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CHAPTER ONE 

 

I want to introduce you to this guy I know. I’ve never really known 

anyone quite like him. You can stop him at any time during the day, ask him 

how he’s doing, and it’ll go something like this. 

 

“Hey, Thomas? How you doing?” 

“It feels like there are four waves roaring and splashing around my brain, 

and it’s only when they crash together that I feel, whole.” 

 

And that’s Thomas.  

 

Most people in the office tend to avoid him because he’s kind of 

awkward, but I never do because he’s always got something amusing to say. 

You have to ask him a question, though, otherwise he tends not to speak. With 

Thomas a question asked is a question that must be answered.  

For some reason he also has trouble looking people in the eyes, at least 

briefly during an encounter. He’ll focus on their chin with his head slightly 

cocked to the right. I don’t know why. I’ve asked him numerous times, and I 

always get the same answer. 

 

“Hey, Thomas? Why do you only look at people’s chins? You never look 

them in the eyes.” 
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“It’s what I do. Can’t change it.” 

 

Simple as that. 

 

Last year I got to meet Thomas’ parents, Diane and Roy. I hadn’t known 

Thomas very long at this point, but he invited me to a family cook-out in the 

back garden one summer weekend. We were all wearing shorts and t-shirts, 

enjoying the pleasant breeze during the last hours of the day, and chatting 

about recent events on the news.  

Well, all except for Thomas, who barely said a word the entire evening. 

His parents, though, they were great. I hadn’t wanted to pry into Thomas’ 

medical history, but his parents volunteered some information over a couple of 

beers. 

 

“I know what you’re thinking, Michael,” Roy had said. “Is it autism? Has 

he always been like this? Have we ever tried therapy or treatment?” 

I replied honestly. “Yes to the first two.” 

Roy sat forward. “You’ve never wondered if we’d tried to treat him?” 

I shrugged. “Never thought about him being any different.” 

 

At the end of the evening, after three cans of beer and two hamburgers, I 

had decided it would be best to be on my way. I thanked Thomas’ parents for 

their hospitality and stood up to go. Thomas sat still in his chair, staring at the 
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lawn, occasionally pushing his lower lip forward so he could blow the tips of 

his long sandy blond fringe. 

“You can say something now, if you like,” I said, watching his hazel eyes 

rise up to fix on my chin. 

“Don’t need to,” he said. 

“Why not?” 

Thomas waved his hand towards his parents. “They already did.” 

I asked, suddenly curious. “Thomas, what have you been doing all 

evening?” 

“Counting cars that have passed the house since you arrived.” 

“O-kay.” 

“One more car has to pass before you start your engine. Then it’ll be a 

prime number.” 

“Very well,” I said, allowing a beer burp to blunder out. “I’ll see you at 

work tomorrow.” I walked around the side of the house to get to my car parked 

out the front.  

Before I reached the car door, Roy grabbed my shoulder in a panic. 

“Whatever you do, Michael, please let another car drive passed before you start 

the engine.” 

He was as white as a sheet. Between his gray mustache and wrinkled 

forehead, his pupils had dilated behind his reading glasses. 

“Why?” I asked, mirroring his concern. 
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“If you don’t let it be a prime number it’ll drive him crazy. He won’t sleep. 

He plays these games with himself. I’ve warned him about counting before. Too 

many bad episodes.” 

I nodded, frantic. “I’ll wait, I’ll wait.” 

“Good lad,” said Roy, and he disappeared through the front door to the 

house. 

I waited in the car for maybe ten minutes before another car passed. 

Breathing a sigh of relief, I reached into my pocket for the key. But as my 

fingers brushed the tip of the car key another car sped down the road. I hastily 

inserted the key into the ignition and cranked it, bringing the car to life. I 

wasn’t sure until the next day if I’d started the engine up in time.   

Thomas didn’t show up for work. 

  

 When we are at work, we work in marketing and advertising for Hygieia, 

a large multinational medical company based on the outskirts of King’s Lynn in 

the county of Norfolk. Norfolk is a very flat part of the country, and full of 

countryside and wetlands. The town itself originally flourished on its location 

next to the Great River Ouse. Today, there is a considerably large industrial 

and commercial sector, and should one need to drink, as one frequently does 

in this part of the world, on the right street this need can be accommodated at 

almost every step. 

Hygieia itself makes disposable plastic parts for various medical and 

pharmaceutical products. Thomas, despite his quirks, is actually very good at 
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the job. In fact, I noticed that when he is on the phone, as we all are for much 

of the time, he deals so much better with people. I asked him about this once, 

too. 

 

 “Thomas, do you realize that on the phone you’re like a different person?” 

 “Same person, different code number.” 

 “What code number?” 

 “Put on the headset, enter the code number, and play the game.” 

 “What code number? You mean the phone number?” 

 “Put in the code number. Play the game. Put in a different code number, 

play another game. That’s the job, isn’t it?” 

 

 This is when I realized that Thomas saw his job as a collection of games 

and challenges. There was no person on the other end of the line, only a series 

of commands and instructions that would influence the way Thomas had to 

play. And he loved his gaming, which was perhaps why he was so good at his 

job.  

Later I found out that he had all of the recent gaming consoles in his 

house, and shelves upon shelves of games to go with them. If ever you wanted 

to get through to Thomas, a game was usually a reliable doorway. 

  

 The story I want to tell you about Thomas began a week and a half before 

Christmas, 2013. Rachel, our department manager, called me in my cubicle to 
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meet with her in her office. This wasn’t an uncommon occurrence, and so I 

thought nothing of it and headed over. Rachel and I had been in the same year 

in high school, and we had brought each other numerous drinks over the years 

for an uncountable amount of nights out. 

 

 “Hey, Matthew. Have a seat. I’ll be right with you. Oh, would you mind 

just pushing the door closed?” 

 Rachel was on her feet behind her desk, pacing as she held her iPhone 

up to her right ear. Strands of her long blonde hair were hanging belligerent 

outside of a large metallic clip on the back of her head, and there was a faint 

white smear on her purple blouse. I pushed the door closed and took a seat at 

her desk, listening as she finished up her phone call. Rachel had a tired and 

breathy voice, and as much as I hated to admit it to myself, I knew she could’ve 

done well as a phone sex operator. 

 “Mother-in-law is coming in town,” she said eventually, lowering the 

phone. “I don’t know what to do with her,” she paused. “Never have.” Rachel 

sat down and rattled a few keys on her keyboard. There were thick puffy dark 

bags under her doleful brown eyes, and yellow eye crust begging to be 

scratched. 

 “Doing nothing with her is doing something,” I suggested, hooking my 

feet behind the legs of the chair. 

 Rachel smirked. “Don’t think my husband would buy that argument, but 

thanks for trying.” 
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 I shrugged and turned my hands over in gesture.  

Rachel pivoted sideways and looked at me over the length of her 

shoulder. “I want to try something different with you, Matthew.” 

 Of all the possible rebuttals I remained silent, watching with intrigue as 

Rachel’s idea rolled around her rubbery face. When it hit her lips she puckered 

them forward in offering. “You see, Michael,” she said, sitting back and 

interlocking her fingers. “I need somebody to meet with a potential client in 

Aspen, Colorado.” 

 “Don’t you usually send Moira and Phillip?” 

 Rachel’s eyes narrowed and her index fingers came together like she was 

shooting a gun at me from her stomach. “I need you to meet with them.” 

 My pulse quickened and a vacuum opened in my chest. I sank lower in 

the chair. “Me?” 

 “And Thomas.” 

 “Me and Thomas?” 

 “Yes,” she hissed. 

 My mouth dropped open and I pointed over my shoulder to the door with 

my thumb. “Have you met Thomas?” 

 Rachel rolled her eyes and sat forward, putting both of her hands down 

on the desk. “Look, I know he’s a bit awkward. But a quick glance at the 

performance metrics and you’ll see that he out performs everyone in the 

department. He knows the business.” 

  I protested. “He thinks it’s a game.”  
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 “Well, it kind of is, really, isn’t it?” 

 I took a deep breath to dampen my frustration. “You’re not listening to 

me.” 

 “You came in third on the metrics,” fired Rachel, pointing at a 

spreadsheet on her computer monitor. 

 “Who was second?” 

 “Emma.” 

 “Ugh,” I grumbled. “I hate Emma.” 

 “So do I,” Rachel concurred. “But listen,” she pressed on. “I’ve seen you 

and Thomas work together. You can get the best out of him. Do whatever you 

have to do to make it easy on yourself. But I want you and Thomas to go. If you 

can win him over, not only will it be our first market in the United States, but 

it’ll be positive growth for the company, more shareholders, more employees, 

and,” Rachel rubbed her thumb in circles over her index and middle fingers, 

“more money.” 

 “And Moira and Phillip?” 

 “Moira’s on sick leave and Phillip is about to be let go. But shh about 

that.” 

 My face lit up. “Oh, you know what? I don’t have a passport.” Rachel 

stared at me across the desk. Her informed frown drained the sparkle from my 

eyes. “Oh, that’s right. We ordered passports at the same time last year for 

Ibiza.” 
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 I felt shamed into silence, and Rachel let it linger on for few good 

seconds. “So, you and Thomas,” she concluded. 

 I hoped for a definitive and comforting thought to materialize, but all I 

received was white noise between my ears. I had no idea how it was going to go 

with Thomas. “When are we going?” I asked, resigned to my fate. 

 Rachel turned to her computer and pulled up her calendar. “Oh, that’s 

right. I was debating whether or not to tell you that before I told you about 

going with Thomas.” 

 “And?” I asked, my tone dropping with my enthusiasm. 

 “Monday.” 

 I looked up at the ceiling and laughed. “This coming Monday?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “Of course it is.” 

 Rachel’s eyes darted from wall to wall, settling on me for not more than 

half a second at a time. Her mouth pulled up into a nervous grin, and I could 

see a modicum of apology stuck in the folds of her cheeks. “You didn’t need to 

check your calendar did you?” 

 “No.” 

 I looked down at my knees and shook my head. “Okay,” I sighed and 

stood up. “I’ll go break the news to Thomas.” 

 

 The thought of an all-expenses paid trip to one of the prime tourist 

hotspots in the United States was exciting, but it was a step up for me. I only 
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ever talked to clients over the phone, and as they were already in our pocket I 

just had to keep them happy. Convincing somebody to choose our services 

when they had other options was another matter. What if we went all that way 

on the company dime and we failed to convince them? And then there was 

Thomas. 

  

I just hoped the bubble he kept himself in was mobile.  

  



12 
 

CHAPTER TWO 

 

 Thomas had gone home by the time I got back from my meeting with 

Rachel. I finished logging my calls and e-mails for the day and then I too shut 

my computer down and left the office.  

On my way out I passed Thomas’ vacant cubicle, which was adjacent to 

my own. Most people had pictures of family and friends, pets, and maybe some 

quick-reference sheets for various codes and contact information used during 

the work day. Thomas had covered his entire cubicle with colour photocopies of 

red bricks so it looked like he was surrounded by a brick wall on three sides. I 

was told before I arrived he had tried to put up a piece of guttering, but Rachel 

had stopped him and managed to convince him that it was a safety hazard. 

When I asked Thomas about his walls, he said they resembled the garage walls 

at his parents’ house.  

And indeed they do. 

  

Thomas lived on his own in a small bungalow in a quiet neighbourhood 

in a house that his parents had helped him to purchase. They wanted to 

encourage his independence, but also wanted him within a mile radius of their 

own house. He was surrounded by retirees on all sides and so there was always 

peace and quiet, and he had well-kept and manicured lawns out the front and 

the back. Thomas enjoyed the gardens, although if they started to get out of 

control they were another source of discomfort. 
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 I lived in an old red sandstone farmhouse, left to me in my granddad’s 

will. Really, it was far too big for one person to live in, but I enjoyed having no 

neighbours for half a mile in each direction. The farmland had been sold off to 

other farmers in the vicinity, with the exception of a fifty square yards plot 

behind the house that I one day endeavoured to turn into a garden.  

 After popping home to my own house for a sneaky piece of shepherd’s 

pie, I drove over to Thomas’ house as the sun was setting to break the news 

about Monday.  

I parked in his driveway beside the house and strolled over the stony 

path, huddled in my brown dufflecoat to the front door. A security light clicked 

on and bathed the front garden and driveway in golden light. I could see my 

breath balloon and dissipate, and I couldn’t put my finger on it but there was a 

smell in the air that reminded me of Christmas.  

I stepped onto the brown bristly doormat in front of the solid wooden 

door. There was a small bronze knocker, but I remembered to use the white 

intercom off to the side.  

I pushed the button and waited. 

 “What do you want?” asked Thomas, his voice oddly embedded in 

videogame music and Mozart. 

 I leaned toward the intercom. “I want to come in.” 

 “Ask a question.” 

 “Can I come in, you bastard?” 
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 The electronic lock clicked and I opened the door and stepped out of the 

cold and into the hallway. A yellow rug ran the length of the polished wooden 

floor towards the back, and a mahogany phone chair with an old green plastic 

telephone sat underneath a mirror on the wall. The mirror was framed within a 

silver Sun.  

Thomas’ gaming room was at the back to the left and the door was 

closed. Inside the house, I could hear the videogame very clearly. It sounded 

like one of his many medieval type RPGs. The Mozart was playing in a different 

room. 

 I knocked on the gaming room door and cracked it open to peer through. 

 The room was dark and the curtains were closed. The only light came 

from the huge flat screen TV by the opposite wall, which stood on a glass TV 

stand in between two large speakers. Games lined the shelves underneath the 

TV, and the bookcases lining the walls were also solid with game cases. 

Thomas sat hunched in a black leather armchair centered to the TV screen, a 

white controller clenched tight in his hands.  

 Rather than say anything, I stood in the doorway and watched him play - 

an elf riding around on horseback slashing at ogres with a sword. 

 “Go make a cup of tea,” said Thomas, decapitating one of the large green-

grey monsters. “I’ll be in the kitchen in about twenty minutes.” 

 I took the hint and closed the door.  
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An hour later, Thomas joined me in the kitchen at the table. I put down 

the cards from my game of solitaire and leaned back and folded my arms. “Nice 

of you to join me.” 

 Thomas was wearing his dark blue pajamas, and squinting from the 

increased light between rooms. He checked the water level in the kettle and 

turned it on. “I had to get to a save point in the game. You can’t just pause it 

and save it whenever you like.” He eased around to look at my shoulder.  

 “That’s inconvenient,” I said, sipping my tea. I grimaced. It was cold. 

 “I can make you another when the kettle boils,” said Thomas. He flicked 

the little red ball inside the water level indicator. 

 I stood up and moved to the sink, tipping out the cold tea. I rinsed the 

cup out. “Thanks.”  

Thomas took the lid off a blue ceramic pot where he kept his tea bags. He 

sniffed them and replaced the lid.  

 “Thomas, I have something I need to tell you,” I said, reaching over to put 

my cup down next to the kettle. 

 Thomas’ gaze dropped down to his bare feet and he whispered, “Oh 

fuck.” 

 “What?” I asked, confused. 

 He turned his head towards me but his eyes remained fixed on the kettle. 

“What do you need to tell me?” 

 “Rachel. She wants the two of us to go to Aspen to meet a potential 

client.” 
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 Thomas flicked the red ball again, which was now bouncing with the hot 

water. “What about Moira and Phillip?” 

 “She’s ill and he’s about to be let go. But shh about that.” 

 Thomas pushed his lower lip over the upper one and nodded his head. 

“Where is it?” 

 “It’s in Colorado. It’s really nice, actually. There are a whole bunch of ski 

resorts, log cabin types, really cozy.” 

 Thomas put a hand around the tea jar and circled it once anticlockwise 

so that it grated on the countertop. He removed two tea bags and placed one in 

my cup and one in a clean cup. “When do we go?” 

 “Monday,” I said, watching him closely. The kettle clicked off as the water 

boiled and Thomas filled the cups. 

 “We can do that,” he said, stirring the teabags. “Can you get the milk?” I 

reached over to the fridge and pulled out a bottle of semi-skimmed. “I don’t 

want to meet anyone, though,” he continued, “and I don’t want to be cold.” 

  

And this was why I wished Rachel had listened to me. 

 

“It’s a business meeting, Thomas. It’s going to involve a lot of traveling 

through very public areas to a snow covered town at the beginning of winter. If 

you want to talk to Rachel, maybe she will change her mind.” 
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Thomas exhaled heavily through his nose. He took the teabags out with 

the spoon and stirred in the milk. I could see him thinking with each circle of 

the spoon. “Alright,” he said. “I’ll just pretend I’m someone else.” 

I sipped my tea. “That could work actually. You’ll have to pretend you’re 

somebody who likes people and doesn’t mind being a bit cold.” 

“I can do that,” he said, sipping his tea. 

“Great,” I nodded, recognizing Mozart’s Requiem playing from somewhere 

in the house. “Thomas. Why do you have Mozart playing in a different room? 

You can’t hear it when you’re playing your videogames, surely?” 

Thomas sat down at the kitchen table and looked up at my chin. “I don’t 

like silence. It gets in the way of thinking.” 

I sat down opposite him at the table. He stared down into his tea. “I 

thought it helped thinking,” I said. “In fact, isn’t that what meditation is all 

about. Sit in silence and mentally pull yourself together? Shut out all the noisy 

intrusions.” 

“Fall apart, more like,” said Thomas. “Stimulation provides rails for your 

thoughts to travel on,” he motioned with his hand like a rollercoaster. “No 

stimulation, no rails. You just crash and start to panic. It’s really jarring, 

silence. I hate it.” 

“I’d never really thought about it,” I admitted. “What about at night, 

when you need to sleep. Doesn’t it keep you awake?” 

Thomas looked up at the clock over his shoulder. It was 8.30. 
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“When I sleep I have whale noises, or sounds of the jungle or ocean. They 

carry my thoughts off into my dreams.” He sipped his tea. “Has Rachel given 

you all the information you’ll need?” 

I scratched my chin stubble. “Some of it. Janine is going to debrief me on 

traveling and using the company credit card tomorrow, and then later we’ll 

both meet with Rachel and learn more about the client.” 

“Then it’s the weekend and then we’re flying. Is it an early flight?” 

I shook my head and shrugged. “I don’t know.” 

Thomas’ face wrinkled. “I’ve never flown before.” 

“As you’re pretending you’re somebody else, you might never have to.” 

He grinned, observing my game of solitaire still on the table. “Okay,” he 

said, “finish your tea and fuck off. I need to go to bed.” 
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CHAPTER THREE 

  

Friday morning was a nasty morning. A thin white layer of frost stuck to 

everything like a blanket made of millions of tiny ice daggers, and patches of 

ice hid precariously in the nooks and crannies in the roads. The air was also 

thick with a heavy and dank fog, limiting visibility to about twenty metres.  

I lived out in the countryside and had to travel on a few narrow and 

windy lanes before I made it onto the bypass that led into town. My Land Rover 

could handle the roads well enough, but it only took one idiot to misjudge the 

hair pin turns as you were coming the other way. Fortunately, traffic on the 

country lanes was minimal in the early hours of the morning.  

When I arrived at work, Thomas’ white Ford Focus was in its usual spot 

at the back of the car park, all on its own. Nobody else ever parked that far 

away from the building, especially on mornings such as this. Thomas just 

didn’t like being penned in, and he had reasoned, well enough, that there was 

less chance of an accident the further he was away from the other cars. 

I found a space four rows back, parked my car, and hurried into the 

building before my ears turned raw and started to throb. 

The reception area at Hygieia was spacious and warm, and in my opinion 

resembled a health spa. Large black tiles covered the floor, and yucca trees 

lined the edges in front of corrugated glass panels. A raised black wall 

surrounded a koi fish pond and a waterfall feature trickled down one of the 

walls into the pond.  
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The front desk was behind a semi-circular wooden veneer barrier with a 

black faux-marble top, just in front of the frosted glass doors that led to the 

offices.  

Janine was on the front desk, sipping her morning coffee. She had short 

cropped black hair and was wearing a purple fuzzy sweater. 

“Morning, Janine,” I said, approaching. “Bledy cold this morning.” 

“Oh, I know,” she smiled, turning away from her computer. “But at least 

it’s Friday. You can have a lie-in tomorrow.” 

“And don’t I need it.” I leaned on the black countertop with my elbows. 

“Did Rachel speak to you about Monday?” 

“Yes,” she replied, looking over the paperwork and objects on her desk. 

“Ah, here we go.” Janine handed me a clipboard with a small envelope pinched 

under the metal clip.  

“Is this the credit card?” 

“Yes,” she said, and handed me a pen. “I’ve already filled out the line for 

you. You just have to sign it out.” 

I took the pen and read-over the pre-filled line next to my name. I 

paused, “Is that CK One you’re wearing?” 

She laughed. “Yes it is. I ran out of mine, so I’ve been splashing on my 

fiancé’s every morning.” 

I signed the clipboard and slid the envelope into my trouser pocket. 

“When are you guys getting married, again?” 

“April 23rd.” 
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“You know, if you fancy one last night with an exotic stranger before you 

tie the knot, I’d be more than willing to oblige.” 

Janine cocked her head to the side and frowned. “Too bad you’re not 

exotic or a stranger,” she said. “Although, you are strange, I’ll give you that.” 

I hung my head in mock-shame. “I’d protest, but it’s true.” 

Janine smirked, and sipped from her coffee mug. “Listen,” she said, 

putting the mug down. “You’ll be flying out of Gatwick on Monday morning at 

10am. That means get there by 7am. You’ll be flying to Newark airport in New 

Jersey, and then transferring to Aspen. There’s a summary of the flight 

information in that envelope. In order to check-in, you’ll need to use the credit 

card. Needless to say, don’t lose it. Rachel has more information about the 

hotel and the client.” 

I nodded and tapped the envelope in my pocket. “Okay. Thanks Janine.” 

I stepped toward the glass door and raised my keycard. 

She called after me. “Are you really going with Thomas?” 

“Yes. Why?” 

Numerous words appeared to get stuck like fish bones in Janine’s throat. 

She smiled, sheepish, and I nodded in acknowledgement.  

I opened the door with my card, and headed into the maze of cubicles. 

Janine called after me. “You’ll be fine.” 

 

  Rachel’s office was cold.  
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She was huddled behind her desk in a green woolen jumper with a 

snowman stitched into the front, clutching a cup of hot chocolate with both 

hands. Her nose was bright red, but I chose not to make the obvious seasonal 

joke. 

Thomas was already in the office, even though I had told him to wait for 

me so that we could walk down together. He sat in one of the two chairs in 

front of the desk, wearing a plain white shirt under a grey tank top. He was 

staring at Rachel’s computer monitor tapping his knees like they were a drum 

set.  

 “Bit cold in here, isn’t it?” I said, sitting down next to Thomas. 

 “The heating in this part of the building decided to breakdown last 

night,” said Rachel in a slow and dull tone. “Hopefully it’ll be fixed by this 

afternoon.” 

 Thomas continued to drum on his knees. 

 “Janine told me you picked up the credit card this morning?” said 

Rachel, watching Thomas. 

 “Yeah, I did. I’ve looked over the trip summary. The Alpine Lodge. It looks 

nice.” 

 Rachel shifted her gaze to me. “It is. That’s where you’ll be meeting Mr. 

Myers on Wednesday. Just ask at reception if he’s checked in and leave a 

message for him. You’ll be able to arrange a meeting that’s good for the three of 

you.” 
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 I crossed my legs over in the chair. “I saw those PDFs you sent me in my 

inbox. Haven’t had a chance to look at them yet, but they were just a profile on 

Myers and some background on his company, Daeva Pharmaceuticals, right?” 

 “Yeah, something to read on the plane. He’s a public relations guy and 

wants to see what we can offer. You’re familiar with our new inhaler drug 

delivery system?” 

 I nodded, “Yeah, the small inhaler that fits in your pocket and helps to 

maximize uptake. What is it? HYG00367X?” 

 “HYG00367X,” confirmed Thomas to the beat on his knees. 

Rachel’s nose twitched dangerously. “That’s what they’re interested in,” 

she said. “They’re particularly interested in its ability to deliver quick high-

powered dosages.” She felt in her pockets for a handkerchief, but there wasn’t 

one. Screaming like banshee, Rachel raised her sleeve and sneezed all over it. 

Thomas stopped drumming and used his feet to push the chair away 

from the desk. I resisted the urge. 

Rachel groaned. “Sorry guys.” 

I scratched my nose. “Does Daeva make asthma and lung medication? Is 

that why they want the inhaler?” 

Rachel shook her head and pressed her forearm under her nose. “No. 

They make antipsychotics.” 

“Oh,” I said, taken aback. “Not usually the kind of stuff that goes in an 

inhaler.” 

Thomas inched forward. 
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Rachel lowered her arm. “No. They want to test a new drug in the 

inhaler, to see if it can immediately neutralize a psychotic episode.” 

“After it’s been forced in the patient’s mouth and sprayed down their 

trachea.” Thomas was on the edge of his seat.  

I looked from Thomas to Rachel. “That does raise a good point. I can’t 

imagine patients will take it willingly.” 

Rachel found a box of Kleenex in one of her desk draws. She immediately 

blew her nose and tossed the tissue in the trash. “That’s better,” she said. 

“Well, I think we can agree that if somebody is experiencing a psychotic 

episode, a quick and effective means of ending it without bringing harm to the 

patient is a good thing.” 

I could sense Thomas was not appeased. It felt ten degrees warmer to my 

left. 

“Anyway,” Rachel continued, picking up a large brown envelope. “Here is 

all the information you’ll need for the meeting.” She handed it to me. “I can’t 

imagine you’ll need to know anything else, but you can always give me a call.” 

I turned to Thomas. He was still sitting tense. “You want to take care of 

it?” I asked him, handing over the envelope. 

Thomas accepted it and held it in both hands on his lap. 

“I guess I’ll see you guys just before Christmas, then,” Rachel smiled. 

“Don’t feel bad to do some skiing while you’re there. I cleared it with Sophie, 

you can put it on the card.” 
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Sophie Bolton was our vice chairman. I stood up and stretched. “That 

was charitable of her.” 

Rachel waved her hand. “You deserve it. You both do. Just don’t forget to 

work on the report. There’re instructions for writing and submitting it in that 

envelope.” 

Thomas still had it clenched tightly in his hands. I yawned. “Come on, 

Thomas,” I said, and waved towards the door. 

He stood up, still focused on Rachel’s chin. Without saying a word, he 

walked straight out of the office. I could tell he was mad because his head was 

dipped, his back was straight, and it looked like someone had jabbed him in 

the butt with a pencil. 

“Have fun,” Rachel smirked. “Try and get the best out of him.” 

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, sure.” 

“Hey Matthew,” she said, pulling another tissue from the box. “Give me a 

call when you get back. We’ll go for a pint.” 

“Sounds good.” 

“Oh, and Matthew?” 

“Yes?” 

Rachel pinched her nose with the tissue. “You’ll have to stop by Thomas’ 

parents before you go.” 

“Why?” 

“They have his passport. And they wanted to see you before you leave on 

Monday.” 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

 I drove over to see Thomas’ parents on Saturday morning. I had planned 

to go Friday evening after work, but by the time I got home, had a hot shower, 

heated up a microwave dinner, and settled into my armchair by the fire, there 

was a not hope in Hell of me venturing out again. While streaming numerous 

episodes of my favorite childhood cartoons, I fell asleep, oblivious to the snow 

falling heavy outside. 

 I hated sleeping alone in my bed, so I mostly slept in my armchair. After 

a day of work and an evening of cartoons, there was little time for any real self-

reflection, something I appreciated. Self-reflection on the direction I thought my 

life was taking caused me nothing but anxiety. 

On Friday night, I took Thomas’ advice to help me fall asleep, and left an 

electronica CD on repeat.  

 

Deep down, I knew these sorts of evenings alone were not good for me. I 

hadn’t been out in a long time. Six months previous I had broken up with my 

fiancée of two years, Gemma. We had met down the local one Friday evening, 

on live-band night. I had been impressed by her knowledge of music, and she 

found my awkwardness cute. I was nowhere near as awkward as Thomas, but I 

still struggled around women. I used to always carry gum and a lighter as a 

pretense for starting an interaction, but I never knew how to follow the laughs 

and the nods of the first ten seconds. Gemma had become drunk and simply 
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stuck in her tongue in my mouth. When we woke up the next day at her place 

she wanted to see me again, and the relationship hadn’t really felt like any 

work after that. 

 

 The snow had settled a good half a foot by the morning. All the hedges, 

trees, and lawns were caked in bright gleaming glistening white snow. Peering 

out through the kitchen window, holding my coffee mug, I could see the 

farmers’ fields were also covered, oceans of white, and the boundaries between 

the fields were no longer visible. A thought about nature being the great 

equalizer entered my head, but I didn’t feel intellectual enough to develop it.  

