
ME4 Writers present

   Short and Nasties #3



Hello and welcome to Short and Nasties podcast presented 
by ME4 Writers. This is the third of  three shows exploring the 
darker side of  the Medway Towns.  

And then it was the end. Darkness flooding the hopeless void, the 
shrieks drowned out by a roaring silence. The rising tide ripping 
through poorly constructed concrete monstrosities, dragging the 
detritus of  life behind. Old and new are finally mixed as a wing 
of  the bus station merges with Chatham town hall and toppling 
it, reveals what lies beneath. Camp fires burn, marking the 
final vigil on the smouldering skyline, as the desperate remnants 
lay siege to a plague ridden hospital. It’s time to leave, but not 
quite...
 

You can download the podcasts from 
ME4writers.wordpress.com
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Vanishing 
Points

by Michael O’Connor

Vanishing 
Points

by Michael O’Connor

Strood was the first to disappear. 
Not with a bang, not even with a 
whimper. It was there one day and gone 
the next. Commuters driving across 
Rochester Bridge found themselves in 
a desolate wasteland, nothing but bare 
earth up to where the Crispin and 
Crispianus pub had been.

    While the world was getting its 
collective head around this, Rainham 
went. 
    “I was just standing outside the 
Manor Farm having a fag when 
everything suddenly got kinda blurry,” 
said one woman, imbibing brandy for 
the shock. “It was like everything was 
melting and turning into dust. Even the 
people, but it happened so quick they 
never even had a chance to scream.”  
    Initial rumours blamed terrorists, 
until people realised that if  terrorists 
had a weapon that could raze a town 
to the ground in seconds, they were 
scarcely likely to waste it on Strood 
and Rainham. The established Church 
pointed out that God had used similar 
methods before to punish sinners, and 
cited the story of  Lot’s wife.
    The Government ordered an 
immediate evacuation of  the Medway 
Towns, but the residents had already 
begun to evacuate – in more ways than 
one - and the surrounding roads were 
bumper to bumper with cars while 
people fled the Vanishing Conurbation 
as someone with no flair for verbal 
invention had termed it, and which the 
news media adopted because it couldn’t 
be bothered to think of  anything better. 



Meanwhile, in the City, huge sums of  
money were being wagered by bankers 
on whether Gillingham or Rochester 
would be the next to go. The consensus 
was that Chatham would be last, as 
the Vanishing appeared to be working 
from the outside in, but some risk-
takers chose to bet against the trend. 
They lost, because it was Rochester that 
went, filmed by thousands of  TV 
cameras from a safe distance, and 
played back in endless slow motion so 
that it was possible to see everything 
crumble into a mist of  fine dust. The 
road and rail bridges, for some reason, 
lasted a few seconds longer than 
everything else, and left 
photographers with an iconic image of  
the two structures linking together the 
two wastelands on either side of  the 
river, as if  two giants had risen from 
the depths and clung onto each bank to 
steady themselves.
    Now that they were down to two,  
betting took off  in the City as to which 
town would be last to go, while it 
became fashionable amongst young 
thrill seekers to drive into either 
Chatham or Gillingham High Street – 
their pedestrianisation no longer being 
an impediment to vehicular access as 
they were deserted – and see how long 
they could stand there before their 
nerves got the better of  them. The 
army moved in shortly after this and 
formed an impenetrable barrier around 
the entire area, despite a considerable 
number of  former residents stating that 
they thought it would be a good idea to 
let all the local joyriders and quad-bike 
riders in but not out again.
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    Three days passed with no further 
vanishings, and teams of  scientists had 
set up camps on the naked land either 
side of  Chatham and Gillingham to 
do scientific things which nobody else 
understood but which were designed 
to find out exactly what had happened 
and why. The first part proved relatively 
easy, as they quickly announced that 
“everything has turned to dust” but 
they seemed to be having more trouble 
discovering what had caused it.
    While they pondered this, 
Gillingham vanished, bringing riches to 
some gambling bankers and 
causing others to kill themselves. All 
that was left of  the Medway Towns 
now lay between Chatham Hill and 
Star Hill, encompassing the Historic 
Dockyard along with Fort Amherst and 
The Pentagon. 
    But weeks passed with no more 
happening and people were beginning 
to get bored of  the entire saga, and 
arguments broke out among the 
surviving residents about 
compensation and loss of  land and 
livelihood and property rights and 
trauma counselling and the inevitable 
glut of  whiplash injuries: apparently 
huge numbers of  these were caused by 
people leaving the area at speed. City 
betting was now focussed on when 
Chatham would vanish, and soldiers 
supposed to be guarding it had taken 
to playing ‘chicken’ in the town centre 
themselves. The scientists had given 
up and declared that the whole thing 
was nothing less than magic, so they 
were abandoning science and starting 
a supernatural cult as they’d clearly 
wasted their lives in laboratories, and 
everything they thought they knew was 
bollocks.



