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For Ed Wood




Blood is thicker than water.
And a lot messier.
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How it’s going

Someone once said that a trap is not a trap if you already know it’s a trap. It sounded good at the time. I can now testify that a trap is absolutely, one hundred per cent still a trap even if you know it’s a trap. Especially if you’re daft enough to have walked blithely into it because you think you’re one step ahead.

I climb unsteadily to my feet. It’s not just my own wooziness that makes this tricky. The floor is moving in ways that a lifetime of experience has told me floors should not. There is blood in my mouth, the inside of it stinging from the lacerations. There is a taste like I’ve been licking railings, and my tongue is finding little fissures wherever it probes. I feel my T-shirt stick to my collarbone and my chest, more blood pasting it heavily in place. I’m afraid to lift it and look at the damage.

My eyes are still closed anyway, as I concentrate on simply breathing, centring myself before I open them again. I once interviewed a tennis player who told me that after losing a point she walks across the baseline, facing away from the court. When she turns round again, there will be a new point to play for, and everything that’s just happened must be purged from her mind.

I can report that that doesn’t work here either.

I open my eyes and look down at the floor.

I’ve never actually mauled a man to death before, but from the nick of the body in front of me, it looks close enough that I could probably put it on my CV.

I clearly punched him a lot harder than I thought. The bruising is starting to colour and swell, but you wouldn’t notice that at first because you’d be too distracted by the eyes that look like they’re trying to escape from his head and the lolling tongue – lolling all the more because it is half bitten off. His earlobe is still trickling fresh blood where it’s been torn through, and should your eyes stray south, you’d also notice that his fingers are visibly chewed on. Almost as much as my collarbone.

We crossed the line of death only a few hours ago. I hadn’t expected it to be quite so literal, quite so soon.

Let me just audit the situation.

My name is Jack Parlabane. I’m a journalist. I’m somewhere in the North Atlantic in a growing storm, our giant ocean liner a microscopic speck on a watery expanse that dwarfs any land mass. Out of range of helicopter rescue, not that that would make any difference to my current predicament.

Which instantly gets worse, when I hear a knock at the door.

‘Hello, sir? Is everything all right?’ asks a voice. Accented English. Crew.

Me, a genius, figures they’re unlikely to be able to identify the occupier by voice.

‘I’m fine,’ I reply.

‘We had reports of a commotion. Regulations require that we get a visual confirmation that everything is okay inside. Can you open the door a moment?’

I look down again and ask myself whether emergency medical intervention might make a difference. It really, really doesn’t look like it. Which is why I cannot open this door. This guy could not be more obviously dead, and I could not appear more obviously responsible. I mean, what am I going to tell them: ‘It’s not what it looks like’?

I can’t even say he was like this when I found him.

I hear another knock. Authoritative. Insistent.

‘Sir? Sir?’

I say nothing.

I can hear the wind whistling even through the double glazing, water spraying the windows. It’s one of those moments of clarity that are extremely unhelpful, because the only thing that becomes clear is how fucking stupid I’ve been, how many warnings I’ve ignored, how pig-headed and complacent. I came on board this ship knowing I was going to get played. Knowing my job was probably to get played. And now I’m surprised that I didn’t anticipate precisely how?

From the corridor there comes some urgent chatter, then I hear hastily retreating footsteps. Somebody’s gone to get help, and presumably a key card that’s going to open this door.

At which point I am every kind of fucked except the fun one.
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