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The young girl takes the stage with a shyness that is heartbreaking.
Drifting out into the smoke fogged floodlights, her long dark hair falling about her face, she pulls a chair from the shadows and, plugging in her instrument, briefly settles. She still has not made eye contact with a single soul within her expectant audience. The music from the house speakers dies away in anticipation as she cradles her instrument, leaning slightly forward upon her high seat, the heels from her long boots resting precariously upon a wooden step in the chair beneath. There is never complete silence, not in these places where too many gather to be entertained, adrenalized and inebriated and demanding a show. She waits until only a few mocking voices hang in the air before her, then she begins to play and when she does, it’s as if the very fabric of the world that surrounds them begins to fall away.
She was something of a rarity in the field that she was swiftly beginning to dominate, almost a different breed entirely when compared, as was the wont of her admirers to often do, to her contemporaries. She had seemed to materialise from out of nowhere, entering the scene by neither means of achievement nor professional management. Her route into the media circuit had been by that rare and beautiful creature so hard to nurture these unimaginative days; word of mouth. The music that followed her porcelain almost childlike beauty was in many ways, more beautiful, it haunted as it caressed, chilled as it warmed and could harden like stone at a moment’s notice, enrapturing avid listeners, her pale face hypnotising casual viewers. ‘Music to dance with the devil by’, that had been a handy quote from the fanzines upon her debut performance only a few short months ago. Luckily, in the circuit where she had chosen to operate, this proved to be a winning formula. Hers was a black and impassioned opera that had found it’s equally midnight hour obsessed fans readily.
Success, in more forms than one, had followed. Her name was considered money now. Labels, uncharacteristically confident of a potential client’s enduring success, hounded her in hopes of signing a lucrative deal. All were forsaken, their appeals to her musician’s ego and promises of international fame and fortune falling on deaf ears. For the foreseeable future, the beautiful yet somehow intangible musical waif seemed happy with her solid yet moderate lot, and so the performances continued. From one London venue to the next, as sporadic as a badly managed band with no foreseeable strategy in regards to scheduling, as empty clubs and bars magically filled upon the opening notes of any one of her number of melodic downbeat dreamscapes, promoters passed on the word. Here was a style not soon forgotten, here was music as much a breath of fresh air as it was a gleeful doomsayer, devoid of superficial lyrical intent and all the more affecting for it, here was what the music scene, indeed the international music world, had been waiting for.
For Lewis Morrison, scourge of the musical press, disregarded by his own contemporaries and downright loathed by his peers, the appeal of Katrina Collins’ music was wasted on him. Yet again, there was another self preening pretty young pop prostitute, feigning passion and sacrificially throwing herself prostate before the merciless beast of the arts. The fact that she had generated so much attention in so short a time span and with so few actual performances under her belt scored no points with him. The fact that the biggest names in music, some established a decade earlier, were clamouring to work with her despite her label neutrality meant little to nothing as far as he was concerned. Lewis Morrison was cynicism incarnate, a state of mind he’d resided in for so long he now no longer recognised it as such. He’d seen them all in his long and ill fated career, the beautiful hopeful soon becoming the ugly despondent as promises of future success fell by the wayside and the ‘star’ themselves fell by the bottle. They were always surprised when, without warning, the world they dreamed of inhabiting suddenly proved itself as capable of malicious cruelty as magical generosity. Why should this thin, pale-faced, dark haired harbinger of human fragility and angelic beauty be any different? Hadn’t there been literally hundreds before her whose gimmicks had failed to stay the media’s blade? Wouldn’t there realistically be hundreds after her? What exactly made Katrina Collins so special?
So it had been with no small measure of frustration that Lewis had reacted to his boss’ suggestion that he catch her latest performance for the newspaper’s social section. He’d tried arguing, he’d even uncharacteristically tried reasoning. Neither had worked. His efforts had been rewarded with a sarcastic retort and a laminated press pass, whereby he’d promptly been shown the door. This was how far he’d fallen, his pride admonished as he made his way to the train station, from interviewing personalities of musical worth and depth to fluffing the publicity pillow for an unknown. This was where he had ended up and it was, quite simply, his worst nightmare come true. He was a walking cliché, he knew it, a failed musician who had turned to critiquing those whom luck had favoured above himself. Those who can, do, those who can’t, critique? Ludicrous. As if those who had failed knew anything about what succeeded?
With this and many other negative thoughts, all relevant to exactly just how unbearable his life had become, fighting to be the first to finish him, Lewis Morrison, music journalist and cynic, boarded the train to Camden.
~~~~~~
Whatever he had expected, he hadn’t expected this.
‘I’m sorry sir but the house is full tonight.’
The doorman seemed genuine enough but you never could tell. This was Camden after all.
‘What are you talking about? I can see empty seats from where I’m standing.’ Lewis protested.
It was true. Despite the obvious social huddle of activity inside consisting of music fanatics, assembled press like himself and the loyal hard bitten alcoholics of Camden Town, there appeared to be numerous empty tables awaiting patrons.
‘Reserved,’ the doorman stated.
‘Reserved? Fuck off. Come on, get out the way. I’ve got a job to do.’
The doorman stepped to block the way and Lewis immediately felt his temper flare.
‘I’m afraid all tables and seats are reserved tonight for Ms Collin’s performance. You should have booked a ticket.’
Lewis laughed.
‘Booked a ticket? Pal, I didn’t even book a ticket when I watched Queen rock Live Aid, or for the after show party where I watched Freddie Mercury go down on a bunch of roadies. I don’t book tickets. I get invited to events bigger than anything you’ve ever fucking bounced I’d bet.’
‘Be that as it may sir,’ the doorman was being impeccably polite and all it served was to infuriate Lewis all the more. ‘I can’t let you in without a ticket.’
‘How about this?’ Lewis grinned and stepped forward till their noses almost touched. ‘You let me in now or I crack your skull wide open and use your fucking carcass as a welcome mat.’
The sneer Lewis received in response was somewhat amusing, the polite facade was slipping.
‘With all due respect, sir,’ the doormen leered. ‘I would love to see you try.’
It was an offered opportunity, one neither would see come to fruition for at that moment, before fists started to fly, the door to the bar flung open and a young energetic man, dressed in an impeccable suit and tinted spectacles, came barrelling out into the street.
‘It’s okay Steve, I got this one. He’s with me.’
Neither Lewis nor the doorman, Steve, broke eye contact, their hatred apparent and raw.
‘He doesn’t have a ticket sir.’ Steve informed his superior. The young man rounded the combatants and carefully eased them apart, placing his body between them.
‘He doesn’t need one...’
Casually, the man fished into Lewis’ half buttoned jacket and flipped out the plastic laminated press pass hanging round Lewis’ neck.
‘He’s press. Check the list. Lewis Morrison.’
