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  TELLING STORIES

  
  




“Officer, I saw the whole thing!”

It would be great if I could just say that, if I could do my bit to get the bad guys off the streets and put away like they deserve. No word of a lie, I did see it all, every last bit of it. By the time I’m done though, you’ll probably understand why I wouldn’t really be able to go to the police. Why that would be stupid.I’m sure you’ll get the idea soon enough.

I can’t stand this place, this whole city, I mean that. I’ve come to despise it with a real passion. I’ve felt the same for a long time now, the kind of emotion that you can only ever experience when you either really love something, or you really hate it, sometimes going as far as feeling both extremes at the same time. Hell, I reckon that I’ve been stuck here long enough now to have earned the right to feel that way. I can’t stand how it suffocates everything in it, the way you have no choice but to breathe it in, to make it a part of you. I can’t stand the way it sticks to your skin, like cold leftovers on a prossie’s inner thigh, something that you can never quite scrub away without leaving a nasty smear behind.

Perhaps worst of all, I can’t stand how I’ve actually gotten used to the place.

I’ll start as I mean to go on. I can play at being some sort of a tour guide, just for a little while at least. I could show you some sights, just as long as you’re really sure that you want to see them. You know, like one of those blokes that gets paid to show tourists around the dark corners of Whitechapel, pointing out all the nastiest places, describing the most bloodthirsty of details with the sort of relish that would make most normal people feel uncomfortable. I’m sure that folks like that secretly get off on that kind of thing, I mean seriously, why else would they ever want to do it? You know that I’m probably right. Anyway, you’ll be just fine, like a silent observer. You won’t even have to say anything, just make yourself comfortable and listen for a little bit, it’s my story after all. Nothing bad will happen to you, I promise.

I’m sorry, I’m rambling, aren’t I?

Before you go getting any ideas about me, I want to make one thing clear right from the start; I’m not a superhero, no, I’m not even close. This isn’t going to be some tale about me saving the world or trashing everything in sight just to get to the bad guy. I’m not a hero of any sort, by any means, super or otherwise, just so you know. At best I’m a storyteller and the story I’m telling justhappens to be my own. I needed a way out, an excuse, and I guess that this is the story of how I found it.

It’s always the same, isn’t it? Life starts out with the promise of greatness. You know how it is, you, like so many people just like you, try to strike out just as soon as you’re able, filled up with the bold intention of starting out somewhere new. With a fire blazing away in your young, idealistic belly, a determined gleam in your eye and an attitude that could level a twenty-storey block of flats like they were made of play bricks, you feel like you can do anything. Damn it, life is there to be taken by the bollocks and squeezed into something good. You’re going to be the one to make it all better, you’re going to be someone who can make a difference. 

But then with a creeping slowness, the place starts to chip away at your mind, hacking at your dreams and your soul, until before you even know it, you’re reduced to the kind of empty, dead-eyed drone that can’t even face the world in the morning before your third cup of treble-strength coffee and a good hard stare at some vacuous nonentity barely concealing her silicone-stuffed tits and Botox perma-frozen face in some tabloid rag or other.

The city has always been like that. It gets to you in the end, pulling you in and sucking the life right out of you, like some great big leech made of dirty old concrete and steel. It leaves you with an invisible second skin that you just can’t scrub away, no matter how hard you try. It takes, and it takes, giving nothing back in return. It wraps you up in its filth, coating you in one great big cocoon of dirt and shit. That’s just the way it is, there’s no escape, no matter how much you try and ignore it or tell yourself otherwise. Eventually, you just end up like everyone else, rushing on from one day to the next, ignoring everything and hoping that it’ll all just go away. You stop noticing the stuff that goes on around you and just focus on whatever exists inside your own little bubble. I’m not saying that’s a bad thing, everyone does it. It’s not just the people, it’s the place. Trust me, I’ve seen it happen so many times.

Dirt and shit. It always covers you, getting in your eyes and blinding you to your surroundings in the end. It just takes time.

