn�t say he could sit there.�
Lily waved her hand, throwing it away. �Hey dickhead. I hear your dad got you a new motor.�
Dale threw the sketchpad onto the table. He remained transfixed to the closed cover. �Yeah�well�it�s not new. Second hand. But yeah. Parked it �round the back.�
Samara followed the lead of her friend, sliding into the booth beside her. Resting her hand on the stained tabletop, she pressed her fingers into the wood, the fore and index fingers taking the brunt of the pressure.
�So what is it?� said Lily.
�Ford Mondeo,� Dale slurred.
�Oh, fancy. Colour?�
�White. Makes it look pretty clean, though.�
�Nice. Are you going to this art show?�
Samara glanced back and forth with each exchange. She had no interest in Dale�s car. Just a car. Just a white Ford Mondeo that his dad bought him. Why the hell should she be impressed? Why the hell should Lily be impressed? He didn�t earn it. It didn�t take much for a spoilt brat to get his daddy to buy him a car.
�If either of you girls need a lift home��
Samara grabbed her bottle of Metz and raised it to her lips. Lukewarm now after the time spent on the quiz machine. Her bus would have been there. The same old bus she took home after college every weekday. She could have gone home, fled upstairs. Throwing off the day. Outside 2 in the VCR�
�CD player?�
�Cassette deck, but hey, I got my band�s tape in there.�
Samara stared at his eyes. Goddamn eyes. Window to the soul, so they say. They had no idea. Behind his designer lenses, those eyes�hazy.
Samara grabbed her bottle. She had abandoned her intended quiet drink with her friend for the time spent at the quiz machine, with strangers, who had ruined the entire point. Now her drink was warm. The equation of the evening made no sense. They had planned this: to do the usual. The investment and outcome ceased to add up.
She�d have better success completing a physics course. Schrodinger�s fucking dog.
Samara supped at the bottle neck, trying to restore a balance, glaring at Lily. Come on. Why? Why is Dale still here, in their booth, casting a lazy eye over her work? Why? Who is he? What has he done?
Been bought a car from his rich dad. Is that all it takes?
What did he do?
�All right, Sam?�
Samara looked up at Lily, fuzzy, horizontal lines blurring her vision. She shook them loose, mentally banging the top of her television to clear the picture.
Her fingers had begun to drum a beat on the table. A song. Perhaps a myriad of songs: various drumbeats, classic loops, thrumming along her fingers, typing out her song on the stained tabletop. A Morse code of suffering.
And yet on the other side of the glass, the girl nodded her head in time, loving the beat. She grinned, her mouth stretching, the hinges of her jawbone melting like soft candle wax.
Samara plonked her empty bottle on the sacred table and snatched up her discarded sketchpad. She flicked to a fresh page and, ignoring the mundane chatter between Dale and Lily, opened her bag to remove a sharp pencil. A fresh representation to occupy her mind. Samara began to draw, imagining the pain her creation could render.
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Breath fogging before his face, Dale shivered and pulled the zipper of his coat up under his chin. His single pint had barely touched the sides and done nothing to protect against the growing chill of the evening. Outside The Scholar, he looked up and down the road, seeking out one last excuse to head back inside the warm, friendly boozer. Like most of the student patrons, he�d spent so many hours inside it had become a second home. Down the street, a girl waited at the crossing under a streetlight, despite the lack of traffic. Dale watched her for a moment, wondering why she didn�t just head across. Probably just waiting for the green man to show. Being extra careful.
With his hands in his pockets against the cold, he turned the corner of the pub, trying not to look at the cheerful, cosy faces still drinking in the bright windows. The rear car park held a few scattered vehicles. His Mondeo shone triumphantly at the centre, pristine in the moonlight. Not much, but his. Keep your tank full and your motor clean, his dad had told him, and you can�t go far wrong.
Dale dug into his jeans pocket for the keys. Popping open the door, he slid into the driver�s seat, already reaching for the heater dial and sliding the key into the ignition. He closed the door, plunging the interior into darkness, and glanced in the rear-view mirror.
A thin figure sat behind him, silhouetted against the fogged rear window.
�Christ!� he hissed, realising he�d left his guitar propped up on the backseat. He reached back and gently laid it to one side, so it wouldn�t fall over on the drive home. Dale started the engine and flicked on his headlights. The dash sprang to life in a glowing row of dials. He hit the windscreen wipers, removing the light sheen of moisture the cold evening had deposited on the glass.
In the harsh beams that cut through the shadows of the car park stood the girl. Her shadow was thrown across the back wall of The Scholar.
Dale squinted in the brightness. It wasn�t the same girl. This one clutched a black sketchpad between her tight fingers, heavy bag slung over her shoulder, lending her an almost apologetic hunch. Cute though. He knew enough girls who dressed like her. Some did it for attention. You could spot those a mile off. Boots always brand new. The band logo splashed across their chests a little too�commercial. Trendies, they called them. Fishnets and black eye liner. Others carried it well, like they�d been born in a graveyard, complete with inked sleeves and rings through their lips. Natural mistresses of the dark.
The girl who remained transfixed in his headlight beams held that same organic fit. Certainly, no teenage Morticia, mysterious and sexy, likely to fuck you and devour you, oh no. Her long raven hair, solid boots, clothes that never revealed an inch of pale skin� Samara didn�t dress to seduce or garner attention. Her look was a high brick wall topped with barbed wire: intended to keep everybody out. Same as her art. The snarling gargoyles on the walls of the church, trying to scare the bad spirits away, prevent them from entering the most sacred of houses.
Dale wound down his window. �Hey! Need a lift?�
Samara surveyed him a moment longer, mouth slightly open, eyes wide. He doubted she could even see him over the blinding glare of the headlights. Finally nodding, she headed to the passenger side, steps awkward, head hung to hide her face behind her hair.
The heater had barely begun to make a difference, but Dale felt the cold air sweep over him as Samara opened the door, swung her bag into the footwell, and dropped into the passenger seat.
�Thanks,� she said, gasping. �Missed my bus. Didn�t know what I�d do. It�s so cold��
�That�s okay,� said Dale, snapping on his seatbelt. �Lucky though. You just caught me.�
He waited until she was also strapped in before easing off the handbrake and turning out of the car park.
�So�� he said. �I have no idea where you live.�
�Oh right. Near Rothie. That�s not too far is it?�
�Completely opposite direction,� said Dale.
�I can get out if��
Dale shushed her. �Don�t worry about it. I still have that new car novelty and don�t mind the drive.�
He indicated right, and with no traffic, turned past the pub and through the crossing. The girl had gone.
Dale noticed Samara didn�t wear perfume. One of the few conditions of the new car was to operate a free taxi service for his parents. Having raised their children, they believed it was time to reap the benefits. He�d fulfilled his obligations twice, and on both occasions been swamped with the alcoholic kiss of his mother�s perfume. With Samara so close, he detected the slight freshness of her deodorant, her shampoo, the slight saltiness on her breath in the steamy confines of the car. Aware how close his hand lay to hers as he changed the gears. He glanced to the side.
Samara had turned in her seat, looking out of the passenger side window. Dale could barely see the tip of her nose protruding from the mass of hanging black hair.
He licked his lips.
�It�s good, you know?� he said to break the silence. �Having the car. Can fit my amp in the back and everything.�
They passed under a streetlight, the glow sweeping through the inside of the car.
In the dying ebb of the light, the girl with the long hair watched him from the back seat, gone again once they entered darkness.
Tyres squealed on the road.
�What the fuck?� cried Samara, her sketchpad sliding from her lap.
Dale righted the vehicle and stared back into the mirror.
The next streetlight cast its beacon through the car, the haze revealing little more than the sparkling rear window, still coated in the moisture of a cold evening come too sudden. Dale blinked. A crazy reflection between the window, the mirror and his glasses, somehow projecting the image of Samara behind him. He concentrated on the road, wary of a row of parked cars to their left.
His passenger had retrieved her sketchpad, but remained bent over, fussing around her boots. She retrieved a loose sheet of paper from the floor and shoved it back into the book. Dale caught a glimpse of a demonic face howling from the page, all jagged, angry scrawls, the black eyes and mouth intense holes, circled in pencil held by a tight, drilling fist.
�Sorry,� he muttered as she found another tableau of horrors and returned it home.
�It�s okay.�
He peeked into the back seat.
The rear window heater had finally started to work its magic. Clear horizontal streaks cut through the condensation, offering a filtered view of the street behind. His guitar lay across the seat.
Dale slowed, approaching a traffic light that had just turned red. Waiting at the junction, he indicated left. The detour would add maybe another ten minutes or so to their journey, but all the better when escorting a lady home. Yes, a little drive through the countryside. The scenic route�if not for the darkness that smothered all the woods, fields, and farmland. At least they�d be away from the streetlights. Each time they passed beneath the halogen glow Dale caught himself glancing in the mirror and checking the back seat.
With no traffic, the lights promptly changed to green, and Dale eased the car around the bend. Samara had either recovered all her drawings or given up the hunt for now. She sat back in her seat, sketchpad flat on her lap, her hands resting by her sides. Dale changed gear and entertained the image of her suddenly placing her hand over his. And what then? Find a private spot to pull over and see what happens? Or probably just drive on in more awkward silence.
He accelerated down the country road. To each side, lingering in the peripherals of the headlight beams, low stone walls shot by, the last apparent vestiges of civilisation as the vehicle hurtled into the night. The walls dropped away, with only overgrown grass, low hedgerows, and hanging tree branches lining the road. No more streetlights. Inside the car, the glow from the dashboard provided the only illumination, casting a sickly hue across their faces.
Dale sought out any bizarre reflections. Satisfied he wouldn�t be caught off guard again, he relaxed a little. Briefly considering some music, he decided against it. Wouldn�t really create the right atmosphere: a bunch of Californians screaming into a microphone.
Yet�would it? He�d often seen Samara around the college, usually hanging out with Lily on the wall out front, chain-smoking like a couple of old women at the bingo. Had he caught her at one his gigs? Another pale face in the crowd, watching him from the shadows at the back of the room? He tried to picture the other places he might have glimpsed her, but her face melded into so many others. He always came back to the low wall outside the college and the booth at The Scholar, where the two girls could often be found.
Just talk to her!
He imagined long tendrils of wires and twisted tubing, emerging from his skull and snaking over the short distance to his passenger, penetrating her brain. How he would download what he needed, learn her passions and how to break this awkward barrier. She came across as clinically timid, introverted to the point of a mute. Why had she even accepted a ride home in the first place�
It was cold, he reminded himself. She�d missed the last bus.
Desperate times.
In the absence of his desired mind-reading apparatus, the atmosphere in the car hung as dark and fogged as the road on which they travelled. It sat, an unwanted back seat passenger, leaning forward to grin between the two in the front. A living obstruction, causing an area of dead space between the two. Dale thought about those devices used to block radio signals. A jammer. Samara had smuggled a jammer into his car, and no matter how much he wanted to make small talk�
He couldn�t read her mind, but perhaps she could read his. She turned further from him, gazing out of the window.
�Hey�� he tried, the word hanging in the claustrophobic space. �So what�� He cleared his throat. �What do you think of the car, then?�
Stupid. So stupid.
Samara either didn�t hear his pathetic attempt at conversation or chose to ignore him. He guessed the latter. Here sat an artist, a macabre and bizarre artist, certainly not one who would be impressed by a Ford Mondeo. He had to be clever about this.
�Lily told me about your painting,� he said, desperate for any response. �Said it�s real good. Might win the big prize at the art show. You�you are going to enter it, right?�
For a moment, he thought she�d fallen asleep.
Samara sighed. �We have to. It�s compulsory.�
Getting somewhere�
�I�d love to see it. Tomorrow, maybe? If you�re around.�
He glanced to his left. Samara still hadn�t moved. Transfixed by the night rushing by.
On her lap the sketchpad rocked from the motion of the car. One of the loose pieces hung out. He wanted to mention it, to reach forwards and grab the picture before it fell back down into the footwell. The beast on the paper leered from the book, its face half-hidden by the hardback cover amidst a nest of wild hair, wide eyes with irises like spirals challenging him. Reach for me, it beckoned. Reach down, tuck me back in, touch her, have your fingers brush her skin�
Dale turned back to the road. Even if he did accidently touch her by saving her drawing, she was covered from head to toe. No chance of skin on skin. Under her miniskirt she wore thick black leggings.
Touch me�
He eased his foot off the accelerator, gently controlling the speed of the car as it graced along an easy curve in the road. The headlights cut through the night. Not long now. Perhaps another ten minutes before they emerged on the edge of Rothington, and then she�d be out of the car. His chance over.
The road straightened, and Dale gripped the steering wheel with his right hand, reaching down with his left.
�Your drawing�� he said, almost at the paper. His fingers brushed her sleeve by her wrist.
Her hair swept back as she leered at him, eyes like dart pits, face impossibly long as the mouth stretched open like a snake swallowing its prey.
Dale jerked back in his seat, his right hipbone striking the door. His free arm thrust up in defence from the deformed creature that reached for him, fingers elongating into thin talons, twisted, gnarled twigs ending in black, polished nails.
It wailed, blasting him a scream that reverberated in the car interior.
Dale stared at the horrific stretched face that bore down upon him, growing teeth pushing through pink gums, tongue a frantic pink slug that curled back against the growing sharp incisors, squirming with anticipation.
The pedals under his feet rumbled, the tyres of his beloved car trembling as the vehicle left the road and mounted the thin strip of vegetation before meeting the dark forest proper.
His forearm pressing against her face, Dale looked through the glass. In the bright headlights, a thick tree trunk filled the windscreen.
* * *
A pale hand stretched out, the fingers flexing, testing their movement. The internal light of the car, now bright with the passenger door open, reflected in the glossy black nail varnish. The thumb hung loose, hanging on by a bloody shred. The digit spun on the thread of skin.
She sat straighter, somehow still held fast by the seatbelt, first examining her ruined hand, then staring down to her feet. Some of her sketches had tumbled loose in the crash. She reached down and grabbed a fistful, stuffing them back within the hardcover, the distorted ink-swept smiles and malevolent charcoal glares sliding inside the pages.
In the driver�s seat, Dale lay slumped against his crumpled door, his glasses thrown from ruined face. That�s the problem with second-hand cars: no matter how much daddy paid for it, sometimes parts just didn�t work. Like airbags. The bridge of his nose had slammed into the steering wheel on impact, his neck snapping. Faint bubbles popped in the mess spread across his face, his last breaths, struggling through collapsed airways and streaming blood.
She cast a final, disinterested glance in his direction.
Now she�d have to walk.
She spied one last drawing, down by her bag.
Samara reached down and lifted it free from between her boots. A mock-up, an initial idea of the work that would eventually become Outside. While the final piece beamed from the canvas in rich colour, this entity peered out from the rough paper in subdued pencil grey, the modesty of technique failing to diminish the seething that broiled from the sheet of paper.