Lewis’ face broke wide into a shit eating grin as he dared the bigger man to attempt something further. Gritting his teeth, his jaw set in stone, Steve finally looked away to pull a sheet of paper from his top pocket. Without waiting for clearance, the man took Lewis firmly by the arm and walked him through the entrance.
‘You’re doing a good job Steve, keep it up.’ The man shouted back, his voice just audible over the sudden low roar of the assembled club before the glass door closed again, leaving Steve to ponder the authorised list alone.
‘What the hell’s wrong with you Lewis?’
Lewis ignored the question and allowed himself to be guided through the many scattered groups of drinkers, paparazzi and London socialites towards the bar where young female bar staff worked frantically to service orders. Outwardly, he winced as he caught fleeting glances of familiar faces, faces which in turn recognised him and scowled, some even laughing as he passed. Fellow rivals. Now the nightmarish evening was finally complete. As they weaved through the tastefully furnished club, Lewis noted that tables not yet filled did indeed bear reserved placards. At the front of the club, a small curtained stage played host to a microphone, an amplifier, a bar stool and a solitary table upon which an unlit candle had been placed. Soft ethereal music played lightly through house speakers over the murmur of conversation, enhancing the smooth and elegant dreamy atmosphere.
‘New guy huh, Dean?’ Lewis said as he pushed a space clear at the bar and took a seat, oblivious to the chagrined looks from his neighbours. ‘I’m starting to lose faith in your judgement.’
‘Steve is very capable.’ Dean replied a little tersely as he silently apologised to those whom Lewis had moved and waved the barmaid over. ‘Just stubborn sometimes. Sound familiar? Drink?’
‘Lager.’ Lewis answered. If he had to be here, he may as well reap the benefits. The girl nodded and moved away. Dean, standing beside him, leaned conspiratorially closer.
‘Why the hell didn’t you just show him your pass and avoid all that nastiness?’
‘Now where’s the fun in that?’ Lewis replied, no grin present to show his retort intended any form of humour. Dean shook his head.
‘I see you still retain that infamous award winning personality of yours. You like making life difficult for yourself, don’t you? I should’ve let Steve knock some sense into you.’
‘Fuck him and fuck you too, Dean. I don’t need anyone stepping in for me.’
‘So I’ve heard. How many clubs are you barred from now?’
The young girl returned with the drinks and correctly assessing the mood, promptly left again. Lewis took a lengthy gulp of his free lager.
‘No good ones.’ He said as he replaced the glass upon the bar, a grin this time preceding the comment.
‘And how many promoters refuse to even let you onto their premises?’
‘If there’s a point here, please feel free to come to it.’
Dean’s voice raised slightly. ‘You do yourself no favours. You want to ride on reputation and past glories alone, fine, but this kind of attitude of yours, it’s damaging. You know how this game works, back scratching and all that. You’re closing yourself off to a world of opportunities.’
‘You sound like a fucking guidance counsellor. Give it a rest will you and tell me why I’m here?’
There was a beat of silence between them as the promoter appraised the journalist. Lewis had seen this expression before; many times. Dean was deciding whether he would be wasting his breath to give advice to someone so clearly devoted to destroying everything substantial in his life or just not bother with him at all. The promoter, one of those eternally positive souls that Lewis tended to hate upon sight, was one of the few professionals left in the business that hadn’t yet written him off. Perhaps it would be better if he didn’t burn all of his bridges. Besides which, Lewis was finding the sullen silence somewhat irritating.
‘This Katrina bird,’ Lewis prompted. ‘She worth the flowers? That’s all I keep hearing.’
The thinly veiled contempt on Dean’s face was familiar and amusing, yet Lewis kept his mirth in check, barely.
‘You’re a fucking asshole.’ Dean stated simply, as if for the record. ‘You know that?’
Lewis nodded, inwardly cheering his success in making the infamously strait laced promoter swear, yet at the same time noting it was his distain of Ms Collins that had invoked it.
‘I have been briefed, yeah.’ Lewis took another drink and prompted again. ‘So, what’s this tart like?’
He simply couldn’t help himself adding yet another jibe. Wearing a mask of nothing less than disgust bordering on genuine anger, Dean merely stormed away in response. Lewis laughed as he departed, then returned his attentions to his beer.
He checked his watch. It was ten fifty seven. Katrina was due on stage at eleven. Three minutes remained, three minutes before, if the press were to be believed, his perception of love and life would be irrevocably altered, the very grains of sand upon which he built his sandcastles of thought and opinion would be dashed. Katrina Collins would show him there was another way, another path, another life that could be his to lead in any way he saw fit. He would, through her music, in effect, be reborn. Snorting, wondering yet again what he was doing there, Lewis rubbed his nose in irritation and took another drink.
The lights dimmed without warning. There was an audible hush of excitement that filtered through the room as those standing swiftly found themselves available seats. The music from the house speakers faded away, leaving only whispered voices speaking hurriedly in anticipation. Even the bar staff and those who had still not yet been served, halted their administrations and turned in the direction of the stage. Lewis had to admit, the effect was impressive, his curiosity piqued. It seemed, as the volume in the small room decreased considerably, that the lights too continued to dim. Lewis rubbed his eyes and noted that it now wasn’t far from darkness within the club, a reality that only served to heighten the palpable tension now present within those gathered. There was no one talking now, then as abruptly as the lowering of the lights, a voice began to sound.
Small, musical, light in timbre and soft in volume. In the now almost complete darkness, a female voice, too natural to be emanating from an amplifier or speaker, was singing. The melody was simple, slow in changes and static in key, the notes long and drawn out, an effect not dissimilar to chanting yet containing no discernible words, it seemed at once a strange and foreign language, yet oddly familiar. The singing continued from somewhere within the all consuming darkness at the centre of the stage and it was, by increments, getting louder. The notes began to change in quick succession as the phrasing of the melody took on a more frantic style, the voice rose in pitch as if carried away and controlled by the song in which it sang, and still the volume in the voice rose. Passion swelled within the tone as the melody quickened still, words running into each other as the length of each note increased. The volume rose till it seemed to fill the very room, those gathered at the front actually made to place hands upon ears when suddenly, the singing stopped, the last note echoing loudly as if sounded from within a Pentecostal church and not a capacity filled nightclub. There was a beat of eerie silence where darkness and muted volume held sway then brightly and without warning, flaring candlelight sparked into existence, illuminating a young slim dark haired girl, dressed plainly in a long white dress and black shoes, perched upon the stool. In her thin hands, she tenderly held what appeared to be a custom designed electric harp. Here, she paused, motionless upon the stool as the candle’s flame, a good three feet away, danced seductively upon the table before her. Then, with slow deliberation, her long hair obscuring her pale face, her slim fingers reached up to find the harp’s strings and she begin to play.