The avenues, narrow back lanes and roads all stretch away forever into the distance, as if leading to a promise of something better, up ahead and just out of sight. Instead, they all just dissolve into a permanent fog of smoke and choking gas fumes. People like to kid themselves into thinking that it’s better since the old days, but it hasn’t changed, not really. Trying to look on the bright sidethough, at least the pollution makes it easier for most people to turn a blind eye to a great deal of what goes on.

I wanted to make a point of showing it to you, describing it just the way it is, to make sure you realise that I’m not going to be telling you some fairy story set in some imaginary place, with its blinding lights, dazzling your eyes as they gleam against the streets paved with gold. Perhaps my first lie was when I said that I would make a good tour guide; I’d probably be a really bad one. Like most storytellers, I’ll make stuff up from time to time, change a thing here, embellish something there. The challenge is for you to decide where the truth ends, and my imagination takes over. You would probably be surprised.

I’ve been in this place, this place that I’ve come to hate, for a long time now, certainly long enough to learn all the things that there are to hate about it and then some more besides.

***

We’ll start right here, it’s as good a place as any.

If you had been here just a couple of nights ago and stared off into the distance down one particular back lane, you would have just about made out a bloke swaddled up tight like an infant in a khaki sleeping bag, stained with all sorts of old, suspicious looking stuff that I wouldn’t even like to think about. With a faded old baseball cap pulled way down over his face, he looked like he was trying his very best to make himself invisible, probably not without good reason. I can’t remember what his name was. Perhaps it was Steve, or Paul or something just as common. Yeah, I’ll just call him Steve-Paul, it’s a name, and that’s enough, although names are one thing I’m not all that good with. That’s probably because I usually like to try and mind my own business, keeping myself to myself, like most people around here. It sometimes makes me wonder if I’ve turned into exactly the sort of person that I’m always so quick to complain about. Still, I’m usually quite good at spotting the Steve-Pauls of this world. I’ve almost nailed it down to an art form. I did happen to know that he had been camped there for a little over six weeks, just along from the rear exit of Huang’s Chinese restaurant and takeaway. Rear exit, that’s a good way of putting it. A typical arse-end sort of place, somewhere for drunken punters to migrate for a quick food fix before the hoped-for end-of-night shag. Anyway, before he had taken to bedding down there, he had previously spent his evenings trying to get some shut-eye down from Easy Joe’s Jazz Café, until the turtle-necked, sideburned Easy Joe himself shunted him on for scaring away the hipsters, with their tight jeans and cashmere sweaters. They were probably worried that his pissy stink would drown out the scent of their expensive woodland-scented beard oil.

If Steve-Paul perhaps looked a bit miserable that was because he had only recently lost someone. No, no one out of his family, not his actual family anyway, it’s more than likely that stuff happened a long time ago. I’ve got a feeling that we’re probably better off not knowing about it. You know, sometimes it really is best to remain ignorant about some things. No, Steve-Paul had lost his one remaining friend, his back-lane buddy, just a few weeks earlier. A lot of the homeless people, or street rats, as some of the coarser people around here would call them, have what they call a back-lane buddy. Like a wingman, someone to have your back and keep you company whenever things get a little too deep. Steve-Paul’s back lane buddy was a big, forty-something bruiser of a man called Slug and he really was the best. He had long since learned how to get by pretty well under the circumstances, knowing all of the really useful stuff, like where were the best places to go if you wanted to score some free booze or smack. Hell, Slug had once even wrangled the two of them a free blowjob from a prostitute over on the next block. I bet she’s probably still somewhere out there to this day, waiting on the two rocks of crack she had been promised in exchange for sucking off a couple of manky old tramps. He also had a pretty good knack for rooting through Mr Lee’s rubbish bins, hunting out the best bits of chicken and beef from the leftovers, balancing himself over the lip of the dumpster and picking them out from the crushed aluminium trays. He almost did himself in on more than one occasion, the dumpster lid dropping on his spine like a bear trap as he jack-knifed his way over the side, rooting through cold pickings like a, well, you get the idea. 

Then one fateful afternoon, he got his grubby mittened hands on the Schezuan pork.