She grinned, placed it back with its brethren. Reaching for the rear-view mirror, she angled it in her direction and blinked, meeting her own dark hazel eyes, framed in thick, dark mascara. Her mouth, small, tight, almost sealed, just as it should be, just as demanded.
Samara released the mirror and flexed her fingers, all five now attached and healthy.
* * *
Stop.
Eject.
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Life is a mirror and will reflect back to the thinker what she thinks into it.
Brenda stared into the full-length mirror fixed to the back wall of the fitting room. In the next booth, another woman huffed and grunted, trying to squeeze into her potential purchase, with clattering hangers and the pull of a zipper.
Brenda had changed into the top she had chosen for the supermarket Christmas party. Better to get it in now at sale price before the prices went up for the festive season. A high neck, lantern sleeve, deep green blouse. She grimaced at the arms, the slight transparency of the fabric revealing her skin. She lifted an arm and shook it, examining the slight sway of flesh hanging from her tricep. That hadn�t been there a few years ago. Too many ready meals grabbed from the freezer on her way home.
Ah, she could get away with the dress. She rarely treated herself, and not like Gavin would surprise her with a new outfit for the Christmas party. He didn�t even want to go. But half-price. Clearance. He couldn�t complain, what with the money he put behind the bar and in the bookie�s pocket every Saturday afternoon.
God, I look tired, she thought, peering closer at her reflection. Bring back the eighties, the hairspray, the overblown makeup, the cocktails sporting little umbrellas. Duran Duran and Spandau Ballet. Where the hell had the time gone? The hours spent standing behind a supermarket checkout had gradually sipped away her youth. It wasn�t meant to be like this. It was never meant to be like this.
Brenda turned from the mirror, quickly changing back into her t-shirt and sports coat. She would buy the party top. Half-price. Clearance. He couldn�t complain.
Not if he never found out. Not like he�d notice a new top in a few months. And if she put it on the credit card he knew nothing about�
Stepping out into the shop, she scanned the racks for her daughters.
Kelly had needed new underwear. Brenda had thought this a quick job: just grab a cheap multipack on their way through. Her youngest had argued for something a little more�adult. Brenda, refusing to acknowledge the request, grabbed a pack of white briefs and quickly moved her on.
Thankfully Kelly had not returned to the underwear section and had found a couple of friends. They stood chatting near the first of the shoe aisles.
Samara was an entirely different problem.
Brenda started towards her youngest daughter, looking left and right down each aisle she passed. Impossible to miss Samara. With her huge boots and layers of black clothing, all splashed with the image of some awful band, or even worse � a horror film, she didn�t exactly blend in.
Kelly caught her approach and held up a coat by the hanger. �Mum! How about this?�
Brenda noticed the similarity with her own coat, which was not too thick but warm enough for the coming winter months. Kelly had chosen a version in light pink. Practical, but�
�Oh yeah,� said Brenda. She nodded and smiled to Kelly�s friends. �Hold it up.�
Kelly placed the hanger under her chin and grinned. �Well?�
�Looks good. Doesn�t it, girls? Bit like mine, only�pink�s not really my colour. How much?�
Kelly grimaced and turned around the dangling price tag.
Jesus!
�My birthday�s coming up��
Her daughter�s friends looked away, diverting their gazes to the nearby shoes.
Brenda�s smile froze.
Feeling awkward are we, girls?
Brenda released a long slow breath through her nose, staring at the amount on the price tag, mind racing with figures.
�You do need a coat before it really starts getting cold,� she said, handing her party blouse to Kelly. �Hold this a sec.� Striding to the rack housing the coats, the pink garments squeezed together on the metal rail, Brenda riffled through them, eventually finding one the same size and colour. She plucked it free and held it up for inspection. �What do you think of this one?�
�Mum�it�� Her daughter pointed to the price tag. Not half-price. Not on clearance. Nor would he ever find out. �Mum, it�s twice as much as this one.�
�Yes,� agreed Brenda and pointed to the label under the inside collar. �This one�s Nike.�
�But it looks like the exact same coat.�
Now her friends were interested.
�But this one�s Nike,� Brenda repeated. �You need a coat. Put that one back.�
Kelly frowned. �Okay�� She glanced at her friends.
One of them shrugged. �Get it. It�s a nice coat, Kel.�
Appearing wary, like she expected her mum to withdraw the offer at any moment and burst into laughter, Kelly returned her first coat to the rack.
Brenda handed her the new choice, swapping it for the green blouse. She gave the thin garment one last look and dumped it over the rail holding the pink coats.
�Mum?�
�It�s okay, love,� she whispered. �I have plenty at home.�
She straightened, smile beaming from her face. She hoped it blinded these two bitches. �Let�s get that bought. Then I guess we have to find your sister.�
* * *
Samara had snuck out of the clothes store the moment her mum had vanished inside the changing rooms. She had clothes, why would she need even more? Not like they sold anything she�d be interested in. She pictured the model she�d based her painting upon, glowering from the pages of the metal magazines in leather corsets, tartan miniskirts, fishnets, and spiked jewellery. The mail order companies she represented, now there was a shopping experience Samara could get into�not that she had the money, or a credit card. Most of her clothing was bought from a stall in the indoor market, run by a creepy guy affectionately known as Sweaty Steve by his teenage customers. Metallica, Coal Chamber, Nirvana, Cradle, Tool�he stocked them all. Dodgy knock offs, but within her limited budget.
It was her budget she cursed now, flicking around the few coins in her purse in the futile hope of finding more hidden beneath. That bloody quiz machine. If she hadn�t let Lily convince her to play� Once again, she�d missed out because of what others expected.
The bookshop had called to her like a siren. Why waste your time pretending to browse lacklustre clothing, my dear? I am but a few stores away. We have all your friends here, girl. King is here, and Koontz, Barker, and Laymon. Come and see, Samara! Come and see!
Kelly had of course bumped into friends, just real. She did every time they left the house. Samara had used the distraction to nip out of the clothes store and venture deeper into the shopping centre. Like The Scholar, the second-hand bookshop at the end embraced her with its familiarity. Straight to the horror section. The thrill of seeing the shelves restocked. What gems would she find today?
Her mum and sister always took forever when they went shopping. She�d have time. There and back. New novel under her arm.
She caught herself scratching through the fabric of her long sleeve shirt, pulling the sleeve higher up her arm. Another iffy item courtesy of Sweaty Steve. Her nails penetrated the thin, black cotton to attack her forearm. The seam was already starting to come apart from the regular onslaught. She cursed and pulled the sleeve back down to her wrist.
She looked down at the Laymon novel she clutched in her other hand, one of the few she hadn�t read, a nice fat five-hundred-pager too.
Another check of her coins. Just short.
She considered trying to talk the assistant to sell at a discount, and immediately dismissed the idea. She could barely talk anyway, preferring to hand over the cash and mutter a small thank you than engage in pleasantries. Bartering was beyond her capacity.
�There you are!�
Samara turned around as her mother emerged from between two cluttered bookcases. Dragged along in her wake came Kelly, wearing an awful pastel pink sports coat. A marshmallow trying to look cool.
�What are you doing in here?�
�I got bored,� said Samara. �And there was nothing in there I liked.�
�We came here for you,� stormed her mother. �You can�t exactly go to your big art show dressed like�� She waved her hand. �Dressed like that! You always look like you�re going to a bloody funeral!� Her mother took a deep breath. �Don�t think that we�re going to this show, with all the other families, and have you looking like��
�Like something Marilyn Manson forgot to sing about,� said Kelly, smirking.
Samara glared at her sister. �Never thought I�d see you in a bookshop,� she replied. �Not afraid your idiot friends might see you? And that coat�s hideous, by the way.�
�Yeah, because you know about fashion��
Their mother growled. �I�ve had enough of this. Will you two knock it off? Samara, stop having a go at your sister.�
Samara�s eyes widened. �What? Really? I�m the one in the wrong again?�
�And Mum bought me this,� said Kelly, throwing in the quick jab.
Typical. Their mother had brought them shopping with the misguided intention of Samara picking out a nice, boring dress for the art show. Not that it would ever happen. She had no intention of allowing her family anywhere near the show. She refused to let them shit over her work, to shit over her, and then jump in at the end, all fake smiles and forced pride. Even so, her sister had managed to snag a prize for herself, as usual.
�Come on,� ordered her mother. �We�re going back in that shop and picking out something nice.�
�Okay, fine,� said Samara. �But please�any chance I could borrow a fiver until next week?� She lifted the book. �It�s one of the last ones I need. Been after it for ages.�
Her mum laughed. �Oh, you have to be joking. Put that rubbish back. We�re leaving.�
�But Mum��
�I said we�re leaving!�
Kelly had begun to withdraw, taking a few quiet steps back before sneaking out behind the bookcases, her head bowed to keep her hidden. The pleasure from fuelling the fire had been outweighed by the possible humiliation of their mother losing her temper and causing a scene.
�You buy her a brand-new coat and I can�t even borrow some money for a book? For a fucking book?�
Like she�d been slapped across the face, her mother physically reeled for a moment. Pointing at her daughter, her voice descended to furious rumble. �Don�t you dare ever speak to me like that. Don�t you dare.�
�It�s not fair,� answered Samara, doubt growing through her, its twisted roots penetrating her rage and sapping its strength. A little girl again. How they liked to wield this power.
�You�re right. This isn�t fair. You don�t make it easy on any of us. You don�t stop to think how you affect this family. I can�t even take my own daughter shopping without drama. Jesus. Why can�t you be more like�� Her mother swallowed and shook her head, her own fury now spent.
�Like what?� Samara pressed. �Like Kelly?�
�No. No�I�d never� Just why can�t you be more like everyone else, Sam? Out with your friends instead of watching those movies? Picking out something nice with me. Not being here, buying this�� She nodded towards the novel� �shit. Put it back on the shelf. I think you�ve embarrassed yourself enough.�
Oh, fuck you! Fuck you!
Samara faced the shelf and slammed the book back between its neighbours. The back cover opened and bent back, the thick novel refusing to slip back into place. The teenager cursed and pulled the book back out, straightening the cover, trying to ease it back home on the tightly packed shelf.
�Samara?�
She ignored her mother, determined to return the book to its rightful place without ripping it. She�d be back for it in time.
�Samara!�
�What?�
�What�s that on your arm?�
Samara froze and glanced down at her sleeve. While struggling with the book, the loose fabric had slid down her arm, gathering by her elbow, revealing the pale skin of her wrist and forearm.
Her mother stepped forwards, reaching for the exposed arm.
Heart racing, Samara spun away from her, darting around the far side of the bookcase, running for the door.
�Samara!�
She passed the confused assistant behind the counter and bolted out into the shopping centre. People stopped to watch her run from the bookshop, her mother�s calls echoing after her.

6.

Samara looked up and met the girl�s eyes. There was precious else to look at. The void consumed them from every side, bar the worn table that formed their battlefield. And such a worn theatre of conflict, appropriate for the head-to-head taking place. Initials of lovers branded into the smooth wood, long burned by all manner of metal implements, heated to almost glowing by cheap Bic lighters, confessions of love marked for all to see. Band names. Band emblems. Ainscough is a nobbish cunty twat painstakingly etched in the wood. Marks awarded for creativity, bonus points for taking the time to scribe such a sentiment. Poor Ainscough, whoever he may be. The couples. The bands�probably all broken up by now. Torn asunder by life, by time. This was less a war table, more a record of relationships lost.
She sat opposite. Long, dark hair, scalp spilling ink down to her shoulders. Fingers gripping the edge of the table, the surface as familiar as the cracks in her bedroom ceiling.
Samara stared across the flat landscape.
The locale was perfect. The comfort from the reassuring proclamations burned or carved into the table, the silence, the endless dark that surrounded them. Above and below. A perfect vacuum of sensation. No sight, sound, or smell. A sensory void. Nirvana for addressing purpose.
The girl smiled, raising a forefinger that predictably began to elongate, the tip protruding, a dark hook, an insectile stinger. She placed it on the tabletop, upon which a grid of black and white squares had appeared, burned into the wood. The tip of the claw penetrated the beer-stained surface, scratching up years of accrued company as it advanced, making its move. Her opponent grinned, only her slack mouth visible through the black veil.
Samara contemplated her decision, studying the board. In an endless dark abyss, she was free from any distraction. She lifted her hand from the table, flexed her fingers, and selected her piece. A shot glass, filled to the brim with a flat, ruby liquid. She considered the possible moves and determined, slid the piece forwards.
Her opponent showed no signs of concern or confidence, rigid in her contemplation.
Samara grinned, her finger still tight around her last move. She lifted the shot glass from the board, almost toasting the spectre that sat before her.
�Check.� Samara raised the glass to her lips and tipped the fiery contents into her mouth. She swallowed, relishing the lava burn down her gullet to the glow in her stomach. It stung like mouthwash, and she quickly inhaled cold air over her teeth.
Her opponent remained transfixed on the game.
The lights slowly began to rise, and Samara slumped back against the rear of the high-walled wooden booth with a giggle.
The front door slammed open, and everyone looked to see who had entered. Everyone knew everyone.
�I thought it was Dale,� said Lily, sitting opposite. She looked back to Samara and frowned. �You okay?�
Samara had called her friend from the nearest public phone. Lily, of course, had immediately obliged to a night of fun. She�d just been paid from her weekend bakery job and was even funding the evening.
Samara grinned and slammed the glass down on the table. �Fucking grand. So I�m not normal.� Her fingers hovered from the spent shot over to the neck of her bottle of Metz. She lifted the chilly lemon drink into the air. �This is more fun. To you, dear mother.�
Lily swept up her own drink, a half-pint of snakebite and black, and chinked the glass together. �To your mum!� She declared, and after sharing a quick glug, winked at Samara. �Hey�when�s your sister joining us?�
Samara leered over the bottle. �I believe she�s too busy fucking herself. Perfect couple!�
The girls laughed and struck their glasses together a second time.
�Hey,� said the tall guy sitting beside Samara. �What we celebrating?�
They shared their booth with a couple of guys who had bought them more than a fair shout of drinks. The tall guy, a dark mop of hair on his very high head, seemed nice enough, but was either drunk, stoned, or an imbecile� Lily had already staked her claim. If he was in proportion�
His friend sat in the corner of the booth, not just watching his current company, but the rest of the growing populace of The Scholar. He acted like his friend�s keeper, owner of the big, dopey dog, correcting him and ushering him to quell his enthusiasm.
�Easy, Kieran. Leave the girls alone. They�re having a moment.�
Samara smiled at him over the neck of her bottle. Fuck proportion. Just because Kieran was a good head and shoulders above his mate�that wasn�t all that mattered. The way Mike was so laid back, the way his friend seemed driven to appease and yet he could sit back like he didn�t care.
�My mum wants me to be normal,� said Samara.
