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  Prologue



He had no idea how far he had walked, or for how long. Time no longer had any real meaning and hadn’t for as far back as he could recall. Its only measurement was the sound of his own uneven footsteps, a series of clumping, hollow crunches that were soon absorbed by his surroundings. It felt like he hadn’t tasted the outside air in forever, instead staring at the same four walls for what had so soon become an endless, stretched out agony. He had once thought that he was made of stronger stuff, much stronger stuff, but he had been wrong. He was now paying the price for his pride, his vanity, or whatever it was that had first started him on the path that had led him to where he was right now.

The sun was already red and low in the sky, the breeze that whipped at his face, streaking the tears across his sunken, dirt-smeared cheeks. The back of his throat was caked with the thick, bitter taste of bile and the soles of his feet felt cracked and raw as they scraped across the gravel path that it felt had flayed the flesh away to the meat beneath. The call of the birds in the trees off to the side of the track was more like the sounding of car alarms to his sensitive ears, his hearing so painfully acute that every sound rang in his head until it felt like his skull would swell and burst open to spill his brain out onto the ground in front of him. He almost wished that it would, if only so he could find some measure of peace at last. His other senses felt equally sharpened, the damp, earthy smells of the surrounding woodland masking a fainter underlying scent of mould and decay, of rot and the musky stink of dead things, a reminder that death was something that could never be escaped.

There was a low growling sensation in the pit of his belly that made him want to retch. Nothing, just a dry heave this time. Still, his mouth yawned open in anticipation, a bilious rush of sour gas pushing its way out with little more than a hoarse croak. He wiped at his chin with the back of his sleeve anyway, a frantic rub at the drying vomit that was already there.

He really should have been getting back, before he lost his way. Minutes, hours, days were nothing but a blur, the same way that they had been for what seemed like so long now. All that he could remember was that he had been overtaken by a sudden need to get out, to escape, even if just for a little while. Anything else felt vague, a mix of half-formed thoughts that were no longer important anyway. He turned and looked back along the length of the narrow path down which he had somehow managed to find his way. The first buildings were still just visible in the distance, although they could have been a whole world away, and might as well have been. The gentle gurgle of the stream alongside him was so tranquil, speaking to him as though in tongues, almost tormenting him with the promise of rest that he knew wasn’t his to have, at odds with the crowding and choking bustle of the city that he had never quite gotten used to calling his home. He wished that he could just close his eyes and relax, losing himself forever in that sound and in the welcoming darkness. Better yet, he wished that he could just lie down and let the water wash over him, cleansing him and making everything go away forever. He knew that he couldn’t. He was far too much of a stupid coward, even for that. Besides, deep down inside he knew that it was already far too late.

There was a sound behind him, and he turned on one foot, the one that was slightly less torn ragged by the gravel. His tattered shirt flapped in the wind as he did so, the same shirt that had strained at the seams just a few weeks earlier. It really had all been that fast, far faster than he was ready for, although the speed of things was probably the least of his worries right now.

He strained his sore, tired eyes, picking out a large shape just ahead, blocking the pathway and standing out against the twilight. As though sensing his surprise, the horse snorted, its breath billowing in clouds that hung in the evening air.

“Ein…pferd?” He rubbed at his eyes with his bony fingers, trying to ignore the dull ache swelling behind them. Despite his initial surprise, the creature wasn’t an unfamiliar sight. Indeed, he had the vague recollection of being a child on his parents’ farm, back home in his native Germany. The country was still divided in those days, split down the middle by concrete and steel, but they didn’t live like savages. He had grown around animals for most of his life, a couple of horses kept in the old stables in one of Papa’s fields. Back in those days, he would help in their feeding. He refused, even back then though, to have anything to do with the cleaning, probably thanks in no small part to the compulsive disorder that wouldn’t end up being diagnosed by a doctor until many years later. The creature standing in his path still seemed out of place somehow, standing little more than a few feet ahead of him, looking as though it had been picked up from somewhere far more suitable and dropped in front of him, probably for no reason than to hinder him, to get in his way, just the same as it felt like everyone and everything else did lately. Perhaps it had just wandered down to the stream, looking for somewhere to drink. There was a pasture just a short walk further up the path, it had probably come from there. His stomach churned again, a sound that stood out far too much in the growing darkness. The creature dragged a hoof across the gravel, as though alerted by the noise, perhaps aware that something wasn’t quite right.