“I’ve got a feeling, my dear Steve-Paul, that I am going to regret that,” Slug had said to Steve-Paul, or at least words to that effect, wiping away day-old hoisin sauce from his grey stubbled chin with the back of his gloved hand as he did so, leaving behind a dirty plum-coloured smear. “It certainly tasted pretty friggin’ good though,” he grinned, his tongue probing around to find a stringy piece of pork between two uneven, nicotine-yellow teeth. “Worth it for sure, you’re damn right. It was tasty.”

Unfortunately for Slug, worth it maybe wasn’t the best description, since it seemed that the actual rats - the rodent kind - that infested most of the back exits and seized-up fire escapes had a preference for the stuff as well. He lasted four, or maybe five more days halfway down that back lane, clutching at his distended, gas-bloated belly, moaning and whimpering to his only remaining friend like a sick dog. 

“Why don’t you get yourself to a hospital?” Steve-Paul had said several times. He knew what the answer would be, just the same as the first time he had asked it, but tried again anyway, if for no other reason than to make sure his own conscience was clear.

“Ain’t got no time for hospitals. Urrrp…I never have,” Slug had said, retching from the effort of speaking. “They ain’t got no time for the likes of us, either. Most likely just give me some tablets and kick me right back out on the street again.”

His last thought as he lay there, slowly dying in a widening pool of his own piss, watery shit and vomit, was that he maybe should have stuck with the vegetable chop suey rolls. Man, he got it bad.

His body stayed there for just under a week, Steve-Paul’s only company, before it was discovered by refuse collectors. It never goes too well in your favour when there’s a green-tinged, gas-bloated corpse blocking your emergency exit and stinking the place out worse than week-old dog shit. So it was that, after fifty-two years of keeping the good people of the city in the finest Chinese cuisine, Mr Huang was forced into his unexpected retirement.

Steve-Paul was pretty cut up about it all to begin with for sure. Hell, he had even shed actual genuine tears. Real fat tears that streaked through the dirt on his face and cut narrow, clean troughs down through the grime caking both cheeks. He hadn’t told anyone about Slug, knowing that if he had done so, he might as well have kissed goodbye to his pitch. It was better just to let him be carried away on the quiet, with as little fuss as possible. Still, most nights he didn’t get any sleep until the small hours anyway, kept awake by the drunken babble of the punters spilling from the pub just along the road. On more than one occasion, he had copped an eyeful of some slapper or other, getting a good seeing-to from some bloke that she had probably met for the first time half an hour earlier, trying to see how loudly he could smack his balls against her arse cheeks. Steve-Paul could never get his head around what made nipping into the nearest back lane for sex so appealing. At least it made for a bit of voyeuristic entertainment sometimes. Besides it was slightly better than his old spot at Easy Joe’s. The owner of that place was a real tosspot and no mistake. 

Then one night, as he huddled into his tattered sleeping bag still mourning his recent loss, he decided to dig out the half bottle of cheap vodka that Slug, God rest his mortal soul, had kept hidden away for a special occasion. He rummaged around what few belongings his back-lane buddy had left behind, including the two slightly bent cigarettes and half a book of matches that he had managed to pick from the dead man’s pockets, just before his corpse was taken away for good. Finders keepers and all that. Of course, Slug would have understood. As he found his prize and gripped at the neck of the bottle, he wondered what better occasion there could be to commemorate than the passing of a true and dear friend. Better late than never, right?

As he took his first swig, the liquid burned a trail down the back of his throat and into his gullet like white hot needles. He hadn’t tasted alcohol of any sort in ages, and it felt good. In fact, it felt pretty fucking great. A few more mouthfuls and he was sure that all the pain would be forgotten, even if it did feel as though he was gargling with paint stripper. Perhaps it was paint stripper, Steve-Paul had almost forgotten what half-decent booze tasted like anyway.

“Hey! Give us the fucking bottle, you dirty street-rat tramp.”