    So scarcely anyone noticed when 
Chatham finally did vanish, although 
the Town Councillors were not best 
pleased that now they had nothing but 
indistinguishable plots of  featureless 
barrenness to administer, which had 
even less chance of  attaining city status 
than what had once stood there. Several 
Councillors were seen to weep openly 
as they gazed at their treasured artists’ 
impressions of  what Chatham would 
have looked like when they’d finished 
digging up every road in it and 
rebuilding it somewhere else. Some of  
them secretly wondered if  it was the 
unending road works that had caused 
the problem in the first place.
    The Government set up committees 
and focus groups and working parties 
to decide what to do with the huge 
bleak area in North Kent, and to debate 
whether or not it was safe to start 
building there again. Property 
developers generously offered to take 
the land off  their hands for nothing, 
while eco-warriors announced that the 
disappearances were an inevitable result 
of  the harm humanity had done to the 
environment and the whole area ought 
to be converted into a Rain 
Forest. Some of  the former scientists 
tried to point out that this wasn’t 
possible because Kent had the wrong 
climate for a rain forest, but as they had 
all taken to wearing lime-green robes 
and worshipping a god they’d made up 
called Vanesh, no-one listened to them.
    It looked like the discussions on what 
to do would run forever.

    And then Gravesend disappeared.
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Bethany’s Song
by Andrew Day

They found the child in the 
woods; starving, dirty and 
scared. A group of  workmen 
out felling trees came across her, 
shivering in a clearing. When we 
arrived she was dressed in a high-
vis jacket, drinking hot coffee 
from a Thermos cup.
    The workmen were sat around her, in 
awe but protective; fairytale 
woodsmen gathered round a princess.  
We tried talking to her, but she couldn’t, 
or wouldn’t, speak. The most expressive 
thing she did was give one of  the 
workmen a long, unblinking stare when 
she handed back his coffee cup. 
    I got handed the case. I was first on 
the scene and I had previous on this 
line of  investigation: disappeared kids, 
pram snatches from shopping centres, 
quiet, bashful men with awful things 
buried under their back gardens. I knew 
enough to know where to start with the 
girl.
    Her name was Bethany. She didn’t 
tell us it herself; a female officer spotted 
it printed on fabric tape stitched inside 
the collar of  the girl’s dress. That was 
all we had to go on at first. Bethany was 
silent, wrapped up so deep inside 
herself  that even the best of  our child 
case workers couldn’t get a thing out of  
her.
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In the end, sniffer dogs tracked her 
scent through the woods, five miles 
back to a dilapidated farmhouse. 
    I don’t know if  there’s some kind of  
ugly black manual for this kind of  case, 
but like all of  them, the main action 
took place in the basement. You 
accessed it through a half-covered hatch 
in the farmhouse kitchen, rotten wood 
stairs spiralling down in to the gloom. 
It smelt of  death down there; thick, 
brown and cloying. I got chills like I got 
when I was a child watching night-time 
shadows jump on my bedroom wall. 
    What was down there was beyond 
explanation, beyond reason. The most 
you could do was try and feel your way 
into the kind of  mind that could lock 
a ten year old girl up amongst all that 
horror.

***
    The farmer and his wife had strung 
themselves up in their bedroom, side 
by side, swinging like lead dolls from 
the rafters. There was no note, only the 
creak of  rope against wood. 
    Back in the town, people told of  us 
of  a couple who barely talked, had no 
friends and only set foot there to buy 
groceries and pay electricity bills. 
Classic behaviour. The black manual 
again.