A complicated yet slow melody sluiced from the barbed electrical strings as her fingers danced over and between them, a classical composition seemingly owing more to a trance-like, beat-less dance track than anything Mozart or Beethoven could lay claim to. The music rose and fell in waves and with every swell, her pressure upon the strings grew, only to dissipate when the pace eased off once more. It was at least ten or twelve barely defined bars into the song that Katrina Collins began to sing and her dominance over the room became complete.
Lewis Morrison, struck rigid at the bar, simply stared. For one as abrasive as he, it seemed he was finally, truly, at a loss for words. He carefully and quietly placed his drink upon the bar for fear of disrupting the spell and clutched instinctively to his heart. It was jack hammering away within the tightly constricted confines of his chest. He took a deep breath and exhaled gently. He blinked a couple of times as a sudden feeling of nausea swept over him. He cast a fatigued gaze about the club, finding in others a similar fascination with the performer, albeit minus the sudden sickness. He closed his eyes tightly, shutting out the vision onstage and concentrated on his breathing. By effect, the music seemed to grow within his own mind, contorting his senses out of place, out of rationality. He felt his weight upon the seat, his flesh stretched taut upon his bones. Sweat had broken out across his forehead in rivulets, he could feel drops threading their way through his hair. Placing his head into his clammy hands, he arched forward on the seat, trying desperately to right what had so suddenly and egregiously gone wrong. He focused on his heartbeat, not wanting now to hear the music Katrina orchestrated yet finding it burying itself within his mind, obtrusive, demanding, volatile.
When he finally managed to tear his hands away and look up at the stage, he found Katrina Collins, playing faster than could be considered possible, staring directly back at him. Time appeared to somehow shift as images and sound, that musical emotional assault, lost their sharpness and as a weight not unlike that of a metal blanket settled squarely upon his shoulders, Lewis Morrison slipped dizzily from the stool. His hand slid across the bar, searching for purchase and collided with his own glass. He continued downwards at a frightening rate, noting the sonic explosion of glass just before his very world went a complete and sudden black.
~~~~~~
Despite the urgency of the voices that filtered back to him through his rapidly regaining consciousness, it was the severe silence that shocked Lewis fully awake.
He blinked as he forced his eyes to focus. Blurry shapes were standing over him, the origins of the voices seemingly directed at him. There were others now, a low murmur of curiosity and amusement above what sounded like the house speakers once more. The silence had been imagined, tantamount to what his brain considered reality after the loss of the music which had affected him so dramatically. Katrina’s music was gone. He could feel the wet ground beneath his body and realised he was lying down, his head leaden upon his flattened shoulders. Light within the club had been restored. Indeed he seemed to be staring directly up at the light fixtures above him. As he attempted to shield his eyes, he felt hands upon his arms.
‘Lewis, can you hear me?’
He recognised the voice, even as his vision finally cleared and the face came sharply into focus. There were two unfamiliar male faces in addition to Dean. The green medical uniforms they wore required less concentration to place. Behind them, a scattered few patrons stared down at him somewhat disinterestedly. Embarrassment eventually gave him voice.
‘Yeah, I hear you.’ Lewis grumbled. In an attempt to regain at least some of his badly bruised pride, he tried to sit up. Even this small movement required help from the medics who eased him gently upright against the bar. A small victory achieved as, satisfied the drama was over, many of the onlookers took their leave or rejoined their more interesting conversations. Wetness chilled his spine as sodden clothes clung to his skin. He turned, as quickly as his still throbbing head would allow, to see one of the barmaids swishing a mop to and fro a few feet from him. Smashed glass littered a bucket to one side. Realisation of what had happened to his drink finally made him register the medical attention he was receiving to his right hand. A bloodied gash now adorned the inside of his palm. The newly processed information brought forth the first spurt of pain.
‘Oh, for fuck’s sake!’ He groaned. The paramedic, the younger looking of the two, laughed.
‘Hold up mate,’ he advised as he cleaned the wound with a surgeon’s precision. ‘This shouldn’t take long.’
‘Count yourself lucky that it was only your hand that was hurt.’ This contribution came from the second attendant, who was rummaging inside a green emergency bag. ‘You could have landed face first on that glass you smashed.’
Lewis grimaced as he watched the administrations to his hand, then a need for immediate answers drew his attention sharply back to Dean.
‘So what the fuck happened?’
The promoter looked amused. ‘What do you think happened? You passed out.’
An involuntary shudder of shame passed through Lewis, as he fought to sound as casual as possible. ‘Passed out? How? Why?’
‘That’s what we’re trying to determine,’ the attendant explained as he stopped rummaging within the bag and withdrew a miniature silver flash light. ‘Look at this light please.’
Lewis just stared at him. ‘Give me a break.’
The two medics exchanged a look. ‘You want to hit the deck again the second you get up?’ The medic proffered the light as if plea bargaining.
‘Lewis,’ Dean intervened. ‘Let these men do their job.’
Reluctantly, Lewis allowed his head to be guided as the medic shone the thin strong light in one eye, then the other. No sooner had the simple cursory test been performed than Lewis caught a glimpse of the arrogant doorman, Steve, standing watching through the glass door outside. He appeared to be laughing fit to burst. Instinctively, Lewis’ hands flexed in responsive fury.
‘Careful, mate. Christ,’ the hand healing medic exclaimed, as he brought forth a bottle of Polysporin from their bag of tricks. ‘Let me finish up here, it’s quite a nasty cut.’
‘Track my finger Mr Morrison.’ The light had been put away and now the attendant was repeating the one-two eye motion with a slow sweeping index finger, carefully noting Lewis’ tracking pupils. He seemed for the most part relieved with the response and turned to Dean.
‘He seems okay, could be an isolated incident.’ He turned back to Lewis and felt his forehead with the back of a hand. ‘Anything like this ever happened before?’
Lewis shook his head, more to remove the doctor’s offending hand, frustration slowly getting the better of his resolve.
‘Okay mate, just warning you,’ the palm reader advised as he unscrewed the antiseptic bottle. ‘This may sting a bit.’
‘Just like when you fell off a bike as a kid and your parents cleaned you up.’ The second attendant chirped. ‘It’s going to be a familiar sting, if slightly exaggerated.’
The condescension was inevitably worse than the following pain that lanced through his hand as the antiseptic immediately set to work.
‘Is this fucking necessary?’ Lewis barked.
‘Infections can be fatal my friend.’ The medic recapped and replaced the bottle. ‘I’d say you’d be wise to let me finish.’
The situation seemed suddenly ludicrous, being fawned over and tended to like a child, with Dean looking on like a concerned parent, and all in front of his many peers. Lewis swallowed a punch of humiliating bile.
‘And I say,’ he spat as he ripped his hand away from the medic. ‘You’re fucking finished.’
Without waiting for a rebuke, he unsteadily got to his feet. The two medics stood with him swiftly, fearing another collapse. The room swayed rebelliously as his perspective shifted, yet remained thankfully solid. A sea of faces regarded him expectantly, the conversations continued unabashed.