Mike contemplated this for a second before sitting up in his seat. His fingertips explored the surface of the table. �Then fuck your mum.� He picked up his empty bottle of Holsten Pils by the rim. �I�m out. Anyone else need one while I�m going?�
Samara surveyed the battle ground once more and swept up her bottle of Metz, the opaque plastic cover hiding the remaining drink. �I could go another.�
Lily peeked at Samara and the bottle in her hand. �I�m good,� she said. �Sam, you want to go the bar with Mike?�
Samara sipped at her drink. She�d have to get a move on to finish it before the next, but this was the night for fast drinking. Was Lily trying to get time alone with big boy Kieran? Or was she trying to allow Samara a moment with Mike?
Did it matter?
�Come on,� said Samara. �Lily, shift out the way. Let him through.�
As Mike struggled to move along the narrow bench, Samara downed the rest of her drink. She paused, her narrow fingers gripping the cool neck of the bottle.
The front door slammed open, and everyone looked to see who had entered. A table at the back of the room cheered, and the new face grinned, pointed a happy finger, and headed through.
From the front of the warm room, her pale face hovering on the other side of the glass, the girl watched through the window. The slight breeze ruffled her dark hair, sending it across her face in ebony spider webs. Black, hungry eyes watched Samara. The figure sucked in the cold night air in long, lingering gasps, yet no fog clouded the cold glass.
I won�t let you in. Not tonight.
�Come on, Mike,� she taunted, looking away from the spectre out in the dark. �Get a move on.�
He finally reached the end of the bench and lurched to his feet. �There,� he said, dusting himself off with a dramatic flair. �One has escaped from the darkest recesses of the booth and seeks both alcoholic sustenance and female company. Exquisite Samara�super�sexy Samara�would you accompany me to the bar?�
�About damn time,� she said, laughing along with Lily.
She followed him past the other packed tables towards the long bar. Two deep, behind the patrons that sat on high stools along its polished, wooden length, Samara and Mike joined the waiting customers.
�Good to get away,� he said, voice back to normal, shedding the tones of the adventurer. �Catch a breath. I�m sorry about Kieran. He comes on a bit strong. His mum dropped him on his head as a baby. But who can blame her? He was five foot by age three, big freak he is.� He placed his hand on the small of her back, drawing her in close. Samara allowed herself to be led, tingling from the intimate touch. Mike spoke close to her ear over the din from the jukebox and patrons clustered at the bar. �He has his eye on your friend. Is she seeing anyone?�
Samara shook her head. �No,� she said.
Mike tapped his ear and turned to the side. �Speak up. Bit loud.�
Samara pressed her lips against his ear. �I said no!�
They exchanged positions, Samara nearly giggling.
�Does he stand a chance?� Mike half-yelled into her ear. �I mean�we�re all having a good time, but I�d rather tell him if it�s a no go. Save wasting his night and hers.�
Samara licked her lips and leaned in close. �I think he stands a good chance.�
�He�ll be happy to hear it! What about you? Are you seeing anyone?� Mike turned his head, raven hair clutching the pale skin of his skeletal face, lower jaw reaching down to swallow her head whole. His voice descended to a guttural growl. �Or are you here all alone?�
Samara jerked back, closing her eyes for a moment, washing the image away.
�No,� she said after a moment. �I�m not seeing anybody.� She sucked in a long breath. �Any update on that drink?�
�Okay,� said Mike, his voice returned to normal. �I�m trying.�
Samara felt him move away and she finally opened her eyes.
Mike had found a gap in the battalion of thirsty customers and had driven forward, claiming his place at the bar. Already they were surrounded by reinforcements: veteran drinkers returning from established tables or privates fresh from the front door, still wrapped in their coats and scarves, done battling with the elements and now tussling for attention by the barmaid. Samara didn�t care. First come, first served. An ancient rule, pure in its simplicity, powerful in its enforcement. She needed a drink. Another Metz maybe. A shot sublime. A liquid embrace, fuzzy and protective.
She leaned onto Mike, wrapping her arm around his waist, resting her face against his lean back. The crusader, battling for his maiden. �Hey!� she cried. �Bit of service?�
�It�s okay,� he said over his shoulder. �They�re busy. Give it a minute.�
�Come on��
To the side, a girl with dirty blonde dreadlocks, face riddled with piercings, spoke to a guy with long dark hair, pointed beard, and thick eyeliner. She grinned at Samara, mouth hanging loose, a shark striking through concealing shoals of blustering fish.
Samara looked away, staring at the back wall of the pub. The booths were wider, housing larger tables and low dividing wooden walls. Huddled groups of fat men with long beards; burlesque teenage girls with painted almond eyes and alabaster skin; young men, silver teeth, green hair and leather trench coats. Samara blinked, seeing the girl with each cohort, smiling a challenge at her, mouth hanging askew.
Not welcome here.
Come and try.
TRY
�You okay?� said Mike. �You�re kinda hurting.�
Samara released her grip. �I thought� But�not even here��
�Sam?�
She turned away. Of everything he offered, of all the things she thought she needed, only one mattered. Just one. A drink. He was hopeless.
Barely enough wonderful alcohol flowed through her blood. Not sufficient to forget the scene that awaited her at home. Not enough to forget the spectre that lingered between her and every other person in the bar.
Confirming her decision, the girl padded long the ceiling above her, crawling like a spider, reluctant to drop but happy to stay close.
She had tried. Fuck it! She�d tried so hard. Knowing what kept it at bay. Driven to the point of either rejection or embrace. The devil always lingered. Did she fulfil the cinematic hero role and overcome her? Or simply accept her constant presence?
TRY
�Fuck you,� muttered Samara, arriving back at the table. Fuck Mike. Pussy couldn�t even get a drink at the bar. Fuck Kieran and his idiot simplicity. And fuck you too, Lily. So easy for you. You don�t have her to deal with.
�Everything okay?� asked Lily. �You don�t have a drink.�
The front door slammed open, and everyone looked to see who had entered.
Recognising the harried figure rushing into the pub, Samara knew nothing was okay.

7.

Samara slammed her bedroom door, the old image of thick black goo sealing it shut once again rushing through her head. It would take more than her dark, imaginary adhesive to keep her safe. Her breathing came in ragged gasps, ribs squeezing tight around her lungs in a deadly embrace. She sucked in a deep breath to fend them off.
Pacing back and forth, the inch-thick rubber soles of her boots pounded a firm beat on her carpet.
The bed. Did she have the strength to move it? The adrenaline surging through her veins, driven by her panicking heart, lent her confidence. Samara grabbed one of the thick bedposts, her lacquered fingernails digging into the soft wood. She tugged. The mattress and mountain of pillows shook, but the bed refused to move. The legs had long sunk into the carpet, forming ruts that held them fast. Samara growled and, gritting her teeth against the pain, jerked the bedpost harder.
From the hallway came the sound of ascending footsteps, each one ringing through the house like cannon fire.
�Come on,� Samara roared. The bed declined to yield.
With sanctuary denied, she sought another route of escape.
Striding to her desk, she clicked on the lamp and rummaged through the accrued mess. Make up brushes and hair ties were swept onto the floor. Paperback novels, deserving more respect, were quickly set aside in a small pile. Handouts from art class, outlining the course, timetable, and assignment requirements, were still scattered beneath the mess from the first week of college. Satisfied, Samara pulled them free and turned the sheets of paper over to hide the text and reveal the potential. Dropping into her chair, she snatched up a sharp pencil and touched its tip to the paper. A plethora of nightmares struggled for position in her frantic mind, fighting to emerge victorious, to be rewarded, to emerge into the real world, born by her hand, delivered in hard, dark strokes.
Her bedroom door slammed open, striking the wall.
�Don�t think you can skulk away in here,� bawled her mother, stepping across the threshold from the brightly lit hallway. �You can�t hide from this.�
The pencil paused on the paper without so much as a line. �Get out.�
�What did you say?�
Samara took a steadying breath. �I said get out. We don�t need to talk about anything.�
�We don�t need to talk about anything?� said her mother. �After your little stunt, no, make that two stunts, today? That scene you caused in the shop, Sam, Christ! I�ll never be able to show my face in there ever again after that shit. And what about your sister? Did you for a moment think of the repercussions if any of her friends had seen your behaviour? It would be all around the school come Monday. Oh, did you hear that Kelly�s psycho sister had a breakdown in a bookshop��
�Oh get real,� spat Samara. �Didn�t you think how it would affect me the way you came barging into the pub like that?�
�Your father is furious.�
Samara slammed the pencil onto the desk. �Yeah, I see. So furious he can�t pull himself away from the football.�
Her mother inhaled, long and slow, her nostrils flaring.
Why couldn�t she just leave her alone? This wasn�t about the bookshop, this was about the mould they wanted her to fit, be the person best suited to their simple dynamic. Everything had to be normal. Her family had a set trajectory, a prescribed altitude and direction that allowed no deviance. All her mother�s talk of getting out of her room, living life, meeting people� Her mother should�ve been over the moon finding her in the pub, drinking with boys. But this wasn�t done under her terms.
�Your father will be up here soon, so you�d better have a damn good reason for what you pulled today.�
�You know, I think I could�ve pulled, if you and Kelly hadn�t come storming in when you did.�
�Nice, Sam, real nice. Now I get it.� Her mother laughed and waved her hand at the grotesque creatures leering at her from the posters and drawings covering the walls. �I get all of this. I don�t know what we did to make you hate us so much. Your father and I work very hard to provide for you girls��
Samara crashed her fist on the desk, toppling the stack of horror novels. �It�s always about you, isn�t it? You have this fucked up vision of the perfect family, and I don�t fit into it on purpose just to piss you off? God�I just�I just can�t��
�This isn�t normal,� her mother screamed. �A girl your age shouldn�t be obsessed with all this rubbish!�
Samara grimaced, too far gone to stop now. �All because I don�t like pink coats.�
�This is a waste of time,� fumed her mother, finally turning back towards the door. �I don�t know what I can do with you anymore.�
�I had a few drinks!� wailed Samara. �Just a few drinks!�
�And where did you get the money, eh? You were begging me for a few quid this morning.�
�Lily.�
�Oh. Lily.� Her mother approached the open bedroom door. �Gavin! Get up here!�
Samara swallowed and started to busy herself. Her mother could rant and rave all day, but her father seemed to store all his attention for these rare, concentrated moments. Samara could go days without exchanging a word with him, but with a whiff of trouble he�d hunt her like a shark on a blood trail. His discipline was usually fierce and blunt, resistant to explanation or innocence.
His own footsteps boomed up the stairs. They all had their distinct rhythms on the creaking wooden steps.
Samara turned on her VCR and television just to give her hands something to do, anything to quit their trembling. She started to rewind Outside 2: The Return of Woe back to the beginning. No doubt ninety minutes with her favourite demon take her mind off the wreck of a day.
The shape of her father filled the door. �She apologised yet?�
Her mother crossed her arms. �Far from it. Proud of the whole thing.�
�Apologise to your mother!�
Samara looked up from the desk, meeting his eyes. While the girls had enjoyed their day out shopping, he�d been down the pub with a few other cabbies, watching the afternoon match and throwing a few notes on the horses. He�d done the usual Saturday routine and been home in time for his feeding before lying on the sofa to watch the news and Match of the Day. She could smell the beer radiating from his pores from the other side of the room.
Yet a few pounds for a new book was out of the question; a few drinks a cardinal sin.
�No,� she said. �This is bullshit!�
�Okay,� said her father, heading over to her bookcase in loping strides. �Like that, is it? You�re right, Brenda. Something�s going on here. We�ve ignored it for too long.� At the bookcase, he ran his finger across the vertical titles on the spine, just as Samara had done herself in the bookshop earlier. She doubted he was searching for a particular title, unless he sought a copy of The Satanic Bible. Oh, wouldn�t that just confirm everything?
�What are you doing?� she pressed.
He ignored her and continued his slow survey of the books.
Samara noticed it wasn�t the novels that held his interest, but the tight gaps in between. He prised books apart, eying each opened space.
�Dad! They�re my books. What are you doing?�
�It�s here somewhere,� he said, either to himself or her mother. �Stu said his son had some and could stash them on the shelves like this. Found it between two computer game boxes.�
�Just tell him, Samara,� pressed her mother.
�Tell him what?� she wailed. �That you wouldn�t lend me money for a book? That I didn�t want a stupid pink coat? That you came into the pub and embarrassed the fuck out of me?�
Her father turned with the speed of a striking cobra, his open hand raised.
Samara stared at his palm. It shook, barely held in check.
�Don�t you ever, ever, speak to your mother like that,� her father snarled. �You hear me?�
Samara shut her mouth and quickly nodded, gazing up at him. He hadn�t hit her since she�d been a kid.
�Now,� he continued, his hand closing into a fist with his forefinger out. He aimed it at her face. �I want to know what it is, and who you got it off.�
Samara remained locked in his stare, heart kicking up once more. �I�I have no idea what you�re talking about.�
�Yes you do!� snapped her mother. �Don�t lie to us!� Next to her stone-like husband, she resembled a yapping dog. �You don�t just start acting like this, Samara.�
�For the last time,� rumbled her father�s low voice, �because I�ll turn this room upside down if you don�t tell me: what is it, and who did you get it from?�
Samara blinked, the words finally sinking in.
�Drugs? You think I�m on drugs?� She threw her head back with a relieved bark of laughter. �Oh my god! You think I�m on drugs? I wanted money for a book. A book! And Lily bought me a few drinks. I got a bit tipsy with some lads and suddenly I�m a junkie?�
Her father reached down, grabbing her by the forearm.
Samara winced and rather than fight the pull, allowed herself to be escorted from her seat at the desk. He gently pushed Samara to her mother, who gripped her by the shoulders, should she try and escape the inquisition.
�In here,� said her father, reaching for the desk drawer. �Let�s have a little look, shall we?�
Samara flinched in her mother�s hold. �Going through my room? Come on, Dad!�
He slid the drawer open, peering into the mess and poking through the contents.
�Mum, come on! I have my things in there!�
�Nothing your father hasn�t seen before, dear. That card isn�t going to work.�
Her father grunted and turning towards her, lifted out a packet of pills, the foil shiny.
Samara smirked. �Read the label. Aspirin. Or is that an offence too now?�
He dropped the packet back into the drawer and continued the search.
�This is bullshit,� said Samara, trying to shrug free of her mother.
Exhibit B was a folded-up piece of paper. Her father plucked it from the clutter and began to unfurl the tight wad of paper.
Think, she screamed at herself. What�s on that paper? Some awful poetry I�ve written? A torn-out journal page?
What ammo has he found?
Her father examined the opened paper with a grimace. �More of this shit,� he said, showing his wife.
Another early test of Samara�s painting. Instead of opening up her ribcage and reaching for the heart trapped inside, the forlorn girl had started to strip away the skin from her face. In the grey of pencil, the injuries didn�t pop as much as the final chosen method of abuse, and Samara had decided that she wanted the face unmarked. Despite the gratuitous damage on the finished piece, it was the face that showed the pain as an emotional construct, and she needed it untouched, the feeling exposed to her audience.
Her father tossed it on the desktop like a piece of rubbish.
�Now,� he said. �What have we here?�
He lifted out a white unsealed envelope.