“Mach dir keine sorgen pferd, ich werde nicht-” the man started to mutter, the words clogging in his throat as he tried to keep from dry heaving again. Weak, far too weak, he fell to his knees as his legs gave out beneath him and he pitched forward, both hands planting flat in the dirt as he struggled to hold himself upright, fresh pain lancing through the numbness in his feet. His stomach lurched as he emptied himself out onto the narrow track. Not just vomit this time, but blood, thick and dark, in an almost solid jet. “Mein Gott,” the words sounded as though they were being choked through a mouthful of dirt as he hacked until his chest burned, trying to spit a trail of mucus away from himself, his breath fluttering, shallow and rapid. Then more again, his midriff seeming almost to lock itself into a ball as the muscles contracted, feeling as though they would crush his innards, disgorging himself again as he expelled what felt like it must surely have a chunk of his insides. The stinging in his eyes matching that in his throat and gullet now, he peered through tears at the puddle already soaking into the ground beneath him, his heart pounding faster than should have been possible as he saw the oily, fleshy lump of tissue glistening on the surface. For just a second, it looked almost alive, as though it was moving, trying to nestle between the stones in search of a hiding place. Schisse, he thought, that must be a piece of my stomach lining. What the hell is happening to me? He knew, deep inside he knew, but like some old memory from decades before, he couldn’t quite recall it through the hazy delirium of forgetfulness. There was another crunch of hooves against gravel, as the horse took a tentative step closer, curious about this intrusive stranger.

“Nein…nein…keep away from…me,” he mumbled as he tried to move back, away from the mess he had made. He panted, trying to bring his breathing back under control as the urge to vomit washed over him again. He pushed himself back on his hands, his knees scraping against the grit with a pain that he barely even noticed. He could feel the muscles in his belly unknotting and relaxing, leaving behind the same sensation as always. An aching need to fill himself up, to somehow rid himself of the near-constant hunger that still gnawed away at him.

He had to get home, he had to at least try to get back. Maybe if he could just make it to somewhere a little more familiar, then he could lie down and get some much-needed sleep. Yes, perhaps he could rest, and it would all get better again, the way it had been before he had been so stupid. With one last, almost superhuman effort, he tensed every muscle in his body as he struggled to his feet, trying to keep some sort of balance. Not here, no, not here, he couldn’t. He had to try and make it back home, if he could still even remember where home was. He would be safe there, surely? Safe until the morning, then maybe he could try and get some help, the way he should have done much sooner.

As if in protest, his stomach rumbled again, the churning sensation vibrating up into his chest and making his heart rattle behind his ribcage. He was hungry, so very hungry, all the time. If only there was some way to just make it stop, to make everything stop. His breath wheezed out in jackknife bursts as he stood wavering, he looked at the horse again, at the full, firm muscles, rippling beneath its taut hide. He wiped the back of his hand over his parched lips, dragging a thick trail of saliva out across the side of his face. The creature snorted again as it took a step back this time, stamping against the gravel and sending stone chips scattering.

“No, no, no! I can’t!” He sobbed, fresh tears coursing down his cheeks as he bit down on his lower lip, drawing blood, the sharp, bitter taste hitting the back of his throat. He could have, and he knew it. In truth, he could have done so without a second thought, except for the problem that he was nowhere near fast or strong enough. Still, he grunted as he stumbled forward in a pathetic lurch, his arms outstretched towards the animal. Instinctively, the horse reared up, whinnying defensively as it did so.

“Gott!” Shocked, he almost fell back again, raising his hands ready to shield his face. The spell broken, he turned about and staggered back in the direction from where he thought he had come, sobbing like a lost child as he went, the maddening rumble in his belly matching the droning noise that still filled his head.




***




The man was gone soon enough, swallowed up by the darkness, his moans of confusion and pain fading away with him. Once the idea of any threat had passed, the horse stepped forward again, curious. It raked clumsily at the blood-soiled gravel with one hoof, looking for anything that could possibly be of interest. There was the faint odour of something familiar, carrying on the breeze, something rich and inviting.

Bowing its head, it moved its nose closer, almost touching the damp grit, its muzzle twitching, keen to investigate this strange new thing that it had found.