‘Lewis, you’re not being very smart.’ Dean wore his comfortably superior expression. Lewis ignored him, turning to face the stage, confronting the reality.
‘She’s over already? One song?’ He asked, somewhat bewildered. Dean looked at him in surprise. One of the medics futilely attempted to take hold of his bloodied hand again. ‘Some performance if you ask me.’
Lewis snorted. The surprised look on Dean’s face deepened.
‘Lewis,’ he started carefully. ‘Let the medics take a look at you properly. Come on, you may have banged your head.’
‘I’m fine. Christ, I’m not going to die. You shouldn’t have called them in the first fucking place.’
‘Mr Morrison, if you’ll just let me finish up with your hand.’ The youngest medic was reaching for him again. ‘You’re still bleeding, it’s deep. You may need stitches.’
Lewis pulled his hand away, confusion adding fuel to his anger.
‘Just give me the fucking gauze will you? I’ll do it myself!’ He shouted at the medics before turning his gaze once more upon Dean. ‘So where is she?’
Dean’s expression softened. ‘She’s finished. The performance is over.’
‘Yeah, but why so short?’ Lewis argued. ‘What’s there to review? This is what everyone has been going on about? A three minute harpie?’
Dean approached. ‘Lewis, Katrina played for the full half hour.’
‘What the fuck are you talking about? It’s…’ He looked down at his watch. Almost immediately, his breath caught in his throat.
‘She played six songs Lewis.’ Dean continued, impassioned. ‘You watched five of them for over twenty five minutes. It was halfway through her last song when you collapsed.’
Lewis continued to stare at his watch, blinking as if to correct the error his eyes were reporting.
‘We couldn’t revive you, you were bleeding,’ Dean explained, his voice matter of fact, persuading, convincing. ‘So, we called an ambulance. It looked serious.’
Lewis wasn’t listening, his eyes were transfixed on his blood spattered watch. It read eleven thirty three.
‘I…’ Lewis stammered. ‘…I don’t understand.’
The medics and Dean exchanged a look.
‘Sir,’ the older medic took charge. ‘We’d all feel a lot better if you let us take a real look at you.’
‘Come on Lewis,’ Dean implored. ‘Be a friend to yourself for once. Let me take care of you.’
Lewis finally looked up from his watch to the promoter, to the medics, to the club seemingly interested once more in the little drama unfolding before them. Lewis half turned, feeling eyes on the back of his neck, to see Steve continuing to stare at him through the frosted glass outside.
‘Just come with us to the hospital for a few hours.’ The medics were pleading now.
‘No…!’ The vehemence in his answer shocked all that listened. He closed his eyes tightly, his wrist still upturned, the watch face still proffered for perusal. He chewed on his lower lip. ‘No hospital. I think…I think I should be going. Yes, I need to go.’
‘Lewis…’ Dean made forwards for him but Lewis had already about turned and was making for the door. One grabbing their medical bag, the medics trailed after them.
Pushing his bloodied hand against the glass door, smearing blood against the surface, Lewis half staggered out into the street. Steve stepped to meet him.
‘What happened cream puff? Someone spike your coke?’
Lewis continued onwards, ignoring the remark. Steve, irritation causing renewed aggression, made to step after him but suddenly halted as Dean exited, his hand signalling him to back off. Reluctantly, Steve did as he was asked.
‘Come on man…’ Dean continued to plead his case as Lewis stumbled off slowly down the street, past the ambulance, his gait unsure, directionless.
‘No hospital.’ Lewis stated, barely louder than a whisper. The medics exited, the youngest quickening his pace in order to catch up, the bag clutched in his hands. Dean reached Lewis and took hold of him by the arm.
‘Lewis, you need to…’
Immediately, Dean reared back as Lewis turned on him as if to strike. There was an anger, a fierce and terrifying streak of pure hatred, suddenly blazing in the journalist’s eyes, as if the sight of Dean alone had inflamed him beyond all rational thought.
‘I’m going to get pissed.’ Lewis casually stated, his tone bereft of any of the threat his eyes promised, yet Dean, judging all available options, declined to test the inclination. Experience had taught him well and it was to its lessons he leaned now. His own humanity was of a disposition best suited to loving, not fighting. He let Lewis’ arm go and took a full two steps back.
‘Okay Lewis, fine.’
There the two of them remained as the medic caught up with them.
‘Your gauze,” he said and offered out his hand. Folded white strips of medical bandage hung from his palm. He stared at Lewis’ bleeding hand, not wanting to provoke the man further, yet torn by his duty and human instinct to heal, to nurture, to make right.
‘It will protect the wound while allowing it to breathe.’ He added carefully, trying to read the expression on the journalist’s face. ‘Don’t wrap it too tight okay?’
Lewis took the gauze and without another word, turned on his heels and continued walking down the street, away from the club towards the main thoroughfare of Camden Town where lights and sound grew both brighter and louder. He did not look back.
The medics climbed into the ambulance as Dean and Steve saw them off at the door.
‘Your friend is a strange one,’ the elder medic remarked to Dean, who shook his head.
‘Lewis has no friends,’ he said, his tone factual. ‘Thanks for coming so quickly guys. Appreciated.’
The boys in green nodded their assent and with a rev of the engine, reversed and pulled away from the club, navigating the small alleyway.
‘I’m sorry sir,’ Steve began, his tone respectful but forced. ‘I didn’t know he was press. I should have…’
Dean had already opened the door to the club, barely registering the doorman had spoken. His face was impassive as he pointed to the blood staining the glass.
‘Get that cleaned.’ He said before disappearing into the club, the door sealing behind him.
Steve cursed to himself as he stood alone once more in the doorway, his eyes transfixed upon the retreating form of Dean and the bright red plasma that adorned the transparent surface before him. He had quit better jobs than this. That fucking journalist, was he the full ticket or what? No one had ever had the balls to front him the way that critic had. It worried and angered him in equal measure. No rush, he thought to himself, an idea forming in his mind, glee cultivating a smile upon his pursed lips, plenty of time to teach the ill mannered a set of lessons they’d never forget. So intent in his devising of revenge borne fantasies was he that Steve almost didn’t notice that he was no longer alone. He had just placed a hand upon the door’s handle when the hairs on the back of his neck alerted him to another presence. The soft bouquet of a lightly scented perfume came shortly thereafter and he turned now at the scent. A smile, borne of a human instinct far older than even revenge itself, spread wide across his pug like features as he appraised the newcomer with hungry eyes.
‘Forget something beautiful?’ Steve leered and, letting go of the bloodied glass door, moved from his post at the entrance, away from the sanctuary of the club, away from lights and people…
…towards where a waiting Katrina Collins was beckoning to him, sweetly, slowly, deliberately, from the shadows.