***
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    My first interview with Bethany: in a 
brightly painted room on the sunlit side 
of  the police station. Bethany was 
sipping juice and playing with the 
frayed red sleeves of  here borrowed 
jumper. I’d hit a dead end trying to get 
any background on her: no birth 
certificate, and no medical records. 
    There was barely more information 
on the couple that had held her 
captive. The Smiths: Arthur and 
Jocelyn. Friendly, nondescript names 
for two seemingly depraved people. 
    The interview was odd, not that any 
kind of  contact with someone that’s 
spent the first ten years of  their life 
locked inside a nightmare can ever be 
normal. Bethany’s silence remained, 
but it was a self-possessed silence, 
almost a confidence, that I began to 
pick up on. You’re supposed to put your 
cynicism aside when you deal with 
child victims, but all the time it nagged 
at me: something here is not right. 
    She displayed none of  the signs of  
trauma you come to expect from 
working on this kind of  case. In the 
hour I spent with Bethany I saw 
nothing to suggest that she had just 
escaped from a deep and distressing 
period of  abuse and neglect. It felt cold 
to come away with that feeling, but 
there it was. 
    I began to look for conclusions 
outside of  the obvious ones. I began to 
look harder at Bethany.
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    10am, the following day. I got a call 
to go back to the farmhouse. Forensics 
had found something. A bomb shelter, 
built deep under the yard. Inside they’d 
found bodies: ten, twenty, possibly 
more. It was hard to tell. 
    Most were decomposed, all were 
dismembered; body parts seemingly 
churned up and scattered at random. 
It was impossible to determine the age 
of  the corpses, but some of  the skeletal 
remains had contained fragments of  
clothing that were decades, even 
centuries, old. 
    The little sense I’d been able to make 
of  the case evaporated in the time it 
takes to blink All I was left with was 
silence and the feeling that I’d stepped 
into a the jaws of  a nightmare,  
something depraved and elemental 
dragging me down into darkness.

***
    Returning to the interview room, the 
horror of  what I’d just seen stuck to me 
like a stench. I could smell the death 
of  that place on me as I spent another 
silent hour with Bethany. I asked 
questions. She just played with the 
sleeves of  her jumper, pulling the 
threads loose one by one. She sat there, 
surrounded by the ghosts of  a thousand 
horrors and she gave me nothing.
    I felt my temper rising. The bad feel-
ing that I got around Bethany grew and 
grew as my questions hit her like a brick 
wall. I thought less about exposing the 
Smiths as murderers and more about 
how this girl could sleepwalk through 
something that should have destroyed 
her. 
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    The nurses watching over her in the secure 
children’s unit told me she slept ten hours a 
night. She ate well. All the pictures she drew 
were of  sunsets. 

    No child I’d ever met who’d 
experienced a tenth of  what she had 
had ever shown anything like the calm 
that Bethany exuded. It was almost an 
arrogance. 

***
    I lost it. 
    As my thousandth question dropped 
into the chasm where Bethany’s words 
should have been, I hurled my 
notebook across the room and shouted:
    ‘You know something don’t you? You 
know something.’ 
    Bethany looked to her counsellor. 
    ‘Please take that man away. I’m 
scared.’ 
    Her first words. 
    The observing officer flicked a switch 
on the interview room door and two 
plainclothes men came to take me out.     
    Bethany was crying as I left the 
room. I looked back and saw her 
smiling at me over the counsellor’s 
shoulder.  Her cries dropped away and I 
swear I heard her humming a tune, soft 
and low, as I stepped into the corridor. 

    It sounded like some forgotten 
nursery rhyme; a lullaby, to put us all to 
sleep.



by Fizzer Rippon

I first noticed the chaos as I 
strolled along the platform at 
Gillingham. Most of  the seats were 
taken in the waiting room and there 
were dozens of  people standing but 
not a sound was being made except 
the drone of  the train approaching but 
even that was being suppressed by the 
emanating silence.
    I had only just returned to England 
the night before after a gap year lead 
to three years working in the villages 
of  Borneo. I was going into Chatham 
to see a friend, grab some supplies and 
plan a return to English life but it felt as 
if  I’d stumbled into an all new ignorant 
world. 
    Everyone boarded the train and took 
to their seats. I sat at one of  the tables 
for four and found myself  thinking 
that the people in Borneo would have 
a whole family around this and think it 
was luxury although here it felt stifling. 
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The Virus 
    A teenage boy sat opposite me with 
white earphones in and black hood up. 
He also had a multi-coloured cap on 
under the hood which to me seemed a 
bit unnecessary. 
    Almost immediately as he sat down 
he placed his elbows on the table and 
placed his hands up in the air palms 
facing his eyes. His thumbs twitching 
frequently and his eyes darted all over 
his hands and fingers. His face had an 
odd expression of  excitement and 
routine. It was utterly peculiar to me. 
He was staring at his hands transfixed 
with them like a prisoner and a window. 
    The train then started to pull out of  
the station and I looked around the 
carriage. And that’s when I noticed that 
everyone was the same as the young 
man sat before me. They all sat staring 
and fascinated at their own hands. 
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All of  them oblivious to the people 
around them and the fact the world was 
still turning. All of  them fixated with 
their palms. The younger people smiled 
fascinated and entertained, the 
middle aged casting an aura of  stress 
and rejection and the older people 
looking distantly confused and 
bewildered.
    The ticket inspector came through his 
eyes deep set as people flashed him 
tickets without ever moving their heads 
to acknowledge him. It seemed like a 
life ago when passengers would talk 
to him and sometimes share a story of  
where they had been and that made 
him a part of  their journey, a piece of  
the family day out and the keeper of  
the train. But now since this virus took 
grip he was as invisible as dustmen in 
the rain.
    As we passed through the first tunnel 
the lights flickered and dimmed and 
some of  the people gasped for breath 
and began to scream. In the darkness 
I panicked and headed through to the 
direction that the guard had moved. 
Someone grabbed my hand and pulled 
me back and I could just make out the 
anger on his face and he showed me 
his palm and inwardly screamed. I fell 
and then at least three more people 
were over me again looking fearsome 
and struggling to breath they held their 
palms out towards me. Then suddenly 
as we emerged from out under The 
Great Lines onto the bridge they all sat 
back down and continued to stare at 
their hands. 