After breakfast, I put on my green wellingtons and duffle coat, and 

wrapped my blue and white Chelsea FC scarf around my neck before stepping 

out into the cold, into the brisk crisp air. The Land Rover’s back wheels spun a 

little at first getting out of the driveway, although I was soon on my way. I kept 

to ten miles under the speed limit to avoid sliding off the roads, but I was also 

in no hurry to see Thomas’ parents.  

Did they think it was a bad idea for Thomas to travel, is that why they 

had his passport? And how did Rachel know Thomas’ parents were holding it, 

what had she said to them? 

   

 I pulled up at their house and parked on the curb in front of the foot 

high wall that ran between the front garden and the pavement. I had to guess 

where the curb naturally dipped under the snow so I could get the car up, and 
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I ended up hitting the high end and jolted the car twice as the back wheel 

followed. 

 The driveway and the front lawn ran steep down from the pavement to 

the front door, and I had to be careful not to slip and land on my backside. I 

found the doorstep with both feet and felt like I’d found dry land.  

 I rang the doorbell. 

 Roy opened it and stood aside for me to enter. “Come in, Matthew.” 

 I kicked my wellington boots on the step to get rid of some of the excess 

snow and stepped into the warmth of their house. Roy closed the door. “You 

can leave your boots there, and then just come on through to the living room.” 

 “Thank you,” I said, straining to pull my foot out from deep down in the 

rubber. As much as I loved my wellies, they could easily turn into one-sided 

Chinese finger traps. The first one slid off and took my sock with it. 

 I had never been inside Roy and Diane’s house before, except to use the 

bathroom once during the summer cook-out. In the hallway leading from the 

front door was the same yellow rug that Thomas had in his house. There was 

even the same mirror framed within the silver Sun on the wall, although there 

was no phone chair underneath. The wallpaper was floral, and something 

about the smell made me think that it hadn’t been redecorated in a few years. 

 I rescued my sock and pulled the other boot from my foot. Just as I hung 

my coat up, Diane appeared in the doorway to the living room, wearing blue 

jeans, a gray sweat top, and pale yellow slippers. She had recently dyed her 
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short curly hair a sort of burnt sienna and was still in great physical shape for 

being in her fifties. “Do you take milk and sugar?” 

 “Milk, please,” I replied. “No sugar.” I followed her into the room and onto 

the beige carpet. A few sparkly Christmas decorations were dangling from the 

ceiling, and a five foot plastic tree stood in a red pot by the living room window, 

fully decorated with silver and gold baubles. Christmas cards were also 

hanging over a piece of pink wool that had been tacked to the wall. 

Roy was sitting in a white armchair with red and green floral patterns, 

and his hands hovered over a small gas fire. The settee matched the chair, and 

I took a seat at the end nearest to Roy. The TV was on, showing a football 

match between Arsenal and Hull, but Roy had muted the sound. Three painted 

landscapes hung on the walls around the living room, along with five family 

portraits, charting the life of Thomas from a baby through to his young adult 

years. 

 Diane came back from the kitchen with two cups of tea and handed one 

to me and one to Roy. “Thank you,” I said, relishing the opportunity to put 

some heat into my body.  “Thanks dear,” said Roy, accepting the cup. She 

retreated back into the kitchen, and reappeared with her own drink and sat 

down at the other end of the settee. 

 “Matthew,” Roy began. “I asked Rachel to get you to come over, because 

there’re a few things about Thomas that I want you to know before you travel 

on Monday.” 



31 
 

 These words brought some comfort, because I was half expecting him to 

be opposed to Thomas going, or that he was mad at me for Thomas even being 

asked to go on this trip. 

 “Thomas has traveled before,” he continued. “But it wasn’t easy.” At this 

moment he chose to pause and drink his tea. I looked to Diane, but she too 

had raised her cup to her lips. 

 “Why wasn’t it easy?” I asked, looking from one to the other. My colon felt 

like it had morphed into a python and had begun to squeeze. 

 “You know that he likes his games,” said Roy. “I would work with that. 

Tell him that you’re going to do all the talking but his character has to be 

silent.” 

 Diane nodded. “If Thomas isn’t in a familiar environment, he finds it hard 

to put rules to it.” 

 I’d only ever used games to open up conversation, never to manipulate 

his behavior. “I kind of know what you mean, but can you just explain?” 

 “Well, take for example, his house or Hygieia,” she said, lowering her tea 

into her lap. “When he’s in those places he knows what to expect. And once he 

knows what to expect he can relax and just get on with being Thomas.” 

 Roy leaned towards me and raised his voice. “But if he’s not in his house 

or Hygieia, he doesn’t know what to do, and so it’ll be up to you to give him 

some rules to follow.” 
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His words struck deep in my chest. The gravity and responsibility of 

accompanying Thomas to Aspen seemed immense. Give him rules? I didn’t 

have authority over him. 

 “I have to ask,” I said, squirming in my seat, “is this a good idea?” I 

looked from Diane to Roy. “Like, on a scale of one to ten where one is 

catastrophic and ten is fantastic, how would you rate the idea of Thomas going 

on a business trip?” 

 Roy put his empty teacup down on the floor by his feet. “It’ll be good for 

him,” he said. 

 “Six,” said Diane, “No, five,” she corrected. 

 I wiped my forehead with my sleeve. “Five?” I repeated. “That’s not that 

good, is it?” 

 “Don’t worry the lad,” said Roy, leaning over the armrest. “I think it’s 

great that you’re going. I don’t want to give you the impression that it’ll be easy, 

because it won’t. But we’ll be really grateful if you go with Thomas and help 

him to get exposed to more travel and different environments.” 

 “He does really like you,” added Diane, swirling her cup. “He doesn’t find 

it as hard to talk to you. If he has to go on a business trip, I’m glad you’re going 

with him.” 

 “So, as long as I just give him some rules to go by, he’ll be fine?” I said, 

fishing for some much needed reassurance. 

 “And music,” said Diane. “He’ll listen to music for hours, and you won’t 

hear a peep out of him.” 
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 “Okay,” I nodded, and finished my tea. “Rules and music. Anything else?” 

 Diane and Roy caught each other’s gaze. At first their faces were blank, 

but then simultaneously their eyes opened and the color drained from their 

faces.  

 I sighed, “Go on then. Let’s have it.” 

 “Sometimes Thomas likes to make up his own rules,” said Diane. “I have 

no idea why this happens or when it will happen, but you’ll have to be ready for 

it.” 

 “If you think he’s just made up his own rules,” said Roy, “and you can 

spot this by a sudden change in his expression and a heightened attentiveness 

to his surroundings, then my advice is to move him.” 

 This was getting crazy. “Move him?” I asked. “Where?” 

 “Preferably away from people. Like into your hotel room.” 

  I felt like a rug had been pulled out from under me, and I was tumbling 

arse over tit. “Why, does he become dangerous?” I asked, fearing the answer. 

 “Oh, no,” reassured Roy. “It’s just he might attract the attention of law 

enforcement.” 

 Before I could digest this, Diane continued. “There was one time at this 

zoo, in France. It was a very busy day and the zoo had many visitors. Thomas 

was listening to his Walkman and strolling with us between the animal 

exhibits. People were filming and taking pictures of the animals, you know, 

laughing and joking, and having a good time. Then all of a sudden, Thomas got 

it in his head that he had to take pictures of all the humans visiting the zoo.” 
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 This I had not expected. “What?” 

 “He took his camera,” said Roy, “and ran around the zoo snapping shots 

of all the visitors. Some were amused by this, but others weren’t, especially the 

parents of young children, who thought Thomas was some sort of creep. The 

police were called, and by the time we caught up with Thomas, two French 

policemen were trying to restrain him.” 

 “You’re joking?” I asked, stunned. 

 “It took a long time to explain to them that Thomas is different, and that 

he didn’t mean any harm or offence. We had to turn the SD card of the camera 

over to the police, but they eventually let him go.” 

 Diane laughed abruptly, before returning to her tea in nostalgia. 

 “O-kay,” I said, feeling unnerved. “I’ll try to keep a look out for any 

sudden changes in his attitude.”  

 Roy picked up his teacup and stood up. “You can always give us a call, if 

you’re worried. You’ve got our number, haven’t you?” 

 I nodded. “Yeah.” 

 “Good. If you’re really worried, call day or night, it doesn’t matter.” 

 “I appreciate that, thank you,” I said, handing Roy my cup, too. He 

disappeared into the kitchen. 

 Diane stood up. “Let me go and get you Thomas’ passport,” she said, and 

left the room. 

 I sat alone on the couch. I wasn’t even sure what I was thinking, I just 

felt a growing negativity in my bowels. Determined not to give it too much 
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thought, I reached over and took the TV remote from Roy’s armchair and put 

the sound back on for the last five minutes of the football game. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

 On Monday morning, Thomas’ parents drove us both down to the South 

Terminal at Gatwick Airport. The winter air was still bitter and the snow had 

turned to black ice by the side of the road.  

 I had wanted to drive on my own to the airport, but Roy and Diane were 

persistent and managed to persuade me to go with them. Nobody really said 

anything in the car. Thomas sat quiet within his large black headphones and 

dark green puffer jacket, and Roy and Diane spoke quietly to each other in the 

front of the car.  

 On Sunday evening I had gone over all of the information about Myers 

and Daeva Pharmaceuticals, and to be honest I wasn’t that troubled by the 

meeting anymore, I was even excited about it.  

The only problem was sitting right next to me.  

I just had to make sure that Thomas came out with good information at 

the right time, and didn’t do anything crazy, especially at the airports where we 

would be under the tight scrutiny of security. 

 Once the car was parked and we found the check-in for British Airways it 

was about ten minutes after seven. Airline staff, dressed in their neat blue 

uniforms, were logging into their computers, and eager travelers shuffled into 

line between the red-cord barriers. 
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 Diane grabbed hold of Thomas and hugged him. Surprised, he glanced at 

me and immediately looked away. “Take care, pet,” she said, her tone sad and 

longing. 

 Roy rolled his eyes. “He’s only going to be gone a week.” 

 I shook Roy’s hand. “Thank you for the lift, Roy. Drive safe on your way 

home.” 

 Diane let go of Thomas and turned to me. I stiffened. “Have a nice trip, 

Matthew,” she smiled. 

 I relaxed. “Thank you,” I said, and returned her smile. 

 Roy tugged on her coat sleeve. “Come on, let’s leave them to it.” 

 With fierce resolve, Diane turned on her heels and strode away, locking 

arms with her husband. Before stepping on the escalator down to the car park, 

they paused one last time to wave, and then disappeared. 

 “I thought they’d never bledy leave,” said Thomas. He picked up the edge 

of his blue plastic suitcase and wheeled it over to the back of the line. 

 I followed him with my own case. “So, you’re looking forward to it, then? 

You weren’t very talkative in the car.” 

 “I was tired,” Thomas replied. “Didn’t get much sleep last night.” 

 “Yeah, I had trouble dropping off.” 

 “My sleep machine is broken.” 

 It took me a moment to realize what he meant. “You mean your ocean 

noises thing?” 
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 “Yes. It just stopped working, and so I had to move my CD player into my 

room, find a good CD, and put it on repeat.” 

 While this didn’t seem like a big deal, I knew it must’ve caused Thomas a 

great deal of distress. I was suddenly struck by a bad thought. “Thomas?” 

 He glanced back over his shoulder. 

 “Are you going to have trouble sleeping in the hotel without your ocean 

noises?”  

 He shrugged. “Probably.” 

 I made a mental note to purchase a large bottle of Jack Daniels at the 

first opportunity. The line shuffled forward and a young couple who looked like 

they were off to tackle the rain forest dragged their baggage over to the check-in 

desk.  

 

 Check-in didn’t pose any problems. We handed over our suitcases and I 

took both of our boarding passes, and then we got in line to go through 

security. Thomas had put his headphones back on, which I appreciated 

because it kept him distracted. 

 Leading the way, I flashed the security guard our passports and passes, 

and he waved us through to the line to go through the metal detector. I waved 
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my hand in front of Thomas’ complacent face to get his attention. He pulled 

one of his earphones aside. “Listen, Thomas. We’re about to play a game here.” 

 His eyes sparkled. “Really?” 

 “Yeah. We have to take off our shoes and empty our pockets into those 

plastic grey treys that pass through the machine. Then we pass under that 

electronic arch, answer any questions from the gate keeper, and then once he’s 

let us go, we put on our shoes and take back our belongings as fast as we can. 

You understand?” 

 He nodded, and studied the automated black belt pulling people’s 

possessions through the scanner. The line was backing up behind us and I 

crossed my fingers that this would go smoothly. I let Thomas go ahead of me. 

 We loaded up the treys with our stuff, and I smirked when I noticed that 

Thomas’ black carry-on bag had a Legend of Zelda badge sewn into it. 

Once our possessions were in the treys, we stood to the side and waited 

for the guard to call us through the metal detector. He was a big red-faced 

fellow with wisps of blond hair on his balding head. “Remember,” I whispered 

over Thomas’ shoulder. “Answer any of his questions, get your stuff and move 

on.” 

 The guard waved Thomas forward and he walked through and under the 

arch. He was stopped and my heart jumped into my throat. I saw Thomas turn 
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and raise his arms as a scanning device was waved over his body. After a few 

quick seconds he was allowed to go. 

The guard then waved me through. 

 Quickly, I walked on under the arch, was scanned by the guard, and 

then I too was allowed to go and get my stuff.  

I breathed a sigh of relief and caught up with Thomas by the baggage 

scanner. But the belt had stopped. The dark haired woman operating the 

machine was pointing at a monitor and consulting her colleague over the 

contents of a bag. 

 “Thomas?” I said. “There’s nothing crazy in your bag, is there?” 

 He shook his head, fixated on the operator’s chin.  

“Whose bag is this?” asked the operator in a shrill voice, glancing at the 

two of us. She waved the guard over from the metal detector. Thomas’ trey 

exited the machine and was immediately removed. 

 “That’s my stuff!” Thomas yelled. “Give it back!” 

 The operator opened Thomas’ black travel bag and pulled out a pair of 

nunchuks. My mouth dropped open. 

 “Are they yours?” the guard said to Thomas. 
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 “No, they’re mine,” I said quickly. “I forgot they were in there. You can 

keep them. I didn’t know they were in there.” 

 Thomas’ face had turned red. Worried that he was about to vault over the 

belt to snatch back his bag, I reacted stealthily and put my hand on his 

shoulder. I lowered my voice. “Pretend those nunchuks are mine and that I’m 

going to give you them back when we get home. He has my nunchuks right 

now, not yours.” 

 Thomas remained tense, and he would not take his eyes from the 

operator holding the two black wooden sticks adjoined by the chain. The 

operator shared a glance with the guard. The guard nodded. “You can take 

your bags and move on,” she said. “But these are staying here.” 

 “Put your shoes on,” I whispered to Thomas. “That’s fine,” I said to the 

operator. “Thank you.” 

 The travelers behind us were staring, curious. Some were laughing, but 

others seemed annoyed by the delay. Thomas put his shoes on, and snatched 

his bag back from the trey when the operator returned it to the belt. He then 

stormed off towards the departure gates and duty free shopping, looking once 

again like someone had jabbed him in the butt with a pencil. 

  

 When I stepped through from security, I had no idea where Thomas had 

gone. I checked my phone and saw that we still had a couple of hours before 
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departure. I decided against calling him, just in case he needed some time to 

cool off. 

 Nunchuks. Seriously? 

 I hadn’t even known he owned a pair, but I was looking forward to our 

conversation about why he’d packed them in his carry-on luggage.  

 I glanced around. The terminal was like a giant mall.  

There were shops all around the perimeter, and there was a large space 

in the center with rows of blue cushioned chairs. Near an electronics store a 

shiny silver sports car was perched on a platform behind red velvet ropes, and 

there was an attendant with a wooden box, collecting entries for the 

competition to win the car. On the other side of the floor-to-ceiling windows, 

aeroplanes roamed free out on the concrete wilderness, and in the distance 

some were taking off with their noses high in the air. 

I checked one of the blue departure monitors and saw that our flight to 

Newark hadn’t yet been assigned a gate. I decided to do some shopping, and 

my eyes were immediately drawn to one shop in particular.  

Bottles and bottles of fancy spirits, apertifs and digestifs, wines, and 

liqueurs.  

The elegantly lit store with its polished wooden floor coupled with the 

bright and exotic bottle packaging would have had you believe that the bottles 

contained the elixir of life, and stood in stark contrast to the vomit laden urine 
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soaked streets outside of the nightclubs I had become accustomed to while at 

university. Still, if I was going to survive this trip, Jack Daniels was a necessity. 

Elixir or not. 

When I left the store, I checked the monitor and saw that our flight to 

Newark had been assigned to gate 35. I heard myself sigh and checked the 

large waiting area for Thomas. I half expected him to be sitting on one of the 

chairs with his head down, eyes closed, and listening to his headphones. But 

he wasn’t.  

Over the heads of a large group of teenagers, who were horsing around 

with each others’ bags, I caught sight of the sign for the men’s toilets. Could 

that be where he was? 

 I drifted over. 

The men’s room was busy and there was a line for the many wall-

mounted white porcelain urinals. I couldn’t see Thomas in line or using a 

urinal, and so I strolled over the beige floor-tiling, passed the row of sinks and 

mirrors, and checked the toilet cubicles. All of the doors were closed, but at the 

very end by the white tiled wall was the unmistakable black bag belonging to 

Thomas, poking out from underneath the door. 

While wondering how to communicate with him without coming off like a 

pervert, the stall next to Thomas became available and I hastily moved in, 
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closed the door, and hung my bags up on the door hook. I sat down on the 

toilet and lowered my head to the gap at the bottom of the cubicle wall. 

I whispered. “Thomas? Thomas, is that you?” 

There was no reply. 

“Thomas?” I repeated, wondering if it would be acceptable to stand on 

the toilet and look over the cubicle wall. 

“I’m playing Harvest Moon. Go have a cup of tea.” 

It was so good to hear his voice. “We need to go down to our gate so we 

can board the plane.” Have a cup of tea? Where did he think we were? 

“Okay,” said Thomas. “Just let me finish.” 

I nodded, to myself in the cubicle. 

“I just need to finish watering my crops so I can take them to market and 

figure out how to buy the flame sword,” he continued. “The dragon killed me 

last time because I didn’t have it.” 

I sighed and palmed myself in the forehead. 

  



45 
 

CHAPTER SIX 

 Thomas remained absorbed in his game all the way to the gate and then 

even onto the plane. He walked with his Nintendo DS clutched tightly in his 

hands, and moved with the speed of an elderly arthritic man with only one leg. 

I didn’t mind, though, as long as he was moving. I tried to subtly nudge him in 

the right direction and away from people and walls. I felt like his puppet 

master. 

 After an hour or so at the gate, our group was called to board. Thomas 

responded to basic commands, such as ‘Up Thomas,’ but he was still 

engrossed in his electronic fields and farming duties. I flashed the tall and 

impeccably dressed attendant our passes and passports, and he waved us 

through.  

We stepped off the walkway and into the plane, and the stewardess 

smiled, glanced at our boarding passes, and pointed in the direction of our 

seats. I didn’t know if the enclosed environment was going to be good or bad for 

Thomas. I didn’t know if he was going to feel penned in or appreciate the 

smaller, cozier atmosphere of the plane. We didn’t have the privilege of 

business or first class, so it was going to be a bit tight. 

 I put my hand on Thomas’ shoulder. “Here we are, Thomas.” There were 

three blue seats to our left, and we had the two nearest the window. “Did you 

want the window seat or the middle seat?” 
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 “Just sit down, I’ll be next to you,” he replied, tapping the buttons on the 

DS. 

 I took the bag from my shoulder and put it on the floor space by the 

window. I then helped Thomas with his bag and put it down next to mine.  

We both sat down. 

I watched more passengers file in down the aisles, carefully reading the 

row numbers to find their seat. I wondered if Thomas was going to play his 

game for the entire flight, too, but this was answered with a declaration of 

victory. 

“I did it!” Thomas exclaimed. He punched me on the shoulder. “I killed 

the bastard.” 

“The dragon?” 

“The dragon? No. I killed him ages ago. I just killed the Hydra.” 

“Oh, well congratulations, mate. Job well done.” 

Thomas flicked the switch on the DS and turned it off. In one fluid 

motion he slid it into his jacket pocket. He then glanced down the aisle and 

watched some passengers loading the overhead compartments. The colour 

drained from his face. “Where are we?” 

“We’re on the plane, Thomas.” 
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He shifted in his seat so he could see towards the back of the aisle. “So 

this is what it looks like.” 

“Yeah,” I stated, confused. “What did you expect?” 

He shrugged. “Crates? People dressed in military outfits.” 

“I don’t think we’re on that kind of plane, Thomas,” I explained. “Haven’t 

you been on a plane before? Oh, that’s right,” I realized. “You didn’t fly to 

France did you?” 

He jerked around in his seat and appeared to be staring deep into my ear 

canal. “We took the ferry. How’d you know about France?” 

“Your parents told me about it.” 

“Of course they did,” he seethed. “I bet they told you about the zoo, too?” 

“As a matter of fact,” I said unsure, “they did.” 

Thomas snorted. 

“Would you mind facing the front?” I asked. “You’re kind of creeping me 

out.” 

Thomas spun in his seat. “I’m sorry. They just make me so mad.” He 

leaned forward and pressed his head against the back of the chair in front. 

I tried to console him. “I don’t think they were making fun of you, 

Thomas. They were just telling me about the other times that you’ve traveled.” 
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Thomas’ ears had turned red. “They always talk about my independence, 

but they always imprison me by telling people this stuff about my life.” 

I leaned forward to put my forehead on the seat in front, too. “How does 

that imprison you?” 

 “When they share moments from my past with people that ended up 

leading to my embarrassment, they deny me that privilege of sharing a 

personal anecdote with who I want, when I want, and in my own context. By 

denying me that choice they give me less options in my personal life, and you 

may not know this, but I find it hard to be social anyway.” 

I laughed and sat back in my seat. Thomas punched me in the leg, but 

he was smiling. “I’m sure there’s still plenty for you to talk about. For example, 

why the hell were you taking pictures of everyone at the zoo?” 

“It only seemed fair. I wanted them to experience what the animals do 

every single day of their existence. I didn’t care about the photos, as such. I 

mean what was I going to do with all those pictures of ugly humans?” 

Any previous apprehension of accompanying Thomas through the airport 

was lost in a fit of gut laughter. “Oh, that’s brilliant, Thomas!” I said, wiping my 

eyes. “Thank you for that.” 

Thomas sat back in his seat with a curious smirk on his face. 

“Here’s another question for you. Why the hell did you have nunchuks in 

your carry-on luggage?” 
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 His brow furrowed and he glanced down at my knee. “Well, they’re mine. 

I thought the whole point of packing your things in your bag, was that you 

could pack your things in your bag.” 

 I nodded. “This is true. But if there’s anything that could be used as a 

weapon in your bag, of course they’re going to ask questions, just in case you 

try to use it to take over the plane.” 

 “Why would I do that?” 

 “Well, if you were a terrorist and wanted to take over the cockpit, for 

example.” 

 “To reiterate. Why would I do that?” 

 “Security doesn’t know who you are. They don’t know if you’re a terrorist. 

That’s why they search everyone and confiscate anything threatening, or call 

the police if it’s too serious.” 

 Thomas’ mouth hung open and he ran his tongue back and forth under 

his upper teeth. “If I was going to hijack a plane, I wouldn’t use nunchuks. 

Look at all these people on here.” He snickered, “You couldn’t swing a yoyo, let 

alone nunchuks.” 

 The plane was filling up. It was getting harder and harder to spot empty 

seats. The lines of people shuffling down the aisles had dissipated, and now 

only stragglers appeared, sweaty and red-faced, carrying their cases out in 

front. 

 “So, why did you go and hide in the toilet, if you don’t mind me asking?” 
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 “Hide?” he replied, shocked. “I wasn’t hiding. I was angry and just trying 

to pull myself together. When the lady took my bag and started poking around 

in it, I started to lose it.” 

 I wanted to clarify. “So you weren’t hiding?” 

 He turned to face my chin. “Hiding implies that I’m trying to avoid an 

enemy or something. I just needed the world to piss off for an hour while I 

played my game in peace and quiet.” 

 That made sense, in a Thomas sort of way. “In a toilet. In the middle of a 

busy airport,” I added. 

 “Wherever,” he shrugged. “It doesn’t matter.” He pointed to my shopping 

bag. “Is that Jack Daniels?” 

 “Yeah,” I replied. “I picked it up while you were telling the world to piss 

off for an hour.” 

 “Do you mind if I have a sip?” 

 “Umm,” I considered the question. We were on holiday, sort of. “Sure. I 

think I’ll join you. I didn’t think you really touched alcohol?” 

 His eyes glistened as I pulled the bottle from the bag. “I don’t usually,” he 

said. “But after the morning I’ve had, it’s obligatory, wouldn’t you say?” 

 I laughed. “I believe it is, Thomas.” I wound the bottle seal loose, and 

tossed the plastic wrapper into the shopping bag. “Just out of curiosity,” I 

pressed, “who have you decided to be as you pretend you’re somebody else to 

help you deal with this trip?” I passed the bottle to Thomas’ receptive hand. 
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 “I’ve given it some thought, Matthew, and I think I’ll just have a go at 

being myself.” 

  



52 
 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

 

 The flight to Newark and our connection through to Aspen were smooth 

and uneventful. I passed the time by reading my notes for the meeting, again, 

napping, having the occasional nip, and talking to Thomas when he was in the 

mood.  His knowledge of classical music was extensive, and he could name the 

most influential mathematicians since the dawn of time.  

Rhythm and numbers were important to Thomas. For what could have 

been mistaken for geeky wisdom, was also an obsessive coping strategy for 

maintaining order in his life. A piece of music was a dynamic framework that 

allowed his thoughts to move, and with numbers there was always a definitive 

answer to a problem, even if nobody knew what it was. 

 By the time our plane touched down on the tarmac in the early evening, 

it had been the longest I had ever spent with Thomas in one sitting. The small 

plane maneuvered slowly to the gate through the dark airport. The roars of the 

engine had dulled to a low whine, and swallowing one last time restored 

equilibrium to my ears. I lifted the window shade and saw the yellow lights in 

the terminal and clusters of street lights in the distance, twinkling in the night.  

A light snow drifted lazily down, and I could see the dark gray runways 

between large snow piles. A person in a thick luminescent yellow coat waved 

two bright orange lights to guide the plane towards the terminal. I didn’t envy 

them their job. It would’ve been my luck to pause and scratch my butt for a 

second in the dark and be run-over by a plane.  
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 Thomas’ head appeared over my shoulder. “Just like home really, isn’t 

it?” 

 “What do you mean?” I asked. “We’re in another country.” 

 “Well, it’s dark and snowing.” 

 I nodded. “Yes, I suppose people all over the world have night and 

weather in common.” 

 The seatbelt sign was still on, but people were on their feet and rustling 

around in the overhead compartments. 

 “Have you put everything away?” 

 Thomas patted his puffer jacket. “Yes, everything’s in my pockets.” 

 I checked my own pockets and my bag for what felt like the millionth 

time. I was terrified that I had left something crucial behind, like my passport 

or wallet.  

Once we were off the plane it was a relief to see our suitcases slide down 

the baggage retrieval and rotate around the carousel. We heaved them up and 

onto the floor, and I glanced around for the exit. Just like after a night of heavy 

drinking, I was anxious to see the word ‘taxi’ somewhere, anywhere. 

 I pulled my case in the direction that most of the passengers were 

heading, although it soon became apparent that Thomas wasn’t with me. He 

was standing by the carousel, watching it go around.  

I retraced my steps. “Thomas? Come on man, we need go.” 

 Thomas didn’t reply. 
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I then saw a look on his face that his father had warned me about. 

Without waiting, I grabbed his arm and pulled him towards the exit.  

 “What are you doing? Get off!” he yelled, digging his heels in. 

 “You can’t ride the carousel, Thomas,” I said, hoping that Thomas’ 

shouting had not alerted security. “We need to get to our hotel.” 

 “I wasn’t going to ride the carousel,” he whined. “I just wanted to see how 

long it takes to rotate all the way around.” 

 I sighed. “Go on then.” 

 Thomas grinned and hurled his case back onto the carousel as a marker, 

and began to count. I wondered which was shorter, the time it took for one 

complete rotation, or my patience. 

 

  When we left the airport into the bitter Colorado evening, Thomas 

requested that we hold hands. I didn’t object. Anything to bring him comfort, 

and to be honest, at this point it was nice to know that he was on the other end 

of my arm.  

 We trekked through the snow, our coat collars high, and pulled our 

cases through the powdery white dust-like snow to the taxi rank. A driver 

glimpsed us in his rearview mirror and hopped out to help us with our cases 

into the boot. He had a thick red and black coat and was wearing a black hat 

with furry ear flaps. He had our cases inside in no time at all, and Thomas and 

I jumped into the back of the white taxi. 
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 The driver looked at us through the rearview mirror. “Where you 

heading?”  

“The Alpine Lodge,” I answered from memory. “You know it?” 