~~~~~~
The couple that had been arguing outside The World’s End for the better part of an hour had finally decided to trade words for blows and, though reluctant to end the free street show, people had intervened before first blood could be drawn. Dodging clear of the fracas with a casual apathy, Lewis continued past them on his way aimlessly from the side streets into the town centre.
The disturbance barely stood out. On a Friday night, on every street corner that made up the colourful district of Camden Town, one could bear witness to a dozen fights, bizarre courting rituals, painted freaks proclaiming the end of the world, tramps loudly chastising their dogs for imagined slights, underage girls dressed (and somewhat behaving) like long in the tooth prostitutes and any number of darkly garbed music devotees, either tramping home after a sweat drenched gig or onwards to the next watering hole. This was what Camden Town was famous for; unique strangeness of all kinds and Lewis adored it. No one was judged in this town. Here, it mattered not what manner of appearance or demeanour you chose, it had all been seen before and would be again. So it was in this proud semi-village that stood as a timeless monument to freakish individualism, that Lewis drew no stares at all as he half stumbled down the streets, his jacket still soaked from his beer, his hand amateurishly swathed in blood stained gauze. His eyes were somewhat glazed over in an imitation of either alcohol or substance abuse though neither was accurate. Lewis Morrison was suffering from a condition far more human, shock. He’d effectively retreated within his own consciousness for the foreseeable future. Since leaving the club, he had observed all around him with a detached sensibility as his rational mind logistically tried to piece together the night’s events. It was proving difficult, taking into account the fact that he recalled very little. It wasn’t possible. How could he simply have lost half an hour in the time taken to fall from a bar stool? Dean had stated that he’d sat and watched twenty five minutes of Katrina Collins’ performance, how was it that he had no recollection of that at all? He only remembered the first song and even now, the melody evaded him, tantalisingly sweet and seductive yet out of reach somewhere at the back of his mind. Worse still was his inability to decide if he’d even liked the music, all he could recall feeling was the overwhelming sudden sickness. The thought caused his head to renew its throbbing and frustrated beyond measure, he cleared his thoughts of the irritation.
Two couples, entwined in arms and drunk on wine and love, crashed into him abruptly as he neared the Roundhouse concert venue. He turned slightly at the collision, noting the pain shoot through his injured hand. Sincere apologies were metered out from the males whose night could not be ruined, yet nothing was garnered from the two scantily clad girls who accompanied them, short of a wary look that told him their instincts tutored them wisely in the ways of knowing which Camdenites to avoid. Lewis continued to stare at the foursome as, his look invoking fear now, they continued somewhat swiftly on their way. He turned back in the direction he’d been walking and found himself standing beside a red tinged bar placed on a street corner. The windows were almost blacked in, so complete was the premise’s intended illusion and promise of a subdued Friday night haunt, of quiet solitude, that Lewis had entered the bar without even thinking about it.
Inside, the bar provided what the exterior suggested. Gloomy low level lamps upon a smattering of tables and wall booths illuminated an artistic, yet intentionally barren establishment. The black paint on the walls was peeling, as were the many posters of movies and rock stars that peppered the interior. The bar was a quarter full, unique for a Friday night, some taken to standing at the meagre bar, others preferring the space of darkened booths along the walls and far corners. A man and woman sat centre stage at a table not far from him, content to whisper into each others’ ears like fawning schoolchildren. The music, not unlike that played in Dean’s venue, was suitably tinged with a depressive melancholy. The barman smiled overenthusiastically as Lewis reached the bar, his fingers sticking immediately to the grungy countertop.
‘What can I get you?’ The barman asked helpfully. It took Lewis a second to place the drink he required to suitably clear the cobwebs.
‘Whisky.’
As the barman busied himself, Lewis watched a television above the bar upon which a war movie was playing out a brutal and bloody beach invasion. Explosions rocked the landscape and screaming soldiers clung desperately to each other in an attempt to survive the nightmarish hell they’d been pitched into. One of the soldiers, bright eyed with youthful exuberance, despite the mud and rain, took a foolish second to remove his helmet and proclaim his good fortune to his comrades as the battle seemed somewhat to lull. An enemy slug buried itself in his forehead a second later, dropping him like a sack of potatoes, a somewhat bewildered expression still present on his face. Lewis chuckled.
‘Here you go mate.’ The whisky was placed in front of him. ‘Brilliant film eh? Looks so real.’
The barman was obviously seeking a little healthy banter. Lewis paid with zero fanfare and with drink in hand, immediately turned from the bar. It was solace and contemplation he sought tonight, not company. Locating a corner booth, its black leather seats razored and expunging foam, he set the drink on the table and slid behind it. All at once, his body seemed to sigh out its frustrations, his legs complaining of the distance he’d made them carry him. Indeed his whole body ached. Fatigue had made itself comfortable within his nervous system, the results of the accident with his hand (which was even now throbbing with a vengeance, staining the red, worn gauze dressing) and the episode at the bar where a sickness had engulfed him from out of nowhere. Slouching in the seat, Lewis took a hearty gulp of the whisky, enjoying the discomfort as it burned through his insides, and tried to piece events together.
His first rational conclusion had been the obvious, someone had spiked his drink, though who and for what purpose he couldn’t begin to theorise. When the opportunity could have arisen also flummoxed him. It’s not like he didn’t have more than his fair share of enemies, any number of peers praying for a humiliation of any kind, though would any go to such lengths? It seemed implausible. Could it simply be, as the medic had wondered, an isolated incident? Caused by what? He’d laid low on his drug intake for the last few days (his dealer out of town), eaten regularly and there were no apparent stresses in his immediate future, least of all nothing he cared much about, to cause a blackout. Heat exposure? It was a cool Friday night in the city. Exhaustion? He barely broke a sweat at work, much less anywhere else. Had he been struck somehow? A blunt force trauma? He self consciously reached up to feel the back of his head. No, he’d felt no sudden pain. The sickness that had swept over him had been internal, from bowels to brain, it seemed the most apt description, a blanket of immense size and weight, settling on him, pulling him helplessly to the ground. So what was the prognosis? Lewis took another gulp of the whisky as his thoughts inevitably tumbled towards the one insane conclusion he knew made the least amount of sense; it had been the music. In addition, not just the music itself, but Katrina Collins herself. Her voice, entwined in the music like a stream through mountains, had stole its way inside his brain like a sneak thief, causing a reaction far removed from anything Lewis had ever felt before. The effect had been disorientating and highly unpleasant yet despite this, his heart had ached when he had come to and found the music absent. Finally, to the factor that had preceded the black out, the eye contact, the intense silent exchange in which Katrina had seemed at once volatile and understanding, seductive and dangerous. There was only one word that described the look he’d read in her eyes in that shared moment, hunger.