    I ran towards the guard who had his 
back to me. I called him but he never 
replied. I placed my hand on his 
shoulder and turned him towards me 
and he was just starring at his fingers 
and grinning. I clicked my fingers all 
around him but he just gazed ignorant 
of  my presence. 
    I knew I only had seconds before we 
entered another tunnel so I dashed into 
the toilet and locked the door. 
    That tunnel section seemed to go on 
forever. I tried to shield my ears from 
the groaning and screaming from the 
carriage. Someone was banging on the 
toilet door but from behind that thick 
plastic I knew I was safe and even the 
acrid smell was comforting.  
    I felt the train slow and light 
appeared through the smoky window 
and I slowly opened the door. They 
were all back to their palms. As the 
train stopped some sighed and then 
walked off  the train as normal while 
others sat still with their eyes darting all 
over their fingers.
    I ran up the stairs and out of  the 
station and fled down to the high street.
    There were people walking around 
but no one in real conversation. I 
passed The Prince of  Wales and there 
was a couple just settling down at a 
table. A young couple fresh from 
shopping. As they got comfortable they 
both bowed their heads and proceeded 
to stare like the people on the train, 
directly at their palms.
     I carried on my way towards the 
Pentagon where I was meeting my 
friend outside Red. I saw him in the 
distance leaning against the wall with 
his head bent like so many before.



    Dave was always healthy how can he 
be ill?  
    I got to him and he looked up then 
back to his digits put his hands down 
then smiled and greeted me.
    “You ok?” I asked and explained 
what I’d seen and he said it must be jet 
lag. 
    We went to a café and chatted as 
others around looked into their palms. 
At one point I went to the toilet and as 
I returned Dave was once again doing 
the same, he told me he was just 
checking something and that I have 
been away too long and needed to 
readjust to society.
    We went to some shops and I kept 
seeing people sat on the benches heads 
bent and arms up.
    The last shop Dave took me into was 
like a house made of  dreams. The walls 
were brilliant white, the air 
conditioning wrapped around my head 
and gently tickled my senses. 
Everyone was happy and the seats 
looked so comfortable my legs walked 
me there themselves. I was then 
approached by a friendly, smiley, cute, 
sexy and funny woman. She was 
everything I would want from a girl and 
all she wanted was to please me and 
make me happy.
    Her voice relaxed me and as her 
friends walked by me they smiled and 
make me feel important Dave was out-
side staring at his hands again but right 
now it seemed … ok.
        Cashmir was her name and I gave 
her my details freely. Soon she opened 
a black box and offered it to me. The 
box was half  the size of  a brick and yet 
inside it looked bottomless.
 

It was also empty. I looked at Cashmir 
confused and she helped by taking my 
hands then guiding them into the box 
and the tips of  my fingers tingled. My 
heart was racing as I pulled my hands 
out. Then suddenly my fingers and 
palms were all the colours of  the world 
and all the emotions in a book and I 
loved them. The images I could see 
danced and sang only for me.  
    I blinked and I swear as I did that 
panic hit Cashmir’s face. I tried 
turning my head away but the pull of  
my hands just grew stronger. I tried 
harder to look away as Cashmir advised 
me to keep looking. Everyone in the 
store was now looking at me as I 
struggled. Some people were crying 
and others shouting at me but I heard 
nothing.
    Cashmir turned nasty and tried to 
force my head towards the 
flashing beats of  light in my hand but I 
broke free and stood up and stumbled. 
I knocked the box on the floor and 
everyone gasped and looked at me like 
a sinner. 
    I ran out of  the shop and looked for 
Dave but he had wandered back inside 
as was looking into a box bigger the one 
Cashmir showed me and he was lost to 
the emptiness inside. 
    I ran straight home closed my door 
and found a pair of  gloves to wear. 
    I’ve not heard from Dave or any of  
my friends recently. I read Billy 
Childish and listen to the radio. I 
sometimes travel and when I return I 
feel quite dated but I am happy in the 
knowledge that I have experienced 
enough to know that the world outside 
your hands is the greatest world of  all.  
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He throws open the shutters that 
have kept out the past few days and 
wicked light invades our hidden world.  
I had watched you drift into endless 
sleep, as your tiny nails cut into the 
palm of  my hand, waiting whilst your 
breath whispered to pathetic silence.  A 
man of  straight lines, dressed in black 
with a coachman’s hat and cane; his 
servant carrying assorted boxes, as he 
stands stiff  at the centre of  my room.  
Through thin wire glasses his yellow 
eyes flit from my chair to the bed where 
you sleep no more.  