 The driver chuckled and pulled out into the traffic. “Yeah, I know it. 

Popular with tourists.”  

Thomas slid his thick black headphones out from inside his jacket and 

clipped them over his head. He then leaned forward and put his head on the 

back of the driver’s seat. 

 I could see through the windshield, with the aid of the taxi’s headlights, 

that the cars in front were spraying up snow and icy slush from the road, 

although the snow had now stopped falling. “Busy night?” I asked. 

 “The usual,” the driver replied. He picked up a cup of Starbucks coffee 

from a cup holder and gulped down a mouthful. “This time of year is busy for 

our little mountain town.” 

 “For the skiing?” 

 I saw his brown eyes flash up in the mirror. “Yep,” he stated. “Is that why 

you’re here?” 

 “Kind of,” I said. “Mainly for business, though. Meeting a client.” The 

words were alien coming out of my mouth.  

 The driver chuckled. “Plenty of that, too.” 

 I could just about make out rows of fir trees speeding passed outside the 

window.  

 “You’re English?” the driver continued. 
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 “Born and raised,” I replied, catching myself off guard with the tone of 

my patriotic fervor.  

 The car passed over a bridge and through a green light at some 

crossroads. There were suddenly lights everywhere from street lights and bar 

and shop windows. We pulled onto Main Street, and for the first time I noticed 

the car was on the right side of the road. 

 “I was in London once,” said the driver. “Many years ago. Saw the 

changing of the guard at Buckingham Palace.” 

  “That’s cool,” I replied, although I’m ashamed to say I had no idea what 

he was talking about. I did like the way he stressed ‘ham’, though, at the end of 

‘Buckingham.’ 

 The taxi pulled into a semi-circular drop-off point in front of our hotel. 

We jumped out and the driver helped us unload our luggage from the car. I 

paid him, remembering to tip him, and watched him drive around the loop and 

exit into the traffic.  

 I put my arm around Thomas. “Come on,” I said. “Let’s get out of the cold 

and see if we can find something to eat.” 

 

 The wide-open foyer of the hotel was well-lit and we were immediately 

warm. The décor was a mix of old and darker tree-like wood, still gnarled in 

places, and polished contemporary pine wood. And everything was covered in 

sparkly green and red Christmas decorations. A huge Christmas tree with 

Santa and snowman shaped baubles stretched up to the ceiling by the check-
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in desk, and silver tinsel was wrapped around the large chandelier that hung 

above the broad staircase. Groups of people in brightly coloured ski jackets 

were also standing around talking, some still clutching their skis. 

 I kicked my shoes on the large bristly doormat to discard the snow and 

pulled my black suitcase over to the reception desk. The wheels clicked on the 

parquet flooring.  

The receptionist was a short dark skinned lady, whose long black hair 

hung in cornrows down her back. She was wearing a black waistcoat over a 

white blouse with a golden name tag that read ‘Tamika.’ She smiled when we 

approached, and I put down the printouts with the booking information and 

our passports on the mahogany countertop. 

We checked-in with minimum difficulty, but I kept my eye on Thomas. 

He had gone silent and appeared to be studying everyone and everything in the 

foyer. 

 The receptionist handed over our room keys. “How do we get to our 

room?” I asked. 

 Tamika pointed under an archway that led into a hallway with a long 

green carpet. “There’s an elevator through there that will take you to the 

second floor.” 

 “Brilliant,” I replied and picked up the handle to my case. 

 She smirked and returned to her computer. “You’re welcome.” 

 “Oh,” I said, remembering. “Has a Robert Myers checked-in or left me 

any messages.” 
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 “Let me check,” she said, tapping some keys at her keyboard. “Oh, yes,” 

she read the screen. “He just wanted you to know he’s in room 215. That’s just 

down the hallway from you.” 

 I nodded. “Great, thanks.” 

 Thomas followed me through the archway and towards the lift, although 

it took him a moment to pull his gaze from Tamika’s chin. “There’s a bar on the 

other side,” he said. “And I think I caught the scent of burgers.” 

 I hit the lift button. “Burgers?” I considered. “Yeah, I could eat a good 

burger.” 

 “What room are we in?” 

 The doors opened and we stepped into the lift. “2-2-2,” I said. “Easy to 

remember.” 

 Thomas screwed up his face. The doors closed. “What’s wrong?” I asked, 

wondering if he was in pain. 

 “Aw,” he said, “that’s just one less than a prime number.” 

 

 The room was bigger than I expected and had two king sized beds with 

identical maroon and red bedding. I wheeled my case passed a huge flatscreen 

TV sitting on a dresser and tossed all of my bags onto the bed farthest from the 

door. There was a small dining area towards the back with a small table and 

four chairs, and a glass sliding door led onto a balcony. 

 I turned to Thomas, grinning. “We have a balcony, look!” 

 Thomas had his elbow up and was doing something to the door.  
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 I frowned and stepped closer. “What the hell?” I exclaimed, noting a 

small screwdriver in his hand. The tip of Thomas’ tongue was clamped in his 

teeth and his wrist rotated back and forth. 

 “I don’t want anyone to know where we are,” he said, and he pulled a 

screw out from the door and put it in his pocket. The first ‘2’ fell upside down 

and Thomas worked to remove the remaining screw. 

 “We haven’t been here five minutes, and you’re already vandalizing the 

place.” 

 The final screw came out and he pocketed it along with the number. 

Thomas closed and locked the door. “Vandalizing the place?” he scoffed. “Just 

ensuring our safety. Now people will get confused when they see our room 

number.” 

 I wanted to point out any number of the things wrong with his reasoning, 

but I let it go. “Why do you have a screwdriver?” I asked. “Did that pass 

through customs?” 

 Thomas tapped his nose. “It was in my suitcase.” 

 I rolled my eyes. “Look, I’m just going to shower and stick on some fresh 

clothes. Then we can go and get a beer and some food downstairs.” 

 I unlocked my case, flipped it open, and took out my tatty Nirvana t-

shirt, some boxers, and my military green cargo pants. Thomas stood 

examining the metal ‘2’ that he’d removed from the door. I frowned and headed 

into the bathroom opposite my bed.  
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The pleasant buzz of being on vacation had already drained away and 

been replaced with guilt and anxiety, although somebody needed to feel those 

things because Thomas certainly didn’t. 

 I threw my clothes down by the side of the shower, and glanced back out 

through the doorway. “Thomas?” 

 He looked up at my chin. 

 “Don’t do anything else while I’m in the shower. You know, things with 

tools.” 

 “What about my fingers?” he asked, sarcastic. “Can I use those?” 

 I tilted my head back. “What do you plan on doing with them?” 

 He replied with the lacklustre of a depressed teenager. “Un-packing,” he 

spat. 

 “That’s fine,” I considered, and closed the door. 

 

 When I stepped out of the bathroom, toweling my hair dry, I was greeted 

by a high pitched screech. My shoulders hunched and I dropped the towel. 

 Thomas, who had changed into some jeans, was fiddling with a small 

black device that was standing on his bedside table. He yanked the plug out, 

which fortunately had an international converter on the end, and the noise 

stopped. 

 I sat down on my bed opposite Thomas. “What are you doing?” 

 “I thought it might work, but it’s still broken.” 
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 “Is that your ocean noises thing?” He nodded, checking over the plug 

converter. “You brought it with you? Even though it doesn’t work?” 

 He wiped his forehead on his sleeve. “Thought it might.” 

 I stood up. “Come on, let’s go downstairs,” I said, sliding into my Doc 

Martens. I couldn’t handle anymore shenanigans until I had a full stomach and 

at least one pint of beer inside me. 

 Thomas stood, too, and put on his green puffer jacket.  

“You don’t need your coat, mate. We’ll be inside.” 

“Yeah, but just the sight of all that snow makes me feel cold.” 

“Fine,” I said, not wanting to argue. 

“Should we stop off and see Mr. Myers on the way down?” asked Thomas. 

 “Why?” I said, checking that I had the key in my pocket. 

 Thomas pulled the door open and stepped out into the hallway. “He 

might want to join us.” 

 “Ergh,” I whined. “Let’s wait. We’ve just got off the plane and we’re not 

due to meet him until Wednesday.” I closed the door and we headed down to 

the lift. “And besides, I’m not in the mood to talk about business right now.” 

 Thomas slid his hands into his trouser pockets. “Yeah, business sucks. 

Let’s go have a couple of beers instead.” 

 I noticed that Thomas was now in a good mood. There was a curious 

smile curling his lips and a glint in his eye as he gazed down at the green 

hallway carpet. I saw that he’d exchanged his boots for a pair of worn-out 

trainers. He nudged me, playfully with his elbow. I nudged him back. 
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 We laughed, and then out of the blue Thomas ran a few steps ahead of 

me and knocked on Myers’ door. I hurried to catch up with him, mortified, and 

saw that the door was already open ajar. Thomas swiftly moved behind me and 

rested his chin on my shoulder. 

 “Thomas?” I asked. “You did just knock, right? You didn’t open this 

door?” 

 I could tell by the movement of his chin on my shoulder that he was 

shaking his head. I stared at the numbers, 2-1-5, and listened in fear for any 

movement. The room remained silent. 

 “Okay,” I whispered. “Let’s just close the door and move swiftly 

downstairs.” 

 Thomas reached around me and pushed the door open. 

 I wanted to yell at Thomas. I really did. But all I could do was stand 

there, transfixed in the entryway to Mr. Myers’ vacant hotel room.  

 “Okay,” I said, calm. “Let’s just back away, and get out of here.” I stepped 

backwards to put Thomas’ arms out of reach of the door. 

 But it was then that I saw it. And Thomas saw it, too. A pair of feet 

sticking out between the two king-sized beds.  

 To my horror, Thomas marched around me, and walked straight over to 

the feet. He looked down between the two beds and then stepped towards the 

head end of the body. 
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 I inched forward towards the beds. Fear coursed down my spine and my 

blood had tuned to molten lead, slowing my steps. I gazed down and let out of a 

whimper. Thomas was checking the naked man’s pulse. 

 Thomas’ voice hit me from out of nowhere. “He’s dead.” 

  

The toilet in the bathroom then flushed. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

 

 In hindsight it may have been wiser to swiftly vacate the room, but my 

feet were paralyzed from the shock, and Thomas was still avidly trying to find a 

pulse, poking around in the dead Myers’ neck.  

The door to the bathroom opened and a woman dressed in all black 

leather was sliding on a pair of disposable blue plastic gloves. She was well-

toned and had long blonde hair, and her jaw looked like it could crunch 

walnuts. She caught sight of us and a flash of deliberation sparkled across her 

eyes. I should’ve been scared, but I was thinking the same thing that Thomas 

stood up and carelessly blurted out. 

 “How did you go to the toilet wearing that thing?” 

 With lightning speed the lady stepped forward and back fisted me in the 

face. I was immediately disoriented and struggled to get my arms up to protect 

myself from any further attack, but they were easily manipulated out of the 

way and the lady’s hand found its way into my neck and I buckled to the floor. 

 Through blurred eyes I saw Thomas leap towards the lady swinging 

something from out of his jacket pocket. 

 He had another pair of nunchuks!  

 I struggled to hold my head up and watch the drama unfold before me, 

but managed to catch sight of Thomas cracking her across the head as she fell 

backwards into the bathroom. Some men wearing the same attire as the 
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receptionist appeared in the doorway and rushed Thomas. Arms flailed and 

merged into a kaleidoscope of limbs. I heard one of the men scream, but I could 

no longer hold my head up. I didn’t even feel it hit the ground as I fell 

unconscious. 

 

 When I awoke the world was dark and gently rocking from side to side. 

Vague memories of a blonde lady washed over my mind’s eye, and I 

remembered being knocked to the floor. I jolted and attempted to sit up, but 

my head rebounded off something hard. I kicked out with my feet, and they too 

met solid resistance. I couldn’t straighten my legs. My body was curled in the 

fetal position. I felt something tied around my head, covering my eyes, and my 

first thought was to take a deep breathe to make sure nothing was covering my 

mouth. There wasn’t. 

 “Help!” I spluttered, trying to arrange my body into a good position to 

yell. “Help!” I bawled at the top of my lungs. 

 “It’s no use,” said a voice beside me. “I’ve been yelling for over half an 

hour. They just turn the music up.” 

 I squirmed towards the voice. “Thomas?” 

 “Yep. It’s me.” 

 I could feel his breathe on my face. “What happened?” I squeaked. 

“Where are we?” 

 He sighed. “In the back of a dark blue Nissan Maxima. I didn’t catch the 

year, they bundled me in too fast.”  
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 It suddenly hit me that the gentle rocking was the car speeding down a 

highway. “Oh my God, Thomas! What are we going to do?” I panicked, and 

kicked out again at the back of the seats. 

 “I’ve been thinking about it while you were sleeping, and…” 

 “Sleeping!?” I cut him off. “Somebody knocked me out!” 

 I felt Thomas’ hand on my shoulder. “It doesn’t matter, Matthew. Stay 

calm. Like I was saying, by my calculation there are only two people in the car 

with us. I don’t know where the others went, but I don’t think they followed 

us.” 

 My lips quivered and there were tears on my cheeks. I raised my voice. 

“What others? What happened?” 

 “Well, Blondy, who I believe is in the car with us, Kung Fu’d you in the 

neck and you immediately went down. I had recently tucked a pair of 

nunchuks inside my jacket after I had retrieved them from my case when you 

were in the shower.” 

 “You had another pair in your suitcase?” The bottom of the car jolted 

down and immediately sprang up and hit me in the side of the head. I saw 

stars again. 

 “Yes, for emergencies,” Thomas replied. 

 “Why do you even have nunchuks?” I asked, confused. 

 Thomas exhaled in exclamation and flecks of spit hit my face. “Because, 

they’re awesome! I’ve been practicing for about five years along with my Kung 
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Fu. Although, traditionally of course, nunchuks accompanied the Japanese 

arts.” 

 “Thomas,” I cut in, desperate. “I think you’re getting off track. I went 

down and then what?” 

 “When she hit you I felt this rush of rage like I’d never felt before. So, I 

flung out my ‘chucks and caught her in the head. I was trying to figure out if 

she was getting up again, but was grabbed from behind. I struggled and 

kicked, and managed to bite the guy’s arm who was holding me. He let go and I 

punched him in the nose. I think I broke it. But there were three others. I went 

for the one nearest me and tried to use him as a projectile into the others, but 

Blondy got up and punched me in the kidneys. I went down and a pillowcase 

was pulled over my head. Then they started kicking me until I stopped 

squirming.” 

 “Bledy hell, mate,” I said, impressed by his resilience. “Are you alright?” 

 “Just a bit sore.” 

 A police siren wailed outside the boot. It sounded like they were right 

behind us. For some stupid reason I yelled again, but our kidnappers pushed 

down the accelerator and the car roared forward.  

The noise was deafening. 

The car swayed violently and I slid into Thomas, and for only a few 

seconds the siren faded, but then it was back with us, right on our tail. I could 

hear the drivers yelling at each other, and wondered what on Earth could be so 

important that they had to argue in the middle of a police chase. 
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 Thomas shouted over the siren. “Can you move your hands?” 

 My arms were behind my back and I had assumed they were restrained. 

The warm and liberating sensation of hope buzzed through my body when I 

lifted them and I also realized my feet were free. “Yeah!” I shouted. “You?” 

 “I’m fine just cramped,” he replied. “Head is sore when they slammed the 

back of the car down on me.” 

 “We’re going to be alright, Thomas,” I said, confident now that I knew we 

were not bound up and the police were obviously on to our captors. 

 The car continued to roar down the road, and the rough swaying told me 

that they were weaving in and out of traffic with the police still at their heels. 

However, after a few more minutes the car jerked to the left and Thomas and I 

hit the roof of the trunk. 

 “Argh, fuck me!” I yelled, and was perched to cuss again when the 

bouncing continued and it was all I could do stop my head slamming into 

everything, including Thomas. 

 “I think we’ve left the road,” Thomas yelled. 

 The perpetual jerking of my neck was in agreement. “Thomas? I don’t 

hear the cops anymore. I think they may have lost them.” 

 There was a crunching and snapping noise now, outside the boot, and 

many stones were flying up to sting the paintwork.  

“Matthew, if we stop and that trunk opens, you must fight. And don’t 

stop until we’re free.” 
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 In spite of the circumstances, I felt estranged from Thomas. He was 

behaving so calm and collected. Still it was good advice, and I pushed myself to 

get psyched up and ready to fight. 

 The siren was back behind us. “Yes! They’re back!” I said, wedging my 

arm between my head and the roof of the boot. 

 The car then lost traction and slid dangerously out of control. I knew we 

had spun at least one full three-sixty. Our captors were screaming in the front 

seat. “Turn into the skid!” I heard the lady yell. The driver’s reply was muffled. 

 Without warning, a sharp force struck the right side of the car and I 

heard the metal crunch. Seconds later, the left side of the car hit something 

solid and Thomas sailed straight into me and our heads connected.  

  

The world went silent for a second time. 

 

 There was a dull radiating pain eclipsing my head when I awoke, and the 

epicenter was a throbbing sore spot on my forehead. I grumbled, and half 

wanted to go back to sleep. I knew something very bad had happened, and 

desperately wanted to entertain the child-like idea that if I closed my eyes and 

wished hard enough I could wake up in my chair at home. 

 Recent memories of the chase immediately assaulted my mind, and so I 

did a quick body check to see if I was okay, straightening my limbs and 

checking for mobility. Apart from having taken one hell of a beating, I just felt 

sore all over, and cold, really cold. 
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 “Thomas?” I said, staring into the darkness. “Thomas are you okay?” I 

croaked. I pulled the now loose piece of cloth from my eyes. 

 A deep groan cut through the silence. “My head really hurts from having 

collided into you, and I think I’ve been slipping in and out of consciousness, 

but otherwise I’m fine.” 

 A gust of cold air caught me across the face. “Is the boot open?” I asked, 

turning onto my back. I pressed my hands to the boot door and pushed. The 

metal screeched and gave way an inch. More cold air flooded into the boot 

space and I shivered, kicking the back of the seats. 

 Thomas squirmed in the dark. “Can you get your feet against the boot 

door?” he asked. 

 I pulled my knees up to my chest, but my feet would not rise up to the 

door. “No,” I said, “but I can put my hands against it.” 

 “Okay, push,” Thomas instructed, his voice strained. 

 We pushed hard together and the door creaked and crunched, but it 

didn’t want to budge. Thomas began to kick, and I wondered what kind of 

position he was in that allowed him that kind of flexibility. It worked, however, 

and the boot door flew up and remained open. The cold air swooped in and 

engulfed us both. I grabbed and rubbed my shoulders and looked straight up 

to see a beautiful starry night. 

 “Thank God for that!” said Thomas, relieved. “Let’s get out of this fucking 

car.” 
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 We were surrounded by pitch darkness, although the shapes of trees 

etched out of the night. Thomas rolled out of the boot straight onto the ground 

with a thud. 

 “Ice!” he yelled. “We’re on ice.” 

 My internal monologue felt like it was forcibly changing tracks. Robert 

Myers. Works for Daeva Pharmaceuticals. Is interested in buying our inhaler 

delivery system. And now he’s dead. Dead dead dead. And we’re going to freeze 

to death. 

 “They hit a tree on the left side. I think that’s why they stopped after the 

skid.” Thomas had pulled himself up to his feet and was edging around the 

vehicle. “The driver’s door is open.” 

 I sat up and looked around, wishing I’d put on more than just a t-shirt. 

“Where are the people who kidnapped us?” 

 “There’s no one in the car, Matthew. They must have fled.” 

I pulled myself out of the boot and immediately fell on my butt. “Ow, my 

arse!” I yelled, annoyed. “Fucking business trip.” I pulled myself up and turned 

on my heels. The tree had slammed into the back left passenger door.  

 “It looks like someone slammed into the car from the right,” said 

Thomas, who was now on the other side. I guess that was the police. They 

must’ve ploughed them into the tree.” 

 “Where are they now?” I wondered, feeling let-down. 

 “I have no idea.” 

 “Should we stay here?” 
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 Thomas yanked open the back right passenger door. “There’s a blanket 

in here and we’d be shielded from the cold.” 

 I strained my eyes to pick something out of the darkness, perhaps an 

artificial light indicative of human habitation, but there was nothing. The cold 

was biting into my arms and my shivering was now bordering on convulsions. 

 “Okay,” I said. “Let’s get in the car.” 

 I held onto the vehicle to guide myself around to the passenger door and 

ducked in onto the back seat. Thomas followed me in and slammed the door. 

He threw the blanket over us both and huddled up next to me. 

 “Jesus, Matthew,” he said. “You’re freezing.” 

 I didn’t have the wherewithal to reply. I used my last remaining strength 

to focus on a picture of my armchair, and I held onto it until morning. 
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CHAPTER NINE 

 

 On Tuesday morning I awoke in the back of an abandoned car, huddled 

up under a blanket with Thomas. A serious wedge was now jammed in between 

what should’ve been happening and what was happening. I tried to think of 

ways that we could pick up where we left off yesterday evening, but this was a 

futile idea. Too much had happened. 

 My body was stiff and sore, and the periphery of my body was still very 

aware at how cold it was outside. At least the sun was shining and it was 

bright out. 

 Thomas was asleep beside me, his head rising and falling on my chest. 

“Thomas?” I shook him. “Thomas, wake up.” 

 He lifted his head and then sat up with the blanket. He looked confused, 

and after a few seconds of deliberation “Oh,” was the only thing he said. 

  I sat up, too, wincing. “We have to get back to the hotel, even if it takes 

us all day,” I said. My burgeoning plan was simple. Get our stuff, get our 

passports, get back to England. 

 Thomas stole a glance at me and then climbed into the front seat, 

dropping the blanket behind him. 

 “What are you doing?” I asked, re-wrapping the blanket around my body. 

 Thomas ran his fingers through the door pockets and checked behind 

the blinds. “Let’s see what we can find before we leave the car,” he replied, 

reaching into the glove box.  
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 I nodded, “Good idea.” 

 “Box of cigarettes with a lighter inside,” listed Thomas, pocketing the 

box. “An Adam Lambert CD,” he continued, and tucked it inside his jacket. 

 “Why are you taking that?” I asked. 

 “I like him,” said Thomas. “After what these bastards have put us 

through, I’m having it.” 

 “Yeah, that’ll teach ‘em. Mess with us, we’ll take your driving music.” I 

glanced over the seat. “I don’t suppose the key is in the ignition?” 

 “No, I checked,” said Thomas. “Not much else, I’m afraid. Although, I did 

find a packet of peanuts in the passenger door.” 

 I rubbed my arms underneath the blanket. “Oh good, breakfast.” 

 “Let’s get going,” said Thomas. He opened the door and slid out of the 

car. I followed suit, and opened the right back passenger door.  

 We were in a dense wooded area on the edge of a large ice patch. It was 

hard to tell if we’d slid across a pond or just a really large puddle. The ground 

was covered in snow, and to the side of the huge ice patch, mud and sticks. 

 “I thought something was digging into my back in here yesterday.” 

 I got to my feet and shuffled around to the boot of the car. Thomas was 

holding up a red petrol can. “That was in here? Is there any in it?” 

 He shook the can and we heard it splash. 

 “Lucky we didn’t get covered in it yesterday.” I looked out over the ice 

and saw what had to be the dirt road we’d been on the evening before. “Look, 

Thomas,” I said, pointing. “I think we just have to get over there and follow the 
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road. That has to take us back to the main road. From there, hopefully some 

kind individual will take us to a police station and we can get this mess sorted 

out.” 

 Thomas didn’t answer. I looked behind me. “Thomas!” 

 He was dousing the entire car in petrol. 

 “What are you doing? Are you insane? Just leave it. We need to go!” 

 “I know,” he said, shaking out of the last few drops. “Just imagine the 

look on their faces when they come back and find their car covered in petrol. 

They’ll be so mad,” he grinned. 

 I shifted towards him keeping my heels on the ground. I grabbed his 

arm. “Let’s go. Now.” 

 “Okay,” he grumbled and followed me across the ice. After a few steps I 

heard the click click of a lighter. I spun around to see Thomas lighting up a 

cigarette.  

 “Oh, good,” I said, relieved. “I thought you were trying to light the car on 

fire.” 

 He dragged on the cigarette and I watched the embers pull in towards his 

red cracked lips. It made me feel like one, too, just for the warmth. Thomas 

looked up at me, and I saw that mischievous sparkle in his eyes. He took the 

cigarette between his fingers. “I am,” he smiled, and flicked his cigarette onto 

the car. 

 I watched in sheer horror as the white stick arced through the air and 

came down on the roof of the car. It sat there, burning on its own for a second, 
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and then blue flames rode over the paintwork and engulfed the entire car, 

which was quickly followed by red and orange flames exploding up into the air. 

The sudden intense heat knocked us both backwards and we fell onto the ice, 

kicking with our feet to put some distance between us and the car. 

 A hard crack sounded underneath us and a fracture line splintered 

across the surface of the white and blue ice. Thomas and I both jumped to our 

feet and ran, slipping and sliding towards the edge of the ice patch. I could no 

longer feel the heat from the car, but I did not want to end up soaked in ice 

cold water or stuck under a sheet of ice, drowning.  

The edge of the ice patch neared and I could hear Thomas laughing to 

himself like a demented little demon. I leapt up onto a mound of mud and 

stopped immediately for there was a large empty hole surrounded by broken 

concrete with short bent iron rods poking out. I stopped abruptly and held my 

arms out for balance, although it didn’t matter because Thomas ploughed 

straight into me and we both fell inside and were swallowed up by the ground. 

We slid and tumbled down a long dark passageway, which was facilitated 

by the ice covering the bottom of the tunnel. Thomas and I were wrapped 

around each other like a giant human ball, slamming into walls and falling ever 

deeper into the earth. Finally, I felt the floor of the tunnel give out beneath us, 

and we sailed through the air into a large puddle of water. 

The wind was knocked clean out of me. I groaned and stood up. “Are we 

dead yet?” I said. “Because, I’m ready.” 
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Thomas pulled himself up. “We’re in a sewer,” he said. “This is unreal. At 

least it’s not pitch black.” 

There was some light in the tunnel. Although my eyes needed time to 

adjust. “Unreal?” I said. “Why the fuck did you have to set that car on fire!” I 

yelled at the top of my lungs. “You keep doing things that land us in trouble. 

Why do you do that?” 

“We already spent the night in the car and took the Adam Lambert CD, 

the cigarettes, and the peanuts,” he said, casual. “What else was there to do?” 

“Oh, I don’t know. How about leave it alone!” I bawled. My throat felt like 

it was going to split open. 

“Well there’s no need to shout,” he replied, irritated.  

We stood in silence in the dark tunnel for a good couple of minutes, 

collecting our breath. There was a damp musty smell all around us, and the 

sound of water splashing in the distance. I honestly felt like I had to have died 

and gone to Hell.  

 A smooth and pleasant warm feeling slid over my shoulders. Thomas 

wrapped his coat over me. “I don’t need it,” he said. “I’m also wearing a wooly 

jumper.” 

 “Thanks, mate,” I said, losing all hostility. 

 “I don’t think we can go back the way we came,” said Thomas. 

 “Why not?” 

 “Look.” 
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 I turned and saw that the ledge we had fallen over was about ten feet 

above us, and five feet above that was the ceiling. The walls all around were 

made of brick, and looked eerily green in the dimmed light. Behind us was a 

solid wall and the only way was forward. 

 Thomas put his arm around my shoulders. “Let’s head down the tunnel 

and see where we come out. I think there’s a walkway to the left, that should 

keep us out of the water.” 

 We shuffled over to the wall and moved towards the sound of the 

splashing. “Here,” said Thomas, handing me the peanuts. “Have some 

breakfast.” 

 I pulled open the bag and poured some peanuts into my mouth. They 

were so salty and good. I handed the bag back to Thomas and he did the same. 

 “Okay,” I said, crunching. “We get out of here, get back to the hotel, get 

our passports, and leave. If we can get out of here soon, I’m sure we could even 

catch a plane tonight.” 

 Thomas handed back the peanuts. “Don’t you want to speak to the 

police?” 

 “I’m sure they’re already onto it,” I said. “I mean, they were chasing our 

kidnappers. They must know something.” The truth was I didn’t want to 

contact the police, in case they wanted us to stick around, or worse, put us in 

holding cells in between questioning.  

 “Why do you reckon Myers’ was murdered?” Thomas asked. He took his 

arm from my shoulder and slid his hands into his pockets. We rounded a bend 
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in the tunnel and small weak beams of sunlight shone through cracks in the 

roof. 

 “Oh, bledy hell he was murdered, wasn’t he?” I whined. As fast as I tried 

to put up walls to protect myself from reality, the faster they came crashing 

down. “I don’t know,” I continued. “Maybe he just got in with a bad crowd? 

Owed them money or something.” 

 “Maybe Julie was his estranged ex-wife and Myers was trying to cut her 

out of his will. When she found out, he tried to murder her but she got away 

and trained to become an assassin so that she could one day return in a 

blazing act of vengeance. And of course to obtain some much needed closure.” 