It was science fiction, all of it. It was the conclusion of a fantastical imagination given to flights of fancy, not a world weary cynic. Lewis stuck to what was tangible, physical, and real in the harsh light of day. This could not be judged by such criteria. A musical performance was simply incapable of invoking such a response from anyone, let alone him. To even consider the notion was to romanticise the event out of all proportions. There had to be another explanation, but then why did his restless thoughts continue coming back to it?
All at once, with a realisation half as much self awareness as fear, the hairs on the back of his neck rose. His bloodied hand immediately went to them, his palm a warm comfort. He shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Something had changed within the bar. Lewis pushed upright from the table and scanned the interior. To all intent purposes, nothing appeared to have changed except for a growing feeling of unease that was slowly creeping up his spine. His eyes alighted upon the change on his return sweeping gaze, over on the far side of the bar in a darkened corner booth. His chest tightened imperceptibly. For the second time that night, Lewis Morrison doubted his ability to assess reality effectively. Three words blinked into his head before he’d even registered their meaning, red with warning against the darkness of his subconscious; she was here.
Situated across from him within the shadows of her corner booth, far enough away that he may have easily overlooked her presence upon entering (though he doubted the possibility), she sat dressed in her performance clothes, her plain white dress stark against the black satin jacket and peculiar round rimmed shades she had added almost as an afterthought. Her hair still spilled lazily about her face, still obscuring the teasingly beautiful pale features beneath. Her knees were pressed close together, her tiny black slip on shoes neatly side by side, invoking a manner not unlike that of a child. A thin glass of green liquid was before her, untouched. Lewis took this opportunity to compare this image of her with the starlet he had heard so much about. Other than the compulsory sunglasses, he was finding it hard to link the two. She was alone, her mood hard to fathom, her expression hidden, almost secretive. Had she followed him? Had he inadvertently followed her? Coincidences had always felt so contrived to Lewis, he always found it hard to believe in them. Then what? Fate had placed them together? To what purpose? His curiosity about her, her music and the incident that had befallen him at the previous bar was giving rise to anger now. Could she be blamed for the manner in which her music had affected him so? He didn’t even believe the explanation. Frustration, razored to a fine edge by a simple need to know, had him upon his feet in a matter of seconds, his hand taking the whisky along for the ride.
No one acknowledged him as he walked somewhat indignantly across the bar to the corner booth where Katrina sat, least of all the lady of the hour, her eyes downcast, her head lowered as if staring at her lap. She didn’t seem tired, reflective somehow, cut off from the rest of the world. There was no noticeable change in her as he arrived unceremoniously at her table.
‘Ladies and gentleman, Ms Katrina Collins, in the flesh.’ Lewis announced as he stood before the dark haired waif. Without waiting for an invitation, he slid into the booth, occupying the opposite seat. Taking a hearty swig of his whisky as he sat, he banged the empty glass down hard upon the table with finality. Katrina Collins barely stirred.
‘Little out of character for you, no?’ Lewis drawled, waiting for any sign of life from his female companion. ‘I heard you always leave instantly after a performance. No one interviews you, oh no, not our Katrina. You shun publicity, invited publicity at least. Yet here you are, practically stalking a member of the paparazzi. Shameful!’
He leaned forward to peer curiously under the mop of brown hair that obscured the harpist’s face and was rewarded with movement. She tilted her face further away. Lewis laughed and sat back.
‘Okay, colour me intrigued,’ he teased. ‘How’d you do it? I gotta say it’s ingenious. Drug a member of the musical press, one no less who couldn’t give a flying fuck about your musical revolution, in order to win a mysterious, somewhat curious review. Cynical witness to Ms Collins’ performance collapses! It’s a brilliant headline. I’ve been about a bit, but that’s a new one on me. Points for originality. Not beyond what you’re capable of, I’m sure. How else to generate such word of mouth without a little scandal, eh? I’m impressed, sincerely…’
There was no movement this time. Lewis leaned slowly forward again, aggressively noting after absentmindedly forgetting that his drink was finished. His need for further alcohol, along with the night’s events and this skinny little diva’s arrogance, was furnishing his natural temperament with irritation. Lewis Morrison felt his infamous temper begin to slip.
‘Except, I can nail you for it. You know that right?’
Slowly, imperceptibly, Katrina’s head turned slightly towards him, as if regarding him from beneath her sheaf of hair.
‘What you’ve done constitutes a crime young lady. Sure, it was no date rape drug, but a drug nonetheless. A word of advice; if you have to drug your audience, maybe you should find a new line of work.’
Lewis, finding her silence an admission of guilt or fear, he’d take either, pushed the advantage.
‘So, it was one of the barmaids, right? Bribed to spike me on the last song? Cute, I admit it.’ His voice lowered to a whisper. ‘I’ll fucking hang you for it.’
His anger was white hot now. ‘Medics were present tonight, so it’s on record…’
It was beginning to make perfect logistical sense now. He’d hang her out to dry in a heartbeat and revive his career in the meantime. New girl on the scene attempts suicidal bid for stardom and cuts own throat in process, the story would sell itself. Exhilaration gave his words added gravity.
‘You may not want to press your reputation against mine, princess.’ He was actually beginning to enjoy himself. ‘I have friends that can make your life a living hell.’
‘You have no friends.’ Katrina Collins simply stated. Her voice sounded weaker by comparison to her ferocious singing assault, yet no less convincing for it. She’d spoken so sharply and without hesitation that Lewis had barely realised he’d halted when she’d began…then the face lifted, turned, the hair fell to one side and she stared at him fully for the first time. Dark soulful eyes, tinted with a green evoking emeralds, shone back at him as her focus turned upon him fully. Her skin, whiter than could have been considered possible beneath the dim yet warm light of the nearby lamp, belied realism with its smooth almost flawless surface. Cheekbones, cut as if from sapphire, heralded a curious smile as thin lips pursed, wet and inviting. She stared at him now, confident and unafraid, her face upturned for his perusal, unapologetic and altogether mischievous. So taken was Lewis with her physical attributes that he was momentarily lost for words, if only for a moment. He’d fucked hundreds of similar looking girls, seen dozens more on every street corner in London. So the girl was working a mysterious mojo on him, he’d remain unaffected. He’d show her she’d picked the wrong journalist.
‘You have no idea, sweetheart.’ He retorted casually, knowing he’d hardly have a defence if she attempted to press the issue. His words had sounded confident, yet he slouched in his seat. Her straightforwardness had somewhat befuddled him, as if this creature had dared to imply a knowledge of his character. It was unsettling. The smile she wore grew infuriatingly wider.
‘Morrison,’ she purred, seeming to delight in the sound of his name. ‘Any relation?’
Lewis scoffed. ‘Yeah, I fucked his dog once.’
Katrina’s smile remained ever present.
‘You get asked a lot,’ she stated. ‘I get it.’
‘Comes with the territory.’ Lewis said. ‘Overrated band, highly overrated singer.’
‘You have no heart Mr Morrison,’ the smile said in response. ‘How’s that working out for you?’