�That�s private,� said Samara, fighting the grip of her mother once more. �You can�t do this! You can�t go through all my personal stuff!�
Her father slid a piece of paper from inside. It had been folded once.
�I�m not on drugs, for fuck�s sake,� Samara barked, stepping forwards and reaching for the envelope.
Slipping her arms around Samara�s body, her mother held fast, watching her husband spread the paper.
A small metal object, glinting in the light from the lamp, fell to the carpet and landed silently.
�I don�t know,� said her father and sighed. �I don�t know whether we need a bloody head doctor or a priest�� He also showed the next masterpiece to his wife, but Samara knew what resided on this page.
A more literal depiction of Woe grinned from the paper. No wistful sadness, as displayed by the girl that would ultimately become her final submission. The creature revelled in its pain. Her jaw was stretched beyond breaking but somehow remained in one piece, threatening to split down the centre of her chin. Tiny enamel pins poked from glistening gums, pointing inwards to catch and hold her prey. Black orbs, with a dash of white paint for wet reflection, were set in the narrow, ashen face, almost a skull with skin so tight. Finally, her hair, turbulent about her head, reaching inky tendrils, a black anemone in swirling waters.
The small painting was marred by grimy brown slashes, like streaks of rust.
Her father reached down to retrieve the fallen object.
�What the hell is this?�
He brought it closer to the lamp, careful not to slice open his fingertips.
The sharp edge of the short razor blade shone gold in the light, stained at the corner.
�Why do you have this stashed away?� said her father, the hard determination gone from his voice. Realisation had drained his momentum. He�d come looking for drugs, and had his raving lecture prepared. �What�what have you been doing, Samara?�
�It�s�� Samara scrambled to find the words, grip the explanation that might worm her out. �It�s just�art.�
�Art?� screeched her mother, snatching her daughter�s long sleeve before she had a chance to jerk it away. She tugged it down, revealing the pale skin of Samara�s forearm. �Is this art?�
Gavin, a simple man who drove a cab by day and liked a bit of television at night, stared at his daughter�s arm. What the razor had threatened, the flesh confirmed.
�I�� He closed his eyes, pinching them shut with one hand, the razor still clutched in the other. �Jesus Christ. Oh, love. What have you done to yourself?�
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The words had flowed, more from her mother than her father. He�d always wanted boys; more suited to offering advice on playground scuffles, football, shaving, and sex�though Samara wasn�t sure he�d have the fortitude to handle the last one sensitively. More likely to crack a joke and consider the job done. Her father had very few areas in which he�d consider himself an expert and depended on traditional family roles to scurry and hide away from the others. She wasn�t sure her father knew of her periods of the last five years. It had never been raised. Her mother had dealt with the eventual pubic awkwardness that milestone evening: ready to share her own products and experience. Samara had emerged from her room sometime later that night changed. Her dad, of course, had been watching the football, or rugby, or horseracing, and had barely looked up. Full on ignored her, in fact. She never knew if her mother had divulged the latest developments to him, but either way, that was the first time she had felt separated from the family. Contaminated. A bleeding leper.
No. He�d never wanted daughters. He worked. If you wanted something, speak to your mother. The avoidant style of parenting.
Samara was laid in bed, curled up on her side, the glow from the television in the dark room beginning to give her a headache.
At least he�d not taken the aspirin.
She replayed the evening�s performance in her mind, watching but not seeing the brutality on screen as Woe despatched more character fodder. Unfamiliar comfort took her by surprise: her father had actually cared about her. It couldn�t be attention that she craved, feeling more at ease in her own company, slapping paint on a canvas. Perhaps the slightest touch of a connection�? Sometimes a spark can flare between two separate live wires. She thought back to Vicki�s goddamn painting. Perception. Outside and looking in, the home warm and welcoming, but Samara always trapped beyond as the observer. Had one of the painted figures beyond the window looked up from their humble yet content existence and seen the cold figure out there?
Not quite. He�d inevitably left the deep and meaningful to her mother, who was in no mood for such pandering. This latest offense was yet another on the long list of insults. A new depth of weirdness beyond which her mother could handle. Both parents had left the room, taking the razor blade to stop �any more silliness�, and slamming the door behind them. If not for the embarrassment and awkwardness they�d locked inside with her, Samara would have been grateful for the alone time.
Living above the lounge, she�d heard them discuss the matter, muttering not quite loud enough to make out the words. The occasional raised voice sounded as a point was forced across.
Samara had started the tape just to drown them out, to distract herself with a tale of horror and carnage, where those that deserved it felt the pain, and she who was different found her place.
On screen, the female lead and soon to be romantic interest were fleeing down a dark alleyway, jumping over piles of trash and hiding behind dumpsters. In the far background, the lurching figure of Woe stepped into shot, limbs trembling in a seizure, her body metamorphosing.
Samara understood the suffering of the entity. The demon blossomed in the kill scenes, finally shedding its human skin and becoming something purer, something authentic. Its human form held a certain emotional weight onscreen, always in the grip of an internal struggle: the truth fighting from within, and the outside, forcing it into this conforming shape. Woe only killed in the retaliation of rejection.
Samara felt sorry for the creature.
It tried so hard to look like the people in the city, strove to act like them, sound like them, be one of them. Yet the alienist nature, a miasma of the strange, hung about her. In the film, the characters were either immediately disturbed or outright hostile the moment they set eyes on her. And then�was it easier for her to smile and continue the act, or to finally let go, reveal her veracity, no matter the bloody consequences?
The two leads pressed their backs against the grimy dumpster, holding their breaths, trying not to make a sound.
Woe had pursued them halfway down the alleyway; her dark eyes glinted in the light from the street, the only feature from the stalking, shadowed form. Did she hunt them for food? Sport? Samara believed differently. She�d seen it at high school: the unpopular girls, perhaps first years blessed with neither looks nor ability, following the older or more popular girls like lost little puppies.
Accept me, their faces pleaded. I�m human just like you. If you�d just give me time.
Please, accept me.
Woe chased the couple, just like the lost little girls at high school. But the popular, good looking kids, shitting themselves behind a dumpster, would never give her what she needed. They never do. Her difference hung about her like an aura, an almost physical barrier between the typical and atypical.
All refused to cross it; all paid the price.
Samara�s desk lamp cast a low golden glow across the room, the dark scene on her television almost ruined by the reflection. The ghostly image of herself, curled up in bed with streaks of thick mascara running down her wan cheeks, overlaid the drama in the alleyway. She failed to sink into the fantasy. Her own image anchored her to reality, a constant reminder of the trouble she found herself in, the yet unknown repercussions, the feeling of a lead ball in the pit of her stomach. She even ruined her favourite movie. Her own sense of disparity had spoiled her time to heal.
Samara sat up, ready to turn it all off. If one was forced to ponder all this, better to do it in the dark, to see nothing, rather than witness the ruin.
On the bright screen, her own reflection a veil on the scene, she sat on her bed as Woe reared up beside her.
Samara raised the remote control and clicked the standby button, plunging the screen to black.
For a second, Woe remained, her shape sitting on the bed beside her. The image flickered.
* * *
No reflection. Only darkness.
In the bathroom, Samara refrained from pulling the cord that turned on the bright fluoro tube. The mirror of the medicine cabinet reflected only ghosts as she swept it aside, fingers seeking out her prize. Toothbrushes, cans of deodorant, her father�s hair gel. A packet crinkled under her touch. She probed the opening, finding one of many long plastic handles. Samara blindly selected one and brought it close to her face.
She had not lied to her mother. This was art.
Art required tools.
She resisted the temptation to run her thumb across the sharp edge, having done something similar as a child, finding her father�s razor at the side of the bath. So sharp, right? The two blades contained in his razor, held within wires, appeared innocent enough. She�d run her thumb across the innocuous edge, feeling nothing. Then the pain had hit: thin ribbons across the pad of her thumb, blood trickling from the two vents that blurred into a single slash. A subdued agony.
Her replacement tool was still trapped in its plastic frame: unwieldy for intricate work. One could cut, but not intricately carve, in the present state.
She�d brought another tool from her collection, one that could create as well as the brushes and pencils it laid between. The art knife, with its dented metal casing and short triangular blade, lacked the finesse of the razor she sought, yet what it failed in intricacy, it triumphed in destruction.
Samara plunged it deep, prying the cheap, brittle plastic from the metal razor. Snapping the outer casing, she had more work ahead for both blades.
* * *
She returned to her open bedroom doorway, having stashed the new acquisition in a fresh envelope. Her father had ditched her painting of Woe onto her desk, so she had no need to paint a fresh guardian. A quick fold and the replacement was hidden away, now stored at the bottom of her art supplies box. They had no call to look in there.
Samara looked down the hallway, considering her next move. It made sense to pass by her parents� room and visit her sister�minimise the risk. However, it would only take a cry from Kelly for both her mum and dad to come barrelling on top of her in a blind panic. No. Time to think. To plan.
She took a few steps along the hallway, past her now dark and empty bathroom and paused in the open doorway of her parents� bedroom. They lay in two heaps, side by side. The radio alarm clock on her mother�s bedside table showed just after eleven. Her father snored, probably due to the afternoon beers and the few cans he�d had after coming home. His arm draped over the slumbering form beside him. Her mother laid on her side, facing away, barely tolerating his touch, even in deep sleep. Samara could just make out her face, fitful within her dreams. Did she watch her failures, the pathways cut off by time?
Samara stepped deeper into the bedroom, her body casting a long shadow across the carpet and across her sleeping parents, long and distorted. Pausing at the foot of the bed, she raised the art knife, swaying the triangular blade back and forth. Her father was clearly the more physical of the two, yet his afternoon at the pub would have dulled him. His discovery had surely driven him back to his remaining cans of cold beer.
Her mother, on the other hand, never drank and was a light sleeper.
Samara walked to the other side of the bed, her footsteps light on the carpet. She fidgeted with the art knife, spinning the metal handle between her fingers despite the slight rattle of the blade in the housing. The fingers of her other hand twitched and drummed in the air, the movement somehow offering comfort in light of the hard work ahead.
She looked down upon her mother trapped in the slideshow of sleep. What did she dream? Unemployment? The monthly budget? A daughter who didn�t fit? The twitches and frowns darting across her face belied the mundane visions. She had no idea of terror. The fantastic and horrific had been purposely avoided, and the ladder of suburbia, no matter what the rung, provided a step away from real fear.
Samara plunged the art knife into her mother�s neck just below the jawbone.
She expected a Hollywood reaction: her mother�s eyes flicking open, a hand shooting to the wound. Her mother�s neck failed to gush and spray, but the blood flowed and spread, creeping through the bed sheets in a gory chromatography. Her eyes half opened, a disturbed sleeper, confused by the sudden interruption. Fingers found the opening and, now slick with blood, fluttered around the wet skin. Her mother released a long sigh, already appearing to go back to sleep.
Samara headed around to the other side of the bed.
* * *
Back in the hallway, she fought the urge to return to the bathroom and wash her hands. The blood bothered her, tacky and drying to flakes on her fingers. No matter. She could wash soon. No point cleaning just to get dirty all over again. The logic soothed the itch of her skin.
Kelly had left her bedroom door open. Never a fan of the dark, she preferred the light from the upstairs hallway to shine into her room. Their mother had left the light burning every night, always worried that one would awaken in the early hours and in need of the bathroom, and in the dark somehow trip and break their neck.
Samara slipped inside, stepping into a room that spoke in scents of various sprays and perfumes. Soft toys filled a bookcase, soaked in the stench. Various eyes mounted to the wall watched Samara proceed towards the sleeping form in the bed, all members of Boyzone and Backstreet Boys silent witnesses, their posters pulled from magazines and fixed haphazardly about the room.
�Kelly��
Her voice, strange in the silence of the house, caused her to pause, startling in its depth.
The risk was over. Only her sister remained in the house, and a younger sibling posed little threat compared to their parents. They both laid in bed, half-gazing at the ceiling, grinning wider than they ever did in real life, new smiles beneath their chins.
An active antagonist, her sister would be offered no merciful end. Their mother and father were merely the preparation, the practicing and perfection of a new technique. Now came the moment for real art, and real art required appreciation.
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The table bore an art history more personal than any textbook. Stained with the dark, rich smell of oils, wearing slips of paint that refused to shift and cuts that ran too deep, it had housed the creation of hundreds of projects. How many stood in this exact spot, Samara wondered. How many stared through this very window to study the grey world beyond, with its grimy aluminium sky. Ashen buildings, blemished by smoke and stained by soot, lined the quiet road leading past the college. Each piece of unique architecture shared a palette that smothered them into a single dreary entity.
Samara lowered her gaze back to the infinitely more vibrant tabletop and the open envelope she clutched between her fingers. She had removed the contents, four neat and perfectly square pieces of paper, just a little rough to the touch. Having lined them in a precise row, Samara scrutinised each one in turn.
More students entered the studio, shaking off the cold from outside, and shrugging out of heavy coats. They drifted to their workstations, pulling back sheets from canvases, squeezing thick and colourful worms of paint from foil tubes, or arranging brushes like surgical implements. The background noise gradually rose to a grating chatter that tried to force its way into Samara�s head. She felt the pressure and forced it back, filling her head with the rich smells of art and the brutal images seeping out from four squares of neat and perfectly square pieces of paper.
She closed the envelope and slid it into the back pocket of her combat pants, before anyone spied the smudged fingerprints adorning its surface.
The four images, caught in a moment of inspiration the previous night and delicately captured in fine charcoal, showed the face of a teenage girl. The first emphasised the fight of denial: eyes staring out from the picture, fixed and defiant, on the observer. Pristine white teeth clenched. The second? Acceptance. Gone was the challenge, and she looked inward, as did the viewer. The picture formed a vortex, pulling one into the dark depths in which the girl now resided. A tear, growing in weight, at the corner of her eye. Teeth now hidden behind pressed lips. A wrinkled chin pulled taut by trembling muscles under the temporarily intact skin of her face.
Samara knew she�d been a fool. The torment of her subject, captured in painstaking detail on the large canvas behind her, had been all for shock value. The blood seeping through her talons as she rendered her own flesh, and how she�d captured the shine of exposed and sallow cartilage, all to make them squirm. But the face�the expressionless pout as replicated from the model in the magazine, how�arrogant. The artist had created an image of agony, and while the subject exposed her own beating heart, and strained to scream out the shadowy terrors that lurked in her throat�her eyes betrayed her. Samara had tried to hide the pain and confusion with the cold stare of indifference. This simply would not do. The current expression of the girl suggested that even she had found some small way to cope with the horror. Samara wanted all who viewed her work to have no such solace.