 “Thomas? Are you feeling alright? You didn’t lose any blood did you?” 

 “No, I don’t think so.” 

 “Then who the bledy hell is Julie?” 

 “Blondy.” 

 I shook my head. “Let’s not lose track of reality,” I said, feeling mildly 

hypocritical. “We might need the facts if we are ever questioned.” 

 Thomas kicked a large stone from the walkway into the shallow stream. 

“I suppose,” he mumbled, disappointed. “Do you reckon the hit had anything to 

do with the fact that he worked for a drug company?” 

 “It’s possible,” I considered. “But who would want to knock-off a sales 

rep?”  

More light entered the tunnel from up ahead. Thomas raised his arm to 

shield his eyes. “I would want to kill anyone involved in trying to make an 
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inhaler containing an antipsychotic. The idea is absolutely preposterous to 

shove that in somebody’s mouth and spray it down their throats.” 

 “Thomas,” I squinted. “You do know that we are involved in making this 

inhaler, right? I mean, I share your sympathy, but as long as it’s used 

responsibly, I can’t see a problem.” 

 “I’m not involved in making this stupid inhaler,” Thomas sniffed. “I only 

came here to accompany you.” 

 I stopped walking. “What? You only came to accompany me? You had no 

interest in the business deal?” 

 “None whatsoever.” 

 Laughter erupted from deep within my soul and I laughed the laugh of 

the Damned. It hurt my bruised and battered body, but it felt so good. Thomas 

grinned, curious, putting his hand on my shoulder as I keeled over. “What’s so 

funny?” he chuckled. 

 I placed my hands on my knees for balance. “It’s just, you came on a 

business trip that you have no interest in and are even opposed to, just to 

accompany me. Yet in the last twelve hours you’ve nunchucked somebody in 

the head, got into a fight with multiple guys, and blown up a car.” 

 I laughed even harder and buckled to my knees. “Oh, mate,” I wiped my 

eyes. “You’re off the fucking chain!” 

 Thomas clasped onto my elbow with both hands and hoisted me to my 

feet. “Come on,” he grinned. “Our stomachs aren’t going to fill themselves.” 
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 Thomas and I continued to walk and stumble through the sewer tunnel 

hoping that an opening would present itself. We passed over a small footbridge 

and the splashing turned out to be a large pipe that fed into the stream that 

ran under the bridge. After a few more minutes we came across a shiny steel 

ladder mounted on the wall. It led straight up to a manhole cover that Thomas 

lifted aside, and we both climbed out onto the snow-covered ground, bruised 

and battered, and ready to get back to civilization. 
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CHAPTER TEN 

 The manhole cover was a few feet from a small two-way road, a road that 

was lined on both sides by quaint wooden buildings with pointed roofs. Snow 

was piled up on both sides of the street and sat heavy and cozy within the 

branches of the many fir trees surrounding around us. Mountains ran along 

the horizon in the distance, vanishing up into the clouds. I would’ve found it 

beautiful if I hadn’t begun to fear my fingers would freeze and snap off. 

 “Well, this is lovely,” observed Thomas, standing with his hands on his 

hips, surveying the road. “It’s like we’ve passed through a magical and mystical 

sewer tunnel and been transported back in time to the good ol’ days.” 

 I had no response except to exhale a cloud of very cold breath. A loud 

mechanical grinding noise grew louder from our left, mixed in with the sound 

of moving ice and slush. We turned our heads and saw a large red snow plough 

push down the street, its plough angled so the snow fell to the side of the road. 

 “Oh,” said Thomas. “There goes my time travel theory. It is a beautiful 

little village, though, out in the snowy mountains.” 

 I slid the manhole cover back into place, and we stepped away from the 

sewer entrance, and headed down to the pavement by the road. “Do you have 

any money?” I asked, patting down my trouser pockets. My wallet was still in 

there. 

 Thomas lifted up his jumper and t-shirt to show a travel pack strapped 

tight around his waist. He tapped it with his hand. “In here, mate.” 
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 “Good, good,” I said, spotting a shop that had just what I wanted. “Let’s 

just go in there and get some clean dry clothes.”  

 

A few minutes later we emerged from the store looking like official 

mascots for the town; everything we bought had the name Redstone 

emblazoned in red somewhere on it. After purchasing the clothes, which were 

mostly fitness clothes, we had changed into them in the dressing rooms. While 

dressing, I had noticed the bruises lining my body in the mirror, trailing down 

my ribcage like the tattoo of a footpath. I think I had been too cold to feel them 

at first. There was also a large bump on my forehead where Thomas had 

collided into me in the boot of the car. I pressed around it and massaged the 

swelling with my fingertips. It was going to be there for a while. I couldn’t tell if 

anything was wrong with Thomas. He appeared to be having the time of his life. 

Thomas slid his hands into his pockets and glanced around the town like 

it was a theme park. “What are we going to do now, then?” 

“Food,” I said. “The cashier in there said there’s a place down the road 

called the Miners Café.” 

“Lead the way,” said Thomas, locking his arm with mine. We crunched 

on through the snow down the mostly empty street. The snow plough was 

heading back in our direction. 

“How badly beaten up are you?” I asked.  

“A few aches and pains, but nothing too serious. My head hurts the most 

from head butting you and having the car boot slammed down on top of it. But 
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just bumps, no broken skin or loss of blood.” Thomas waved to the plough 

driver. “I wonder if he’ll let me have a go,” he said, his gaze following the plough 

down the road. 

I pulled hard on his arm. “No, Thomas. Not right now.” 

“Oh, okay,” he smiled, his tone playful. 

In spite of the cold, I found the rage, anger, and fear that had been slow 

roasting my heart over the last twelve hours was easing. Thomas pointed to a 

large cream coloured building with a red trim and electronic yellow icicles 

lining the windows. The wooden sign sticking out of the ground in front was 

half covered in snow so that we could only see ‘Café’ in red lettering. “Is that 

it?”  

I looked through one of the large downstairs windows and saw a couple 

of workers in white shirts and red waistcoats, standing behind a glistening bar. 

One of the workers was wrapping tinsel around a small Christmas tree. “Yeah, 

it has to be.” 

 Thomas let go of my arm and ran up to the sign. The hidden lettering 

was driving him crazy. He brushed away the snow. “Yep, Miners Café, look.” 

“Now that we’ve confirmed it,” I smiled, “how about we go and order a 

meal?” 

Thomas ran towards the door, kicking up the powdery white snow. My 

heart danced irregular in my chest, and I was simultaneously reminded of 

being a child and what it was to be in love with the world.  
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The waitress, a lady in her late thirties with long mahogany hair, placed 

the beers down on our small table by the window. “Here are your drinks,” she 

smiled, “and your food will be out shortly.” 

Thomas watched her lower the silver serving tray to her side and followed 

her hips into the kitchen. “Does she remind you of Wonder Woman?” 

“Yeah, in the sense that she is a woman,” I replied, sipping my beer. “Oh, 

this is good.” 

Thomas lifted up his own glass and supped off the top. He nodded, 

“Yeah, it is. What did she say it was, Vixnu?” 

I nodded and glanced out the window. Snow had started to fall again. 

“Funny name, isn’t it?” 

“If you had your own beer, what would you call it?” 

I held up my glass and studied a small stream of bubbles working their 

way to the surface. “Probably just Matthew’s Beer.” 

Thomas leaned back in his chair and squinted at me across the table. 

“Matthew’s Beer? No offence, mate, but that’s well crap.” 

I laughed. “Yeah, I can probably do better than that.” 

There were two other couples in the restaurant with us, sitting at their 

own tables. I noticed they had removed their jackets and placed them over the 

backs of the chairs. I did the same thing with Thomas’ green puffer jacket and 

instantly felt less confined and stuffy. Thomas had a gray sweat top over his 

white woolen jumper, but didn’t seem in a hurry to take it off. I stretched my 

legs out underneath the table. 
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Thomas leaned down on his elbows. “This feels weird, doesn’t it?” he 

asked, watching the snow. “Usually we’re at work on a Tuesday, carrying the 

weight of routine and boredom on our shoulders. And now here we are,” he 

shifted his gaze and our eyes met for the first time. “Drinking beer in this 

beautiful little village in Colorado.”  

“Thomas,” I said, shaky. “You just looked me in the eyes.” 

In quick succession his eyes flicked back to mine and then escaped out 

through the window. “Is that a problem?” 

I shook my head and laughed. “No, it’s not a problem. I’m just surprised. 

I’m so used to you staring at my chin.” 

Thomas frowned and took two long gulps of his beer. “I usually don’t like 

looking people in the eyes,” he said, putting his drink down. “The eyes are 

usually so busy and hostile. Like people are forcing their way in to quiz my 

brain. I usually find it quite invasive.” He laughed. “I wish there were teeth in 

my eye balls so when people try to throw their gazes in, I could just bite them.” 

Thomas snarled and gnashed his teeth. 

I laughed out loud and quickly covered my mouth for fear of 

embarrassment. 

“So, just to clarify,” said Thomas. “What is our plan now?” 

I groaned. “I don’t know.” The truth was I was starting to have fun, and 

we no longer had a business meeting to attend. “What do you think we should 

do?” 

“Finish our beers and then order another one.” 
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“About the kidnapping,” I pushed. “And Mr. Myers.” 

Thomas sighed. “It’s such an inconvenience, isn’t it? We were assaulted 

and that makes us victims. Shouldn’t that automatically mean we get left 

alone?” 

I sipped my beer. “You want to be left alone?” 

“Well, yeah. Don’t you? I don’t want the hassle of making a police report 

and having to recount what has happened to me in the last twelve hours. I 

keep mulling it over now and the details keep changing.” 

“What do you mean the details keep changing?” 

Thomas leaned back and gestured with his right hand. “It’s like my brain 

is editing film to make it more entertaining. Adding a soundtrack and splicing 

in alternate scenes and characters. By the time I talk to the police there’ll be 

snow mobiles, Alaskan timber wolves, bazookas, cocaine, and prostitutes.” 

I sprayed beer on the table at the mention of prostitutes. I dabbed at it 

with my napkin. “Why would you do that?” 

He folded his arms. “It’s what I do, can’t change it.” 

“Why not?” 

Thomas exhaled through his nose, impatient. “When you need to pee, 

can you change that? Make your body so it doesn’t need to do it anymore? I 

mean, sure, you can hold it, but can you make the need vanish?” 

I rolled my eyes. “No, but’s it hardly the same thing, is it? A bladder 

filling up with urine is not comparable in any way to the recollection of 

memories.” 
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Thomas’ eyes, which were now comfortable looking into my own, pierced 

deep into me. “Are you qualified to make that statement? Are you a 

neuroscientist?” 

The waitress brought over our burger and fries. “Here you go,” she said, 

her voice soft and kind. “Would you like another beer?” 

Thomas smiled, “Yes please. Another one of these would be lovely.” 

“Sure,” the waitress chuckled. She turned to me. “And you?” 

“Why not?” I replied. Thomas was in one of his moods and so more beer 

was probably a good idea. The waitress returned to the bar that was lined with 

gold and silver tinsel. 

“Okay,” I continued. “So your issues with blending reality and 

imagination aside, you don’t think we should call the police?” 

Thomas finished his beer and slammed the glass down. “Why do you 

keep asking me? What do you think?”  

“I just want to get your input so I’m not making a unilateral decision. I, 

too, don’t want to call the police.” 

“And what’s your reasoning, o wise one?” 

“I’m worried that we would be detained and wouldn’t be able to return 

home. I’m willing to overlook the kidnapping in favor of getting home, actually. 

I don’t want to press charges. And it’s not like we have any information on why 

Myers was killed.” 

“Except that it was probably Julie and her associates.” 

I exclaimed, frustrated. “We don’t know her name is Julie!”  
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“The ball is already rolling, Matthew. I can’t stop it.” 

I ignored him. “But we do know she had to have been involved. Does that 

make us witnesses?” 

Thomas’ eyes opened wide and he rolled his head. “We weren’t 

witnesses,” he said, incredulous. “We didn’t witness the murder. If he was 

murdered. Granted, I couldn’t find a pulse, but maybe I was doing it wrong.” 

Thomas cackled, thoroughly amused. “I mean, what do I know about checking 

a pulse?” 

I closed my eyes to recapture looking down at the still, naked man. There 

was little doubt in my mind he had been dead when we found him.  

The waitress approached with the two tall beers, bent down at the knee, 

and placed them down on the table. “Two Vixnus,” she said, before noticing our 

untouched food. “Is the food okay?” 

“I’m sure it’s great,” I replied. “We were just chatting.” 

“Okay, well let me know if you need anything,” she said, and retreated to 

the bar. 

Thomas picked up the ketchup bottle and doused his fries. “If you don’t 

want to talk to the police, then how much longer do you want to stay here?” 

“Our return flights aren’t until Friday. So, why don’t we try and get a taxi 

back to our hotel in Aspen, do some skiing, and do our best to forget about 

everything else.” 

The snow had picked up outside, flowing through the air like a vertical 

river, swirling and foreboding.  
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I picked up my burger with both hands and took a huge bite. I closed my 

eyes, and for a few brief seconds when the juicy burger hit my tongue, time and 

space vanished in an explosion of flavor. My desire to talk immediately ceased, 

and I kept my eyes closed to be alone with my food. I had no desire to go 

anywhere.  

Anywhere at all.  
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

 When I paid for our meal using the company credit card, our waitress 

studied the blizzard raging outside and asked us where we were heading. I told 

her we needed to get back to Aspen and we currently did not have 

transportation. Without questioning any further she recommended that we 

take a room at the Sleeping Bears B&B because of the bad weather, which was 

almost next door to the café. I agreed, and thought the chance to relax in a 

hotel room, watch some TV, and maybe even take a nap sounded perfect.  

So, we paid up, and to our surprise the waitress put on her coat, and 

gave us both a ride in her car, even though it was only about twenty feet down 

the road. Once inside, the waitress spoke briefly to her friends who worked at 

the Bed and Breakfast, bade us goodbye, and Thomas hugged her to thank her 

for her kindness. 

The building was smaller than our hotel in Aspen, and was decorated 

like it belonged to an elderly couple – vases, lace doylies, porcelain cats, 

antique furniture, and the smell of something that wouldn’t have been out of 

place coming from a tank engine. A large Christmas tree with flashing red, 

blue, and green lights stood next to a small white piano in a small alcove next 

to the foyer. 

A man named Chester, wearing a red chequered shirt, and with scruffy 

brown hair and a bushy mustache, checked us in and gave us our room key. 

The only room he had available was one with a queen sized bed, but we didn’t 

want to make any fuss and Thomas and I agreed that it would be fine. 
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We ascended a narrow staircase covered with a soft seaweed green 

carpet, and found our room at the end of a narrow creaky hallway. 

 I glanced over my shoulder. “Don’t touch the numbers on the outside of 

this door,” I said, and pushed the key into the lock. 

 Thomas shook his head and sighed. “I won’t.”  

 The old bronze door lock was a little sticky and required a jiggle of the 

tiny golden key before it clicked open. The room was cozy and reminded me of a 

place I stayed in Paris one summer; there was an ornate dresser with an old 

box-like TV opposite the silver wire-framed bed, and there was an ensuite 

bathroom by the large window at the back. Two landscapes hung on the walls, 

both featuring trees and woodland critters, and a long mirror in a wooden 

frame was mounted on the wall next to the TV. 

The window was covered with a single lace curtain. I pulled it aside and 

watched the snow blitzing down into the back garden, and the woods behind 

the split-rail fence. 

 “I’ve never seen snow like this before,” said Thomas, lying down on the 

bed. He clicked on the TV using the remote on the bedside table and then 

folded his arms underneath his head. 

 I joined him. “Yeah, this is crazy.” Thomas flicked through the channels. 

“You know, as we’re going to be here a while,” I said, yawning. “I think I’m 

going to take a nap.” 

 “Me too, I think,” said Thomas. “Just going to watch a bit of American 

TV. See if it differs much from our TV.” 
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 I closed my eyes and chuckled inside my head. If Thomas was about to 

engage in another one of his compare and contrast analyses, he was never 

going to sleep anytime soon. I, however, was overcome by tiredness, and the 

soft mattress underneath my back felt amazing. It would’ve been rude to the 

bed not take a nap. With thoughts of the delicious burger I had recently eaten, 

I fell fast asleep. 

 

 Towards the end of an intense anxiety dream, I had to pee and there was 

an obnoxious fly buzzing around my head. I don’t remember if I started to bat 

at the fly with my hand in the dream, but in reality my hand came into contact 

with something solid and I awoke with a start to see what looked like a bald 

transvestite clown, staring me in the face. 

 I screamed and leapt off the bad. 

 “Who the hell are you!?” I yelled, backing towards the curtains. 

 “Calm down, Matthew. It’s me.” 

 Thomas’ voice floated calmly out of the painted face. He was holding a 

black object in his right hand. “What’s that?” I pointed, immediately realizing it 

was a hair clipper. My heart stopped, and I knew the truth before my hand 

came down on my head and felt the tickle of stubble. 

 I inhaled steadily through my nose and my nostrils flared. An explosive 

rage swirled around my organs, spiraling, waiting to come up and out of my 

mouth in a blaze of fire. My velvety brown hair was discarded on the bed, 

impotent and sad.  



94 
 

 “Why,” I asked slowly, “have you shaved our heads and put on makeup?” 

I clenched my fists to control the anger. 

 Thomas turned on the television with the remote and sat back on his 

pillows. “It was on the news about an hour ago. We’re wanted for questioning.” 

A lead weight dropped down my oesophagus and into my stomach. I 

etched forward and sat opposite Thomas. “What?” 

“There were drawings of us on the local news. The body of Myers was 

found in the hotel, the police have rounded up most of the people involved, 

except for Julie. Her real name is Melissa Cogdill. They showed a photo of her, 

and then drawings of us. They were actually quite good.” 

My heart was ten beats shy of jumping out of my chest. “What did they 

say about us?” 

“That we’re wanted for questioning. Hang on, they might play it again in 

a minute.” 

I stood up and massaged my forehead. “And why did you put make up on 

your face? That just makes you stand out.” 

“I’m not the only one.” 

“What do you mean?” 

Thomas pointed to the mirror. I resembled a cast member from the Rocky 

Horror Picture Show. 

“Oh, well this is just brilliant, Thomas. We entered this place with hair 

and no makeup, and so when we check out as a couple of skinhead circus 

clowns that won’t arouse any suspicion at all.” 
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Thomas stood from the bed. “I saw the need for some action, Matthew, 

and I took it. What did you do?” he said, waving his arms. “You were just 

napping.” 

I confronted him and could see his eyes twitching within the blue eye 

shadow. “Just napping? You could’ve just woken me up and calmly informed 

me what was on the news, and then we could’ve talked about it together. 

Instead you left the room and went to purchase a hair clipper and some face 

paint.” 

Thomas huffed. “It’s called make-up, Matthew, and it was expensive.” He 

turned on his heels, walked towards the door, and then spun around to 

approach me again. He flung his arms up into the air. “This whole trip has just 

been a flipping disaster.” 

“Why did you even leave the room? I mean, look at the snow.” I turned to 

the window and it was no longer snowing. “How long was I asleep?” 

Thomas picked up the TV remote. “I don’t know,” he said, irritated. “Two 

hours? Three?” He scrolled through the channels. His jaw was pushed forward 

into a militant scowl, and his ruby red lips, delightfully over-accentuated with 

the terrible application of the lipstick, were pressed tight together. I realized 

with all the effort he had gone to, he had genuinely wanted to help. 

I lowered my voice and put my hand on his shoulder. “We have to wash 

this off, Thomas.” 

I entered the bathroom, peed, and then filled the sink with warm soapy 

water. It took about five minutes of solid scrubbing but I finally managed to 
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remove all of the make-up. It was actually quite impressive that he’d managed 

to do it without waking me. I toweled my face dry and felt the back of my head. 

There was still a strip of hair at the very back. 

Thomas entered the bathroom and brushed passed behind me. “I’m 

sorry,” he said. “I’m just trying to be pro-active and helpful.” 

“I know you are,” I said, tucking the towel back on the rack.  

“Just soap and water?” 

“Yeah, that’ll do it.” I stroked the back of his shaved head. “Hey, once 

you’ve washed your face, we’ll figure out what to do.” 

 

Thomas joined me on the bed a few minutes later. The sky outside 

appeared to be clouding over again, and I wondered if we were in for another 

snow storm. I turned the TV off after a few minutes of trying to find us on the 

news. I was curious to know why we were wanted for questioning. It had to be 

that they noticed we were missing and wanted to see if that was in any way 

connected to the murder. 

I turned on my side to face Thomas and propped myself up on my arm. 

He was lying on his back, now clean and rosy faced, staring up at the ceiling 

with his hands drawn together on his stomach. “We need to get back to Aspen,” 

I said. “And call the police.” 

Thomas remained silent, although his chest deflated like an angry 

balloon. “We might be able to help,” I continued. “We have information they can 
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use. And what if somebody is looking for us, like a rescue team? They’d just be 

wasting their time and resources.” 

“I doubt there would be a rescue team this early on. They don’t even 

know we were kidnapped. They just know that we’re not in the hotel anymore, 

and we were a few doors down from the crime scene. And it seems like they’re 

already suspicious of Julie and her gang.” 

I nodded. “You’re probably right. But it is unsettling that we’ve made the 

news and we know the police want to question us.” 

Thomas flopped his arm over his eyes. “I don’t want to go back.” 

I shared his sentiment, and I was eager to get back to London and end 

this tragedy of a business trip. I placed my hand on the side of Thomas’ head 

and stroked the stubble with my thumb. “I know mate, me neither.” 

“I don’t want to go back to Aspen, and I don’t want to go back to 

England,” he continued in a determined whine. 

This took me by surprise. “You don’t want to go home?” 

He shook his head. “I’ve been having a lot of fun. I don’t want it to end.” 

Thomas reached out with his hand and took hold of my own. His touch was 

soft but firm. I squeezed back. “It’s certainly been crazy,” I said. I wanted to say 

more but a cold paralytic surge disabled my voice box. 

 I played over the events is my mind: The preparation, the flight, and 

traveling to the hotel; all perfectly sane. Then the kidnapping and being 

abandoned in a car and almost freezing to death. My plan had been to handle 
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everything as rationally and calmly as possible and then vent when I got home 

with Rachel over a pint.  

I closed my eyes tight and felt heavy bursts of emotion exploding within 

my brain like cluster bombs ripping through the tissue. 

Thomas squeezed my hand again. A tender wave of sensitivity swept 

through my throat, and I felt tears pushing at my ducts, gentle and calm, 

priming for activity. I slid out the arm propping me up on the bed and used my 

thumb and forefinger to press gingerly against my eyes, and tried to hold back 

the fractures that were compelling me to fall apart like a cheap vase. 

I rolled onto my back, embarrassed, and tried to gain control of my 

breathing. With the exception of my connection to Thomas, my body felt like a 

piece of wet spaghetti in a centrifuge. Thomas shifted on the bed, but he kept 

hold of my hand. The sensation of his breath on my neck stiffened my body 

and helped tether my rapidly deteriorating sanity. 

“Let it go, Matthew,” whispered Thomas, and he kissed me on the cheek. 

I pulled my finger and thumb from my eyes and rolled back onto my side so 

that our faces, our lips, were almost touching. Thomas’ hazel eyes looked 

straight into mine, kind and forgiving, and when his hand slid over and down 

my side to my hip, the crushing weight of the world lifted from between my 

temples.  

I held his hand to my waist and closed my eyes. As he consumed my 

personal space and my immediate thoughts, the last ounce of stress released 

its grip and I fell forwards onto his mouth, and we kissed in an explosion of ice 
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and fire. The touch catapulted Thomas’ life force through my body, through my 

bones, in healing jolts of fierce and overpowering sexual energy. I felt drawn to 

him, delightfully powerless yet liberated, ensnared by the touch of the 

mischievous genie. 

I opened my eyes to see if it was really happening and saw that Thomas’ 

eyes were closed. I let go of his hand on my hip and held his face, feeling his 

ear flick through the gap in my fingers. He writhed closer and pushed his 

tongue through into my mouth. I moaned and let go of his face so I could slide 

my hand over his body and pull him in tighter. 

Our groins came together, hard against hard, vibrating to the same 

frequency. I leaned back and grabbed my sweater and t-shirt together in one 

fistful, and yanked them both off and over my head and tossed them on the 

floor. Thomas’ hand came down on my stomach and smoothed up to my chest, 

his fingers closing and tugging gently on my chest hair.  

I held his hand to my heart and rolled over on top of him. He grabbed at 

the hem of his t-shirt and slid it up and off his body. I planted kisses on his 

chest, and scaled the contours of his muscles with the tip of my tongue. There 

was no thought, only action, and I laughed in pleasure, watching him smile 

and writhe beneath me.  

Thomas’ hands came down on the waistband of my trousers, and he slid 

his fingers down and in, pulling them down an inch. I lowered myself and 

kissed him, lifting up my hips so he could push my underwear down, passed 

my buttocks. My penis was free and he grabbed it in one hand and cupped my 



100 
 

balls with the other. I stopped kissing immediately and pressed my face down 

against his, moaning down the length of his cheek. His fingers pressed 

underneath my scrotum and with his other hand he pinched and tugged at the 

tip of my penis. My eyes flew open wide and my spirit soared.  

I fell to the side and watched Thomas pull off his boxer shorts. He started 

to remove his socks, but I impulsively demanded that he keep them on. He 

chuckled and swung his leg over me. Our groins came together in a magic 

embrace and I felt the warm velveteen skin of Thomas’ scrotum eclipse my own, 

our penises pressing tight together, craving release. Our hands interlocked, as 

did our lips, while our hips danced and pushed to the same rhythm. 

 

Outside, the snow fell hard and soft to the beat of our love. 

  



101 
 

CHAPTER TWELVE 

 

 Thomas and I showered together after we made love. I was still in a 

dream-like haze, which felt reinforced by the steam in the shower. The snow 

was getting so crazy outside that I didn’t even know if we’d be able to check-out 

anytime soon. Not that I was in any hurry to leave. 

 “If the snow is really bad,” said Thomas, lathering soap over his chest, 

“our arrival in Aspen would understandably be delayed, wouldn’t it?” 

 I squirted some shampoo from the little complimentary bottle onto my 

hand and attempted to massage it into my hair, only to graze the stubble. 

 “So if we did talk to the police on Thursday or Friday,” Thomas 

continued, “it would be understandable that we were stuck in Redstone?” 

 “I suppose,” I replied. “Do you want to talk to the police now?” 

 After a brief pause he replied, “I don’t know. But I do know that I would 

like to use the remainder of today, tomorrow, and most of Thursday staying 

away from Aspen.” 

 “I don’t have a problem with that,” I said, rubbing some shampoo into my 

matted pubic hair. 

 “I don’t really want to talk to the police, but I will if I have to,” said 

Thomas. “Are you done with the water?” 

 I rinsed the last remaining soap from my body. “Yeah, sure.” 
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 Thomas turned the shower off and pulled the shower curtain aside. “I 

still don’t want to go back,” he said, stepping over the side of the bath onto a 

towel. “I don’t want the return of normal.” 

 “Thomas,” I smiled. “We just had sex. There is no return of normal.” 

 The corner of his mouth pulled up into a weak smile and he turned his 

shoulder to me. My stomach sank and I knew Thomas was unsure of how our 

relationship would now proceed. But I didn’t know either, and I felt it would be 

better to see how things just played out. If a foundation was forming, I felt 

talking would only dilute the cement. 

 We dried off, slipped on our underwear and went to sit on the bed. 

Thomas ordered some pizza and a bottle of soda over the phone and then 

turned on the TV. 

 I found a cop show and put down the remote.  

Thomas leaned back on the pillows and knitted his fingers across his 

waist. “Do you ever get mad at work?”  

I chuckled. “Of course. Who doesn’t?” 

“Sometimes, I get so mad that I start to get paranoid I’m writing my 

stream of consciousness into work e-mails and memos.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Like. Okay. You know when Graham keeps talking about all the women 

he pulled at the clubs on Friday nights?” 

Graham worked in accounts and I often had to chat with him over the 

budget for various projects. He was in his late thirties, always had a neck 
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beard going on, and his physique closely resembled that of a light bulb. 

Graham was funny from time to time, but he reeked of loneliness and tried to 

make up for it by bragging about alleged sexual conquests. 

“Yeah, yeah. You just have to tune him out.” 

“Well, I might be writing him an e-mail, and in my head it’ll go something 

like this. ‘Graham, have you had time to take a look at the Milligram budget?  

It’s just that you’re a worm-like cretin and a poor excuse for a human being, 

and the company would now like to see monthly fiscal projections, and every 

time I listen to you I want to smash a full pot of hot coffee over your head. 

Looking forward to hearing from you. Thomas.’” 

“Oh, mate,” I laughed. “That’s brutal.” 