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




“Just give me a minute, let’s see if I can fix this thing right here,” Brad Whitman scrunched his face in disgust as he lifted the sesame-seeded lid of his burger. His thick fingers– he preferred to avoid the use of words such as fat - probed their way through a mess of tomato ketchup and relish, to reach the thin layer of lettuce beneath. He picked the clump of soggy green muck between thumb and forefinger, an almost gelatinous, snot-like lump hanging down from his cautious grip. He stared at it with a look of distaste mixed with incredulity before flinging it down onto the faded plastic tray with a limp, wet slap. “How the hell did that stuff even find its way in there, anyway?” He swivelled his head, as he asked the question of no one in particular, his bulging eyes looking to see if anyone was paying him any attention. If he had really wanted to eat any of that vegetarian rubbish, he would have got up and slogged across the road to a place that sold actual pet food. He probably wouldn’t have cared that much really, but Betty should have known better than pretty much anybody else. He had told her plenty of times that he couldn’t stand anything even slightly green-coloured getting near his food. Satisfied that he had removed all trace of anything even resembling salad, he replaced the top of the bun, squashing it down flat with his palm and admiring the imprint left behind to dimple the surface of the bread. Gripping what was left of the sandwich in both pudgy hands, he raised it up to his face with an almost ritualistic slowness. He closed his eyes as he inhaled a deep breath, taking in and savouring the enticing smell of fresh-cooked meat, or as near to fresh-cooked as Betty’s place was prepared to offer at least. His mouth yawned open as he brought the burger forward, ready to take a bite.

“Get away from my food, you dirty sod!” His voice was a possessive shriek as the humming drone filled his ears. He opened his eyes to see a bloated fly buzzing around his head, drawn by the rich, sickly odour of beef fat. He swiped his arm out in a wide arc, the palm of his shovel-like hand connecting with the insect with a slap, leaving a greasy, dark smear across the adjacent wall.

“Good - urrp - riddance,” he mumbled, wafting his hand in front of his face in an effort to dispel the stink of the belch.

Rosa Whitman shuffled on her chair, trying not to look embarrassed as she set her own bacon and egg sandwich down to one side and waved a slender, thread-veined hand in front of her face, the sour smell robbing her of her own desire to eat.

“Do you have to do that in here? Especially when I’m trying to eat my bloody lunch as well.” She looked up from beneath a greying fringe of hair, her brow furrowed. “It sounds disgusting, and it stinks something awful, believe me. It smells like you haven’t brushed your teeth in days.” She glanced around the room, pulling her arms into her sides in a vain effort to make herself look less conspicuous as she tried to gauge whether or not anyone else had noticed the sound or the accompanying odour.

“Days? Who’s counting?” She winced as her husband chuckled with that dirty little laugh that he always used when he thought that he’d said something clever. He always did know how to get under her skin, still gaining an almost morbid kick from trying to make her squirm in public. “It’s not my fault, burgers always give me wind - you know that.” He spat out a fine spray of breadcrumbs as he spoke through a mouthful of bread and meat mush. He wiped his fly swatter hand down the front of his off-white shirt, adding to the collection of stains on the cotton stretched out across his paunch. “It’s a real medical thing, anyway. It’s discrimination to pick on me over it. They’re always talking about that stuff on the news, in case you never noticed.”

“Oh, bugger off with you and your discrimination. Burgers give you wind,” Rosa hissed through her teeth, not wanting to make a scene. “Beer gives you wind, bloody spaghetti hoops on toast gives you wind. Brad, everything you eat or drink seems to give you wind these days.”

“Yeah, I suppose it does,” his voice was still garbled between chewing even as he laughed at his own reply, as though he had just said something really smart again.

Bradley Whitman had never been the kind of man to really care what anyone else might have thought, either about him personally or about anything he did. In total contrast to his wife, in fact, who seemed to almost always walk around with a whatever did I see in him expression fixed to her face.

“You spend far too much time out of your day worrying about what other people are going to think about you,” he said, leaning forward, his belly pressing against the edge of the table and causing a wave of fat to bulge over the top. “You know, that’s the kind of thing that will just take years off of your life if you let it.”

“In the same way as your horrible eating habits are going to end up taking years off yours,” she replied, already knowing damn well that it was a waste of breath and that he wouldn’t listen to a single word she or anyone else said. Anyone who dared to criticise any of his habits was obviously just mean-spirited. There were a lot of nasty people out there, hiding behind half-baked scientific facts in order to pick on him and his way of life. Most folk really just couldn’t let him just get on and be happy, could they? Self-righteous arseholes.

“I reckon you need to just stop worrying as much as you do,” he said, the burger still gripped between his fingers, hovering in front of his face ready for him to take another huge bite, “both about me and about whatever any other nosey buggers might think. They should all just mind their own bloody business anyway.” He looked around again, his sunken, piggy eyes shifting from side to side, as if he was watching those women that he liked to watch playing tennis, only interested in the game of course, along with those funny noises most of them made when they hit the ball. He almost felt a pang of disappointment to see that Betty’s other regulars looked as though they were oblivious to him, instead just minding their own business. Or maybe they had just grown so used to his ways over the years, he had been providing his custom to Betty, and her father before her. He never could understand why Rosa got so wound up, why she always let herself get so wound up. As much as he liked Betty and her little café, the place was little more than a dump anyway, and it always had been. Exactly the kind of greasy spoon place that would go to the lengths of slapping a handful of limp-as-a-dishcloth lettuce across the top of a beef burger, a beef burger that had probably been cooked from frozen anyway, thinking that doing so somehow made it classier. It was hardly Michelin standard. He could probably let rip and fart out the national bloody anthem and no one would so much as bat an eyelid. No one except Rosa, at least.