The voice - no, voices - had come from out of the darkness, the blurring of the booze hit not really helping at all. Three, maybe four shadows standing around him like fuzzy giants, looking down on him as he sat there with his tiny prize, their words hurting his already buzzing head with their rough insistence. Whether the slurring was due to his drunkenness, theirs, or a combination of both, he couldn’t be certain.

“What the fuck’s he hanging around here for anyway?”

“Prob’ly been kicked out of someplace for killin’ someone.”

“Maybe he fucked someone with that tiny old cock of his. You know what these dirty old bastard scruffs are like. Stick it in anything, they would half the time.”

“I couldn’t give a rat’s arse if he stuck his maggot cock down my brother’s throat. Hey, I said give us the fucking bottle, you dirty fuck!”

“Naw…naaaww…g’way...” Steve-Paul mumbled, struggling to shape his lips to make actual words. He wanted to say something really deep and meaningful, some heartfelt eulogy to the friend who had bestowed such a prized final gift upon him. Instead, all that came out was a slurring, pathetic mush, the vodka and cold working together in some ragged disharmony to make his mouth feel like it was made of rubber.

When he refused, clinging even tighter to the last remaining physical reminder of his only true friend, Giant One snatched the bottle away from his drink-weakened hands and passed it to Giant Two in an underarm throw. 

“Eww - it’s slimy. The dirty bastard’s got slimy fuckin’ hands! Filthy bastard!”

“Hey-” Steve-Paul tried to protest, struggling to get an understandable word out at last. What he had meant to say was probably something along the lines of, hey - that belonged to Slug, he was my good friend! But the chance to speak again never came. Giant Three, the biggest giant, took the bottle and smashed it against the wall just above Steve-Paul’s head, raining vodka and glass shards down on him like cheap confetti. Before he could take any more exception, they took turns to pass the bottle to one another, glassing him in the face over and over again, until all that was left was a jagged stump of bottleneck, and all that was left of Steve-Paul was just a gurgling mess of something not very recognisable at all.

Once they were done, tired or maybe just bored, the three thugs tossed what was left of Slug’s bequeathed prize to one side and strolled off into the night, itching at their growing erections as they wondered where they could find some easy snatch at such a small hour. Meanwhile, Steve-Paul’s life bled out onto the worn old Victorian cobblestones, diluted and sluiced along the mortar between them by the rain that had started to fall right on cue. 

And that, dear friend, is right about where I came in.

I had been hidden up out of sight on a fire escape ladder, watching the whole sorry mess unfold. It was certainly cheaper than paying to see a film, if a lot less pleasant. I never have been one for confrontation. I can do without the trouble most of the time, so I just kept out of the way, watching them as they faded out into the distance, their laughter echoing back out of the dark, raucous and raw, like one of them had just done nothing more serious than cracking a really dirty joke. I tried not to think of them. No matter how much of a favour they might have done me, they were still knuckle-draggers. No matter what I might be, I still know a nasty piece of work when I see one.

The rusted rungs of the ladder groaned like old bones as I jumped down from it, finding my footing on the rain-slicked stones below. As I stepped in towards him, Steve-Paul’s head jerked around at the sound of my approach, I’ve never been too good with the whole stealth thing, to be fair, and I don’t usually need it. The mess that was once his face turned about in an effort to look at me. One eye was swollen shut, mottled and blackened, the other punctured by a long shard of glass that stuck out at an awkward angle, a thick cloudy jelly dribbling from the raw socket like egg white.

“Hurrrrp…muhhhh…” The sound that came from the angry gash that was once his mouth was barely human, little more than a pathetic gurgle that churned its way through blood bubbles as they pooled in the back of his throat, slowly drowning him. He stretched out an arm towards me, his fingers opening and closing in a spasm, as if reaching out to me for help. Or perhaps he didn’t see me at all, instead still trying to clutch at the vodka bottle in his confused state. “Heppp…mehhh…plursss…”

I’ve always really hated the next part, as necessary as it is. Just so you know where I’m coming from, I don’t enjoy it, I never have. I looked up at the sky, perhaps for some sort of inspiration, but I knew that there was nothing I could really do to stop it. Once it kicks in, it just gets me that way.