“But don’t you see? Sometimes he winds me up so bad that I’m worried 

I’ll lose my filter for writing professional e-mails.” 

“He is annoying, I’ll give you that. But some people wonder about you. I 

mean, you’re not Mr. Social, exactly, are you?” 

Thomas’ nostrils flared. “No, I’m not social,” he admitted. “I’m not 

antisocial, though, either. I’m a-social. Neutral. Switzerland. I’ll trade a 

monosyllabic greeting for a monosyllabic response. That’s all that’s needed to 

maintain a cordial work environment.” 

“Unless somebody asks you a question?” 

Thomas nodded. “I hate it when they do that. I feel like a fish on a hook.” 

“Can’t you pretend that Graham is a character in a game that you just 

have to treat a certain way to achieve the objectives?” 
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“I try,” said Thomas. “The only trouble is if I’ve just seen him in the break 

room, he’s invaded my conscious thoughts. Simmering away in my frontal lobe 

like an obnoxious podgy Buddha-like demon, polluting my temple and 

spreading toxic and venomous vibes throughout my brain.” He leaned towards 

me. “A fleeting tumour, Matthew. That’s what he is.” 

Thomas’ precise and vivid imagery never failed to amuse me.  

The old black phone on the bedside table rang with a mechanical ting. 

Thomas picked up the handle. “Hello?” He chewed on his lip and glanced 

around the room. “No problem. Be there in a moment.” 

“Pizza?” 

“Yeah, it’s downstairs. I’ll go and get it.” 

 

A few minutes later Thomas reappeared carrying three narrow boxes 

stacked one top of the other, and a bottle Coke. He heeled the door closed and 

put the boxes down on the bed. 

I investigated. “Two pizzas and the New York City edition of Monopoly? I 

didn’t know you could order board games with your pizza.” 

“I asked Chester if he had any games, given that we’ll be in this room the 

rest of the day.” 

“Not a bad idea,” I said, lifting out a slice of cheese pizza. 

We set the board up on the bed, lowered the volume of the TV, and began 

to play. Thomas had to be the banker, although I put up a mock-protest 
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anyway, just to annoy him. The banker had to be organized and good at 

mathematics, something I could do if pushed, but I really wasn’t in the mood.  

 

By the time Thomas and I each owned about half the properties, the sun 

had set and it was pitch black outside. I glanced across the board, ignoring the 

aches and cramps from holding myself in position around the game board. 

“You can’t really play this game with two people, can you?” 

Thomas rolled the dice and moved his piece forward onto Tiffany & Co, 

which would’ve been Park Avenue on the London edition. I had two houses on 

there. “Not really,” he replied. “How much do I owe?” 

“I can’t even be bothered to look. Why don’t we just call it a tenner and 

be done with it?” 

 Thomas grinned. “Have you ever been in a relationship,” he said, 

thumbing through his money, “and just been hanging out, not really doing 

anything, and wondered why you weren’t having sex?” 

I dropped my cards. Thomas was gazing at me out of the corner of his 

eye, his mouth curled into a mischievous smirk worthy of the Grinch. My heart 

leapt forward and propelled me into his arms, and for the first and perhaps last 

time in my life, I made love on top of a game of Monopoly.  

 

A couple of hours later, we huddled up together under the blanket in the 

dark, pleasantly exhausted. “I’m going to surprise you in the morning, 

Matthew,” said Thomas. 
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“You’ve already shaved my head while I was sleeping and put make-up 

on my face today. Let’s not go crazy.” 

“I’m still going to surprise you.” 

“Why?” I asked, half fearful, half excited. 

“I just like surprising you.” 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

 I awoke on Wednesday morning with a huge smile on my face. I felt so 

lazy and yet perfectly refreshed, like I had been recalibrated. I was so warm 

and comfortable under the sheets that I was quite content to tell the world to 

go to Hell for a few more hours.  

 I reached over with my leg to play footsy with Thomas, but my foot just 

slid over the cool blanket. I opened my eyes and rolled up onto my side. 

 Thomas was gone. 

 I remembered what he had said the night before and instinctively ran my 

hand over my stubbly head and sat up to check my face in the mirror. 

Fortunately it was devoid of any more make-up. I glanced down and saw the 

Monopoly board upside down on the floor, money and hotels scattered 

everywhere. I knew that I would never see a Monopoly board the same way 

again, and I knew that I would never again pull a small red plastic hotel out 

from my butt crack.  

 The sun was bright outside and I could see blue sky through the lace 

curtain. I had a good feeling about the day and instantly battered thoughts of 

the recent past away into my unconscious to be dealt with at a later date.  

 I heard footsteps in the hallway and then the clink and rattle of the lock. 

The door opened and Thomas entered, beaming and with a large smile. He was 

wearing a new blue and red ski jacket and some new boots with snow still 

clinging to the toes and heel.  

 He closed the door. 
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 “Get up, Matthew!” he said, with glowing cheeks. “We’re leaving Redstone 

and going on an adventure.” 

 “You know what?” I said, returning his smile. “I’m not even going to 

question it.” I swung my legs over the bed and found my underwear by my feet. 

 “That’s the spirit!” said Thomas. “Get packed up, because we won’t be 

coming back here.” 

 “We will be back in Aspen for our flights home, though, right?” I asked, 

fishing a new t-shirt out of my shopping bag.  

 Thomas collected up his bags. “Yes. But we’re going to this one place 

first.” 

 I sat back down and slid on my new trousers, socks, and boots. “Okay, 

Thomas. Can you give me any hints?” 

 “No,” he laughed. “But it has a mad name.” He strolled past the TV and 

saw the Monopoly board. “Oh, jeez,” he said. “Did we do that?” He pulled his 

camera out from the pack around his waist and took a picture. “That’s a 

keeper.” 

 

 We locked our room, leaving the Monopoly board loosely packed up on 

the bed, and descended the narrow staircase behind Thomas to the reception 

area of the small hotel. I had the hood of Thomas’ dark green puffer jacket up 

to hide my shaved head, and I also wanted to hide my face as much as 

possible.  
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 Chester was chatting with a large man wearing thick black coveralls and 

a beige winter jacket covered in what looked like oil stains. The length of the 

man’s gray and black beard was mightily impressive, as was his hair hanging 

down to his mid-back. He also wore a denim cap emblazoned with the U.S. flag. 

 “Do we need to check out?” I asked, wondering where Thomas was about 

to lead me. 

 “Oh, no. I squared up with Chester earlier.” 

 To my surprise, Thomas walked straight over to the two men talking. 

“Hey fellows,” he said, and then he addressed the large man. “This is my friend, 

Matthew.” 

 I waved as the men looked over, but for some reason my feet didn’t want 

to move any closer. Thomas waved me over. “Come on, Matthew. I want you to 

meet Randy.” 

 I shuffled forward, but my mind was not sure how to process Randy into 

the idea of going somewhere with Thomas. Randy extended his gloved hand. 

“Good to meet you, Matthew,” he said in a gruff voice. “Or do they call you 

Matt?” 

 This guy was such a stereotypical American truck driver that I laughed 

out loud. Randy shared a surprised look with Chester. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I 

haven’t had much sleep. Matt is fine.” 

 I had never been called Matt in my life, but I was on holiday. 
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 “Randy has agreed to take us to Salt Lake City,” said Thomas, who was 

clearly so excited that his words took him up to his tip toes and back down 

again. 

 I forced a smile. “What’s in Salt Lake City?” 

 “Us,” Thomas grinned. “In six hours!” He shook his head. “Salt Lake City! 

Such a mad name, isn’t it?” 

 “And Randy’s giving us a ride?” I asked, turning from Randy to Thomas. 

 “It’s no problem,” Randy explained. “I’ve got the rig parked up outside, 

and I’ll be heading back this way through Aspen on Thursday. I overhead 

Tommy here mention it to Chester that you were looking to go somewhere fun 

for a day. So, I offered him a ride to Salt Lake.” 

 “I’ll see you later, Randy,” said Chester. “Have fun, boys.” Chester lifted 

the wooden gate at the check-in desk and disappeared into another room. 

 “Your rig?” I followed, failing to understand. 

 “Yeah. Ol’ Bessy. My truck.” 

 “You have a truck called Ol’ Bessy?” 

 Thomas laughed and slapped Randy on the shoulder. “Isn’t it great!” 

 Randy appeared to be amused and taken with Thomas. “Let me show 

you,” he said. He turned and headed out through the door.  

 We followed Randy outside into the bracing clean air and immediately 

noticed the huge bright red truck hitched up to a long white trailer. A car 

behind it made the daring attempt to get around, only to find out there were no 

cars coming the other way. 
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 “Are you okay with this?” I whispered to Thomas. “I’m not entirely sure 

it’s wise to get into a strange truck with a fellow named Randy.” 

 “Oh, don’t be so prejudicial,” said Thomas, dismissive. “So what his 

name is Randy? Just because that word has no end of unflattering synonyms. 

He’s a lovely man and has offered to return us to Aspen by tomorrow evening.” 

 I wanted to find a reason to return to our room, but I was already holding 

everything I owned that wasn’t in our hotel in Aspen, and we had already 

checked out of this one. I looked Thomas hard in the eyes. “Are you sure about 

this?” 

 Thomas placed his hand on my shoulder. “Yes, Matthew, I am.” 

 I nodded. “Then let’s go.” 

 We walked down the snow laden path and the snow compressed and 

crunched under our feet. Randy stood by the driver’s door. “You’ve got 

everything?” he asked, flashing a brown bolus between his teeth. 

 “Yes,” Thomas replied. “What’s in the back there?” he asked, pointing at 

the trailer. 

 “Ah, just some toys,” said Randy, waving his arm. “You’ll have to get in 

around the other side.” Randy spat out his tobacco, opened the door, and 

pulled himself up and into the cab. 

 “He’s delivering toys in time for Christmas, Matthew. That makes him A-

okay in my book.” Thomas marched around the large nose of truck to the 

passenger door, but I remained motionless and stared down at the brown hole 
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in the snow where the tobacco had disappeared. “Matthew!” Thomas called 

from the other side. 

 I snapped out of my trance, took one last look at the beautiful mountain 

town of Redstone, and joined Thomas by the door. He reached up and grasped 

the large steel handle, pushed a button, and the door swung open with a well-

worn creak.  

We had to pull our knees up high to make the step, but once our feet 

were up it was easy to climb into the cab. I shuffled in next to Thomas on the 

large worn beige leather seat and pulled the door closed and was immediately 

struck by the space. I put my bags down next to our feet. 

“You’d better put your belts on just to be safe,” said Randy, clicking his 

own into position. He checked the large wing mirrors on both doors and then 

started up the engine. I felt the whole cab vibrate and was reminded of the 

small plane that flew us from Newark to Aspen.  

Randy slipped the truck into gear and we pulled away from the curb at a 

slow and steady speed. “It’ll take us about half an hour to get onto I-70. Don’t 

want to rush things in all this snow and ice.” 

I shook my head. “No, don’t rush things. We can take our time.” I gripped 

the side of the seat, and tried to banish thoughts of the truck sliding off a cliff.  

“Do you think I can have a go later, Randy?” asked Thomas. 

Randy leaned towards him. “What’s that?”  

We came to a steady stop at a traffic light. “Drive the truck,” said 

Thomas. 
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Randy laughed. “Oh, heavens no, boy!” 

I breathed a sigh of relief. 

“Do you have any idea how much trouble I’d be in if I let you drive?” 

Randy continued. The light turned green and we eased on over the intersection 

and made a left turn. 

“Worth a try,” said Thomas. “It looks fun.” 

Randy chuckled. “It can be. But make no mistake, it ain’t as easy as it 

looks.” The truck pulled onto a larger road surrounded on both sides by dense 

snow covered fir trees. I noticed that all of the traffic had stopped to let the 

truck turn. From my position up on the seat I could only guess how a car 

would fair getting sucked under the wheels of this beast. 

I noticed the trailer pull in straight behind us in the left wing mirror. My 

palms had broken out in a sweat. “This lorry has to be about a third larger 

than the ones back home,” I said.  

“This what?” Randy said as he shifted into a higher gear. 

“Lorry,” I repeated. “It’s much bigger than the ones back home.” 

“Did you say Lorry?” Randy asked. “You mean truck? I’ve never heard it 

called lorry before.” 

“Yeah, in England this would be a lorry,” I clarified. “Only the ones over 

here are much bigger.” 

Randy kept one hand on the wheel and reached into his jacket pocket. 

He pulled out a round metallic tin that I at first thought was shoe polish, but 

when he popped the cap off in his giant hand I could see it was chewing 
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tobacco. “Just hold that, son,” Randy said, passing the tin to Thomas. Thomas 

did as he was told and once it was in Thomas’ hand Randy pinched out some 

tobacco and stuck it in his mouth. Thomas and I both stared at him. 

“Oh, I’m sorry,” said Randy, noticing. “You want some?” 

I shook my head as the word cancer flashed through my mind in large 

bright red letters. “Yes please!” said Thomas with the zeal of a child opening a 

Christmas present. 

 Randy shifted up to the next gear. “Help yourself.”  

 Thomas pinched out some of the brown moist shredded leaves and 

popped it in his mouth. I sat mortified and watched Thomas move it around 

like it was mouthwash.  

 Randy put the lid back on the tobacco and tucked it away in his pocket. 

“Funny how we all have different words for the same thing,” he continued. A 

small blue car zoomed passed us on the two lane road. “Ah, another example,” 

said Randy. “You see that guy?” 

 “Yeah,” I replied, watching the car gain some distance ahead of us. 

 “He’s what we call a jackass.” 

 I laughed and felt myself relax. I was now convinced that Randy was a 

sensible driver and would be good company for the rest of the trip. Thomas was 

still chewing his tobacco like a goat munching out of a feed bag. From what I 

could gather Randy had just pushed the tobacco into the corner of his mouth 

and left it there. 
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 “Once we get onto I-70,” said Randy, “it’ll be smooth sailing. Just got to 

get off these little roads.” 

 “What’s it like being a truck driver?” I asked. “There was a time when I 

thought about it because it just seemed kind of peaceful. Just you and the 

road. Alone with your thoughts. Listening to good music and chilling out.” 

 “I don’t know about any of that,” said Randy. “You have good days and 

you have bad days. I usually end up missing my wife and kids because I’m on 

the road so long. Of course, other times I can’t wait to get away from them.” 

Randy laughed hard and I noticed his cheeks flush red. “Nearh,” he continued. 

“God bless ‘em!” 

 With his gray hair and subtle wrinkles, Randy looked like he should have 

had grandkids. 

 He belched hard and then continued. “Of course, she’s my fifth wife, but 

I think I’ve got it right this time.” 

 “How do you know?” I asked, amused. 

 Randy glanced over. “She asked me to marry her. So she must’ve known 

what she was getting herself into. It’s been three years now.” 

 “Congratulations,” I said. 

 “You married?” Randy asked. 

 “No. Never quite got there yet.” 

 Randy sighed. “There’s plenty of time. Don’t be hurried into it.” 

 “What do you have to do in Salt Lake City?” I asked, changing the 

subject. 
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 “I gotta drop off this cargo here at one of the stores. Then I’ll be crashing 

for the night and heading back down this way tomorrow morning. I can give 

you my cell number so you can call me tomorrow and I can give you a ride 

back.” 

 I nodded. “Cool.” 

 “In fact,” said Randy. “Why don’t you take a look in the glove box? There 

should be a pen and paper in there.” 

 I popped open the glove box and saw that it was stuffed full of receipts. I 

was amused by the different colors; red, yellow, and white. I noticed a yellow 

stack of post-it notes and a blue pen. “Go ahead,” I said, readying myself to 

write. 

 “555-2442-9016.” 

 I scribbled it down, tore off the top sheet, and put it in my inside pocket. 

“Thanks, Randy.” 

 “Don’t mention it.” Randy stole a glance at Thomas. “You all right there, 

buddy?” 

 Thomas had stopped chewing and his face had blanched. He was staring 

hard and direct through the windshield. “I feel funny,” he said, and then began 

to choke and wretch in his seat. 

  “Thomas?” I yelled, scared. “Are you okay?” He nodded and held his 

hand up to me. 

 “I’m fine, I’m fine,” he stuttered. “I think I swallowed it.” 



117 
 

 Randy chuckled and shook his head. “Tommy, you might want to switch 

seats with Matt there, because very soon you’re going to need that window.” 

Randy continued to bounce and giggle in his seat. 

 We unbuckled our seat belts and Thomas stepped over the top of me as I 

slid underneath him. I immediately pulled my new seat belt around my body 

and clicked it into place, but Thomas was busy winding down the window. 

 “I can’t really stop here,” Randy explained. “So just go for it, Tommy. Let 

it go.” 

 As if on cue, Thomas vomited hard out of the truck window. 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

 From atop my seat in the truck, the ride to Salt Lake City was 

invigorating. Once we pulled onto the three lane motorway, or as Randy called 

it, the ‘Interstate,’ all conversation dried up, and there was nothing but the 

scenic snow covered mountains, the roar of the truck, and our own thoughts 

for company. Thomas had retreated to somewhere deep inside himself and I 

figured it was just best to leave him there for the time being.  

 I had almost forgotten about our tragedy of a business trip, enamoured 

as I was with our truly American adventure, riding in a truck, coasting along 

an enormous road through vast and beautiful valleys. The petrol stations and 

truck stops we passed in the middle of nowhere ignited scenes from old 

Hollywood movies, and formed a formidable distraction to the chaos I knew 

that I would soon have to address. 

 A large sign with a picture of deep red rock formations surrounding a 

blue lake approached on our right with the words Welcome to Utah – Life 

Elevated painted on the bottom in white. “Hey Randy? What does that mean?” 

 Randy was checking his mirrors to shift over to the right lane. He eased 

the truck over to the sound of angry car horns. He stuck his finger up at a 

passing car. “What’s that?” 

 “The welcome to Utah sign. It said ‘Life Elevated.’ What does that mean?” 

 “These road signs say all kinds of shit. They recently passed a law in 

Colorado legalizing marijuana. That would be life elevated, wouldn’t it boys?” 

Randy laughed and nudged me with his large shoulder. 
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 I grinned. “Yes, I suppose it would.” 

 “Wow,” said Randy, serious again. “I haven’t blazed up in over a week.” 

 Thomas’ head was resting against the truck window and rocked with the 

vibrations from the road. He still looked pale and a bit sweaty. “You alright, 

Thomas?” I asked, leaning over. 

 He pulled his head away from the window. “Yeah, that tobacco just made 

me feel really awful. Remind me to never try that again.” 

 “Oh, there’s nothing wrong with it, son,” said Randy, overhearing. 

“Swallowing it isn’t going to do you any good, but if you take your time with it 

and respect it, it’ll give you all the stimulation you need to get through the 

day.” 

 Thomas turned to me. “See, Matthew? I just didn’t respect it.” 

 Randy flicked on the indicator and pulled over to an exit lane, and gently 

eased his speed. “Okay, boys. About another ten miles. If you feel like I do right 

now, your butt will be as dead as raccoon that forgot to look both ways.” 

 I snickered. “Yeah, that about sums it up.” My lower back was also 

beginning to cramp and twinge. 

 “Where’s this shop?” asked Thomas. “Is it a big toy shop? I wouldn’t 

mind having a look, see if there’s anything I can add to my collection.” 

 Randy’s brow furrowed and he stole a quick glance at Thomas. “It’s 

pretty big. I haven’t really had a good look around. I just drop off the deliveries 

at the back.” 

 Thomas nodded and returned his gaze back to the door window. 
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 We were driving down a main road in the middle of a large residential 

area. All the houses were bungalows and laid out on a huge grid system. In 

fact, it really was quite remarkable how all the roads were straight and 

intersected with many crossroads. In the U.K., roads always meandered like 

rivers until they just happened to come out somewhere. If the semblance of 

order did start to present itself, it was soon lost as the road continued on 

drunk over the land. 

 The truck cruised to a stop at a red light with a squeak and what 

sounded like a puff of air. The junction was so wide, and the encased yellow 

traffic lights dangled from large metallic black arms that hung precariously 

over the roads.  

 “Randy, I still can’t believe how everything is just so spaced out. There is 

so much room in America. It’s like when the colonists left England and arrived 

on the American continent they looked around and said, “You know? I’m sick 

of government tyranny and all, but I also want to spread my shit out.” 

 “Ha!” Randy laughed. “I know I do.” 

 I glanced at Thomas and saw him smirk. “Is that a grin?” I teased. 

 He nodded. “Yes.” 

 The light turned green and we rolled over the junction and made a right 

turn at the next one. “It’s just down here boys, on the left,” said Randy. 

 I looked all around, but I could only see houses, and the occasional 

carpet or furniture shop. I had been expecting to enter a large commercial area. 
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Randy indicated left, waited for a car to pass in the other lane, and then turned 

down a small concrete driveway next to a single story purple building. 

 “We’re here?” I asked, confused. 

 “Yep,” he replied. A loading bay appeared to the right, and a light turned 

on to illuminate the back of the store. It was only then that I realized it was 

starting to get dark. A young man with short blond hair, wearing jeans and a 

red tartan coat came out to greet us. He descended a few steps and approached 

the truck. Thomas rolled down the window. 

 Randy yelled across us. “How’s it going there, Mikey!” 

 Mikey called back. “Wondered if you’d get here today. You’ve bought 

some friends.” 

 Thomas raised his hand, timid, and waved. “Hello.” 

 “Yeah,” called Randy. “This is Tommy and Matt.” 

 “Nice to meet you guys.” Mikey pointed to the large purple bay door. “I’m 

going to open up the back. Let’s get these boxes in.” 

 “You boys wouldn’t mind helping with the boxes, would you?” Randy 

pleaded. 

 Thomas pulled the door handle. “No, of course not.” 

 I followed Thomas out of the truck and slid straight off the seat onto the 

hard icy ground. I raised my arms to keep balance and grabbed hold of Thomas 

to steady myself. It felt so good to be out of the truck. Once I was sure on my 

feet, I slammed the truck door and took a moment to dig my knuckles into my 

lower back. 
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 The bay door clicked and then withdrew mechanically, pulling back into 

the ceiling rails. There was a large empty space like a garage, with a blue door 

in the side wall that led into the main part of the shop. 

 Randy unlocked the trailer and swung open the doors on their silver 

hinges. “I’ll pass you down the boxes,” he said, and handed the first one to 

Thomas. I followed Thomas to the loading bay with my box and we quickly fell 

into a system of passing them on the Mikey, who then stacked them away in 

his storage area.  

 They weren’t heavy, and even felt empty at times, however I was glad 

when we finished because the cold air had turned my throat and lungs sore. 

 Randy hopped out of the trailer holding a clipboard, and then closed and 

locked the doors. “Phew! That’s that for a few days.” Randy ascended the steps 

into the storage area. “Good job, boys,” he said. We followed him towards the 

boxes.  Mikey took the clipboard from Randy and began to check off items and 

scribble notes. 

 Thomas folded his arms, rested his chin in his hand and stared down at 

a box by his foot. “What do you suppose is in there?” 

 Mikey smirked and handed the clipboard back to Randy. “You want to 

take a look?” 

 “Yes please,” said Thomas, immediately. 

 Mikey pulled a box cutter from his pocket and knelt down beside the box. 

He slid the cutter over the tape and pulled the box flaps aside. At first, all I 

could see was more plastic sheeting, but then Mikey grabbed hold of the 



123 
 

contents, and lifted it up so it unrolled next to his body. It was a two-

dimensional plastic woman with a rather large circular mouth. 

 Thomas continued to assess the ‘toy,’ and I began to wonder if the penny 

would ever drop. “What is she?” he said at last. “An inflatable super hero?” 

 “Pretty much,” Mikey nodded. “Say hello to Zalia, the generic super hero 

sex doll.” 

 “Sex doll!” Thomas screeched. “Who would want to have sex with a doll?” 

 Mikey glanced at Randy, half-amused, however I could tell he was not 

sure what to make of Thomas. I intervened and tapped Thomas on the 

shoulder. “Umm, Thomas?” I said. “You see all of these boxes that just came off 

the truck?” 

 “Yeah.” 

 “Well, economically speaking, they are to address the demand.” 

 Thomas drew a deep breath and flapped his arms by his sides. “Well, 

who am I to judge? Each to their own, I guess.” 

 Mikey looked at Randy and flicked his head towards the blue door. 

 “Just be a minute, boys,” Randy said, and followed Mikey into the shop. 

 “What did you say, earlier?” I said. “He’s just delivering toys in time for 

Christmas. And that makes him A-Okay in my book?” 

 “Well, I’m sure these will make a lot of people happy, Matthew,” Thomas 

replied, sarcastic. I laughed and slapped Thomas’ stomach with the back of my 

hand. He returned the laugh and for some reason we started to fight, rotating 

our hands like we were swimming doggy paddle, attempting to slap each 
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other’s chests. Thomas’ cheeks glowed and his lips were curled up into a 

delicious grin. I grabbed his hands, interlocked his fingers, and tried to prevent 

him from hitting my body. I knew we were playing, but I noticed his elbow fold 

over my arm and was suddenly reminded of his mad Kung Fu skills. 

 We both relented at the sound of the door opening and Thomas released 

one of my hands, but held onto the other, swinging it casually between us. 

Mikey noticed. “Randy told me you guys are just here for one night. What are 

you planning to do in the City?” 

 “I’m not sure,” I said. “Maybe just go to a bar, have a few drinks.” 

 “Have a few drinks,” Thomas repeated. 

 Mikey nodded. “I think I know a good place. I’ve been there a few times.” 

 I shrugged. “Sounds good.” 

 Randy opened the door and joined us. He was fishing more chewing 

tobacco out of his tin. “Mikey will take you into the City this evening, and will 

give you a ride back tonight. I’ll meet you here in the morning so we can head 

back.” 

 Mikey pushed open the blue door. “Follow me, guys. I just need to get my 

keys.” 

 “What’s the name of the bar?” Thomas asked, holding the door open for 

me. 

 Mikey called back. “Flare.” 

 “Sounds nice,” said Thomas. 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

  

 On the way to Flare, I managed to convince Mikey to drive through a 

McDonalds because Thomas and I were both starving. I knew after losing his 

leftover pizza down the side of the truck, Thomas had to be famished. I bought 

each of us a Big Mac meal, and Thomas and I scoffed ours down in the car 

while Mikey drove us into the city. 

 Salt Lake City wasn’t as I expected. There were a few skyscrapers in the 

distance and I noticed some signs for hotels and restaurants, but everything 

was still very spread out. The roads were still busy, though, and small groups 

of people scurried along the pavements in large coats, anxious to get out of the 

cold. 

Flare approached on our right and Mikey pulled over to let us out. Like 

most of the other buildings, Flare was a concrete cube, albeit a pink one, and I 

could see an outside seating area with black metal chairs and tables covered 

with a layer of snow. On the wall was a white banner advertising beer prices, 

and a blue neon sign read ‘Flare.’ 

 “It’s a Wednesday night,” said Mikey. “Not the busiest night, but still 

popular with the students. They used to do theme nights, but I don’t know if 

they do that anymore.” 

 A taxi pulled in front of us and let out a couple of club-dressed guys. 

With shoulders hunched to fight off the cold they hurried inside. “I’m sure it’ll 

be great,” I said. “You want me to call you later to come get us?” 
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 Mikey replied, “Nearh. I’ll swing by towards the end of the night for a 

beer.” 

 “Good deal,” I said. “Thanks, mate. I’ll see you later.” 

 Thomas reached over from the back seat and patted Mikey on the 

shoulder. “Cheers Mikey.” 

 We got out of the car and watched it pull back out into the traffic. 

  

 The club was smaller than I expected and was done up as a 70s theme 

bar. All of the walls were the same luminous orange, and the bar ran the length 

of the wall by the door. The floor was covered with black and white checkered 

squares, about a foot in a length, and mirrors covered most of the walls from 

the mid-section up.  A glistening disco ball spun casually over the center of the 

floor and a small raised wooden stage had been built into the back right corner. 

There were about twenty casually dressed people spaced out in the bar, sitting 

on the zebra and leopard skin chairs at matching tables, sipping beers and 

cocktails, laughing and chatting. Thomas spotted the toilets in the hallway next 

to the bar. He slapped me on the shoulder. “Back in a minute.” 

 I leaned against the bar on my elbow and was quickly greeted by the 

bartender. He had a black shirt with a golden nametag that read ‘Chris,’ was 

clean shaven with a square jaw, and had deep dark eyes and short thick dark 

hair. His appearance literally made me feel like I’d just fallen out of a truck. 

 “Hey, what can I get you?” he said in a soft, amicable voice. 
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 I have no idea why I couldn’t just ask for a beer and said the first non-

beer that came into my head. “White Russian.” 

 Chris pulled a glass up from underneath the bar, flicked his wrist, and 

the glass spun fast in the air before he caught it with practiced precision. 

“White Russian,” he repeated, and turned his back to find the vodka and 

Kahlua. A man in a Hawaiian shirt was setting up a sound system on the stage 

and soon some 90s electronica drowned out the many muffled conversations 

going on in the barroom.  