�Okay everyone,� came the call across the studio. Miss Jones had finally made an appearance, late as usual. Breezing in through the door, the short woman still carried a ghost of her fiery auburn hair amid a mass of grey curls. Today she had opted for a loose lilac dress, the dangling sleeves flowing as she walked. Her heels came to a stop with a hard thud on the tiles, and the teacher surveyed the room over thin spectacles. �As you are all very aware, this is your last session before we hang these masterpieces in the exhibition theatre. Exciting times, eh?� She pressed out her cheek with her tongue and raised an eyebrow. Some idiot laughed. �So at the end of the day, make sure your work is clearly marked as yours, people! We�ll cart them all over and make sure they look perfect for your families to admire.�
Samara turned back to the window, meeting her own eyes.
�And pleeease,� said Jones, drawing her attention. Samara glanced at the teacher�s reflection in the glass. �Minor touch ups only today! Paint needs time to dry, you know.�
Already a small group had formed around the teacher, jostling for attention on last minute problems and ego boosts.
Samara scoffed. True art was no popularity contest, and those parading in front of Jones, desperate for her approval, were wasting their time. Effort should be invested in the work. The work would speak for itself. Art should be judged in isolation. Art should not be judged by the artist.
Two girls approached from either side, and Samara watched them both in the reflection of the window. To her left, Vicki threw her long blonde ponytail over her shoulder. With neighbouring workstations, she was never too far away. Thankfully her entourage were nowhere to be seen today; perhaps warned away with Jones�s probable appearance. On the right, the silent member of the class drifted to Samara�s side.
�Hey,� said Vicki. �How�s it going? I won�t be long today, so feel free to spread yourself out. Your picture looks awesome. Not quite something I�d hang on my bedroom wall, though! Scares the shit out of me. Sure the judges will love it.�
Samara stared at the grinning dark-haired girl beside her, slender teeth piercing both lips, effectively sewing her mouth shut. Her long, filthy nails clattered against each other as her fingers twitched. Samara realised it was her own fingers that were thrumming against each other. She squeezed her hand into a fist. �Oh yeah. Thanks. You too.�
�And what are these?� Vicki smiled and looked down for a closer inspection of the four neat and perfectly square pieces of paper. �Oh. Oh!�
�I�ve been going about it all wrong,� said Samara. �The expression�it�s all�so invalid. And these,� She tapped the last two pictures, �these will be the true face of the piece.�
Vicki stayed silent for a moment, transfixed by the quartet.
�Don�t�� She shook her head. �Aren�t you afraid of upsetting people?�
Samara refused to look the girl in the eye. Instead, she gazed at the streaks and scratches of the tabletop: generations of souls trying to speak through art, successful or not.
�It�s horror. It�s meant to upset people.� She slid the small sketches together into a pile and placed them in her pocket with the soiled envelope.
Her mind focussed on the work at hand, she turned from Vicki and the girl that hovered beside her and headed for her workstation: the canvas, unveiled and waiting, the selected paints and brushes, the tools of meaning. The babbling voices of the students around her and the faint din from the radio fell into silence with every step. The other works and the bustling bodies, the blazing light from the overhead tubes, and the grey haze from the window, became swallowed by darkness.
Samara stopped dead before her work, lost in her endless void, the painting a beacon of hope in the bleak, shadowy landscape.
The girl stared down at her through eyes of oil, her arms spread like Jesus revealing his Sacred Heart. Deep furrows of skin and flesh had been torn from her body and hung from her encrusted nails, still stubborn and clinging to her exposed rib cage. The heart trapped within, wet and glistening, pulsed in a slow rhythm.
Samara circled the figure, studying the dimensions, the shine of her slick skin. No light existed on this deep plain, but somehow the girl radiated her own source of illumination.
The artist paused her consideration to peer back over her shoulder. She found only darkness and for a moment became mesmerised by the abyss, all thoughts of her work abandoned.
The true face of the piece, she thought, daring something to step forth from the murk.
The light caress of a needle-sharp claw stroked the back of her neck, pricking the skin.
Samara gasped and swung around, reaching for the girl that lived in the limitless night. Her fingers closed around the narrow wooden handle of a paintbrush, the bristles wide and dripping with the purest white.
The painted girl, frozen in place, analysed Samara in turn, her open mouth almost caught in silent laughter. Her teeth, a nightmarish collection of varying shapes and sizes, blossomed between her lips. Rows of serrated incisors lined the interior of her mouth, while snake-like fangs struck out, glossy and piercing.
With her free hand, Samara reached towards the girl�s exposed chest. The tips of her fingers explored the edge of torn flesh, feeling the tacky grip of drying blood on her skin. She probed further, easing her hand inside the warm innards of the girl. Her subject remained still and silent, oblivious to this latest atrocity. Delving higher, Samara passed her hand behind the sternum. The beating heart seemed to slide onto her eager palm. She caged it with her fingers, relishing the soothing cadence.
Inside the girl�s mouth, the horrors that Samara had painstakingly created fluttered into life, creeping around the jagged teeth, and mocking the artist with taunting faces. She sensed the creatures trapped within the body composed of rich oils, the beating heart driving them out, the deep, slow drum ordering them through the dark, bloody tunnels. And the girl born of the darkness, the girl that surrounded the macabre piece, forever present, would come, shaped by the terrors that writhed and coiled from within the painted throat.
Samara drew a deep breath and brandished the wide paintbrush like a crucifix. Its power would destroy these creatures, and she had every intention of ending their ridicule. The conceited gaze of the subject, separated and safe from her anguish, would also succumb. A white baptism, allowing the truth of suffering to be free�
�Samara? What do you think you�re doing?�
Her teacher�s voice snapped her back to the art room, flooding her senses. The irritating drone from the radio, the chatter of her fellow students, and the bright glare from the overhead lights. Miss Jones was poised over Vicki�s piece, staring across in horror at Samara�s painting.
Samara touched the tip of the wide brush to the canvas, her other hand pressed against the dry paint, the detailed heart beneath her fingers.
�No, no,� said her teacher. �Just touch ups today remember. We don�t have time for any major changes.� She straightened from Vicki�s painting, muttering to her. �Excellent work. Just give me a moment.�
Samara had no idea what the teacher might do to stop her. She swept the brush over the face of the girl, eradicating her features in one white stroke.
Her teacher�s high heels clattered to a stop on the worn tiles. She stared at the painting in shock rather than disgust, the first time since its creation. �Samara! Why the hell�?�
The artist turned to her workstation and threw the brush down. Her other implements had been arranged the moment she had entered the art room. Neat, tidy, ordered. Colours arranged by group; brushes lined up in ascending size. Just one thing missing. She dug into her pocket and placed the four pieces of paper beside her pallet. The correct instruments, inspiration, and blank piece of canvas ready for the truth.
�The show is tomorrow,� said Jones, waving a flabbergasted hand and the ruined painting. �Tomorrow!�
�I only need a day,� Samara replied, dismissing her teacher�s concerns. She reached under her workstation for her black bag and took out her cigarettes. Plenty of time while the whitewash dried.
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The early evening bus station offered little protection from the chill, and Samara pulled her coat tighter. Standing in a line of mundane faces, all drained from eight hours at the office or attending classes, she gazed at the empty bus bay. A quick, silent prayer to the gods of public transport had gone unheard. Sharing a smoke and whinge with Lily usually passed the time, but her friend had vanished, most likely finished early and not bothered to stick around. Who could blame her in this? thought Samara, picturing a warm seat at the back of a bus, the vibrations of the engine rumbling beneath her.
She cupped her hands and blew into them, trying to generate some heat. She hadn�t bothered washing them after her marathon painting session. Various colours clung to the skin and occupied the underneath of each nail. She inhaled the opulent scent of oil paint. It had consumed the day, but her work was complete. A greater vision. A faithful vision. Now residing back in their envelope at the bottom of her bag, hidden under various pencils, brushes, and other tools, the four sketches had transferred their terrible veracity to canvas.
Samara�s own version of Woe. While the spectre crawled and tore through the Outside films, unable to belong from the pain, lashing out in violence and confusion, Samara had attempted the same through a different medium. As Woe shrugged off her human fa�ade to her next victim, so must Samara, showing the world what lies behind the mask. She was unable to wear her heart on her sleeve, but she could expose it on canvas, and show that it beats, it lives, despite the horror it resided within.
She checked the bus bay again. No way home just yet. No bus, just the girl with the long dark hair standing alone in the road.
Samara glanced down, studying her own boots and the dark spots of ancient chewing gum that still clung to the brickwork between them. Better to do this than catch anyone�s eye, to attract a quizzical stare. She believed her energy had been invested in the painting, and that she had earned a night of peace.
Her personal vampire had moved closer still, examining Samara from the other side of the bus station glass, lurking inches from the large window. The other people waiting for the bus had no clue such a demon also stood in line�but it was only a matter of time, Samara guessed.
A paintbrush wielded like a crucifix had rid her of one fiend. Surely a dash of the holiest of water would again save her from another.
Keeping her face down, Samara tightened her grip on her bag strap and ducked out of the queue. Stepping around other commuters, who hurried to the various bus stands to escape both the cold and their day, she emerged under the appearing stars and twilight sky. A car park was nestled between the bus station and Job Centre. Beside it, the ever-burning and welcoming lights of The Scholar pub beckoned.
Someone she knew had to be in there. While she only considered Lily as a true friend, Samara felt she had many acquaintances on campus. A small college in a working-class town nurtured friendships. Hopefully a fellow art student would be in residence, and they could share their common interest over a drink. Hell, Samara realised, I�d even drink with Vicki if she bought the round. Yes. Her quiet booth, the familiar sights and smells. The same old songs on the jukebox. A little remained in her bank account, but that had come from her grandmother�s passing. Each of the grandchildren had received an even split of the inheritance. Samara had deposited this in her savings account, wanting to save it for something special, something her grandmother would approve of. She reasoned enough loose change rattled around at the bottom of her bag for at least half a Coke. She could leave her demons at the door, at least, for a little while.
She skirted around the edge of the bus station and crossed the car park, heading around to the front of the pub. Through the windows, she recognised familiar faces but no one she�d be comfortable scrounging a drink from. This wasn�t like the night before: she�d had Lily by her side and several Metz under her belt.
It would be perfect if Mike was in, she realised. I could apologise for the other night.
Breath fogging before her face, Samara quickly walked past the wrought iron fencing that surrounded the pub and stepped through the gate. Already feeling a sense of belonging in the light from the front windows, she peered inside.
A couple sat at the bar chatting with the landlord: a squat man with permanent bedhead. Guess if you owned the pub you could look how you pleased. At the tables beyond sat a couple of groups engaged in passionate discussion. One guy stood, gesturing wildly to illustrate his point, much to the amusement of his inebriated company. A small cluster occupied the quiz machine as always, glory hunters always looking for the big score. The jukebox was taken by a tall girl who seemed to be flicking back and forth through the mechanical pages of track listings. She�d decide on the same old: �Killing in the Name of�, �Girl from Mars�, or �All Apologies�, the pub signatures songs. All so familiar and welcoming. Even Lily sat in their usual booth, a half-drank bottle of Metz on the table in front of her, hand stroking Mike�s cheek as they kissed.
Samara watched them, trying to grasp her thoughts that slipped through her mind like grains of sand. Images of the night before, of the fun and laughter she�d shared with Mike, the giggling whispers with Lily, the admissions and confessions.
This is what she deserved for trying to be one of them: this disastrous inevitability.
She turned away from the gut-wrenching sight.
Across the road, just beyond the traffic lights, stood two Victorian era buildings, an ornate stone arch between them, leading to the college gardens. Students rarely used the area, even on pleasant spring days or sweltering summer afternoons. With night almost arrived, no one should be in the gardens, yet a lone figure with long dark hair lingered at the entrance.
Samara had tried. She really had tried.
Her sadistic nature made her take a final glimpse inside the pub, to capture the image to dwell on, to ponder as she felt the real pain.
She met the quizzical stares of Lily and Mike.
�Shit,� she hissed, stepping away from the window and dashing back out of the gate. Following a cursory glance for traffic, Samara bolted across the road, vanishing inside the darkness under the arch leading into the gardens. She paused; sure the deep shadows hid her from the eye of the streetlights, and looked back to The Scholar.
The entrance opened, hinges squealing in the quiet evening. Lily emerged, searching the small area of yard between window and fence. �Sam?�
Surprised you took the time to prise yourself away from him, thought Samara, heart racing. She gulped down a lungful of cold air to try and settle her gut. An aching chasm had opened inside.
Beside her, the girl also stared across the road, pale face almost luminescent.
�Sam!� Lily cried. �Where are you?�
Samara clenched her fists, starting to enjoy the sudden, sickening rush the discovery had gifted her. Her needle barely quivered day to day, but this week had offered dizzying tastes, emotions touching the red line. Like her first orgasm, unexpected from her own clumsy fumbling beneath the sheets, a door to unknown pleasures had opened. The surprise that her own mind could create such emotion rocked her. She grinned in the dark, baring her teeth in an adrenaline smile.
�Samara!� Lily stepped through the gate and onto the pavement. She waited at the curb, allowing a couple of cars to pass, before starting to cross.
Samara retreated deeper between the two squat buildings and beneath the arch, emerging from the other side into the college gardens.
She had never visited the gardens at any point during her two years studying art and nearly slipped on sudden steps that led down to a concrete path. Hearing a second call from Lily, Samara quickly righted herself and crept down. She pressed her arm across her bag, smothering the jangle of her various art supplies, and proceeded carefully along the path. It cut between two carefully manicured lawns, or so Samara thought. In the last gasp of daylight, the expansive squares appeared as flat, grey pools. The night had drained the colour from the lush gardens. Rose bushes formed dark, ensnaring clusters. The few trees had become tall, statuesque figures watching over their shadowed kingdom. Samara could appreciate the sombre beauty, the secret face of otherwise vibrant nature, clipped and pruned to preference.
Best of all, the night garden concealed.
Samara passed a park bench and crept on, aiming for a bank of trees to the left. Off the path, she traipsed through flowers, stomping them flat under the thick soles of her boots, and touched the first tree. Careful to avoid tripping on any exposed roots, she edged behind the wide trunk and pressed her body against the rough bark.
�Samara,� Lily cried, somewhere in the garden. �I�m sorry, okay? I called in for a drink after class, and he was just there, and he asked about you��
You were my friend, Samara thought, her eyes squeezed tight. You knew what this would do�
�Sam, come on! I know you can hear me.�
Samara pulled the strap over her head and laid her bag to rest at the base of the tree. Dropping to a crouch, she opened the plastic clasps and lifted the main denim flap. In the darkness under the canopy, she searched by touch, her fingers skipping over pencils, balled up sketches, and the few coins she�d hoped would scratch up half a Coke.
�I haven�t seen you today,� continued Lily, sounding closer. �I didn�t know you liked him that much� Come on, Samara, don�t be like this!�
Metal, distinct by its chill, slipped into her palm. Samara raised her treasured implement. The blade remained hidden inside the steel handle, safely stored. Even under the canopies of night and leaf, the triangular blade glinted as it poked free, cutting the cold air.
�Fine!� The sound of approaching footsteps ceased.
Samara slumped back against the tree trunk, the heels of her boots pressing into the soft, rich soil.
�You want to be like this? Go home and make some horrible little picture of me?�
Samara rolled up her left sleeve.