“Steve-Paul, if that’s even your name,” I mumbled, trying to make myself sound cheerful, to block out the sound of what I guessed was probably him begging me for help, as well as the angry burning sensation that was already flooding its way through my veins. “Sorry fella, I really am. I wish I didn’t have to, but I hope that there’s enough of you still in there to know it’s not my fault, none of it.” I just about managed to force the words out. I was already shaking like a sweating teenager who had just been promised a first feel of his girlfriend’s breast, a maddening twitch running down my spine and out to my fingertips, like some sort of weird electricity, making me feel more alive than you could ever believe. Maybe that was why Steve-Paul recoiled from me, using what little strength he had left to try and push himself back against the door, trying to make himself small enough to hide away from me. Perhaps there was just about enough of him left to know, to understand what was probably about to happen. I hated it as much as I always do, as much as I hated myself sometimes. But I couldn’t stop it, the maddening hunger churning up inside me, engulfing my senses and burying them away beneath a primitive impulse. 

“I’m really sorry,” I said again, just in case he hadn’t believed me the first time around. At least that was the way it sounded inside my head.

He twitched a few more times, the last breaths leaving his body in a hoarse death rattle as I leaned in, inhaling the raw, bloody stink of him as, satisfied that he was dead, I finally let myself give in to it all. 








  
  
  CLEANING UP

  
  




I scrubbed at it for ages, standing right under the shower spray, the scalding jets of water scouring away clotted, dried on blood as I scraped it away from myself like an unwanted second skin, picking it out from under my fingernails. I swear that it seems like it gets harder to clean up every time, especially when they happen to end up in as bad a shape as Steve-Paul beforehand.

Poor Steve-Paul. If I closed my eyes, I could still see him, blood bubbles frothing out from the slashes beneath what was left of his mangled chin, trying to open his one good eye just enough to see, as if whatever little was still left inside him recognised that it probably just wasn’t his night. It didn’t help that I had put a name to him, well at least I had tried to put a name to him. All it did was just make it that little bit more personal and that’s never a good thing, believe me it really isn’t.

***

Let’s get a few things clear between us; first, I don’t do it because I want to, I do it because I have to, there’s a whole world of difference between the two, honest.

The second thing is that you need to forget everything that you think you might know. It’s nothing like the movies or anything like that. No, it’s nowhere near as simple. 

If I’m going to be honest, and I’ve got no reason not to be, I’ve never fully embraced what I am, preferring to wish that it didn’t happen most of the time. I’m sure as hell I don’t get off on it or anything like that. Don’t get me wrong, I know that there’s a whole world of difference between liking something and accepting it for what it is. It does still get to you occasionally, though, especially when it gives you a glimpse at the worse side of human nature.

Another thing that I should make sure you know is that I’m not a killer, not strictly speaking, anyway. I mean, I told you what happened with Steve-Paul, or whatever his name was, right? He was pretty much done for before I ever got involved. I could have just left him there, a pathetic, mangled mess, clogging up the back lane, just like his friend Slug a few weeks earlier. Those three pricks would have still gotten away with it, and I would have just gone without for longer. The way I prefer to look at it, I did the poor bloke a favour, putting him out of his misery that little bit sooner. I usually like to think of it as a kind of symbiosis, a win-win situation if you like. It’s that way of thinking that helps me to keep on sleeping at night.

Now I reckon that this is probably the part where you’re thinking, well why didn’t you jump in and help the geezer? You’ve just finished telling me about how you saw the whole thing. What are you, crazy? Remember, I’ve already told you; conscience or not, I’m no superhero. There were three of them and one of me. Okay, maybe I could have jumped right in there and done something, or at least tried to, but I still like to tell myself that I’m better than that, better than them. I do still have moral standards. Besides, I couldn’t have risked even the slightest chance of one of them getting away. Sure, they could have gone to the police, and they probably wouldn’t have been believed. But there’s always someone out there who will listen to even the craziest sounding story. I just can’t take that chance, I can’t afford to.