 “Oh man,” Chris moaned and held up the glass with a layer of milk 

floating on top of the Kahlua. “Wait a second,” he continued, and poured it 

straight into another glass so the two layers blended instantly. 

 “There you go,” I said. “It’s just like making people get along. Use force 

until they integrate.” I accepted the drink from Chris and took a sip.  

“Use force?” he asked, quizzically.  

 “Oh sure,” I replied. “They say you can’t legislate common courtesy, but if 

you don’t make people get along they’ll spend most of their time avoiding 

everyone else. You have to force, nee encourage them to make interactions.” 

 Chris folded his arms down on the bar. “But if you put two spiders in a 

box, won’t they kill each other?” 

 “Oh sure,” I nodded. “But at least they’ll get to know each other in a 

moment of intimacy before they do. How much do I owe you?” 
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 “Five fifty,” he said, standing straight.  

 I rummaged through my pocket and pulled out a crumpled ten dollar bill 

and handed it to Chris. More people entered the bar and bee-lined for the 

empty tables, while their friends went to get the drinks. Multicolored disco 

lights flashed on from above the sound system and zoomed around like funky 

miniature spotlights. 

 Chris handed me my change. “Here you go.” 

 I held up my free hand. “Keep it,” I said, unsure of what was a suitable 

tip. 

 “Oh, thanks,” he replied, surprised, and dropped it in a jar by the till. 

 I looked out over the tables and watched the man in the Hawaiian shirt 

flick through records in a large square box with a metal rim. I hadn’t been in a 

club atmosphere for quite some time. The beats were already breaking into my 

joints, and with the assistance of the alcohol would soon hijack them entirely.  

 “Now, do I look like a sexy beast or what?” 

 Thomas had appeared at my left shoulder, only he was mostly naked 

with the exception of a luminescent yellow pair of hot pants connected to red 

braces that ran up and over his shoulders and back down to the other side of 

the waistband. He twisted his hips so that I could see how much the fabric was 

pulled up his butt crack and accurately showed off his package. 
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 He snapped the braces against his naked torso. “They call these 

suspenders over here.” He chuckled and shook his head. “Mad!” 

 An entourage of four college-aged men passed us on the way out through 

the door, but one whistled at Thomas and spanked his butt. “Oh behave!” 

called Thomas. The men laughed wildly and blew some kisses before heading 

out into the evening.  

“Thomas, where did you even find those clothes?” I asked, noticing that 

two more men were wearing the same thing at the other end of the bar. 

 Thomas pointed to a small table close to the male toilets. “There’s a guy 

back there just giving them out.” A solemn middle aged man who was bald on 

top but had shoulder-length wavy brown hair was handing over the shorts for a 

few dollars. “There’s going to be a wild party in here later and this is what 

you’re supposed to wear.”  

 “Where did you put those on? Where are your other clothes?” 

 “The bartender, Chris, is holding my clothes for me. I just changed into 

this in the toilets. Nobody cared.”  

 “I’m sure they didn’t.” 

 Thomas looked at my drink. “What’s that?” 

 “A White Russian.” 

 Thomas’ voice grew stern. “Where’s my drink?” 
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 “I didn’t know what you wanted. I don’t even know what you drink.” 

 Thomas clamped his jaw forward and sighed. “Yes you do, we shared 

some Jack Daniels on the plane.” 

 The thought of a half empty bottle of Jack Daniels sitting alone in our 

hotel room in Aspen made me sad. When I didn’t respond, Thomas stormed off 

towards the stage like I’d jabbed in him the arse with a pencil. 

 A burly guy in a black t-shirt stepped to my right. His voice was so deep 

and silky it would’ve smothered the sound of a tuba. “Is he okay?” 

 “Oh yeah,” I replied. “He just needs to blow off some steam.” I extended 

my hand to the man. “Matthew.” 

  “Dan.” As our hands grasped I was suddenly aware of the sheer muscle 

underneath Dan’s t-shirt. His head was shaven, he had thick brown eyebrows, 

and his facial features looked like his head and chin had been caught in a vice 

during a crucial stage of development. 

 “What brings you here tonight, Dan,” I said, sipping my drink. 

 “I’m working security.” 

 All things considered, I should’ve seen that coming. Three college-aged 

men entered the club, wearing pink, blue, and green hotpants respectively, and 

t-shirts with nerd slogans emblazoned across the chest. “How can they wear 

those in this weather?” I asked. 
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 “They came here in a taxi from the campus,” said Dan. “And besides, 

things are really going to warm up in here later.” 

 Thomas was now chatting by the small stage with a couple of the 

students who had recently entered. They were laughing and comparing shorts. 

“Well, he’s cheered up,” I said to myself and finished my drink. “Can I buy you 

a drink, Dan?” I asked, “Or is that not allowed?” 

 He dropped his gaze to me and a smile etched out across his plasticine 

face. “No,” he said. “They don’t care if we have a beer or two, but it goes against 

my religion.” 

 “Which religion is that?” I asked, curious. 

 “Mormon.” 

 I stole a quick glance around the club, watching men holding hands and 

whispering sweet nothings to each other, some dressed in very revealing 

clothing, and thought it was somewhat odd that a practicing Mormon would 

work in the bar. “Perhaps an orange juice?” I suggested. 

 He nodded. “Sure. But make it a Sprite.” 

 

 After my second White Russian I had completely lost track of the time. 

More people were dancing now, which included Thomas, who popped up every 

now again with his hands in the air only to vanish back into the throng of 
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barely bridled testosterone. I had initially wanted to dance, but for some reason 

a sense of brooding had dampened my twitching limbs. The beat rebounded off 

my depressed knees. 

 Dan returned to his post beside me. “If you want to get in on the foam, go 

claim your place now.” 

 I wasn’t sure I’d heard him correctly. “Foam?” 

 “Yep. I just spoke to Steve. He’s the manager. Chris is giving him a hand 

now to wheel the machine in from out back.” 

 Even though the exercise clothes I had on were not exactly clean, I didn’t 

like the idea of getting lathered in foam. “Is that why people are wearing those 

shorts and t-shirts?” 

 Chris put an elbow down on the bar and shifted his weight. He smirked. 

“That’s one of the reasons.” 

 A strobe light cut through the dance floor and I had no idea how long it 

had been on. Thomas flashed into view dancing something similar to the robot, 

much to the delight of his new found friends. I wanted to go over to him, but 

something was holding me back. I didn’t even know what that something was, 

and had an overwhelming desire to be at home in my armchair. 

 Dan’s voice cut through my thoughts. “Are you guys together?” 

 “Yes,” I said immediately. “Well, no,” my confidence drained. “Maybe?” 
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 “Are your heart and mind at war with each other?” 

 I watched Thomas spin on his heels and then shake his butt in delicious 

synchrony with the beat. “I do love him,” I said. This was the first time I heard 

myself make this confession.  

 “Do you?” Dan pushed. “Does he feel the same way about you?” 

 I sifted through my memories and tried to grasp onto something 

concrete. But even thoughts of our sex didn’t seem good enough. “I don’t 

know,” I replied, defeated. “The last few days we’ve had a great time together, 

but on Friday we go back to England and I don’t know what to expect. I 

thought I could parcel these last few days in a nice neat package to store away 

in my mind, but I feel changed.” 

 “Sounds like you’re in your own personal hell,” said Dan. He slapped me 

on the shoulder. “But don’t worry. Put your faith in God and enjoy the ride.” 

 “I don’t believe in God.” 

 “Okay,” Dan said. “Then how about this. Change is on you whether you 

like it or not. Don’t waste your energy on things you cannot change. Listen to 

your heart, you’ll know what to do.” 

 I nodded, finished my drink, and put the empty glass down on the bar. 

 “I’d better go help with this damn machine,” said Dan. “I always feel 

sorry for the cleaners when they arrive in the morning.” 
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 Dan joined Chris near the hallway. He had his hand on the handle of a 

waist high silver tank that was connected up to a black hose and mounted on 

four wheels. A middle aged bloke with short brown hair and a mustache was 

pointing on the floor where he wanted the machine to be placed.  

 Chris returned to the bar and Dan pushed the portable foam machine 

over to the side of the dance floor. A bright red light flashed and rotated 

menacingly around the entire room and the music dimmed. A suggestive voice 

burst through the speakers. “It’s that time guys. If this is your night to get 

covered in hot steamy foam then come down to the floor. Things are about to 

get orgasmic up in here.” 

 A cheer went up and the lights went down. The silhouette of the tight 

crowd flashed in the strobe. I had lost sight of Thomas, and it was so dark 

between the bar and the dance floor that I knew I would trip over people and 

tables to get down there. The murmur of the dancers dimmed with the music, 

building suspense, and then a loud car horn cut through the silence, the music 

picked up, and a large thick jet of foam doused the entire dance floor in thick 

waves. Cheers and shouts of joy rang out and the dancing continued.  

 

 Towards the end of the night, as I stood by the bar finishing up my third 

drink, somebody tapped me on the shoulder. “Hey, man. You had a good night? 
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 It was Mikey. “Yeah, it’s been good. How long have you been here? I 

didn’t see you come in.” 

 “I’ve been here about thirty minutes. I was chatting to a buddy of mine.” 

Mikey looked out over the messy dance floor. “Man, they still do the foam, huh? 

Where’s Tommy?” 

 I pointed to a group of four men. You couldn’t really see the luminous 

yellow hotpants anymore, but Thomas’ torso with the red braces was now 

perfectly visible. “Oh, ho! Look at him. He really got in the spirit,” Mikey said. 

“You weren’t feeling it?” 

 I sighed. “No.” 

 “Okay, I’ll have the car running outside,” he said. “See if you can get 

Tommy to clean up and wipe down before he gets in the car.” 

 I nodded. “Sure. I’ll see you in a few minutes.” I stepped away from the 

bar and slalomed around the tables and couples kissing towards the floor. The 

back of my head still felt heavy from the alcohol and I was definitely in the 

mood to get some sleep. 

 “Hey Thomas?” I called, stepping over to the small group. He turned 

away from the three other guys, who were all laughing at a shared joke.  

 He put his arm around me and pulled me to his side. “Matthew!” said 

Thomas. “I was wondering when you’d come down. This is James, Hardeep, 

and Niles.” 
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 I waved to prevent any attempts at handshakes. “Nice to meet you guys.” 

The music then cut out and normal yellow lighting came on. 

 “Oh, man,” said Thomas, disheartened. “I thought we’d get to dance 

some more.” 

 “Oh well,” I said. “It’s time to go anyway. Mikey is outside in the car.” 

 “It doesn’t have to end,” said Thomas. “Niles has invited us over to their 

house for some beers and videogames.” The man nearest to us, who couldn’t 

have been much older than twenty-one, smiled and nodded. 

 “That’s a nice offer,” I said to Niles, “But we need to get back. We have a 

long journey tomorrow.” 

 Thomas let go of me and inched towards my ear. He lowered his voice. 

“What are you talking about?” 

 “Mikey is outside and we need to get some sleep,” I replied. I maintained 

eye contact with him, hoping that my words would resonate. His lips thinned. 

 “But I’m not ready to go back, Matthew. And I can always get a taxi back 

to the sex shop, or one of the blokes will give me a ride back.” 

 The three friends shared confused glances.  

 “Sex shop?” Hardeep asked. “What sex shop?” 
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 I held my hand up towards him and he took a step back. “We need to 

leave, Thomas.” 

 A dark look swept over Thomas’ face. He snarled, “You don’t dance with 

me all night, and then you come over here, embarrass me in front of my new 

friends, and then start telling me what I need to do.” He shoved me with both 

hands, but only enough to make me rock on my heels. “You don’t own me, 

Matthew.” 

 I retaliated. “Fine, go fuck off with Jim, Bob, and Charlie over here,” I 

said, pointing over my shoulder at the three men with my thumb. “Miss the 

ride back to Aspen tomorrow. See if I care.” 

 “See you Thomas. You’ve got our names, man. Look for us on Facebook.” 

 The men stepped away and disappeared into the rest of the semi-drunk 

clubgoers. Thomas watched them go and then glowered at me. He pushed 

passed me and went to the bar to retrieve his clothes from Chris.  

 I stood alone on the empty dance floor in the cold and lifeless foam. 
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

 

 The ride back to Aspen was bitter and miserable. Mikey lived next door to 

his shop and let us crash in the living room. Thomas would not even look at 

me, let alone talk to me. I spent most of the night after the club staring up at 

the ceiling from a recliner. I did feel guilty for being rude to Thomas’ friends, 

and I really lamented the fact that I was screwing things up with him, 

especially after the fun we’d had together. The lack of snoring from Thomas on 

the couch to my left and perhaps the absence of ocean noises told me that he 

had been awake, too. A couple of times I leaned over to say something, but 

rolled back over when the words failed to come out.  

 Randy had been asleep in Mikey’s guest room, and first thing in the 

morning took us out to get breakfast from McDonald’s. He knew something had 

happened between us and so just let us keep our silence. After we’d eaten, we 

both thanked Mikey, individually, and then climbed into the cab of the truck. 

Randy started Ol’ Bessie up, and then eased her along the circular driveway 

that took us out onto the road. 

 The sky clouded over and light snow drifted down not long before we 

pulled onto the Interstate. I kept my fingers crossed that it would not get too 

heavy. As the rest of my life spiraled out of control, the only thing I was sure of 

was our need to board the plane.  
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Thomas had closed his eyes and his head drooped forward and swayed 

with the road. I didn’t know if he was really sleeping or just wanted to be left 

alone, but I decided a few extra hours of sleep wouldn’t hurt. I leaned against 

the truck door and closed my eyes. 

 

“Hey wake up, boys!” Randy shook us with his mammoth hands. I sat up 

and strained my eyes open. The truck was parked on the side of the road next 

to a rest area. “We have about another hour to go before Aspen. Thought you 

might appreciate going to the bathroom or getting some food.” 

I yawned and nodded. “Thanks, Randy.” I opened the door and followed 

him into a small shopping centre. The snow had stopped, but the countryside 

was still covered in the remaining snow that had fallen over the last few days. 

Many people dressed in thick scarves and hats, some sipping hot drinks, were 

heading in and out through the automated doors.  

The foyer was large and the floor was covered in white tile with the 

occasional rubbish bin and bench to sit on. There were three fastfood 

restaurants in a row to the left and a small dining area surrounded by a low 

black fence with a gate. To the right was a small grocery store. I saw the sign 

for the toilet and recognized my most immediate need. 

I walked to the furthest urinal, unzipped my fly, and aimed at the blue 

urinal cake sitting by the drain guard. Thomas stepped to the urinal beside me 



140 
 

and began to pee. I stared over at the side of his head and could take it no 

longer. “I’m sorry, Thomas,” I said. “I was insensitive and I was wrong.” 

Thomas’ ears reddened and he turned to me, awkward and sheepish. His 

eyes flicked from me and then back down to the urinal. “It’s okay,” he said. “I’m 

still mad. But I’m not as angry as I was last night.” 

“What are you angry about?” 

He sighed. “I don’t like how you behaved in the club yesterday. I thought 

you were a jackass.” 

I swayed my hips to see if I could push the urinal cake over to the side. 

“That’s a fair comment,” I agreed.  

“And I just feel so confused,” he continued. “But it’s like my brain is too 

tired to deal with it, which just frustrates me even more.” 

“I can empathize with that completely,” I said. “So much has happened. 

It’s like I’ve been tossed into a raging ocean, and every time I take a breath 

another wave crashes on top of me.” 

He chuckled. “I feel like I’ve been catapulted into space in the Thomas 

3000, looking for the edge of the universe. Will I find it? Or will space turnout 

to be spherical, just like Earth?” 

The difference in metaphor told me everything I needed to know about 

Thomas’ perception of events. 
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 “I can’t believe Christmas is next week,” I said, thinking of all the gifts I 

had yet to buy. 

Thomas’ voice dropped. “I know.” 

I stood still at the urinal, happy to have broken the silence with Thomas. 

For some strange reason I didn’t want to move, just in case there was anything 

else to say. There wasn’t. “We’d better go.” 

“Yeah, I finished about a minute ago.” 

After washing our hands we both got in line for a burger and fries. I 

realized that that’s all we’d really eaten since we’d arrived, but the Americans 

had mastered the art of making a good burger. 

We took our food to the truck and Randy cranked up the engine and 

edged us back out onto I-70. I was going to miss riding up in the truck, it had 

been a novelty. When we neared Aspen it was getting dark and we soon had to 

slow down because of the traffic. The roads were jammed solid and nobody 

seemed to be moving anywhere.  

“Ah, shit,” said Randy after five minutes of remaining static. “There’s 

been an accident.” 

I stared out over the streams of cars, looking for the source of the traffic 

jam. “How can you tell?” 

“I just can,” he grumbled. “This feels like an accident.”  
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 A few minutes later, the flashing lights of an ambulance and police cars 

shot passed us on the shoulder, although I still could not make out what had 

happened. The traffic didn’t move for another three hours, and when it did it 

was at a snail’s pace and we were being bottlenecked into one lane. I felt myself 

dozing off in the comfort of knowing we were close to Aspen.  

 Randy suddenly shouted. “Holy Shit!” Thomas and I sat up, awoken from 

our semi-daze. “Can you see that?” he continued. “Two log trailers. That 

must’ve made a mess.” 

 To our left we could see two mangled trailers, blue and silver, and the 

remainder of at least two cars. The boot of one of the cars was open and the 

front half was wedged under the blue trailer. Tree logs were strewn over the 

other lanes, and some were still half tethered to the trailer with one end 

dangling over the edge or standing up on the road.  

Three police officers stood waving on the traffic. One stood in front of a 

single car door lying discarded on the road. The ambulances were no longer 

present. Given the devastation, I knew somebody must have died. We had just 

passed a site where at least one person had been brutally maimed or crushed 

alive in their car. I broke out in a cold sweat and had to remind myself to take 

deep breaths. Behind my eyelids, a vivid flash bought back the memory of 

being trapped in the back of the car.  

 Thomas’ hand slid over my knee. He whispered. “You alright?” 
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 I nodded. “I will be.” 

 “If you find yourself drifting off,” he continued, “keep talking to me, 

okay?” 

 Randy pulled his gaze from the driver’s door window. “It just goes to 

show,” he said. “The good Lord provideth, and the good Lord taketh away.” He 

then slid the tobacco tin out of his pocket and helped himself to another pinch. 

 “Randy,” I said. “Do you mind if I have some tobacco?” I felt like I need 

something to keep me grounded in reality. 

 “Oh, sure,” he said, and handed the tin over to me. “Just remember not 

to swallow it.” 

 

 My heart leapt into my throat when we passed the Aspen airport. It had 

not even been a week, but the sight of the small building with its small white 

passenger planes had been lost deep in the abyss of my memory. The 

immediacy of our return flight felt overwhelming, and joy swept through my 

veins like hot spring water through cold and barren land.  

I watched the airport shrink away in the wing mirror, and a sense of 

longing pulled violently on my heartstrings. If we hadn’t had to pick up our 

belongings and check-out of the hotel, I would’ve camped outside the airport in 

the snow and ice until the next day. 
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 Randy slowed the truck into a single line of traffic, in between the taxis 

on their way downtown. “Well, here we are, boys,” he said. “I’ll take you a little 

way down Main Street to the Shell station, but you’ll have to make your own 

way to your hotel. I don’t want to get stuck for too long on those small roads in 

city traffic.” 

 “I appreciate it, Randy,” I said. “Thank you for giving us a lift all the way 

to Salt Lake City and back to Aspen.” 

 “It’s no problem,” he replied. “I mean, this is my route anyway. But it’s 

been great having some company.” 

 Randy maneuvered the truck around a small roundabout. “Are you going 

back to your family now for a few days?” I asked. 

 “Yeah. I’ll probably be on the road for another day, but then I’ll be home.” 

 The lights of the small city burst forth once we were passed a small 

residential area, and Randy turned onto Main Street with the many shops and 

bars. I saw two cars carrying ski equipment in their roof wracks, and for some 

reason a sense of normalcy returned, like we were back on vacation. After 

taking a horrific detour, my consciousness had looped all the way around and 

brought me back to the beginning.  

 The red brick Shell station approached on our right. There were six 

pumps, but the area wasn’t well lit. “The light’s about to turn red,” said Randy. 
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“So that’ll give you time to jump out. Don’t forget your bags. And have a safe 

journey home.” 

 Thomas and I grabbed our shopping bags, which were now a mix of worn 

and new clothes, and jumped out onto the pavement once the truck stopped. 

We waved goodbye to Randy and watched the truck drive on over the 

intersection. “Let’s just grab a taxi to the Alpine Lodge,” I said to Thomas. “I 

can’t be bothered to fish the address out of my wallet. It can’t be more than a 

few blocks from here.” Thomas had his eyes fixed on a small blue car in the far 

back corner of the petrol station. “Thomas?” 

 “Look who it is.” An all too familiar blonde lady, wearing a blue denim 

jacket, black jeans, and cowboy boots was busy rummaging around in the 

boot. The black petrol pipe swayed and clicked as the pump sat idle in the car 

on automatic fill. The lady finished in the boot and hurried to take hold of the 

pump to manually ease in the rest. 

Thomas had her fixed in his sights and a sense of purpose had frozen in 

his jaw line. “Oh my God. It is her,” I said, turning away. “What do we do?” 

 Thomas rolled up his sleeves. “Leave this to me, Matthew. I need some 

closure. Take these bags.” 

 He handed me his two white plastic bags. I tried to think fast. I didn’t 

need any more of these negative encounters. I didn’t think my mind could take 

it. “Let’s play a game, Thomas. It’s called ‘Let’s go back to the hotel and get 

some sleep.’” 
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 Thomas hadn’t blinked. “This isn’t a time for games, Matthew,” he said in 

a deeper voice than usual. “I’m getting a collect call from justice, and I’m going 

to accept the charges.” 

 “What?” I whispered, alarmed. “No, where you are you going?” 

 I held my breath and watched Thomas hop over a low lying wall and 

stroll straight over to her from behind. Julie returned the pump to its holster 

and screwed on the petrol cap. “Excuse me, Julie,” I heard Thomas say. “I 

think we’ve got some unfinished business.” 

 Julie immediately recognized him and her hands darted forth like snakes 

to attack his face and neck. Thomas deflected them with ease, locked one of 

her arms, and then with a hand behind her head spun her all the way around 

and slammed it down on the roof of the car. Dazed and disoriented, Thomas 

then flung her into the car boot and slammed the door down. 

 My mouth was agape. It all happened in the blink of an eye. Thomas 

brushed his hands together. “Now she knows what it’s like,” he called. “Come 

on, Matthew. Let’s go.” 

 I inched towards the car with our shopping bags, looking every which 

way to see if anybody else had witnessed the fight. Miraculously, nobody 

seemed to have paid us any attention for that split second. “Where are we 

going?” I squeaked. 

 Thomas sat down in the driver’s seat. “To the hospital.” 

 I ran around to the passenger door. A part of me wanted to let Julie out 

and ask her if she was okay, but the other part knew that she might try to hurt 
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me. Thomas seemed to have a plan, and I was willing to cede to his ideas, if for 

any reason just to take myself through the rest of the evening on autopilot. 

 I opened the door and jumped in. “Do you know where the hospital is?” 

 “I have an idea,” Thomas said, and backed the car out of the parking 

space. “I think I saw a sign when we rolled into town.” 

 I nodded, terrified. A vacuum of raw emotion opened in my throat and 

sucked in everything I wanted to say. I was also reminded of the fact that 

Thomas had trouble driving from time to time, and had already been in two 

minor scrapes. 

 He eased out of the petrol station into the light traffic and hastily drove 

the car back down Main Street, taking us out of town. “If my calculations are 

correct,” he said, “we can take her into the Emergency Room, say we found her 

outside a bit confused, and then escape back to our hotel. Lay low and fly out 

in the morning.” 

 “What if,” I stammered. “What if they don’t recognize her?” 

 “Good point, Matthew. Let’s leave a note on her.” 

 “A note?” I nodded, lacking any conception of what he was talking about. 

“Good idea.” I glanced over at the empty backseats and pictured Julie in the 

trunk. “Do you think she’s okay? How hard did you slam her head?” 

 “It was controlled,” Thomas explained, self-assured. “Just enough to 

befuddle her mind a bit.” 

 “Befuddle her mind?” 

 Thomas turned his head. “What are you, my echo?” 
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 I had grown used to the different Thomas over the last few days, but now 

there was a hint of aggression in his voice. He could sense I was uneasy. 

 “I love you, Matthew,” he said all of sudden. 

 In spite of the madness, I found myself saying it back, like he had found 

the words within me, took hold of them, and pulled them out. “I love you, too, 

Thomas.” 

 “Here we go,” he grinned. I saw the sign for the Emergency Room 

approach by the side of the roundabout. Thomas sped around the small grassy 

circle and then darted off down Castle Creek Road.  

An ambulance flew passed us in the other direction and I saw the 

hospital approach on the right with bright lights showing the way to the E.R. 

drop off. 

Thomas pulled into the small car park and found a space. “Look through 

the glove box and see if there’s a pen and paper.” 

I opened it and found a packet of Kleenex. “Paper, I guess. But no pen.” 

Thomas slipped a pen out from his inside pocket. “Hand me a tissue,” he 

said. I did and watched him scribble I’m a naughty girl and wanted by the 

police.  

Under any other conditions, I would’ve found Thomas’ note hilarious. 

Thomas finished writing. “Okay, give it one minute, and then exit the car 

and start walking back to the roundabout. I’m going to take Julie inside.” 

Thomas opened the car, and then to my surprise opened the rear 

passenger door, lowered the back seat, and heaved Julie outside to her feet. In 
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response to my confused look, Thomas laughed. “Be a bit weird to be caught on 

camera taking a body out of the boot, wouldn’t it?”  

“Yeah, that would be weird,” I replied. I had the odd sensation that my 

words no longer belonged to me. 

I watched as Thomas pulled Julie’s arm over his shoulders and walked 

with her through the automatic doors into the Emergency Room. I didn’t trust 

myself to count to a minute. In fact, I didn’t think I could’ve been trusted to say 

my own name if somebody had asked. The logical and rational part of my brain 

and gone into shut down, and I just wanted to walk. To walk away from 

everything.  

I got out of the car and stood outside. It was a clear, beautiful starry 

night, but there was a threatening sharp chill in the air. My body didn’t seem 

to mind. If it did, my brain was clearly preoccupied with other things. I backed 

away towards the road, for some reason mesmerized by the car. My brain re-

opened for a couple of seconds to let me know we’d just stolen it, and then re-

closed to leave me in a fit of wordless gut laughter.  

I shifted on my heels and crossed the road with awkward robot steps, 

strangely proud that I could put one foot in front of the other. With each step I 

had the fervent wish that my body would melt out of existence. 
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

 Thomas caught up with me about fifty yards down the road. There was 

no pavement, and I stumbled along the edge of the road next to small shrubs 

and bushes. Small patches of ice also hid in the darkness, and I had nearly 

landed on my arse twice since turning my back on the small hospital. 

 “Now I’m up for that game where we go back to the hotel and get some 

sleep,” Thomas laughed. He put his arm around my shoulders. “Phew. What a 

night, hey?” 

 I wanted to reply, but anger and confusion had spiked my voice. I 

exhaled a sharp blast of air, and hoped it expressed my indignation. 

 “I left her in the waiting room,” said Thomas. “It was empty and I didn’t 

want to talk to anyone, so I just left the note in her lap and pointed her out to 

someone mopping the floor.” 

 “We should’ve just left her alone,” I said, quickly. “But instead we stole 

her car, assaulted her, and then abandoned her in a hospital. Have you 

forgotten that the police still want us for questioning?” 

 “No they don’t.” 

 “What?” 

 I stopped and Thomas’ arm slid off my shoulder. “I think that only 

became true as I was daydreaming to the news. I was tired, after all.” 

I felt like I’d been sucker punched. “They don’t want to question us?” I 

bought my hand up to the bridge of my nose to brace myself. “It’s like you’re 
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playing Jenga with my mind, and if you pull out one more piece my whole 

sanity is going to come crashing down.”  

“It’s not a big deal,” Thomas tried to reassure me. “I just thought what if 

they did want to question us. Wouldn’t that just make everything so much 

worse?” 

My hands flew up into the air. “Yes! Yes it would make things so much 

worse!” I bawled. “Why would you lie like that?” 

Thomas shuffled on his feet in a poorly coordinated moonwalk. “The 

emotional gravity of the idea just made it seem real to me. So, I took action, 

Matthew. Can you blame me for that?” 

“You shaved our heads and put make-up on us! And you did it to me 

while I was sleeping! That’s a serious betrayal of trust.” 

“Didn’t it make your heart race, though? Didn’t it make you feel 

invigorated with a clear sense of purpose?” 

“You’re insane,” I said, marching passed him. “Fucking nutcase.” 