by Roy Smith

The Mortographer
    I heard you cry that night; a choking 
fit then nothing.  Left alone in silence 
with your porcelain skin and gentle 
face, hoping for one more sign of  life, 
but knowing it would never come.  
Your father sent this shade to solve his 
guilt, to grab one last glimpse of  his 
fading creation and free himself  of  the 
obligations his family would never 
allow.  He never met you, but I saw 
him looking back at me every time you 
laughed or smiled and even when you 
lied.  They kept us well, or so they had 
me suppose.  A terraced house upon 
a hill overlooking the banks; a small 
house, but clean, surrounded by boat 
builders, dockers and their whining 
wives.  The family sent us money, just 
enough, but not so much, yet we were 
happy and I loved you dearly.  They 
will send no more, after today I am 
worthless, and despite this I know your 
father cared for us, though he was far 
too weak to show it.
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    The straight line man and his bulky 
assistant pull wood and metal apparatus 
from their weathered boxes, building 
a scaffold to hold the heavy machine 
they move with such care.  They bolt 
and screw and tighten each part, so 
the thing stands firm in the centre of  
the room, pointing down at where you 
lay.  He powders your face and ruffles 
your hair, not happy with your sweat 
stuck curls, twisting them around his 
fingers and pulling to spring.  You 
lay too straight my beautiful boy.  He 
turns you to the wall and puts his knee 
behind yours, forcing a bend with a 
crack, before flipping you back to face 
his lens, propped up on a tear soaked 
pillow.  My nails scratch at the arms of  
the chair and I  feel my blood racing 
as I watch him manipulate your fragile 
limbs.  You mustn’t fear my child, you 
have no more need of  this broken body.
    I met your father whilst I was 
working at his mother’s house.  She 
rarely spoke, but everyone obeyed; her 
few words were bitter-cold and empty 
of  kindness.  He was the life in that 
house, as you were in mine.  When he 
was away the days dragged on in me-
chanic isolation, unchanging and grey.  
That long summer he left a trail of  
smiles behind him, I ached for the relief  
of  his presence, the lightness brought by 
his casual words.  We loved one night, 
time caught and kept and there you 
were, a secret in my belly.      
    Her screeched orders sent me pack-
ing, hidden behind these prison walls; 
to birth you here and raise you, in 
silence away from him and her.

    He hides beneath a darkened cape 
that flows from atop the metal box.  
The cloth of  his pristine suit stretches 
over his hunched back, close to ripping 
and I swear the daggers of  his shoulder 
blades protrude in the way of  severed 
waxen wings.  I cannot watch and bury 
my head within my hands, he twists 
and turns the dials of  his vicious lens, 
clicking and snapping into some ghastly 
configuration.  I look up at your 
peaceful face and feel your love 
beaming back at me from your 
unnatural pose, your painted eyes 
staring into nothing, but somehow 
pleading.

    Click.  I scream, as searing white 
floods the room, blinding it hangs and 
fades in a permanent instant.  I find 
myself  caught between light and dark, 
your image burning into my mind. You 
glow, outlined with streaks of  colour 
and wherever I look you follow, 
inescapably staring into my soul, 
accusing, reaching out to cling to 
earthly things.

    I am alone now in the fading day; the 
room is empty, cleansed of  any 
memory of  you.  Upon the bed lies 
a husk.  There is no sign of  who you 
were, all that is left is a featureless form, 
dried of  emotion, there is 
nothing inside.  It is not you.  He has 
taken any part that remained, stolen 
away the only thing that kept me.  And 
as he walked away, I swear those boxes 
seemed to sit heavy in his servant’s 
arms, then in the sunset glow I caught 
a sideways glimpse of  unfolding leather 
wings.
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