So instead, I waited, like I always do whenever the need gets the better of me. I skulked like a rat in the damp and shadows, keeping well back until the coast was clear and I could make my move. The hell with it, I’m not proud. Like I said earlier, it’s not a question of what I want, but what I need.

***

My skin was still tingling with the raw feeling that you get when you’ve just stepped out of a shower forceful enough to flay the skin off your bones, as I picked up my bathrobe hanging over the bathroom door and pulled it around myself, tying the belt tight. I was expecting her to drop by at any time soon. I’m not psychic, I just knew that she usually did show her face around about the same time that I, well, you know, did my thing. I guessed that she probably just liked the company. I know that I still did, as a matter of fact. It’s good to at least have someone to chat to about things. 

I took a full carton of orange juice from the fridge and popped the flip lid. No need for a glass, I raised the carton to my mouth and chugged half of the contents in one go, the chilled liquid catching the back of my throat with an acid sharpness that made me wince and almost brought tears to my eyes. Jesus Christ, I was parched. That was the thing, I always ended up with such a thirst the morning after, as though I had eaten my way out of a silo full of salt. I can’t explain the science behind it, but I’m guessing that if you’re smart, you can probably figure it out for yourself.

I had just drained the last of the carton when the door buzzer sounded with the sort of timing that couldn’t have been any better. That shrill noise always goes right through me, setting my teeth on edge. One of these days perhaps I’ll get around to doing something about it, but I suppose at least it gets my attention. Flinging the empty carton into the bin behind me, I shuffled over to the intercom, an aching tightness pulling at my knotted calf muscles. Crouching up in that fire escape for so long had really taken it out of me.

“Hey Bux, it’s okay, it’s open,” I said, the same way that I always did, flicking the switch to make sure she could hear me, not even questioning whether it was actually her, when I knew full well that it would be. It wasn’t like I usually got many other visitors.

“Okay Matt, just give me a few seconds and I’ll be right on up,” her voice sounded tinny and hollow, carried on a crackling wave of static. She had been dropping by for long enough now to know that I rarely locked the door, but she still insisted on buzzing ahead of herself anyway. A bit like me, Bux was a creature of habit. She was probably afraid that if she didn’t give some sort of a warning, she might get to see me naked again, something that hadn’t happened in quite some time.

I could hear her just outside the front door, doing her usual little thing with her feet, shuffling them on the floor a few times, as though wiping them before she knocked. I pulled the robe a little closer around myself, just in case. Bux and me, there’s some history there, in case you were wondering. It’s probably almost worthy of a story in itself.








  
  
  BUX (I)

  
  




“So, Matt, when are you going get around to buying some decent coffee?” She still insisted on talking to me the same way she always had, as though she was trying to create an illusion of some sort, to make it feel as though nothing had changed. Sometimes, I had to admit that it was nearly enough to make me forget that a whole lot had changed. Just like always, she set about making herself at home. I would be a liar if I tried to say that I minded, that I didn’t still enjoy her company. Despite our history, I still found her good to be around, certainly more than most people. Less than five minutes in my flat and she had already brewed herself a coffee. Black, double strength, the way she had preferred it for as long as I had known her. She even still drank it out of that same mug that she always had, the one with My Girl emblazoned across the side in two-inch-high neon lettering that looked pretty silly now, almost embarrassing in fact, with a large chip missing from the rim, the unglazed edge discoloured with a dirty brown smear of old coffee.

“You know that I don’t actually drink the stuff,” I said, raising my hand to my mouth to try and stifle a yawn. “Or did you conveniently forget that little fact as well?”

“No, but that’s beside the point, you know that I do, so you should at least try and accommodate me,” she smiled, flashing a glimpse of ever so slightly crooked teeth. It was those little moments, the ones that usually lasted only a couple of seconds each time, that almost reminded me why I used to love her as much as I did back in the old days, a whole other lifetime ago. “I keep on telling you that freeze-dried stuff is just awful. Especially those cheap-arse supermarket brands that you’re so willing to part with your cash over, they’re really bad. Although I forgot, you always were the last of the big spenders, weren’t you?” She pulled out a chair opposite me, lifting it a little as she did so, before sitting and cradling the mug in her gloved hands. I pointed at her heavy anorak and woollen hat, wisps of turquoise hair poking from beneath the rim, the dye faded just enough to show a few darker strands through.