It was a challenge, one Lewis felt the equal of. He leaned forward again, slowly this time, drinking in the visual splendour of the woman before him, a woman he was still furious with he hastened to remind himself, though he struggled now to remember the reason behind the emotion.
‘How’d you do it?’ Lewis asked.
‘What did you think of my music?’ Katrina countered.
Lewis laughed. ‘You’re serious?’
Katrina’s smile faded almost at once. ‘What did you think?’ She repeated.
Lewis shrugged. ‘A harp? It’s original. You got your work cut out for you these days. Kids don’t give a fuck about that kind of bag unless it’s about fucking, shooting something or someone or hanging yourself after a failed relationship. You’re appealing to the sensitive unreached depressed demographic. I’ve been to the puppet show and seen the strings sweetheart. It ain’t rocket science.’
‘You still haven’t answered my question.’ Katrina pressed.
‘You dodged mine.’ Lewis countered. The smile returned upon her face and, still watching him, she took her first sip of the strange green liquid in front of her.
‘You’re lost Mr Morrison.’ She added finally after a beat, replacing the drink. ‘You’re damaged. I see a lot of damaged people, but none are happy about it. You, on the other hand, seem to revel in it. Why?’
Lewis leant forwards again, this time his hand clamped down hard upon hers still holding her glass of green liquid upon the table. This diva had wasted enough of his time.
‘I hate psycho-fucking-analysing.’ He growled. ‘Now you talk to me, you explain to me what the fuck happened tonight or I’ll damage that little pretty pale face of yours. Don’t think for a heartbeat I’m not capable.’
Katrina, not shocked, nor even surprised, wasn’t looking at him. Her eyes had turned to look at his hand upon hers, the hand that held her drinking hand to the table, the green drink still clasped in her fingers, the hand that had been swathed in gauze and was now bleeding profusely. Blood ran freely from beneath the medical wrap, spreading in a circle outwards from his slashed palm over Katrina’s encompassed hand beneath. Their fingers now were sticky and red, entwined upon the wooden table top. When Lewis looked back up into Katrina’s face, the smile was gone.
‘Don’t play with your pathetic lonely life, Lewis.’ Katrina breathed, her tone conspiratorially barely louder than a whisper, bereft of threat and menace and altogether seemingly devoid of concern and warmth. The way she’d said his name was as if she was clearing her mouth of poison. ‘It’s the only one you’ve got.’
When Lewis awoke, the barman who had been so eager for conversation earlier was shaking him from slumber, a far from social expression on his face. Lewis struggled upright in his seat, his face wet and sticky from the table surface, to note three sudden things that intruded upon his conscious with barely an invitation, the empty bar surrounding him, his suddenly dry and immaculately bandaged, wounded hand lying on the table before him like a numb and neutered lizard, left to pasture in a desert too hostile for it’s condition and the total lack of occupancy in the seat in the booth opposite him.
Katrina Collins, once again, had disappeared.
~~~~~~
The tramp on his doorstep wanted money.
The proverbial blowjob was offered, after all this time it would be rude to stand on ceremony, yet as always, Lewis declined. He didn’t think of himself as above Mr Marbles (as he’d cleverly dubbed the homeless marble-playing, gambling bum one drunken morning), rather the thought of standing erect, one way or another, seemed an impossible task as he reached his front door. Finally managing to insert the key into the lock, he twisted the mechanism and stumbled into his meagre flat, closing the door behind him to stand, rather unsteadily, in the centre of the room.
The clock above the TV read 2.47am. That would certainly explain the barman’s insistence on his departure, though that all seemed such a long time ago. His head heavy upon his shoulders, he managed to manoeuvre through the obstacles of furniture that made up his sparse living quarters and located the bedroom, dropping his jacket from his shoulders as he went. Not for the first time, he thanked his good fortune to have found a flat in Camden itself. The thought of possibly having to travel miles from the town to get home, had he chosen a flat further afield, filled him with such a sense of unease he would have doubted his ability to even reach his destination. He sat heavily upon his cluttered bed, the receipts of half a dozen ideas for scripts, novels and worse yet, poetry, fighting to keep from sliding from the mattress to the floor and thence oblivion. It was only as he fought to remain upright long enough to remove his shoes that logic once again resurfaced, asking answers he was in no fit state to even contemplate. Had he drank that much? He couldn’t remember. Surely not enough to be in this state! Almost at the thought, his head cleared slightly, as self awareness grabbed him solidly about the subconscious. He dropped his second shoe to the floor and sat fully erect now, his brow furrowed in confusion. He hadn’t drunk much, far from it. He remembered every drink. It wasn’t a state of inebriated uselessness he was experiencing now, he was sure of it, it was body fatigue. It was as if the semblance of pain and aching he’d experienced at the bar had waited till the appropriate moment to return, with all it’s friends, to conclusively prove it’s point and it was a little embarrassing but it was winning. He attempted to take his shirt and jeans off but it seemed his body had other ideas, planting him into bed before he’d even taken hold of his collar. The ceiling, lit in subdued hues from the light beyond his window seemed a million miles away as he stared up at it, half expecting it to come crashing down upon him. A feeling of impending doom was creeping up the bed to smother him as he began to drift into slumber and yet he seemed aware of almost everything surrounding him, inside and out. The bed beneath him, his clothes rumpled upon his flesh, the pounding that had begun between his temples, the engine from an early morning cab as it winded its way past his apartment block.
She was special, the thought leaped into his head no sooner than he’d unintentionally pictured her porcelain face in his mind’s eye. Something was wrong with her however, of that there could be no doubt. Damaged, she’d called it, damaged was the word she had used to describe him, with that all knowing smile and well lit eyes that seemed to sparkle with something far beyond mere lust. Did it truly take one to know one? It was romanticism yet again, twice in one night, a personal record. He’d have to stop going to all the pop concerts his boss insisted upon, it was screwing with his well worn sensibilities. So why hadn’t they kissed if they were so well suited? Why hadn’t he tried to fuck her? Instead, he had threatened her. Smart, real smart. The recollection of the moment actually hurt a little. The ignorant with the arrogant, he mused, the liar and the fool, the wolf with the lamb? Had she even liked him? It hadn’t been clear. More importantly, why had he chosen to be such a bastard with her, ultimately, why hadn’t he hid his natural personality from her better? His eyes flickered open suddenly as his waking thoughts interrupted his descent into sleep. Most importantly, the thing that nagged at him, that demanded explanation, why hadn’t she been offended? Why hadn’t she told him to go fuck himself? It had happened plenty of times before. It didn’t make sense, none of it made sense. His reaction to her music, meeting her almost an hour later in a nondescript bar neither of them seemed to have chosen, his second lapse in time whereby she’d managed successfully yet again to evaporate as if into thin air, his suddenly dry and perfectly, almost expertly, cared for hand that even now began to throb upon the mere thought of it’s mysterious treatment.