 “Hang on a minute,” Thomas called after me. “I’m beginning to think 

you’re not grateful for all I’ve done for you.” 

 These words stopped me dead in my tracks. I shifted to face Thomas and 

felt my fists tighten. “All you’ve done for me? Is that a joke?” I laughed, 

maniacally. “And what have you done for me, Thomas? Because the only things 

I can recollect are when you’ve continued to make life more difficult for me at 

every single turn.” 
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 There wasn’t enough light to make out his features, but Thomas’ 

silhouette rapidly advanced and shoved me back a few steps. “Done nothing for 

you?” he yelled, incredulous. “Are you too cowardly to admit you’ve had the 

time of your life? It’s been an emotional rollercoaster, granted, but over the last 

few days, have you not felt alive for the first time in years?” He stepped to me 

so that our faces almost touched. “Did our love making mean nothing to you?” 

he whispered.  

 I angled my face away. “Yeah, well. Needs must,” I replied, defiant. I 

regretted the words as soon as they came out. Thomas shrank back on his 

heels, a cloud of cold breath painfully expressing his disbelief.  

 “I’m sorry, Thomas,” I said quickly, attempting to recover. “I didn’t mean 

that at all, I just wanted to hurt you.” 

 “Well, that’s so much better,” he seethed. Thomas pushed passed my 

shoulder and continued up the road. My mind raced, terrified that I had just 

irreparably undermined the strong connection we had built. 

 “Thomas, wait!” I said, catching up to him. I put my hand on his 

shoulder, but he shrugged it off. I grabbed both of his shoulders and turned 

him to face me, resting my forehead against his own. “I’m so sorry, Thomas. I’m 

just angry, and scared, and confused. And more than anything, I just want us 

both to get home, away from this madness.” 

 I felt Thomas resist. His body flexed to pull away from me, but I held fast. 

He relented to my embrace, and we stood in silence for five clear seconds, our 
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heads resting against one another. “I guess that’s a difference between us, 

Matthew.” 

 “What is?” 

 “I don’t want to go back. The routine and banality of work and family life 

just leave me yearning for constant escapism. These last few days, I have felt 

unbridled and free. Yet, all you’ve wanted, the whole time, is to go home.” 

 “That’s not true,” I said. “I have enjoyed our time together. But forgive me 

when I say that seeing a dead body, getting kidnapped, and nearly dying in the 

forest, has left me a little homesick.” 

 Thomas placed his hands on my face and kissed my head. He then took 

my hand in his and we walked onwards towards the roundabout. “You find 

comfort in the familiar, Matthew. I don’t.” 

 “I thought you loved the familiar. You’re always making games and 

challenges out of rhythms and every day activities. I mean, Jesus, making 

phone calls is a game to you.” 

 “I don’t love to do those things. I am compelled to. Ever since an early 

age, I’ve always felt that my body was placed in the wrong environment. With 

all these parental rules, social customs, and the way I’m constantly in collision 

with the behaviour of other people. I wish I didn’t care and could just go with 

it, but I take personal offence and resent it. I’m constantly trying to personalize 

these rules to make them palatable. I put up pictures of bricks in my cubicle at 

work to break what was expected of me.” 
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 “You can’t just roll with these things and let them go?” I asked, 

surprised. “Work pisses me off, all the time, but I just do it because I take 

comfort in making money to pay the bills, and on the evenings and weekends, I 

can do what I want.” 

 “I can’t just roll with it, Matthew. It’s like that part of my brain was never 

switched on. I have to waste so much energy re-contextualizing everything, just 

to function. And when I fail to re-contextualize, I get hit with these 

overwhelming depressions, and I can’t even get out of bed in the morning.” 

 We walked around the outer edge of the roundabout and began the two 

mile walk back to our hotel. The shadows of at least three hills loomed in the 

darkness to our right, and there were now hardly any cars on the road. The 

cold started to nip at my earlobes and was etching into my sinuses.  

“Out here, when we arrived at our hotel,” Thomas continued, “I felt like a 

weight had been lifted. Everything was so new and exciting. The chance to have 

some real fun.” 

 I let go of Thomas’ hand and put my arm around his lower back. “We 

can’t stay here forever, though, can we?” 

 Thomas remained silent. 

 “Let’s just make one rule right now,” I said. “Get our arses back to the 

hotel, get out of the cold, and we’ll deal with the world in the morning.” 
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

  

 I rolled over and brought my hand on the alarm clock with a thump. I 

wasn’t sure how long it had been going off. My head felt heavy, my legs were as 

stiff as posts, and a couple of blisters blazed sore and raw around one of my 

big toes. I could honestly say that for a good five minutes, I just didn’t want to 

get out of bed for fear of another shock to the system. 

 Thomas stirred in his bed. “What time is it?” he yawned. 

 “I don’t know,” I replied monotone, and stared up at the ceiling. 

 “What time did you set the alarm for?” 

 “Nine.” 

 “Then it must be nine.” 

 “Must be,” I agreed. I took a moment to recollect the events of the 

previous night. We had gotten lost and had to ask for directions back to our 

hotel. And it had been so cold. So cold.  

 Thomas sat up and swung his legs out of the bed. “What time is our 

flight?” 

 I replied mechanically. “One o clock. We need to be at the airport for 

twelve.” 

 “Okay,” he said. “I’m just going to shower.” 

 I watched Thomas slip out from underneath the sheets and stroll naked 

into the bathroom. I made myself sit up and shifted back against the 

headboard for fear of going back to sleep.  
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Nobody had bothered us when we entered the hotel after midnight. I 

remembered passing by Myers’ room and the door was closed with a ‘Do not 

disturb’ sign hanging from the handle. I wondered if that was a subtle and 

hotel-friendly ‘police line – do not cross’ message.  

I did not feel comfortable in the hotel, and was aware of a baseline of 

anxiety, buzzing and coursing through my limbs. I couldn’t avoid comparing 

my thoughts when I first entered the hotel room with where they were now. 

Being slightly ticked off by Thomas’ vandalism and worrying about saying the 

right things to Myers’ were trivial by comparison.  

The room was also an exact replica of the room where Myers’ had been 

killed. I glanced down between our two beds and pictured the dead naked 

body. I still had no idea of how or why he’d been killed. There had been no 

blood and all of his body had appeared intact.  

And then there was Thomas. There was always Thomas. 

I glanced over at the closed bathroom door, and listened to the pattering 

of the shower water. I felt a profound and magnetic connection to Thomas, and 

I knew that without him the last few days would have been unbearable and not 

nearly as exciting. A part of me was even glad that he’d pushed Myers’ door 

open. 

Still, I had seen a side to him that scared me. I thought of Diane and 

Roy, drinking tea in their living room. Would they ever find out what had 

happened to the two of us, or would Thomas want to keep it a secret? If they 

did find out, they’d certainly be able to go one better than the zoo story.  
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Everything the two of us did before our flight was done on autopilot and 

in silence. I was still in immediate survival mode, just focusing on all the little 

things that had to happen to get us on the plane. Make sure everything was 

packed. Eat a light snack and have something to drink. Passport, wallet, keys. 

Book taxi. 

Airport. 

Thomas played his games and listened to music, much like he had on 

the journey over. Neither one of us wanted to talk, about anything. On the 

plane back to Newark, New Jersey, I stared out of the window at the blue sky, 

content to just admire the colour and the cloud formations for the duration. 

The connecting flight to London was delayed for three hours due to bad 

weather, but I was too tired to care and semi-napped until we boarded the 

plane. 

I also slept for most of the flight across the Atlantic and awoke when we 

were just over the west coast of Britain. The time was six in the morning and 

we were due to land at seven. Thomas’ parents would be at the gate waiting for 

us, no doubt eager to hear all about it. 

“Thomas?” I said, prodding his arm. He leaned over and pulled an 

earphone aside. “I’m going to get the train back to King’s Lynn.” 

“I don’t blame you,” he said. “I’d get the train back too, if I could.” 

“I just need some time to myself,” I continued. I felt guilty for leaving 

him, but I knew I needed my space. 
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“You don’t need to justify it, Matthew,” he said, soft and sad. “I’ll tell my 

parents you’ve got some things to do in London.” 

 

When the plane landed we collected our bags together and I told Thomas 

that I would give him a call on Sunday. I saw a sign for the trains and pulled 

away from him, feeling an odd mix of liberation and loneliness. I didn’t look 

back and I didn’t intend to stop for anything. Getting home was my sole focus 

and I yearned to be confronted with the familiar again.  

Once the train pulled out of King’s Cross station into the open and 

picked up some speed, I purchased a can of lager, had a couple of sips and felt 

the urge to call Rachel. I turned on my mobile phone, waited for it to register, 

and dialed. 

She answered with a yawn. “Matthew?”  

I smiled when I heard her voice. “Yeah, it’s me. Just landed. On my way 

back to Lynn.” 

“Oh great! I assume everything went well? I expected you to call me, but 

you never did.” 

“Yeaaah,” I said, stretching out an entire breath on the syllable. “You see, 

the thing about that is, it was a bit different as to what I was expecting.” 

An awkward silence passed. “What do mean?” she said, her tone serious. 

“Oh, don’t worry,” I continued. “Listen can you meet me down the 

Farmer’s Arms tonight at around eight? 

“Well, I was going to go out, Matthew.” 
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I betrayed a sense of urgency. “Please, Rachel.” 

“Matthew, are you okay? Is Thomas with you?” 

A knot tightened in my throat and warm tears streamed down my face. 

“He’s getting a lift home with his parents,” I croaked. 

Rachel’s voice softened into sympathy. “Why aren’t you coming back 

together?” 

I wiped my face with the back of my hand. “I had some things to do in 

London.” 

“What things?” 

“Can you just meet me tonight at eight,” I repeated. The heads of a few 

passengers turned towards me. 

“Of course,” said Rachel. “See you then.” 

I clicked out the phone and stuck it inside my coat pocket. For the first 

time I noticed I was wearing Thomas’ green puffer jacket. I turned to the 

window to avoid making eye contact with the others on the train, and listened 

to the rhythmic clank of the train on the rails.  

Once the train was thirty miles clear of London the scenery changed from 

rows and rows of red bricked houses, industrial estates, and flats, to empty 

fields and farmland. I reached across and pulled the jacket collar to my cheek 

and pressed it against my face. I had ridden the train home from London many 

times and so I spent the rest of the journey guessing the names of the next 

stations and predicting what I would see.  
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 When I hopped off the train at Lynn station, I took a taxi straight back to 

my house. I stepped inside, leant with my back against the door and slid down 

to the floor. I had never been so happy to be home, and it felt like the house 

was giving me a big hug. I left my suitcase by the door and went into the 

kitchen and made a cup of tea. Every small action was magic. Every step and 

flick of my wrist had been made many times before within these walls, and with 

a tremendous sigh of satisfaction, I slid back onto my rails.  

All recent experiences could now transition peacefully to memory, and 

from the comfort of my home I was now free to address my mental health 

concerns in my own time, and hide behind distractions and coping 

mechanisms if they were needed.  

 I took my tea to the armchair, ignited my log fire, and sat back to watch 

and doze to Saturday sports. Even scrolling through the channels felt 

magnificent. I knew the exact location of all the buttons on the remote and 

could go straight to the channels and shows that I wanted to see. Life was 

suddenly easy and the barriers that I had erected over the last few days could 

now fall away and I could relax.  

With the aid of the familiar sights and sounds, coupled with the 

Matthew-shaped dip in my armchair, I allowed sleep to wash through my 

brain, and hoped that it would cleanse out all of the negativity that was 

splintered throughout.  
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 The sun had almost set when I awoke, hours later. My body was stiff and 

sore, and I had to wipe some drool from the corner of my mouth with the back 

of my hand. I would’ve been quite content to spend the rest of the evening in 

front of the television, but I decided to shower and make good on my invitation 

to meet Rachel down the pub. I removed some clean clothes from my still 

packed suitcase and dragged myself upstairs to the bathroom.  

 In the shower, I thought about Thomas. Had he made it back safely? Was 

he currently immersed in a videogame? Were we ever to be intimates again? 

The last question stung. I wasn’t ready to face him. I didn’t have the strength.  
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CHAPTER NINETEEN 

 

A bitter and ruthless wind engulfed and rocked my Land Rover on the 

bypass leading to the Farmer’s Arms. The bypass ran like a river through a 

valley, with tall grassy embankments on either side, making it like a wind 

tunnel. The pub was perched on the outside of town and surrounded by 

farmers’ fields on all sides.   

I parked close to the door and hurried inside the old country-style pub, 

shielded in my black overcoat, and I wore my navy blue woolen beanie to cover 

my shaven head. For some reason I wasn’t ready for Rachel to see my crew cut, 

and plus the hat did a really good job of keeping my head warm.  

The inside of the pub resembled two or three barns that had been melded 

together, and was a mix of thick wooden pillars, red brick walls, and Victorian 

farming tools that were hung up on display. The floor was cobbled and slightly 

uneven, but one was always welcomed and the locals were mostly friendly. 

Jennifer, the short dark haired bartender wearing a red Christmas 

jumper, greeted me at the bar. “Evening, Matthew. Guinness?”   

I nodded. “Yeah, please.” 

A sparkly banner with red lettering on a golden background read ‘Merry 

Christmas’ above the spirit bottles. “Ready for Christmas?” I asked, as she 

topped off my pint. “Yeah, I am,” she replied. “But it always takes so long to get 

here, and then is over so quickly.” 
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I counted out my change. “Ain’t that the truth.” I paid and took my seat 

in the small alcove at my usual table. I lifted the drink up to my lips and the 

smooth velveteen Guinness flowed over my tongue and slipped thick and foamy 

down into my stomach in a smooth and satisfying embrace. When I returned 

the glass to the table and heard the gentle knock against the wood, it further 

reinforced that I was home. 

  Rachel entered the pub with her face buried in the collar of her thick 

green coat, the hem falling just below the knee above her small black heels. 

She muttered something to Jennifer and then reached into her small red 

handbag for her purse. She paid and bought her glass of white wine over to the 

table.  

 “I’m glad you’re back, Matthew,” she said, taking a seat. “When I didn’t 

hear anything, I became worried.” I shrugged and sipped my drink. I drew a 

breath to make some light hearted remark, when it suddenly hit me that I had 

only invited her out for a drink to see someone familiar. She sipped her drink. 

“So, how was the trip?” she asked and put her glass down.  

 My face flushed. “Yeah, about the trip. There’re a few things you should 

know.” 

 

 I told Rachel everything, from the dead body to leaving Julie disoriented 

in the Emergency Room a few days later. Her face quickly glossed over and 
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became whiter the longer I talked. By the time I was finished I wasn’t sure if 

she’d mentally checked out. Neither one of us had touched our drinks. 

 “So, I’m not going lie, Rachel,” I concluded. “I’m really glad to be home.” 

 Rachel stared vacantly out of the window behind the table. “I should’ve 

sent Moira and Philip,” she said out loud to herself. “Stuff like that never 

happened when they went on a business trip.” 

 I picked up my Guinness for a toast. “Well, here’s to you bledy sending 

them in the future.” I gulped down a quarter of my pint. 

 Rachel met my eyes. “I’m sorry, Matthew.” 

 “For what? It wasn’t your fault.” 

 Her voice lowered into a soft whine. “No, I’m sorry you went through all 

of that.” She bought her hands up to her mouth. “What if you’d have died? Oh, 

my God!” 

 I shook my head. “I never would’ve died. Thomas actually took really 

good care of me.” 

 “I’m so surprised. I thought you’d have been the one to take care of him.” 

 I shifted in my seat. “Me too, before we left. But it turns out he’s really 

resourceful in a pinch. And I had no idea he was so good at Kung Fu.” 

 “So, Myers was dead?” 
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 “Yeah. What does that mean for you?” 

 Rachel’s eyes flittered around the pub. “I have no idea.” She shook her 

head. “I’ll have to let Sophie know and then go from there.” Her elbows came 

up to the table and she sat her head in her hands. “You didn’t go to the 

police?” 

 “No. We debated it, but everything was so crazy. I can’t even really 

describe it. It’s like a bomb had gone off in our lives, and we just had to make 

the best of a bad situation and get home. I think the police know who was 

responsible. I mean, they chased the car we were in, and Thomas saw the 

culprit was wanted on the news.” I deliberately omitted Thomas’ penchant for 

event modification.  

 “This was the lady Thomas ninja’d and threw into the car boot?” 

 I nodded, “Yeah. I should’ve known something was up with him when 

they confiscated his nunchuks at Gatwick.” 

 Rachel’s eyes flew open and her head pivoted to the side. She raised her 

voice. “He had nunchuks at the airport?” 

 “They were in his hand luggage, but they just confiscated them and let 

him through.” I sipped my drink and also decided to omit that he had had 

another pair of nunchuks in his suitcase.  

 Rachel circled her fingers around her temples. “Oh my God, oh my God, 

oh my God!” she repeated. “I had no idea. I just thought it could be a great 
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career move for you two. Meet a client. Get to have some fun and travel. I’m 

never going to send anyone on a business trip again.” She finished her wine in 

one long gulp. 

 “When do you meet with Sophie?” I asked. 

 “We have a directors meeting on Monday. We were just going to discuss 

performance and productivity before we closed for the holidays. Now we’re 

going to be talking about nunchuks and dead people.” 

 I picked up our glasses. “Well, it’ll be like a martial arts ‘A Christmas 

Carol special.’ You want another glass?” I moved to stand up, but Rachel 

reached over and placed her hand on my arm. 

 “I’m serious, Matthew. You have to be prepared to go back and talk to the 

police.” 

 I sat back in my chair, screwed up my face and shook my head. “Nope. 

No way in hell,” I said. “If I can make it through the rest of my life without 

getting on another plane, I’ll consider that a job well done.” 

 Rachel smiled meekly on one side of her mouth. Her hand relaxed on my 

arm. “I can’t make you, Matthew, and neither can Hygiea.” She sighed. “Let’s 

see what Sophie says. At some point we’re going to have to reach out to Daeva 

Pharmaceuticals, after all, you were supposed to meet their sales rep.” 

 “We did.” 
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 “Alive, Matthew.” 

 I frowned and became all too aware of the fire raging behind the curtain 

in my consciousness. Rachel forced a grin and shook my arm. “But let’s worry 

about all that on Monday. Go and get those drinks in. And welcome back, 

Matthew.” 

 

 I awoke in a daze on Sunday afternoon and when I half-stumbled down 

the stairs to the kitchen, I was reminded of the fact that I had precious little 

food. There was a handful of cereal, but no milk, no eggs or cheese, just a few 

cans of baked beans and two slices of bread with a light fur of green mold. I 

took the bread and scraped off the mold with a butter knife and stuck it in the 

toaster, and boiled some water in the microwave to make some milk-less tea. 

 When I sat down at the kitchen table with my breakfast of champions, I 

looked out through the kitchen window at my wasteland of a back garden. 

There were patches of frost clinging to the lumpy untilled soil, and brambles 

and thorns stretched out treacherously in all directions, begging to make a 

meal out of anyone who should stand on them. A stack of old wooden panel 

fences, many of them broken from when they were removed to build part of the 

garage, were also lying on the ground. I was terrified to know what might have 

nested underneath them. Large rocks also lie strewn around the garden, like a 

giant had been using them to play marbles.  
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 The thoughts of how much work it would take to clean up and make it 

presentable usually gave me a headache. However, this time it just seemed the 

right thing to do, even though it was close to the middle of winter. It was the 

perfect distraction. 

 I ventured outside, wrapped up in my winter gear and wellies, and as a 

spur of the moment decision, brought out a bottle of Scotch, too. I thought I 

would treat myself to a sip every time I accomplished a task. The cold air stung 

my cheeks, but it felt good in a strange way, and I was happy to be outside in 

the fresh air. 

 My withered and aged shed, which was only semi-waterproof, housed all 

of my granddad’s old tools, and so I went inside to find a garden fork. The door 

creaked open and I was immediately reminded of the complete mess that I had 

promised myself I would clean up a good two years previous. Many tools, some 

that I didn’t even recognize, were stacked on top of each other, along with 

damp cardboard boxes that were full of old porcelain plates and cups that had 

belonged to my grandmother. It smelled, too, like a can of wood varnish had 

been spilt, but I couldn’t see the offending culprit and I wondered if it had 

anything to do with the two dead mice in the corner. 

I traced the handles of a few tools, and saw that the garden fork was 

close to the bottom of one of the piles. However, after a sip of whiskey, I noticed 

a hand fork sitting in a broken mug, and decided it would be easier to use that 

instead.  
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 I knelt down by a patch of bare ground, braced my arms, and attempted 

to push the fork through the surface. The prongs of the fork barely scratched 

the surface before my body yielded and the fork slid across the surface of the 

frozen mud. I sat back on my heels and sipped my whiskey. The frost stung my 

knees, and my winter jacket and boots limited my mobility. I compared the 

patch of ground in front of me to the rest of the garden, sipped my whiskey 

again, and decided that it was not the right time to till the soil. I just wasn’t in 

the right state of mind.  

 The rocks were easier to work with. Using a combination of rolling and 

carrying, I was able to pile them to one side of the garden. With the right 

motivation, I knew I could make a decent rockery out of them. Thomas was 

good at that sort of stuff. He had a rock garden out the back of his house, and 

it was always immaculate and perfect. I kicked the last rock into the pile, sat 

down on one of the larger ones, and sipped my whiskey.  

I knew I should have called Thomas, but I just couldn’t. I didn’t even 

know why. We had had a great time together, and so it would’ve made perfect 

sense to give him a call, and see how he was doing. I ran the tip of my tongue 

over my chapped lips and took another sip from the bottle. It was then that I 

realized I was too afraid to speak to him. But that didn’t make any sense. I 

thought about what I would say to him if I did call, and the first words that 

came to mind were that I loved him, and I wanted us to be together.  
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I sipped my whiskey again and felt an ominous spiral of self-loathing 

whirring its way up from my stomach, tugging on my organs. It was the 

possibility of rejection, and it terrified me. 

In an act of frustration, I stood from the rocks and marched over to the 

nearest thorn bush. I reached down and grasped the base with both of my 

hands and heaved, but the bush refused to budge. Arched over with my back 

strained, my gloved hands slipped along the sinuous arms of the thorns. I 

squeezed tighter and clenched my teeth, but my hands continued to slide along 

the branches until finally my feet gave out beneath me and I landed on the 

hard ground, on a rock I had failed to move. Thorns had stuck into and broken 

off in my gloves. 

My head spun in drunken circles and as I pulled myself up to my feet I 

blamed the whiskey for the rage boiling through my blood. I stumbled to the 

green whiskey bottle and hurled it against the rocks, watching in demented 

glee as it shattered into hundreds of shards, and the twelve your old Scotch 

seeped and dripped into the sandstone. I then fell back onto the frozen ground 

and slid the gloves from my hands and threw them out of sight. There were red 

lines and pin pricks across my palms.  

I pulled my knees up to my chest, folded my arms over them, and put my 

head down and sobbed.  

When I had done weeping, I went inside to watch the football. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY 

 

 Thomas didn’t show up for work on Monday.  

 I didn’t blame him. My mind was not on work at all, and it being so close 

to Christmas I didn’t feel that there was any point in coming in, anyway. 

Nobody’s mind was on their job. I made my morning coffee in the break room, a 

room that was about the size of a garage, with two rows of four tables, a sink, 

refrigerator, and a countertop. The walls were painted light blue and covered in 

company safety, fire, and evacuation procedures, and where you could spot 

them, engraved penises and testicles. Janine entered to get her coffee. She was 

wearing a knee-length black skirt and a fuzzy green sweater. She still smelled 

of CK One. 

“Oh my God!” she exclaimed. “Matthew is that you?” Janine stepped 

precariously around my body, scrutinizing my shaved head. “Did you do it for a 

bet?” 

“There may have been some drinking involved,” I lied to spare her the 

incomprehensible truth. 

She chuckled and took out a clean cup from the cupboard. “Doesn’t look 

too bad,” she said. “So, how was America?” 
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Something about how she said it made me think I had been over there to 

secure an ally for an upcoming war. “It was fine,” I nodded. “Cold, though. 

Really cold.” 

“Well, you were in the Rockies, weren’t you?” she said matter-of-factly. 

“Yes, I suppose I was.” 

Janine filled the kettle and flicked it on. She paused, and her brow 

creased. “Where’s Thomas? Isn’t he usually with you?” 

I sipped my coffee. “He hasn’t come in today.” 

She laughed. “You didn’t leave him over there, did you?” I smiled and 

shook my head. “How was he?” she asked, serious. 

“We had a lot of fun,” I said, without thinking about it too much. “It was 

good.” I suddenly wished I had called him on Sunday. Pangs of guilt rose up 

into my throat. “I’ll be by later to drop off the credit card,” I said, stepping to 

the door. 

“Okay,” she replied. “You know where I am.” 

 

After lunch, Rachel called me in my cubicle to let me know she had 

spoken to Sophie. She hadn’t had too much time to talk, but was going to 

reach out to Daeva after Christmas and discuss the death of Myers. Sophie, 

too, supported the idea that Thomas and I should discuss what we had 
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witnessed with the police, but was unsure if we should fly back out again and 

wanted to consult our legal department. I told Rachel that I would think about 

talking to the police over the phone, as I certainly wasn’t keen to fly back to 

Aspen anytime soon.  

 

 It was already dark by the time five o clock rolled around. I hadn’t really 

gotten anything done, and for the last couple of hours I had been fantasizing 

about going home and sleeping in my armchair. So far my sleep had been fairly 

normal and I hadn’t been affected by jetlag, just hour long stretches of extreme 

tiredness. 

 When I shut down my work laptop and tucked it away in my bag, my cell 

phone rang. It read ‘Thomas’. My heart jumped into my throat. I let it ring a few 

times while I psyched up to accept the call. “Hello?” I answered, determined. 

 It was a woman’s voice. “Hello, is this Matthew?” She sounded worried. 

 “Yes,” I answered, confused. “Who is this?” 

 “It’s Diane, Thomas’ mum.” 

 “Hi, Diane. What can I do for you?” 

 “It’s Thomas, Matthew,” she wept. “He’s in the A and E. He had an 

overdose of Paracetamol.” 
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 I once again found myself terrified to the core and unable to process the 

immediate future. All that mattered was getting to Thomas, holding his hand, 

and doing all that was possible to get him well and out of the hospital. The 

thought of losing of him pushed its way into my mind numerous times, but I 

refused to indulge it in an act of defiance. Whatever issues Thomas had, we 

would work through them together. 

 I skidded into a parking space at the Queen Elizabeth Hospital on the 

compressed ice and did not stop to lock my car or check that I was within the 

lines. I could see the lights for the ambulance drop off and made them my sole 

focus as I ran, slipped, and edged along the path into the Accident and 

Emergency Room. The electronic door slid open and a mother in her thirties 

was busy checking in her little boy with a second degree burn on his wrist. The 

boy’s face was red and moist with sweat and tears, and his mother hurriedly 

gave the receptionist all the personal information that was required to create 

his chart. Six or seven other people sat in the waiting room, and two young 

children, a boy and a girl played at a pink Lego table. 

 I had only been there seconds, but the wait was already unbearable. I 

hopped from one foot to the other, impatient, and even though the little boy 

clearly needed attention, I had to restrain from talking over his mother and 

demanding to know where I would find Thomas. 

 Fortunately, Diane stepped out through one of the white doors, and upon 

seeing me, beckoned me over. There were bags under her eyes and little colour 
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to her face, and it looked like the slightest of breezes would knock her over. She 

smiled, weak, and gave me a hug. “I’m glad you came, Matthew.” 

 “Is he alright?” I asked at once, and took her hands in my own. 

 She nodded. “He’s stable. But they’re going to keep him under 

observation for a few more hours.” 

 I took a breath to ask another question, but she raised her hand. “Just 

go through to him, Matthew. I don’t have any answers.” 

 I followed Diane between small treatment stations, some of which were 

partitioned off by green curtains. Tired nurses with kind faces wearing white 

tunics and navy blue trousers pushed shiny metal trolleys, and a cacophony of 

sorrowful moans rang out around the hallway. Diane took me all the way down 

to the end and stepped behind a curtain. I inched through the gap next to the 

wall and saw Thomas sitting up in bed, wearing a hospital gown. He had an IV 

hooked up to his left arm, and a clip was pinched to his finger with a wire that 

trailed off to a small monitor by the headrest. 

 Roy was sitting in a black plastic and metal armless chair in the corner, 

still wearing his thick dark blue anorak with a fur-lined hood. He stood up and 

shook my hand. “Thanks for coming, Matthew,” he said, his voice cracked. 

“Diane and I are going to find some coffee. We’ll leave you lads alone.” They 

stepped out into the hallway and were gone. I stood by Thomas’ side and 

reached over the guard rail to hold his hand.  
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 Thomas eased his head around to see me. “I bet I look like a right 

plonker, don’t I?” 

 “Well, I don’t think a shaved head suits you, to be honest.” He managed a 

grin. “How are you feeling?” 