“Cold outside this morning, is it?”

“Cold? No Matt, it isn’t cold, it’s absolutely bloody freezing,” she gave a comical little shiver, before blowing across the mug, her breath whistling out to dispel the steam rising from the contents. “Of course, you might actually find that out for yourself if you bothered to drag your lazy arse out of bed just a little bit earlier.” I tried to stifle another yawn as she spoke. “Either I’m really boring the hell out of you, or you had a heavy session last night, I know which one my money’s on of course,” she narrowed her eyes as she spoke, as if trying to look directly into my head. She never knew when to give up. It had been just over three years since we had split, and she still acted as if it was her business knowing if I was sleeping with someone new.

“Yeah, well you know me,” I said, placing my hand across my mouth in anticipation of another yawn. “I’m always one to take full advantage of being young and unattached.” As I spoke my tongue caught against something at the front of my mouth, I winced as it did so, realising what it was. A stringy shred of meat, a piece of Steve-Paul,was caught between my front teeth. It felt like a huge lump of spinach, flapping around on full display for her to see. Trying not to gag, I probed at it with the tip of my tongue in an effort to dislodge the piece of incriminating gristle without drawing attention to what I was doing.

“Is everything okay there?” She leaned forward, several more strands of hair working themselves free from beneath her hat, she tucked them behind her ear.

“Yeah, fine,” I said, pulling away from her as I did so. “It’s no problem. It’s just a little bit of bacon or something, caught in my teeth. I had breakfast just before you came.” She reached across the table, already pinching her thumb and forefinger in readiness.

“Bacon? That’s funny, I can’t smell any bacon, " her nose wrinkled as she spoke, sniffing at the stale air.

“I cooked it in the microwave, rather than stinking the place out with the smell of fat. It mightn’t be as crispy, but it’s quicker and far less messy.”

“Get you, living like a full-on domestic king,” she raised an eyebrow, the look on her face suggesting that she didn’t quite know whether or not to believe me. Dismissing what I had said with a snort, she ignored my reluctance and moved further forward. “Here, stop being so bloody soft about it. Just keep still for a second and let me help you.” 

“No, it’s okay, I’ll just go and brush-” Before I could shrink back any further, she had grabbed the chunk of meat and tugged it free of its hiding place, raising it up to the light for a closer view. “Jesus, that’s a big piece of bacon. It looks almost raw too. No wonder it doesn’t stink in here. What have you been getting up to?” 

Things looked to be heading in an awkward direction, with me put right on the spot.

“Have you been chewing on chunks of raw pig or something?” She continued as she wiped the flap of soggy vagrant from her forefinger, almost having to smear it across the surface of the table, a streaky reminder of the night before. I tried not to cringe at the sight.

“I’m sorry,” she took a tissue from her pocket and wiped at the greasy residue.”Don’t worry, I’ll stick it in the bin when I get up,” she said, shrugging off my look of distaste. I smiled, relieved that at least she had given up studying it so closely.

“Maybe,” I said, trying to make a throwaway comment, to hide my unease. “About the pig, I mean. You never know, perhaps I was just really hungry. I’ve resorted to comfort eating in secret these days, haven’t you figured that one out yet?”

“Hardly, if it’s such a closely-guarded secret. You’ve got to be kidding me anyway, right? Really Matt, if you were any thinner, you’d be invisible sideways,” she laughed aloud this time and I found myself chuckling along too, glad as any possible feeling of unease passed. Bloody hell, that could have been a close one.

Wait a minute - you thought she would have known? Of course she doesn’t fucking well know! How could I ever tell her about that? I’d be locked up faster than you could blink. There are some things you’ve got to keep to yourself, even from those people closest to you. That’s just the way it is sometimes. Like you don’t have any secrets? Yeah, right, I’ll bet you don’t.

“Hey, it’s awful
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