He would have thought further, though far from being one of the great thinkers of our time and possessed of a dogmatic view of the world, Lewis could not escape the notion that something truly bizarre had decided to intrude upon his boring existence whether he had invited it or not. However sleep, refusing to be denied any further, rushed upwards from the depths of his subconscious to claim him. The last thought in his mind that carried him down into the black was the way she had looked at his hand as he’d placed it upon her and the way her eyes had miraculously caught the light in a way that both aroused and terrified him.
The following day that greeted Lewis was not kind. He awoke late to a barrage of voice mails on his answering machine from his editor that, for lack of a more diplomatic description, had been intent on reminding him that he had been expected at the offices that morning, a Saturday no less. Assignments already overdue had also been mentioned, as had his incident at Dean’s bar. News travelled fast in his circles and though his editor had failed to hide the genuine concern within his voice, the anger had been less conservatively disguised. In conclusion, he was in trouble, but that was hardly new. Lewis had erased the majority of his messages without even listening to them, effectively acknowledging the caller by the display number and even once or twice, correctly guessing the matter upon which they’d called. He’d happily deleted a message from a female colleague regarding a previous date and wondering why he hadn’t called, his mother wanting to know why their last conversation had ended in tears (hers) and his phone company proclaiming they could save him even more money than the last contract they had successfully sold him. He had, however, saved the message from his local drug dealer who, while politely informing him that there was an outstanding balance due, had also informed him of a new batch that he simply must try, sooner rather than later. The number that had been called out he’d penned upon his own palm in biro whilst in the kitchen, meanwhile making a mental note not to wash his hands in the near future, a promise he was more than confident he could keep. Eating a lunch that could barely be considered as such, he’d promptly thrown on clothes and left the apartment with an energy that could have been mistaken for purposeful intent.
He was throwing caution to the wind, he knew it and it felt good. He had no specific destination in mind and though it was hardly different from days previous, today especially, the thought seemed to reward and promise in equal measure. He’d had no intention to go to work today, that had been planned, yet up and leaving to revisit the scene of the previous night’s crimes appealed to him in more ways than one. If nothing else, he needed perspective. Though he’d tried to make sense of recent history, haggling with his addled senses, he’d come no closer to truly fathoming the message, if indeed there was one, that he was meant to receive. The inescapable thought that plagued his mind (and brought a strange yet delicious pleasure) as he paced once more into the town centre was that soon, whether he would appreciate it or not, he would once again come face to face with Katrina. Her name, synonymous with the area, was seemingly now plastered across every poster that peppered the area. Had it always been this way, had the numerous posters he now sauntered passed always prophesied her dominion over the music industry like an avenging angel? Had the writing always been on the wall? Had he needed to meet the magician to wake up to the magic, a consequence of his unrelenting cynicism? At times it seemed he had only heard her name either spoken by his overly enthusiastic boss, over zealous band wagon jumpers (of which Camden had it’s fair share) or in reverential whispers in clubs and swanky bars he had no right to frequent. Yet this morning, perhaps being a name that was as much a part of his desire as fear, it seemed to be everywhere, hounding him, stalking him, demanding his attention.
Two praise bestowing, bar hovering poets of the new age had been swiftly running out of positive adjectives for Katrina Collins as Lewis had entered the first bar. He’d entertained their banter somewhat mildly at first but as their worship had steadily declined from critical metaphors to religious heralding, he had found he could stay silent no longer. He’d intervened, in a way only Lewis Morrison could. He’d promptly been ejected from the premises with a solemn promise from the governor that the police would be called if he ever darkened their doorstep again. Laughing as he’d left, bemoaning the fact that he’d wasted a full pint upon the last unfortunate of the two to offer an opinion, he had turned his attentions inward towards the centre of town, Katrina Collins’ name burning more brightly than ever within his head.
The freaks were out in force today. He made his way over the Camden Lock bridge in the Saturday sunshine, revelling in the many curiosities that surrounded him. He marvelled at the many colours of hairstyles, cringed over piercings so numbered and severe it resembled a form of torture, gawked at the scantily clad females who had laid their flesh bare for perusal and dodged those whom he feared may want a pound from him for some ill formed charity or worse, a ‘minute of his time.’ He stopped here and there in a shop or two, rifling through albums and DVD’s absentmindedly, perusing avante guarde theatre flyers and offending a clerk whenever the desire arose. In essence, he was killing time till the sun went down and the town truly came alive. He could not hide the fact that he was eager to discover where Katrina Collins would play next. It was highly plausible she would play two consecutive nights, her passion and inexhaustible energy for the live scene had become legendary.
In his fifth bar, while attempting to chat up the crudely tattooed barmaid, his prayers were answered through subconscious eavesdropping. A couple a few tables away mentioned a bar he knew all too well and were clearly quite excited at seeing Ms Collins perform. So now he knew where the intoxicating waif would be, it was a foregone conclusion as to whether he would actually go. He would hardly be able to stay away. He met his dealer a short while later in a coffee house. Pleasantries were exchanged, followed by a batch and cold hard cash. The dealer wished him well, rubbed his nose a few times, then immediately became anxious, shifted uncomfortably where he sat before suddenly taking to his heels, sprinting clear of the coffee house to the streets as if the devil himself was in pursuit. Lewis laughed as he observed the departure, shrugging innocently to those who had also been surprised by the man’s erratic behaviour. Lewis too, despite himself, was surprised. The dealer, a friend for some years, had always been so professional. It appeared his resolve had been slipping steadily for quite some time. The first rule of dealing was you don’t get high on your own supply. It was a shame, he’d soon have to find a new dealer. He’d also reluctantly made the call he’d been dreading and contacted his editor. As expected, he stood silent on the other end as the berating took on an intensity all its own. It was a good three minutes into the tirade that the editor had remembered the incident that had befallen his journalist and more out of guilt than actual concern, enquired about it. Lewis was characteristically vague, explaining that it had probably been something he ate. He also added (quite cleverly he thought) that it was that very reason alone why he hadn’t shown up at the offices that morning, not wishing to coat his desk and colleagues in bucketfuls of sick. His editor had laughed, a touch too heartily and an unsteady peace was immediately made between them for the foreseeable future. Lewis wanted to shout, he wanted to rage, he wanted to argue and tell the man that he didn’t have to take any kind of crap. He was Lewis fucking Morrison (as if the name now meant anything to anyone other than himself) and he could get a job anywhere in the city. His name was gold, his reputation solid. Instead, he’d thanked his editor for his concern, promised to return to work as soon as he was feeling better to deliver his review of Katrina’s performance (what the hell was he going to write?) and hung up. Now he was depressed. Now it may have been the appropriate time to indulge in a little of what he had purchased, a little angel dust, a little pick me up courtesy of the Bolivian marching powder.
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