 Thomas’ sighed. “Like I’ve been thoroughly beaten up and had all my 

insides twisted and wrung out. I thought that tobacco was bad. They had me 

drink charcoal. Charcoal, Matthew! The stuff that’s left over after you burn 

something to a bledy crisp.” 

 I pointed to the IV feed. “What have they got you on there, whiskey?” 

 “I wish,” he said. “It’s something to help minimize any damage from the 

drug.” 

 I tried to keep the conversation light, but Thomas’ words brought home 

the harsh reality of what he had done. I felt my throat constrict. “Thomas?” 

 “What did Rachel have to say?” he cut in. “I bet she was confused when 

you told her what happened.” He chuckled. “She should’ve sent Moira and 

Philip.” 

 I pulled Roy’s chair around to the side of the bed and sat down. “That’s 

what she said, actually. She met with Sophie today, and said that she will 

reach out to Daeva and express our condolences. ” 
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 “What about us? Are they mad that we didn’t have the business 

meeting?” 

 I leaned back in the chair with my hands behind my head. “No! How 

could they be? It wasn’t our fault what happened.” 

 Thomas dropped his gaze and brought his hands together over his 

stomach. “That’s good, because I wouldn’t want us to be held accountable in 

any way.” 

 I stuck my hands in my pockets and stretched my legs out underneath 

the bed. “Why would we be?” 

 “I guess we wouldn’t,” he replied. Thomas stole a glance at me and then 

retreated timidly to his bed sheet. “I guess I just feel guilty for having enjoyed 

myself.” 

 I reached over and rubbed his arm. “I enjoyed myself, too. Well, it was a 

pretty even split between enjoyment and terror.” 

 Thomas stared down at his hands and pinched and pulled at his fingers. 

He snorted a couple of times and chewed on his bottom lip. I sat silent and 

waited for him to speak again. 

“I know what you’re thinking, Matthew,” he said, eventually. “You want 

to know why I did it.” 

“Sure,” I said. “But to be fair, I want to know why you do a lot of things.” 
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 He sighed again. “I just,” he stopped and started to bang his hands on 

his legs. “I just,” he repeated, his tone higher. He yelled. “I just can’t fucking 

take it!” I jumped to my feet and put a hand on his shoulder. “It’s so painful, 

Matthew!” 

 “What is?” I implored, watching the tears stream down his cheeks. 

 “My life! I hate my life. I’m trapped in it.” Thomas thumped the mattress 

either side of his waist. “I didn’t realize how much I hated it until we came 

back. Then it was straight back to normal. In my parents’ car. The child in the 

back. Nothing ever happens. And I’m alone. I’m so alone. It’s just me and my 

fucking weirdness. Me and my broken sleep machine.” 

 “You’re not alone, Thomas,” I said, feeling my heart pound in my chest. 

“I’m here.” 

 “Yeah, you’re here,” he spat. “As soon as we came back, you couldn’t wait 

to be rid of me.” 

 “It’s not like that. I needed my space to get my bearings. We’ve both just 

been through hell. I’m not sure my feet have even found the ground yet. When I 

close my eyes, I can still remember being stuck in the boot of that car.” My face 

flushed and I could feel the sting of tears around my eyes.  

Thomas frowned. “I guess I didn’t experience that as badly as you.” 
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“No, you were astounding,” I smiled. His eyes opened, surprised, and the 

frown was knocked clean from his face. “I’d have been screwed without you 

there, Thomas.” 

“Yeah, but I can’t do anything for you here,” he said. “We’re back to 

normal. I go to work, play my games, and you visit from time to time.” 

I rested my fingertips on my forehead in contemplation, and then opened 

them in declaration. “Why do you keep saying normal? After all that’s 

happened, nothing is normal anymore. We were kidnapped. We fell in a sewer 

and then had an amazing night together in a quaint little snowy town in the 

mountains. We rode in a huge truck and got to meet some great people.” 

Thomas rested his cheek on my hand. “But now that we’re back, why 

would you want to be with me? None of that is going on anymore. It’s in the 

past.” 

“Are you under the impression that my desire to be with you is just 

because of all the crazy things that happened to us?” 

“Well, isn’t it? They made you act differently. They made me act 

differently. Now that we’re back, we’ll go back to doing the same things as 

before.” 

I laughed with the realization that Thomas’ argument was floored and 

that I could win. I laughed because I knew it would work out between us. “No 

we won’t.” 
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“How can you tell?” 

“Okay, before. Did you ever overdose on Paracetamol and end up in the 

hospital?” 

“No.” 

“So, therefore, haven’t you already shown that you’re not stuck in the 

same routine as before?” 

“I suppose.” 

I bent down and kissed Thomas full on the lips. “Did I ever do that to you 

in King’s Lynn before?” 

Thomas’ lips remained puckered. “No.” 

“Do you still think nothing’s changed?” 

Thomas closed his eyes and began to weep. I was at a loss, and my 

confidence momentarily waned. I glanced down at him and to my astonishment 

he was laughing. He kissed the back of my hand. “I think I do need you, 

Matthew. With you, I don’t want to die.” 

Thomas’ words propelled me into a temporary stupor filled with profound 

joy. I felt ecstatically giddy, and for the briefest of moments I didn’t feel like I 

needed oxygen to live, just the love of this good man. When I snapped back to 

reality my face was drenched with tears and I was clutching Thomas’ hands. 
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“When you get out of here,” I wept. “Why don’t you come and live with me? 

That way we can keep an eye on each other. And you can teach me Kung Fu.” 

He lifted our hands up and then let them fall to the bed. “I’d like that. It 

would recreate meaning in my life.” 

I paused, and screwed up my face in contemplation. “You mean create 

meaning?”  

“No. Meaning comes from the things around you. When you recreate 

your surroundings, you recreate the meaning.” 

“I thought meaning was just your own sense of purpose?” 

Thomas inched back on his pillows. “It is, but it's influenced from all the 

things you experience in your environment over time.” 

I laughed. “Does recreating meaning have to be so stressful?” 

“I suppose it has to be. Which is why you should do your best to enjoy 

it.” He paused. “The recreation of meaning!” 

A nurse with blonde hair tied back in a bun pulled the curtain aside and 

stepped through. “How are you feeling?” she said to Thomas. I wiped my face 

with the back of my hand. 

He glanced up at me with a sparkle in his eye. “Much better, thank you.” 

The nurse checked the needle in his arm and the fluid level in the bag. “You’re 

not going to make me drink anymore charcoal, are you?” 
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She checked his monitor and chuckled. “No. We don’t have to go through 

that again. But you might still feel some abdominal pain and nausea.” 

“I don’t even know what’s going on down there,” he moaned. “It’s like a 

symphony of maladies.”  

I grinned. “Drama queen.” The nurse caught my eye and smirked. 

“What’s going to happen now?” Thomas asked the nurse. 

“The doctor’s going to check-in on you once more, and then you’ll be 

transferred through to the hospital for one or two nights, just to keep an eye on 

you.” The nurse stepped through the curtain back into the hallway. 

Thomas groaned. “I might be here over Christmas.” 

“Ah, big deal,” I said, and sat back down. I reached over and put my 

hand on his arm. “If you’re going to be here for any length of time, I’ll come by 

and bring you some food. I can bring your laptop in so you can play some 

games and watch some movies.” 

Diane and Roy pulled the curtain aside and saw us holding hands. Diane 

smiled and let her head fall onto Roy’s shoulder. “I got this coffee,” said Roy, 

holding up a white plastic cup. “But there’s sugar in it. Do you want it, 

Matthew?” 

“Sure,” I replied and stood to take the cup from him. I gestured to the 

chair. “You want to sit down?” 
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“No. I think Diane and I are going to go home. We both need to get some 

rest.” Thomas’ parents kissed him goodbye and left to go home. I resumed my 

position in the chair, and waited patiently for the doctor to arrive. 

  



185 
 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE 

 Thomas was transferred through to the Terrington Ward at the Queen 

Elizabeth Hospital so they could continue monitoring his condition. I only had 

to work a half day on Tuesday, and so when Thomas called to say that he was 

being released, I was more than happy to swing by in the late afternoon and 

pick him up. 

 I brought him back to my house, and set him up in my armchair. I 

ignited a log fire in my fireplace to chase out the cold, and went out to the 

supermarket to stock up for Christmas. Diane and Roy had invited us both 

over for Christmas dinner, but ever since an early age I had become 

accustomed to having a whole array of sweets, cakes, beers, and rich meats 

handy to snack on over the holiday period. Plus I wanted Thomas to be 

comfortable and help him to get over the negativity of the last couple of days.  

 It felt great to have him in the house with me and really drove home how 

lonely I had been over the last few months. I offered to go to his house and 

bring over his videogame consoles, but this very near gave him a heart attack. 

They were all set-up in a very specific way and all of the games had been filed 

in accordance with his system. I politely backed off and didn’t push the point.  

  

 Late Christmas morning, Thomas and I drove over to his parents’ house. 

The sky was clear and blue and all of the snow and ice had now melted. 
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Thomas sat in the passenger seat holding a white plastic grocery bag 

containing Christmas pudding and some beer. I backed out of the driveway and 

drove on down the country lane. Thomas pulled a CD case from his pocket and 

popped it open. “A little Adam Lambert?” he said. 

I nodded. “Sure.” 

Thomas inserted the disc and Music Again burst through the speakers. “I 

don’t want my parents to know about what happened in Aspen,” he said after 

the opening beats. “I’ve been thinking about it, and I’d rather that just be our 

secret.” 

 I pulled the car onto the bypass from the lane and brought the car up to 

speed. “Are you sure?” I asked. “Haven’t you told them anything?” 

 “No. I suspect they know it wasn’t a straight forward business trip. I’ll fill 

them in on snippets if and when I have to. Do people at work know what 

happened to us?” 

 We passed the Farmer’s Arms on our left and headed on down the hill 

into the village of South Wootton, on the outskirts of King’s Lynn. I shook my 

head. “Just Rachel and Sophie. Rachel might have to tell a few other people, 

like Janine, but she’s telling them to keep it on the down-low.” 

 I stopped at a traffic light and took a moment to reflect on how small the 

roads were in comparison to the ones in the United States.  

 “Do you think Randy is on Facebook?” asked Thomas. 
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 I laughed. “You know, he doesn’t strike me as person who would use 

Facebook. What do you think he’s doing right now?” 

 “Chewing tobacco and taking a shipment of dildos across the country, 

helping all kinds of individuals fulfill the American dream.” 

 I drove on over the light. “Not quite sure that has anything to do with the 

American dream, Thomas.” 

 “Are you qualified to make that statement, Matthew? You’re British, what 

do you know?” 

 I looked across at him, stunned. “Well, you’re British, too.” 

 “Yes, but I’m opening up conceptual possibilities. You’re shooting them 

down. If you’re going to shoot something down, you’d better know it’s the truth, 

otherwise you’ve just shot the wrong duck.” 

 “Shot the wrong duck?” I repeated. “I wouldn’t want to do that.” I 

chuckled. “You know, I bet Socrates would’ve loved your analogies for exploring 

the truth.” 

 Thomas held up his hand and crossed his index and middle fingers. “Me 

and Socrates would’ve been liked this.” 

When we pulled up on the curb next to Thomas’ parents’ house, Diane 

welcomed us both inside with a hug and a kiss, and took our beer and pudding 
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into the kitchen. Thomas and I went on through to the lounge where Roy sat by 

the fire, watching an old black and white movie.  

 We sat down on the sofa. “Merry Christmas, Roy,” I said, gesturing with 

my arms. I could smell the chicken roasting in the kitchen, and the whiff of 

sage and some other herbs and spices made my mouth water. 

 “And a Merry Christmas to you, too, Matthew,” he said. I noticed he was 

holding a liquor glass with a good two-fingers of a brown drink inside. His 

cheeks were high and rosy. “How are you feeling, Thomas?” 

 Thomas nodded. “Better.” 

 A convulsion swept through Roy and I thought he was going to vomit. He 

chuckled. “Look at you two with your shaved heads! Whatever were you 

thinking?” 

 Diane sat down next to me on the other side of the sofa. She was sipping 

red wine. “I like it,” she said, studying us. “Like two peas in a pod.” 

 “Matthew and I are moving in together,” Thomas blurted. My face flushed 

and I wondered if there was a tactful bone in his body. 

 Diane and Roy shared a glance. The cutest smirk curled its way 

outwards from the corner of Diane’s mouth, although Roy was harder to read. 

He stared at Thomas, penetrating. “Are you ready for that, son?” 
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 Thomas gripped his trouser legs in both hands and exhaled in one 

smooth breath. “Yes, dad. I think I am.” 

 Roy erupted into a fit of laughter and jumped to his feet. “Good for you, 

boy,” he said, and reached down to hug Thomas and kiss him on the head. He 

slapped me on the shoulder, and strolled out of the room. 

 “We thought you two might get together,” said Diane, quietly to me. “I 

was actually hoping it.” 

 I felt my insides swell and then melt. “Aw, thanks Diane.” I gave her a 

hug.  

 Roy returned with his hand in a packet of Salt and Vinegar crisps. “Are 

you moving into your house or Matthew’s?” he asked, re-taking his seat. 

 “Matthew’s,” said Thomas. “It’s a bit bigger. But I’m not selling the 

house, at least not yet.” 

 “What can I get you boys to drink?” asked Diane. She fired Roy a scowl. 

“As somebody forgot to offer you one.” Roy had a mouthful of crisps and made 

some sort of half shrug half protest apology. 

 “A beer would nice, Diane,” I said. 

 “Have you got any Jack Daniels?” Thomas asked. Diane leaned back with 

a raised eyebrow. “Jack Daniels? Since when do you drink that?” 

 Thomas sighed. “I have recently developed a taste for it.” 
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 Diane shuffled to face Roy. “Have we got any of that?” 

 Roy swallowed. “Yeah. Liquor cabinet, behind the Scotch. Your sister 

bought it for me about two birthdays ago. I’ll get it.” Roy wobbled to his feet 

and bee-lined for a small mahogany cabinet at the back of the room. He bent 

down, twisted the handle, and pulled the bottle out from the back. “How do you 

take it, Thomas?” 

 Thomas waved his hand. “Oh, just neat.”  

 Roy removed a crystalline liquor glass from the credenza next to the 

cabinet. “Oh, aye,” he said. “Never touched a drop in his life, and now he’s 

drinking bourbon, neat. Keep your eye on him, Matthew. He’s going to be a 

handful.” 

 I smirked and put my hand on Thomas’ knee. “Oh, hang on,” I said. 

“Should you be drinking that after coming out of the hospital?” 

 A look of realization washed over Thomas’ face. “Yeah, you’re right. I’d 

better just have a glass of Coke.” 

 Roy stood holding the glass of Jack Daniels, and glanced from the bottle 

to the glass and back again. With a shrug he downed the entire contents of the 

glass and disappeared into the kitchen and began to sing ‘Auld Lang Syne.’  

 Diane glanced in the direction of the kitchen and frowned. “I keep telling 

him that’s a bledy New Year song, but he won’t listen.” 
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 Christmas Day with Thomas’ parents was the most fun I had had in a 

long time. We played board games, although thankfully not Monopoly, and ate 

enough good food to go into hibernation for the winter. In the evening we 

settled down to watch a few movies, and in my warm groove next to Thomas on 

the sofa, I finally felt like my feet were back on the ground and the world had 

stopped spinning. 

In the car on the way back, Thomas napped in the passenger seat, and I 

navigated the country roads back to our house. I felt profoundly happy, and 

even though I cherished the thought of the remaining holiday, I was more than 

ready to tackle work again in the New Year.  
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CHAPTER TWENTY TWO 

 On January 3rd, Thomas and I returned to work. We arrived in separate 

cars because we wanted to minimize any gossip of our relationship, and also 

when Thomas expressed a wish to drive, I opted to drive myself for fear of dying 

an early death.  

 I enjoyed seeing Thomas back in his brick-covered cubicle, making his 

calls, and working on his budget proposals. The castle had its king back. 

 Rachel called us both in the mid-morning and asked that we go and meet 

with her in her office. We wrapped up our tasks, locked our desktops, and 

headed off down the hallway to the offices.  

 Thomas and I stopped by the break room on the way to the office. I 

always needed a huge dose of coffee by mid-morning as it seemed to facilitate 

word formation from the grunts and mumbles of waking up. Thomas didn’t 

drink coffee, but his tea was sacred. I watched as he circled the tea jar once, 

anticlockwise, just to hear the grate of the jar on the countertop.  

 We made our drinks and moved to leave the break room when the door 

was blocked by Graham coming in to get his morning coffee. He had on a white 

shirt and black trousers, and a red buckle that read ‘Cocky’ was centered on 

his belt. “Hey guys, how’s it going?” he asked. “Getting your morning caffeine, 

hey?” 
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 I nodded and took a large step to the side so I could get to the door 

before the obligatory conversation. “Yeah, I need a cup, too,” said Graham. I 

stopped and smiled, hoping he was going to leave it there. “I was up pretty late 

last night, if you get my drift.” 

 To my surprise, Thomas slammed his cup down on the countertop by the 

sink. His eyes trailed, blazing, from Graham’s chin to his eyes. Graham inched 

backwards, but Thomas stepped towards him. “No, we don’t catch your drift, 

because you weren’t up late last night.” Thomas then threw his arms around 

Graham and leaned in towards his ear. “But it’s okay, Graham, because we 

love you.” 

 I wanted to laugh, if not for the comical value of Thomas’ words but for 

the confused look of terror etched on Graham’s face. Thomas stepped back, 

picked up his tea, and strolled from the break room. I followed him into the 

hallway. “That was brilliant,” I said. “You just terrified him into silence.” 

 Thomas sipped his tea. “I just couldn’t take it anymore, Matthew. At his 

age, it’s time he started being real to himself. And besides, now I’ve forgiven 

him, I don’t have to worry about writing incriminating e-mails anymore.” 

 Rachel’s door was ajar and I knocked and peered through the gap. She 

waved us in and Thomas closed the door behind us. “Have a seat, boys,” she 

said, and gestured to the two chairs in front of her desk. She was looking 

sharper than usual. Her hair was neatly pulled into its silver clip, and there 

were no smears or stains on her navy blue blouse. We took our seats and she 
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leaned forward on her desk onto her elbows. Rachel studied our crew cuts for a 

brief second before shaking the follow-up questions from her mind. “I have had 

a very long chat with Sophie,” she began, her voice soft, “and we finally have a 

game plan. But before we get to that, I do just want to apologize for all that you 

two went through.” 

 “Why?” Thomas asked. “You didn’t arrange the kidnapping.” 

 Rachel held her hand up. “I know, I know. But I do feel a bit responsible, 

and I want you two to know that I am here for you if you need anything.” 

 I could sense Thomas wanted to argue the point so I elbowed him and he 

remained quiet. “Don’t hate me for this,” Rachel continued, “but Sophie and I 

would like to arrange some counseling for you.” 

 Thomas drew an incensed breath, but I cut him off. “I’ll take it,” I said. “I 

think I’m dealing with it better now, but there are some things I don’t want to 

re-experience.” I nodded and smiled to Rachel. “I’ll take it.” 

 Rachel turned to Thomas. He glanced at me, stared down at the desk for 

a thoughtful moment, and then looked up at Rachel’s chin. “No, I’m good 

thanks, Rachel. If I feel the need in the future, though, I’ll let you know.” 

 She drew a deep breathe. “Fair enough. Okay, then. Let’s get down to 

business. Sophie had a call with the sales director, Martin Sanders, at Daeva 

last night. She didn’t let on what happened to you guys, only that you went to 

meet Myers in the Alpine Lodge and he never showed. Sanders went on to 



195 
 

explain that Myers was missing and the case was currently ongoing. They 

actually still haven’t found Myers’ body.” 

Thomas squinted and cocked his head. “But it was in the room with us,” 

he said. “Some of Julie’s associates must have carried it out when I was carried 

out to the car and bundled in with Matthew.” 

Rachel’s lips were semi-pursed and her eyes flickered back and forth 

across her desk. “I’m surprised they got you out without being seen.” She 

looked to me. 

I held my hands up. “I was unconscious,” I said. “And that’s the first 

time I’ve used that as an excuse for anything.” 

“The body wasn’t there when the police arrived,” Rachel explained. 

“Anyway, Sophie expressed our deepest sympathies, and said that when they 

were ready, if they were still interested, we’d like to arrange another meeting. 

Sanders agreed and will contact us in the future to set a date.” 

 “If the body wasn’t there when the police arrived,” said Thomas, “we have 

to go back and talk to the police.” 

 A weight dropped into my stomach. “No, we don’t,” I shook my head and 

tried to fend off cotton-mouth with my tongue. “I’m not going back.” 

 Thomas reached over and put his hand on my knee. “But Matthew, 

there’d be nothing to worry about. Given what happened to us, no one is going 

to hold us accountable for anything.” 
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 “You blew up their getaway car, and later chopped Julie in the neck and 

stole her car.” 

 “Maybe that car blew up on its own after the crash?” Thomas suggested. 

“And besides, given the gravity of the case, I don’t think anyone is going to 

care. And okay, I rendered her unconscious, but if you’ll recall, she assaulted 

me first, and so it was in self-defence. Once the threat had been neutralized, I 

even took her to the hospital to be treated.” 

 A girlish laugh escaped my throat, and my sanity swelled and threatened 

to float away from my brain again. 

 “He’s right, Matthew,” Rachel concurred. “You need to talk to the police. 

But we can reach out to them on the phone first, and go from there.” 

 I sighed. “Fine.” 

 She smiled. “Well, I’m glad that’s sorted. Now, let me show this. Sanders 

pointed us this article.” Rachel used the mouse to pull up an article from The 

Denver Post. Thomas and I leaned across her desk. 

 

ROGUE BOUNTY HUNTER ARRESTED IN MURDER OF 

ROBERT MYERS 

Special Agents apprehended Melissa Cogdill on Thursday, 

December 19th, from the Emergency Room at the Aspen 

Valley Hospital.  Hospital staff notified the Aspen Police 
Department promptly after finding a note on the lap of the 
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semi-conscious Cogdill. Sgt. Petersen was in shock when he 

received the call. “The hospital staff called us, saying they 
found a note on somebody dropped of half-conscious in the 

ER. It was Melissa Cogdill. Well, I couldn’t believe it. We’d 

been working with the Feds to track down and bring her in. I 
got on the phone immediately with the FBI, and they 

dispatched agents to the hospital to apprehend her. I don’t 

know who it was, but somebody served her up on a silver 

platter.” 

Previously, on Monday, December 16th, Carbondale police 

had been in pursuit of Cogdill outside of Carbondale, CO. 
Cogdill had been driving a blue Nissan Maxima on 133. That 

night in the Alpine Lodge, Aspen, Cogdill and her associates 

are believed to have murdered Robert Myers, who is still 
missing. Aspen police notified the Carbondale police after 

learning of the attack at the hotel. Carbondale police chased 

them off the road just west of Mount Sopris, north of 
Redstone.   

It is believed that Cogdill was hired to kill Myers after Myers 
recently came into the possession of a small fortune from his 

deceased father. Cogdill, an ex-marine and bounty hunter, is 

wanted in connection to a string of murders from Los 

Angeles to Denver.  

 

 I sat back in my chair. “Bledy hell!” 

 “I know,” said Thomas. He flexed his muscles. “I took out an ex-marine 

and bounty hunter.” 

 Rachel pulled over her empty cup and held it in both hands. “I’m just 

glad you’re both still alive.” 

 Thomas grinned and chuckled once again like a demented little demon. 

He pointed at the article. “See, Matthew,” he said, “I helped them. Served them 

right up on a platter, look.” 
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 I shared Thomas’ laugh. Seeing some proof that we’d actually helped 

relieved some of the guilt. “We were involved in an ongoing FBI case,” I realized. 

“I got to witness you take out a wanted felon!” I laughed again. “That’s epic!” 

 Rachel pushed back in her chair and stood from her desk. “Don’t get too 

carried away. This whole thing still really stinks.” 

 Thomas and I stood, transfixed in each other’s grins. I punched him on 

the shoulder. “Dude, you’re a badass!” 

 “Do you think it’s too late to add snow mobiles, Alaskan timber wolves, 

bazookas, cocaine, and prostitutes?” 

 Rachel edged around the side of her desk. “What?” 

 “I don’t think they’re needed,” I replied. 

 “Is there something you’re not telling me?” asked Rachel. 

 Thomas and I shook our heads. “No,” we said, together. 

 “Hmm,” she muttered and walked ahead of us out of her office. “Crew 

cuts, FBI, murders, bounty hunters. I should’ve sent Moira and Philip.” 
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TWENTY THREE 

 And that’s the story about this guy I know. Over the next few weeks, we 

both spoke to the Aspen police and the FBI over the phone and let them know 

what happened to us. They were currently building their case against Julie, or 

rather Melissa Cogdill, and wanted us to fly out and sign sworn statements 

testifying that Myers was in the room when we had entered. Myers had since 

been found in the back of a car at a scrapyard in Farmington, New Mexico. 

 Sophie met with us at work and said that she was more than happy to fly 

us back out to Aspen to meet with the police, although she arranged for us to 

meet with a lawyer when we arrived, just in case there were any complications.  

 Thomas and I both boarded the train to Gatwick on the day of the flight. 

I wanted us to travel together, just the two of us, and I knew that traveling with 

his parents would have depressed Thomas. I was trying to make an effort to 

keep a certain level of ‘chaos’ in our lives, just so things didn’t become too 

routine.  

 Living with Thomas, with the exception of a few arguments here and 

there, was actually a lot of fun. We very soon had the garden cleaned up, and 

made plans for a spring garden with a rockery. Thomas still played his 

videogames, sometimes for hours at a time, but I was more than happy to read 

or watch him play. I also joined his Kung Fu club and attended on Tuesday 

evenings. Thomas was one of the most gifted club members, and I noticed that 

he still didn’t look the other members in the eyes. I asked him about this. 
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 “Thomas, why don’t you look the other members in the eyes?” 

 “It’s Kung Fu, Matthew. You don’t have to. If you know where the arm is, 

you know where the head is.” 

 

 We boarded the plane to Newark, New Jersey, with little difficulty, and I 

was pleased to see that Thomas had not packed any nunchuks in his hand 

luggage. By way of tradition, we had purchased a bottle of Jack Daniels in the 

sparkly liquor store for the journey across the Atlantic.  

 This time Thomas took the seat by the window, and I fell into the middle 

next to him. We kicked our carryon luggage under the seat in front and clipped 

the seat belts across our waists.  

 “I still can’t believe we’re doing this,” I said. “When we came back the last 

time, I’d have never have agreed to it.” 

 Thomas pulled the strap tight on his seat belt. “This time it’ll be 

different,” he said. “And if we are attacked again, I’ve been learning some new 

moves.” He threw his both of his hands forward in one blur. 

 “I still don’t know how you move your hands that fast.” 

 “Stay relaxed and contract at the last minute. It takes some practice.” 

 I frowned and lamented my novice status in the martial arts. “Yeah, 

yeah. Water into ice, and all that shit.”   
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“Hey, check this out!” Thomas pulled his keychain out from the inside of 

his jacket pocket. It had a pen-sized metal rod looped in among the keys. I took 

it from him to get a closer look. 

“What is it?” I asked, and checked to see if there was a nib anywhere for 

writing. 

Thomas flashed his teeth in an all-knowing grin. “It’s a kubotan,” he 

said. “For self-defense.” 

“Of course it bledy is,” I moaned. I went to hand it back, but something 

else on the keychain caught my eye. “Hang on a minute,” I said, grabbing and 

holding up the small metallic item. “You still have this?” 

Thomas had attached the number ‘2’ he had taken from the Alpine Lodge 

hotel room to the key chain. “Well it only made sense to keep it. I could 

probably do some damage with that, too. Haha, too, get it?” I shook my head 

and pulled out the flight magazine from the pocket in the back of the chair in 

front, and began to flick through. “I had my last counseling session last week.” 

 Thomas turned his head to me. “How’d that go?” 

 “It’s good. I was a little cynical when they first started. But my body no 

longer wishes to shut-down when I remember being stuck in the boot of the 

car.” 

 “I’m proud of you for going, Matthew. It takes a lot of courage to admit 

you need help.” He squeezed my thigh. “I’ve never been very good at it.” 
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 “Well, we’ve got each other, now,” I said. “Hopefully, we can keep each 

other out of trouble.” 

 Thomas rested his head on my shoulder. “It’s working so far.” 

 I stopped reading and tucked the magazine back into the pocket. I didn’t 

want to discuss our relationship, and fortunately a flash of inspiration snapped 

me out of it. “Shaved Farmer, that’s what I’d call my beer.” 

 Thomas grimaced. “That’s worse than Matthew’s Beer. It sounds like the 

hair from the farmer was used in the brewing process.” 

 “The Demon’s Nunchuks.” 

 “That’s more of a pub.” 

 “Julie’s Sass.” 

 Thomas laughed. “I’ll take it.” 