�That�s what you�ll do, right Sam?�
The first bite, the tip of the sharp metal penetrating her skin, always elicited a small gasp. Her flesh warmed around the blade, but she held the tool firm.
�I can�t be your fucking bridge forever!�
The slow progress of the metal, fighting the resistance of taught corpus, blossomed sweet agony through Samara�s forearm. She wiggled her fingers against the electrical tingles that shot through to the tips. A tickle of blood slipped free and glossed across her skin, offered to the roots of her concealer.
Samara closed her eyes, stifling a cry. Tears, hot and salty, cascaded down her cheeks and across her lips.
Lily offered no more explanations and accusations. Samara could feel her moving away. One more, perhaps her last, who had given up hope.
Samara wiggled the blade up and down, sawing through a particularly stubborn patch of flesh, an old scar perhaps, or fresh skin unwilling to give up its virginity. Blood poured from the deep wound, dripping from the underside of Samara�s forearm.
She could almost see Lily heading back through the gardens to the stone arch, casting an anxious look over her shoulder, feeling the eyes on her back.
�I see you�� Samara hissed.
Great strobes of static flickered past Samara�s eyes. She blinked them away and somehow found herself in the archway, blocking Lily�s path.
Her friend stopped. �Sam? Thank Christ. I thought I saw you go in there.� She jabbed a thumb back towards the garden. �Look, can we talk?�
Samara remained locked in place, staring at Lily, a slight breeze agitating her hanging black hair. Her arm still buzzed with electrical sensations from the cutting. The current flowed through the wires and circuits of her bones and blood, sparking in her fingertips. She raised her hand before her face, grimacing from the pain.
�Sam?� Lily tried once more, daring a step forwards. �Come on, mate. This is stupid. We can talk about this.�
Blessed agony kissed a fingertip, just under the nail. Samara brought the offending digit closer still. A hint of shiny silver emerged, poking through the crimson drop of blood that bulged from the distal edge of her nail. Samara smiled, her mouth opening wider and stretching low as more slivers of metal were born from each fingertip. Sharp steel triangles sprang forth in dark geysers, ripping through skin and splitting fingernails.
�Sam?� said Lily. �What are you doing?�
Brandishing two sets of fully protruding claws, Samara raised a lethal fingertip and tapped her bottom lip, contemplating her decision. Her friend had no idea of the grotesque changes taking place in the darkness of the archway. Just as Lily had changed, trying to keep it in the dark, away from Samara. Just as the golden lights of The Scholar had led her to the deception like a beacon, so too would the welcoming glints from her blades offer Lily the same revelation.
�Sam, please. It�s cold. Come on. I�ll buy you a drink��
Samara pressed the sharp tip onto the moist surface of her lip and with a hard-downward thrust, parted her face down to her chin. Blood poured from the wound and splattered the ground, a sudden gory rain that caused Lily to step back.
Her true face wriggling free from underneath the mundane, Samara glared at the silhouette before her, silently begging Lily to see while relishing the moment before the hunt. Lily had been the one; the closest to seeing through the everyday and knowing the real Samara hidden in the skin, the Nirvana t-shirts and the eyeliner, the secrets and the desires.
As Samara swept towards her, Lily stared in horror at the truth, her mouth opening to scream before a flurry of blades descended. Her gargled chokes echoed from the underside of the stone arch as the transmuted tore through her throat. Both girls tumbled back in a glistening heap; Samara�s hooked fingers striking, tearing, ripping. Her pale face melted and sloughed from her skull, revealing her authentic self.
Lily had seconds to see the monstrous visage before the blades, having carved out her throat to the bone, plunged deep into her eyes.
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They had spent weeks working along to the local radio piping out of the old stereo in the corner of the studio. Now Miss Jones had opted for something a little more cultured for the visiting parents, college staff, and local dignitaries. Classical music played softly in the background of the exhibition hall, accompanying the quiet mutterings of those perusing this year�s offerings. Rows of perfectly arranged seats faced the stage at the front of the hall. Behind, partitions displayed weeks of hard work by the graduating art class.
Samara failed to recognise a single face. They drifted either alone or in pairs; parents trying to look informed, holding narrow flutes of sparkling wine, pointing out certain parts of each painting; the self-proclaimed connoisseurs, silently studying each piece, judging its worth. Most students stood by their project, happy and eager to chitchat with anyone who ventured too close. Jones had encouraged such interaction. Art does not belong in solitude, she�d told them, but exists as an extension of the artist. Let them know you. Tell them the story behind the art.
Holding the opposite view from her teacher, Samara stood in a corner clutching her own glass of wine, her third already. It was free. While she differed from her parents in countless ways, she too couldn�t afford to pass up a freebie. The alcohol helped to take the edge off, and who knew, a couple more might allow her to actually talk. In the meantime, she was content to hang back and watch from afar.
Miss Jones, as this was her big day, drifted between groups, students, and parents: a butterfly flitting among flowers in another of her long, loose, colourful dresses. Hard to miss, but Samara guessed that was the point. She headed over to Vicki�s parents, shaking hands with each, eyes widening behind her designer glasses. Too many pleasantries, too much small talk. Too much heady perfume to tickle the back of her throat and make her head swim. Samara returned her attention back to her own painting.
She had arrived at the exhibition early to check the paint had dried from the previous day of reworking. The overhead beams glistened in the picture, the college not providing any form of flattering lighting. A cursory dab of her thumb found the new face of her subject completely dry. Satisfied, Samara had stood back to inspect the painting had been hung straight, and that her information pinned beside the piece was correct.
The Varden Gleave Art Prize 1998 entrant
Outside
by Samara Mathers
The hall had started to fill with latecomers filing through the door, seeking out their sons and daughters and a glass of sparkly before wandering over to the waiting works of art. Months of labour, mounted for the most cursory of glances as parents passed. They were keen to see the masterpiece created by their own offspring.
Samara watched with pride as one woman glanced at her painting and stepped away from it, as if the picture and the area around it were tainted. With no parents of her own to gush over her artwork, Samara noticed that �Outside� stood strikingly alone in a room full of sycophants.
However, one figure stopped before it, meeting the now tortured eyes of the model as her real face fought to emerge from the canvas. The girl with the dark hair stared up at the painting, unblinking and motionless. Parents and staff passed by, ignorant to her presence, perhaps only scowling as they spied the painting from the corner of their eye. The girl ignored them, consumed by the agony presented in oils.
Samara drained her thin glass, placed it on a nearby table, and meandered through the various guests to stand beside her sole audience. The girl wore the same clothes Samara had selected that morning: black jeans and a hoodie to hide within. She wondered if her counterpart also gripped an art knife in her pocket, hand sweaty from her tight grip. In silence, they both considered the art before them.
�I�m supposed to talk about my work,� Samara muttered, �to tell someone the reason behind its creation. This�torment. It�s my obsession.� She sighed and turned away, unable to look at her own work a second longer.
Next to the doorway, Dale leaned against the wall, watching her. She figured he�d come. Considering himself one of the creative elite at the college, and with the predominantly female art students here in abundance, Dale had to make an appearance. Samara stared back, challenging him to come over, daring him to try. He stayed put, his glasses precariously perched on his smashed nose. The blood had decayed to black, like tar had oozed from the carnage at the centre of his face. His head sat atop his neck at an odd angle, the vertebrae of his spine destroyed and unable to support the weight.
�It�s my confession,� Samara continued to the only one that mattered. A passing woman in a cream-coloured dress cast her a confused glance.
Dale revealed swollen purple gums and bloodied teeth as he smiled in greeting. A second corpse had shambled into the exhibition hall, stepping through the open double doors from the foyer and taking in the scene.
Samara had no idea how her former friend could take in the scene. Pulpy cavities stared out across the hall, somehow finding her. Lily�s head tottered, secreting congealed blood from torn arteries hanging beneath her sliced jaw.
One could cut but not intricately carve.
Rather than blindly grope after her quarry, Lily slowly turned, finding Dale. She joined him by the entrance.
�Most of all,� Samara whispered, �it�s my admission.�
�Ladies and gentlemen! If I can have your attention, please.� Miss Jones stood centre stage. �We�re about to start the awards ceremony, if you would care to take a seat.� Excited murmurs filled the room, temporarily drowning out the gentle music. The suits and dresses made their way to the rows of seats. �Students. I need you up here with me.�
Keeping her hands deep in the pockets of her hoodie, one gripping the art knife tighter still, the other clenched into a fist to stop the violent flapping of her fingers, Samara followed her fellow students as they drifted towards the stage. She aimed to stand as far back as possible, ideally behind some of the more extroverted members of the class who would shine at the front. Jones arranged the twenty or so bodies in a single line, though, offering no refuge from the penetrating stares of those seated below. Samara took a deep breath and avoided the situation, staring down at the worn boards between her boots. She breathed in the scents of varnish, the cheap paint of the drama sets lined up behind her, and the musty crimson stage curtains. A quick check revealed Lily and Dale still waiting by the entrance as if to block her retreat, macabre guardians determined to see her face this. They both watched the stage, leaking dark fluids down their clothing and onto the floor. Lily grinned and waved. Samara returned to studying the boards of the stage.
�Thank you,� said Miss Jones.
The music abruptly stopped.
�Thank you all for coming today. I�m sure I speak for the very talented individuals standing behind me that we�re honoured to have you all attend on this very special occasion. Most of you have had the chance to enjoy the projects.� She gestured to the twin rows of mounted artwork. A few looked back, as if just realising they were there. �Believe me when I say that every person on this stage has worked tirelessly over the last several weeks to present their very best, some right up until the last minute.�
Don�t call on me, Samara begged. Don�t call on me!
�The standard this year has been very high,� continued Jones, �which I am sure will be reflected in the grades awarded at the close of term. Unfortunately for this lot behind me, that means a few weeks of waiting. Don�t worry, guys and girls, it will fly by. Trust me.�
A few on stage and in the audience chuckled.
�But grades can wait for the moment as we look to this year�s presentation of the Varden Gleave Art Prize. The college has been awarding this prize for almost twenty years, with many of our recipients furthering their education and making their mark on the world of visual art. It is an honour and a privilege to award the Varden Gleave to one deserving student today.�
Samara glanced up, sure Dale and Lily would have silently crept to the stage. No one else had acknowledged their attendance, and Samara feared causing a scene. Wouldn�t they love that? To cause her hysteria onstage? She�d done well so far, just another in the line.
In the back row, three figures sat beside each other. Two stared at the stage with stoic faces, smiling only beneath their chins. They had come, as Samara knew they would. How could they not? They played the social game exquisitely despite the dealing of a bad hand. How would they siphon off the interest in her work? Claim they had supported her, that she inherited it all from them, that they had convinced her to go on? Her parents sat in silence, skin grey, throats hanging open from the knife she clutched in her pocket. In the third seat, wearing a brand-new pink Nike coat, a disfigured Kelly watched the proceedings with disinterest. Not so involved when the day wasn�t all about her.
Samara looked away and rubbed her thumb up and down the handle of the art knife, seeking comfort in the familiar. Even she struggled to look at her sister for too long.
Samara imagined Miss Jones announcing her name. How the shock and disbelief would spread across their decaying faces. They�d probably applaud, just like the rest of the backslapping parents. Couldn�t have done it without them. Never doubted her.
�So without further ado,� said Jones. �Let�s get on with it, shall we?�
Those gathered in the exhibition hall politely clapped, and the teacher waited for this to subside.
�Of all the wonderful pieces on display this year, one really stood head and shoulders above the rest. From the early designs and rough sketches, it was clear that something special was in the making. I will admit, I had concerns that the final version would not quite live up to the initial passion I saw in the first drafts, that a constant refining would dull its edge. This student did not just maintain that passion, but bordered on the obsessive, pouring dedication and precision to every brushstroke. Most importantly, this piece of art shows the very personality of this artist in intimate detail, dealing with the darkness, wonder, and concerns of the self we all try and bury. Ladies and gentlemen, the winner of the 1998 Varden Gleave is
* * *
Samara.
Samara?
* * *
She blinked, standing before her painting. Samara remembered painting the face. Her subject had become less the model from the rock magazine, all forced melancholy and conceited stare, with one sweep of her brush. She had worked tirelessly, hadn�t she? Squeezed out every last drop of her skill into her art: weeping eyes in which the viewer could almost see themselves, the parting of skin sharp enough to draw blood and have it drip from the canvas, the dark, ugly forms, twisted and tight, forming the sinew and muscle under the sliding face.
Yet the subject appeared to be frozen mid-smile. The girl with a torrent of black hair and a porcelain complexion. Not only had she again found refuge from her agony, but now took some pleasure in it.
�Samara?�
The joints of her fingers creaked from clutching the knife handle in her pocket, her thumb toying with the switch to pop the triangular blade.
�Samara, love. Please say something. It�s not the end of the world.�
She�d missed something, some small piece of the puzzle that had blocked the message of the painting, a tiny detail that stopped the realisation.
�Answer your mother! Look, you�re upsetting her. I don�t see what the point is. It�s only a bloody college art show! Anyone would think it�s the Turner Prize the way you�re carrying on!�
What did I miss? What did I do wrong? What are they missing?
A light hand fell on her shoulder, light and tentative. �Come on, Sam. Please say something.�
Samara squinted at the painting she had studied for countless hours over the last several weeks, seeking out an errant brushstroke or misdirected line. Horizontal streaks barred her vision, flickering with analogue static. Samara tried to blink them away, to adjust the tracking of her own sight and return to her meticulous search. The agitated lines remained, the girl no longer a subject captured on canvas, but a video nasty, a creature paused on VHS.
Meeting the eyes of the monster, Samara pulled her hand free of the pocket of her hoodie. The easy blade slid free, aching to be released.
�What are you doing? Gav? Gav, what�s she doing?�
Before anyone could interfere, Samara struck deep into her face with the knife, ripping the canvas open along a flickering, electric line. The nose that had taken her a couple of hours to get just right slid in two.
�Gav! Stop her!�
Hooking in the knife in a tight fist, Samara struck at the face of the painting again, carving diagonally, splitting a glistening eye. Another ripping across the top of the head. Another. Another.
She shared the same smile.
Her father�s large hand clamped onto her arm. Samara shrugged free and turned, still waving the art knife back and forth, uncaring if she struck canvas or flesh.
Past the shocked faces, she ran to the double doors, fleeing outside. The cold grey embraced her like an old friend, apart for far too long.
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Knowing the campus, Samara easily evaded her pursuers. Wiping her eyes with the back of her sleeve, she passed through the automatic doors and into the main building. Always a hive of activity, with the shop, office, and students waiting for the lifts, the ground floor provided Samara with ample opportunity to slip down a corridor unnoticed. She jogged past the foreign language classrooms, escaping both the dreary voices of the teachers inside and the call from Lily, who had entered through the main doors. Samara slammed through a fire exit and back out into the frigid afternoon. Turning a corner, she doubled back, reached the street, and crossed the road. Darting around the tall hedges that bordered the playing fields, she finally allowed herself a moment to catch her breath.
She�d left her bag back in the exhibition hall. After a second of panic, she felt the familiar bulge in the pocket of her jeans. Digging out the half empty pack of cigarettes, she plucked one lose, raising it to her lips with a trembling hand. Her lighter was poked inside the box.
�Fuckers,� she muttered around the butt. �Fucking goddamn��
She lit up and returned it all back in her pocket. She�d need more smokes before the day was out.
Where now?
Her present and future all seemed behind her. The painting. Miss Jones�s inevitable shock, disappointment, and resulting grade. Her parents. Lily. The stares and comments from the good little students in her class. It was all done. Now only one question nagged her.
Where now?
Her wallet, attached to a shiny silver chain and stashed in her rear pocket, held nothing but her bank card. A little remained in her savings account. What else would she spend it on? More supplies? A fresh canvas?
She dragged long on the cigarette, almost laughing.
I�d slit a throat for a drink.
Samara started across the field, head down against the cold and the sight of the lone girl, who watched her from beside the far goalposts. She ignored the mud on her boots and tugged up her hood against the chilly breeze. Smoke curled about her numbed face as she exhaled through her nose. Yeah. A drink. A drink would warm her up just nice.
* * *
The Scholar would be the first place they�d look, so once Samara had made her withdrawal from the bank, every last penny, she headed to the centre of town. A forgotten relic from the industrial revolution, making its name from mills and canals, winding streets and alleyways composed its nucleus. Samara ducked off the main street and into one such lane, with empty beer cans smashed flat and a discarded takeout burger box blowing across the cobbles to ruin its nostalgic beauty. A flash of inspiration hit Samara, a piece of art ruined by the consumerist hunger of the modern world. She quashed the thought, envisioning the crippling cycle of creation and disappointment.
Another pub, one that she�d seen a few times walking past this alley, poked out of the haphazard buildings about halfway along. No one would think to look for her here. She wasn�t even sure if Lily even knew of it. A good, secret place.
Through the window, she spied a young woman who�d already started her day�s drinking. Sitting alone on the other side of the glass, she raised a shot to her lips, tipping back the clear spirit and demolishing it with a single swallow. Her long black hair hid her face, but Samara saw enough. The girl placed the glass on the table, and a second later, raised a second.
Samara stopped in the middle of the lane, watching the second shot hit home.
�I tried,� she said.
The bashful sun slunk behind the pallid clouds, slipping on its funereal mask. Premature darkness filled the narrow, cobbled street.
Samara froze from the caress drifting up her spine.
�You know how much I tried.�
The gentle touch separated, and slender fingers, ending in needle-thin ebony points, drifted over Samara�s shoulders. Even through the hood, she could feel the cold, foul tickle of breath at the base of her neck.
In the window, the girl tucked her hand inside her sleeve and wiped her eyes. A plump woman holding a tray of empty pint glasses stopped by her table. Face almost cracking with concern, she grabbed the girl�s empties and placed them on the tray. Asked if she was okay.
�I don�t need anything,� said Samara. �Other than a drink.�
The girl crafted of agony tightened her grip.
She had found the answer to her one question. Where? This was as good a place as any.
The barmaid released the woman�s shoulder and with a final reluctant glance, carried her tray back to the bar.
�I thought, if I showed the world, it would all come together. The fractured pieces,� said Samara. �There�s always been a schism between worlds, ours and theirs, and I hoped� I hoped that if they could see it laid bare�� She wiped the tears from her cheeks. �But it�s never about the art. Always about the artist.�
The girl in the window started to tremble, racked with sobs. From the empty bar, the older woman loaded glasses into the dishwasher, keeping an eye on her sole young customer.
The dark entity gripped tighter, resting her head against Samara�s back.
�To what you gave me,� toasted Samara. �My admission, my confession, my obsession.�
She lifted a shot glass full of vodka, grinned, and tossed the fiery liquid down her throat. Number three. She looked over her shoulder and through the window.
Outside, the lane was empty. Not many people ventured down this far.
* * *
Her grandmother�s money was all but gone, now safely behind several bars through town. She�d moved from place to place, always choosing establishments off the beaten track, those hidden away that would happily take her money. She�d slowed from the straight spirits to her usual bottles of Metz, but the taste brought back better memories, deceitful memories, of fun times back in The Scholar. She washed them away with a gulp from a flask-size bottle of cheap vodka, bought from an off-license, just small enough to fit in the wide pocket of her hoodie.
She�d successfully fled the day. Shops began to close for the night, with sales assistants dragging down noisy metal shutters and heading to the bus station. Packs of kids in high school uniforms hunted entertainment through the dark streets, loitering around benches to swap jokes, smokes, and saliva. Samara staggered on.
Passing a closed kebab shop, she lurched into an alleyway at the side, nearly slipping in a puddle of old grease leaking from a skip bin. She pressed a hand against the worn brick of the opposite wall to steady herself.
A woman marched down the street, her heels hammering out a steady, echoing rhythm on the concrete. A mother and child hurried past the entrance to the alley. She�d burrowed deep in her coat, eager to be out of the cold, while he chatted excitedly, keeping step at her side. Walking the opposite way, a balding middle-aged man in a brown leather jacket, a cigarette poking from his lips, cast Samara a curious glance. He pressed on, deciding she wasn�t worth it.
She ventured further into the alley, desperate to be out of the light and away from prying eyes. The rich and salty stench from the used cooking fat tasted sweet on the air, barely masking the reek of rotting meat. Samara pressed the back of her hand across her mouth and closed her eyes, forcing herself to overcome her rising nausea. Her eyes were useless, swamped in shadow and blurring further with every step. She managed to reach the corner of the building before flopping down to the grimy cobbles, her legs collapsing under the sudden weight of her body. Slumped against the wall, she grimaced in the shadows and plucked the bottle free of her pocket. Samara focussed on the cap to unscrew it, and took a short, sharp drink of the foul liquid. She winced and sucked in a harsh breath through her teeth. Replacing the bottle, she tried to wash the vodka down with a cigarette. Her packet came up empty. She flung it across the alleyway and fell back against the wall.
�I jus� wanted,� she told the dark. �I jus� wanted them to see.�
Her head flopped forwards.
�But everyone else better. No matter�� She swallowed. �No matter what I do��
She wiped her eyes and nose on her sleeve.
Samara grunted and fought the mass of her head, throwing it to the side and looking down the tight lane.
The streetlights cast a comforting glow through the narrow entrance, and people still hurried past, their breaths fogging before their faces. They all ignored the figure standing between the buildings, long arms bridging the gap, silhouetted against the well-lit street.
�You,� said Samara, her head drooping back down. Her chin rested on her chest.
* * *
Her eyelids fluttered, fighting to stay closed. A sensation persisted: a dancing stroke across her left cheek. The dainty tickle gently pulled Samara from her slumbers, and surrendering to the ongoing caress, she opened her eyes.
Below, the girl stared up at her, her face barely visible through hanging, dark locks. Samara believed the girl was on her knees until she stepped back. In a long-sleeved shirt, black jeans, and thick leather boots, the girl considered Samara for a moment. Apparently satisfied with what she found, she turned her back. With her pale face hidden, the girl was swallowed by the dominating shadows. She had returned to the abyss, the featureless darkness. A single point of illumination formed an island of light in the opaque, and Samara hung suspended below it, the only actor on an empty stage.
She tried to step forwards, to chase after the girl, to grab her and spin her around and not be left alone in the desolate. Her body refused.
My legs, she realised. I can�t feel my legs!
For a sickening moment, she savoured the knowledge, for she had become living proof, a real work of art. To try and exhibit such horror and suffering, to stab through the reassuring cocoon of modern life and touch that nerve, the part in all of us that still remembers and buries it down, so far down! The fear of pain and injury. Of death.
And she too had rationalised it, studied it, attempted to replicate it. Yet here it was.
Terror lived in the realisation.
Dread lived in-between, those sweet and bloody seconds before the next wave of realisation hit, hope scattered, the surf hitting the rocks.
Her mind cascaded.
Had she been appended by hooks? Her mind blocking out the agony of their cold embrace?
Samara tried to look down, expecting steel points, glistening with blood, to be poking from her chest. Perhaps her legs were nothing more than stumps, ragged with sawn meat, dripping on the floor, sounding like a rainy day.
Locked in place, she could but watch her tormentor drift back from the darkness and attend to some unseen task. The sound of Samara�s suffering failed to materialise, motionless lungs unable to birth her screams.
The girl turned around and waded back through the clinging night. She brushed hair from her eyes and pressed her lips together in concentration: a gesture Samara had done countless times before. She raised her hand, returning it to Samara�s left cheek. The small paintbrush she held resumed its delicate work.
The soft, precise touch consumed Samara, focussed and refined by the lack of all other physical sensation. Her psyche seemed to sigh in relief with this contact with the world, no matter how slight. She strained to close her eyes and be swept away by the touch, to escape the yet unknown ravages performed upon her. Her eyelids had fallen under the same paralysing spell that had conquered every muscle and tendon. She could only stare down at the girl who continued her painstaking work.
She�s painting me, thought Samara.
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Samara hacked and coughed, drooping to her side and pressing her hands against the filthy cobbles. The image of the girl touching up her face with a detailed brush strokes lingered in the shadows. She sucked in a deep breath to clear her head of both the haunting scene and alcohol haze.
Her back heaved, pressure building between her shoulder blades. A knot of snakes seethed in her stomach, burning her insides with acidic venom.
The outline of the girl, featureless before the glowing light from the street, had shifted deeper into the alley. Her fingertips still brushed the walls either side as she slowly approached. Silent footsteps negotiated the stinking used fat leaking from the skip bin.
�You!� Samara wailed, flinching from the sound of her own voice. �What�do you want?� Saliva dripped from her bottom lip. She spat. �It was�a waste.�
The ground seemed to float: the square and rounded stones easing her upwards. Samara held on tight, now on all fours, and snarling at the advancing figure.
�No one understands,� she screamed. �This should�ve� It should�ve let me in! Kept you out.�
Samara retched.
* * *
The artist had once again turned her back on Samara, perhaps to reapply fresh paint to her brush.
Caught in her silent cry, Samara stared at her, helpless against the surge rising up her throat. The horrors that had lurked within her had come crawling out into the world for all to see. She felt them squirming around the back of her throat like plump, black, chocking maggots. Others nipped and scratched around her teeth and gums, pricking the insides of her cheeks with barbs, scraping along her tongue. How she longed to spray them, to spit each tiny monstrosity out like bullets, uncaring who became caught in the crossfire.
Locked in place, Samara could only endure the suffering. Her attempt to rid her body of the demonic troupe, to present the pain that ate away at the inside, had failed. She exposed her heart, tearing out great chunks of flesh just to show them, holding thin ribbons of skin like loose stitching plucked from a ragdoll. Still the horrors remained, cavorting around her, safe inside the darkness.
Ignorant to her ordeal, the girl turned, now brandishing a different brush in her left hand. The fine detailing brush had been replaced with a sibling more square and crude. Thick, coarse bristles dripped in pure white paint.
Samara tried to shrink back, but the canvas held her perfectly. She watched as the girl considered her face for a moment, before lifting the wide brush closer. Her long sleeves hid the scars Samara knew festered beneath, running up her forearm in a tally of woe. In the girl�s right hand, a glint of metal poked free, catching the only source of light in the abysmal hell.
It will come, thought Samara. The do over. It was my choice. It�s always been my choice. I reveal, little by little, until it comes time to hide it all away again. And then we start again, don�t we? Show a little more. Let them inside a little deeper. The cycle repeats.
The girl ungraciously swept the thick brush across Samara�s eyes, blanking out her own focussed face. The thick layer suffocated, like tight cellophane pressed over her nose and mouth. The creatures that longed to escape over her lips and teeth became trapped, squirming beneath the whitewash.
It would soon be over, one way or another. The reinvention. The fresh cycle.
The artist began to cut, and beneath the dripping paint, Samara screamed into the blinding white abyss.
* * *
Her misery echoed in the narrow alley.
A chill rain had begun, tentative at first, dotting the puddles left over from the last shower. Its soft beat began around the cowering figure, who dropped the art knife to wrap her arms around her shivering body. The tool clattered to the ground between her knees.
Thin lines streaked across Samara�s eyes. She blinked them away, distorting the phenomena into fuzzy bars of static. It seemed the lines marked the journey of the blade. Her face burned, still feeling the tip slide through skin and separate the firm muscle beneath, transforming her into something�better? Her addled mind now struggled with the concepts. Something�truer?
The rain notched up a gear, from a gentle patter to a forceful hum. Water gurgled down the drainpipe beside Samara, splashing onto the cobbles beneath. An empty crisp packet set sail down the alley, carried by the sudden torrent like a paper boat.
Samara�s hair clung to her face and neck like oil. She wiped running mascara from her eyes and looked up.
The girl stared back, inches away now, mirroring Samara�s position. Hunched over and on their knees, the two considered each other for a few seconds. The girl outside had brought the void with her. Darkness seeped from her slight figure, dispersing into the alley in an ever-moving cloud of ink. It hid the weathered brick on the far side of the narrow passage, swallowed the debris and dank pools that littered the cobbles. To look into its depths for too long was to invite it within, to enter the bleak landscape. Samara had been lucky to find her way back and had no desire to return. Not yet.
Instead she concentrated on the face presented amid the swirling curls of dark hair, the one she had watched in awe countless times, the spectre she had worshipped through her small television screen. Even now, more streaks of VHS distortion split her face until some unseen force altered her tracking, restoring the hideous mien.
Samara, helpless to the temperamental weather, grinned through the droplets cascading down her face. �Why must you�� She licked her lips, tasting the rain. �The painting. It�s what you wanted. It was supposed to make everything better.�
The girl returned Samara�s grin. Her jaw hung down to her breastbone, and thin teeth popped out from between dark lips. Samara felt no threat from the apparition. She simply�was. Terrible and beautiful. Never far away.
�It was meant to keep you out,� Samara continued, refusing to turn away, determined to face her own beleaguering ghost, �and let me in. In with�� Even alone in the alleyway, her confession could not be forced out. The words were insubstantial to the feeling they tried to convey. That emotion was too alien to comprehend. Samara focussed once more, the blurring image of her persecutor snapping back. �I can�t cope with this anymore. You�re a fucking curse. I�ll never accept this. Never.�
How Woe was supposed to recoil at her eventual defiance, to shrink back while the well-orchestrated finale brought her demise. The heroine faces her fear�and refuses it. Her antagonist is destroyed. Isn�t that the screenplay for a happy ending?
The girl remained, her smile locked on her face, appearing somewhat amused by Samara�s eventual defiance. A lover who knew Samara better than she knew herself. The girl would wait, watching from over her shoulder, haunting Samara in that space between her and the rest of the world. Until the cycle turned once more, perhaps a little longer next time, but certainly a little deeper. Boring a hole, down, down, into that dark world. Samara could join the girl there with all her other phantoms.
Samara, shivering from the battering rain, rolled up her sleeves. The skin of her forearms contained a score of admittance: the times she had realised that it wasn�t the world at fault. Not the popular girls in her art class. Not boys given an easy ride. Not family who couldn�t accept deviation from their narrow views. Not friends who had their own lives to live, just as meaningful as her own.
Admittance that the girl had never been outside but was an unwanted tenant long due eviction. Was the history etched into her skin an attempt to release that dark presence? To drive her out with pain?
�I can�t accept this,� she said. �I can�t accept you.�
She snatched the art knife from between her knees.
The girl shifted forwards, drawn to Samara�s intent, and watched as she brought the blade to her left wrist. Her purpose finally realised. The final reel. The movie would soon be over with no rewind. No replay.
Samara rested her left forearm along the top of her thigh for support, her upturned hand hanging off her knee. Positioning the tip of the blade at the centre of her wrist, amid the cluster of light blue veins visible beneath her cold, pale skin, she pressed downwards. Her flesh resisted for a moment before the point of the knife punctured through. The sweet caress of pain. Samara closed her eyes and sighed, the hard work over, the decision made.
* * *
�It doesn�t make any sense why she�d do something like this,� said Samara�s father, staring at the damage wrought by his daughter�s hand.
Her mother wiped away a tear. �I�I never thought she�d� I mean, the signs were there. I just thought she didn�t have it in her.�
Samara looked down at them, her right eye the only part of her face not ripped and torn. Her nose, mouth, and cheeks had come under the relentless attack of her knife and hung in loose strips. Suspended once more, she gazed out from the canvas and across the exhibition hall. The show concluded, parents helped their art student children to carefully remove the treasured pieces from the partitions and safely pack them away. Miss Jones and the other examiners would need them to determine a final grade. Down the aisle, proceedings had stopped while Vicki posed with Miss Jones beside her painting, clutching her brand new Varden Gleave prize, while her parents snapped photographs.
No celebration here. Just a semi-circle of confused faces peering up at the destroyed painting. Her sister remained quiet, her lips and tongue carved from her head, eyeless sockets staring from a skinned face. Her parents stood either side, both frowning at the picture, oblivious to their hacked throats. Even Lily and Dale had stayed.
�Was this part of it?� asked her father. �You hear of these artists doing mad things.�
�She didn�t say she had anything planned,� said Lily, stepping closer and running a finger along the edge of a slash. Samara felt her touch.
�Could it be because she lost?� Trust her mother. �She always had tantrums when she didn�t get her way. She�s been�� She took in a deep breath. �She�s been a mess this week. Ah Lily, love. If only you knew what�s been going on with her.�
�She didn�t want us here today,� added her father. �She made that clear. The way she looked at us when we sat down��
Done with her inspection, Lily lowered her hand.
�It got weird.� Dale pushed his glasses further up his nose and squinted at the painting. �I don�t get it.�
�I don�t think we can get it,� Lily replied, never looking away from the torn face of the picture. �I think that might be the point. She laid herself bare. Shouldn�t that be enough? This was never about the damn award. I think�� Lily studied the detail of the exposed heart, colour rising in her cheeks. The grim pallor of death had eased from her skin, and she scratched the side of her throat, now whole and perfect. She peered in closer, taking in all the intimate details of the terrors lurking in the dark recesses of the painting. They lurked in the shadows between ribs, peeked around veins and arteries. �I think she just wanted us to see the real her.�
She reached forward and pressed a hand against the canvas.
* * *
Samara gasped from the touch and opened her eyes, immediately squinting against the downpour. Her wrist throbbed just below the ball of her hand; blade still embedded. As her blood emerged from the small incision, it washed down her forearm in a diluted stream. She jerked the art knife free and dropped it to the ground. Another tally. Another marker for the depth of the spiral.
Hair plastered to her face, she peered up at her counterpart.
The girl had floated so close that Samara could lean in and kiss those elongated lips the colour of bruises. Outside. Inside. An obsession. A confession. Most of all, an admission.
The girl snaked her hands up Samara�s arms, the black, hooked nails lightly scratching over the scars.
Samara closed her eyes once more, weeping into the rain. She pressed her forehead against that of the girl, arms reaching around her, embracing the void, clutching it tightly.
The girl did the same. Her sharp talons slid over Samara�s drenched back, pulling her closer.
Shivering in the dark, the girl outside fell to the cobbles, alone in the filthy alley.
Epilogue
Outside, as often was the case in this part of the world, the wind held a frosty nip. It carved agitated troughs across the grey sea; the waves reflecting weighted clouds of the overcast sky. The water crashed onto the beach with a surge of foam and eased back towards the depths: an icy hand trying to reclaim the weathered-smooth pebbles.
Despite the chill, a man and boy played on the stony beach, daring the unsure footing to linger on the edge of the reaching sea. Covered head to toe in boots, jeans, thick coats, and woollen hats and scarves, they plucked wide pebbles from the beach and threw them into the water.
Samara had been chewing the end of her paintbrush and realised that the scene had once again distracted her from her work. The cottage stood on the slopes leading down to the beach, and the window of her studio offered an exquisite, bleak view. She enjoyed sitting in here late into the evening, with Caiden asleep after a bedtime story, and Lee catching up on his own reading, feet up in his favourite armchair. With the house silent, the rhythmic lull of the waves relaxed Samara, cleared her mind of the constant buzz and cycle of thoughts. If she could bear the cold, an open window provided a fresh salt breeze, with the dank, mineral underlie of the pebbled shoreline. A pure and simple existence.
A third figure had appeared outside, standing on a short, grassy hillock a little way up from the beach. A woman, judging from her wild dark hair that blew about her head, caught in the wind. She faced away from the cottage. Samara peered through the glass, fixated on the lonely figure that watched her son and husband frolic at the edge of the water. Not many people ventured down this far. Usually the family had this stretch of isolated paradise to themselves.
Samara turned away from the window, scolding herself. They�d lived here long enough that even the tiny fragment of Scottish coastline felt like it belonged to her. People could come and go as they pleased. She had the cottage, which was sanctuary enough.
�I shouldn�t be so�� Samara sighed and shook her head. �Isn�t that right?�
Woe neither agreed nor disagreed. The creature stared back at her from the canvas, a hint of the terrifying beauty looming over the New York City skyline. Not quite how Samara would have designed the image, personally. The studio wanted a retro aesthetic for the reboot; thus her particular skills had been employed rather than some digital knock-up job. Relinquishing a slice of artistic freedom was a fair price to work on the project. It had been a genuine thrill to open the express package and slide out the glossy stills. The test make up shots of the new Woe were currently pinned up around the canvas. Another benefit of living away from civilisation: Samara could leave the photographs on display on her studio, confidentiality agreement be damned. The studio wanted to keep the reimagined design of the cult favourite under wraps until the movie release. Thus Samara�s current project: the skyline, about to hit by an imposing storm that had taken on the vague form of a face. The challenge had been to capture the youth of the new actress within the clouds. The box art for the original Fright Night and Return of the Living Dead were also pinned up by the canvas for inspiration. Times had changed, and while Samara would never see her dream realised, of having her artwork splashed across video cases and posters in Blockbuster Video, her employment for the media campaign was close.
A glance out of the window showed that the woman had ventured closer still to Samara�s family. She had wandered down onto the pebbles.
The pair, apparently grown tired of flinging the round stones into the waves, turned and headed up the beach, back towards the cottage. Lee playfully tugged the child�s woollen hat down over his eyes, and Caiden grinned, righting it.
The woman stood motionless, the only movement her hair still whipped into a frenzy.
Samara watched on as darkness seeped from her, bulging out from between her knees, a solid mass of shadow escaping from the confines of her long coat. Samara recognised the shape and smiled. A black dog, perhaps not even a year old, was testing the limits of its leash. The woman bent to give the canine a rough stroke on the back and let it run free. The excited dog immediately dashed away and bounded along the beach, occasionally pausing to sniff something of interest amid the pebbles.
With a wide grin, Caiden pointed, but ever the protective parent, Lee shook his head. Could never be too careful around strange dogs and women. He appeared to greet the woman as he passed her, and all three took a moment to watch the cavorting pup.
This isn�t getting any work done, thought Samara and returned to the canvas.
She closed her eyes and slowed her breathing, attempting to calm her mind. Listening to the waves and the wind gusting about the house like a forlorn spirit. Her slowed thoughts seemed to sink a little inside her head, finding a slower pace, descending to a darker level.
Here the girl waited. She had never left.
Samara�s moment of acceptance all those years ago�soaking wet, blind drunk, and on her knees in a filthy alley�had not separated her from the spectre. Yet she was no longer considered as the girl outside. Samara had learned to keep her close, to familiarise and study this aspect of herself. The girl was never far away in every social interaction, forming that eternal barrier and blocking most connections. As teenagers, Lily had punctured through and provided Samara�s only real intimate relationship with the world. Now Lee and Caiden did the same�but her desire to belong had long faded. They were all she needed. As a result, the girl�s power over her had diminished as the years slipped by, but her obsession, confessions, and admissions? These dark facets never faltered.
Samara wandered the void deep inside her mind, seeking out the shadow that shaped her, the presence that had honed her as sharp as an art knife.
She opened her eyes, dipped the tip of her paintbrush into a delicate shade of white, and returned to Woe. She had an important package to deliver before the post office closed, but hopefully she could fit in another hour of canvas time.
* * *
Brenda stood back and admired her handiwork. She�d hammered a nail into wall perfectly straight, and despite the jeers of her husband from the armchair through the process, had hit neither wiring nor water pipe. One more task done. The picture had arrived midweek, but she�d been working overtime up to Saturday. At least Sunday gave her time to catch up, once the washing was done. And the chicken was cooked. Ironing later. The single nail in the wall was a quick and easy job off the never-ending list.
Gavin was reclined in the armchair. They�d bought a new suite for themselves last Christmas, able to spend a little more with an empty nest, and he lived in the chair now, his feet up on the new ottoman. An ottoman! Brenda still couldn�t believe it. They had an ottoman.
�Going to give me a hand hanging it, then?� she asked.
Her husband grunted and pointed at the television. �At half time. Jesus, never get a minute in this house�� He performed his scratch trifecta: bald head, fat gut, hand down the front of his jeans.
Brenda ignored Gavin, deciding she didn�t need him after all. While the canvas was large, close to poster size and would have cost a fortune to post, it proved light. A thin string was already affixed across the back of the thin wooden frame. A simple job. Just might need some tweaking to get it straight. Gavin could direct that from the armchair, if he could be bothered to look away from the match.
She�d been thrilled when it arrived. The mantelpiece and cabinet were full to brimming with pictures and keepsakes. Kelly�s girls had made her the most adorable Mother�s Day card, which currently took pride of place. A photograph taken at her fortieth birthday, mother and daughter a few drinks worse were for wear, arms around each other. Gavin and Kelly�s other half taking the girls on their first big roller-coaster. A picture of Kelly on her first day of work, in the supermarket uniform.
Yes. The picture would certainly make an interesting addition.
Brenda lifted the canvas, and after a moment of blindly feeling for the nail, lined up the string. Following a slight adjustment, she stood back, gauging its level.
�Is that straight?�
Gavin barely glanced. �Yeah. Whatever.� He winced as the away team earned a corner.
Brenda studied the picture. It certainly looked straight, but something was a little off.
�You remember the picture?� said Gavin and chuckled.
�How could I forget?� said Brenda.
It had been the first thing to pop into her head when the girl behind the post office counter handed over the package. The picture. It had somehow sewn itself back together and come to haunt them once more. Hell, those were some bad times. Samara had been a difficult baby, and they�d longed for the days of childhood, no more sleepless nights and sterilising bottles. But childhood had been worse. She�d been both a clumsy and inquisitive girl, a combination leading to all manner of messes and breakages. School teachers concerned about her interactions. Hours spent in her room playing alone. How they�d longed for the teenage years. But adolescence had been far, far worse.
�And then she was gone not long after,� muttered Brenda.
�What?�
She shook her head. �Nothing. Look, are you sure that�s straight?�
Brenda certainly recognised the artist, both literally and from the style. Her daughter�s skill had certainly developed over the years. She�d always thought the girl in the destroyed painting had been a self-portrait. Looking at the picture, she started to have her doubts. The woman here was clearly Samara, and not some gothic model that bore a similar resemblance. She still wore her hair long and straight, but rather than have it hide her face, it was tied back to reveal her smile. No wishful thinking on the part of the artist either, as Brenda noticed even this Samara carried wisps of grey hair, a little extra weight, and lines around the eyes. Seemed Lee had also been eating well since the last time they�d visited. He held an arm around his wife, grinning broadly. Brenda leaned in and inspected the lenses of his spectacles. Samara had done some detailed natural reflections in there. Standing between his parents, little Caiden peered out from the canvas with a cheeky smile. His hair had been slicked and parted on the side. He looked quite a dapper young man.
�You don�t think�� Brenda took another step back, eyes locked on the gift. �You don�t think it�s a bit much do you?�
Gavin ripped himself away from the match. �Why? Because it�s a bit big?�
His wife considered the rows of photographs she�d amassed over the years. �I�m worried that she�s trying to�you know�upset her sister.�
�Jesus Christ, Bren. It�s only a bleedin� painting. If you�re that worried, hang it in the spare bedroom and bring it out next time they visit. Not like they come �round every week now, is it?�
Brenda grimaced, fighting with her guilt. Kelly would be here after her shift. Might make things difficult.
She stopped and snapped her head up, staring at the picture.
The trio smiled back at her.
Brenda returned to the wall and studied the captured face of her daughter. She passed her hand lightly over the paint, sure she�d seen something move. Perhaps a spider, camouflaged by the darkness of Samara�s slightly open mouth. She peered closer, trying to penetrate the darkness within.
At the back of the throat�
Brenda reached towards the picture.
Stupid woman.
�You know�� she said, snatching her hand back and pulling the picture up and off the nail, �I think I might hide this after all. Just for now.�
�Just for now,� said Gavin, reaching for the remote. �Put it in the shed if you want. Sure it won�t come to any harm outside.�
Thank you for reading.

Copyright 

FIRST EDITION
Outside
This book is a work of fiction.
Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author�s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.
This work, including all characters, names, and places:
Copyright 2020 D. I. Russell
All rights reserved.
No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the written permission of both the publisher and author.


About the Author

Australian Shadows Award finalist D. I. Russell has been published since 2003 and featured in publications such as Dead on Arrival 2 and 3, Pseudopod, and Andromeda Spaceways Inflight Magazine. He was also the former vice-president of the Australian Horror Writers' Association and was a special guest editor of Midnight Echo.
Contact the author at d.i.russellauthor@gmail.com, and sign up for the monthly newsletter right here.
Also available:
Samhane
Mother�s Boys
Tricks, Mischief & Mayhem
The Collector Book 1: Mana Leak
Entertaining Demons

OEBPS/images/img00001.jpg
1. RUSSELL