They had been coming to the same place for years now, long before their twenty-two years of marriage, when he had been younger and slimmer, someone who really knew how to show a lady a good time. Nothing much - very little in fact - had changed in those years, except for the trouser sizes, meaning that he’d had to switch to a bigger waist measurement. He blamed the Europeans, with their stupid bloody clothing regulations. It wasn’t enough that the doctor wrote his weight down in kilos now, the labels on his jeans claimed that his waistline had increased by six inches. He knew exactly what a load of old bollocks that stuff was as well.

Whitman’s mouth yawned open like a tired old hippo as he shovelled in the last of the burger, poking it to the back of his throat and wiping a red smear of relish from his chin before picking it from his fingers. Waste not, want not. He put his hand up to his face this time, in a failed effort to stifle yet another belch. Rosa wrinkled her nose in disgust, shoving her own plate further across the table, the last of her appetite swallowed up by the resulting smell.

“Are you sure you’re finished with that?” Whitman wheezed as he spoke, already reaching for the leftover bacon while making sure to keep well clear of the side salad, little more than a sad-looking pile of wet moss-textured slop that clung to the side of the plate as though it had been glued into place. Garnish, Betty liked to call it, always making sure to put on a deliberately sniffy accent whenever she did so.

“Really? Are you serious?” Rosa rolled her eyes, despite not even needing to hear his answer. He just mumbled a response though a mouthful of crisp meat. In reality she had given up trying to change his ways a long time ago. It always seemed that the more she had berated him, reminding him of how much his health was sure to suffer for his slovenly eating habits, the more he had dug his heels in, actually piling more weight on rather than losing it. Nowadays, her not-so-subtle hints were reserved for those rare occasions when she managed to convince herself that he might actually listen.

He smiled a fat, lazy grin, placing both large, stubby hands across his now full belly just beneath the table. He nodded as the owner of the café shuffled over to their table, dragging her left leg in a limp, as though it belonged to someone else.

“Hey Betty,” he raised his hand to his mouth again, just in case. “Rosa’s been taking one of her pot shots at me again. I think she still reckons that you’re overfeeding me.”

“Don’t you go blaming me,” the short, wide woman ran her hands first across the top of her greasy auburn hair, then down the length of her stained, washed-out apron before scooping up both plates. “You’re your own person Brad, I’ve never twisted your arm up your back, ain’t none of it my fault.”

“Don’t worry, I’m not blaming you Betty, really,” Rosa was grateful of the opportunity to talk to someone else, even if that someone else was Betty MacKinnon. “I was just reminding my lovely husband here about how he really needs to look after himself a bit better.”

“Look after himself a bit better?” Betty repeated, balancing both plates and an empty coffee mug inside the crook of her arm, a roll of hanging flab wobbling as she did so. “What ‘you trying to say? Ain’t nothing wrong with the food here,” her already dour face creased into a defensive scowl as she gestured her free hand towards the door, the crockery teetering in place as she did so. “Anyone what says otherwise, they know where the door is. Besides, old Brad here probably keeps this place going. Ain’t my place to talk him out of nothing.”

“Hey, what about me over here, Betty? I like it here just fine!” An old man sitting in the far corner spoke up, raising his hand as he did so. He looked like a long-haul truck driver on a stopover at a service station, dressed in a scruffy old flannel shirt and faded dungarees, an oil-stained cap covering silver hair that matched several days’ growth of stubble.

“Sorry Eddie,” Betty said, the attempt at cheer coming across just as forced-sounding as always. “Of course, you can be my other best customer. Don’t be telling anyone though, okay? I wouldn’t want anyone else getting jealous.”

“In that case, can I get another coffee over here, sweetheart?”

“In a few minutes, Ed. I’m busy right now.” She nodded her head at Whitman and Rosa, her way of showing that the conversation was over. Either that, or she’d had enough of being in their company, before shuffling back across to the counter, stopping to pick up a steaming coffee pitcher as she did so.

“She’s a strange one, she always has been,” Rosa kept her voice low, a hoarse whisper, “Especially since Mackie died. Maybe this place is too much for her. It wouldn’t surprise me if it was, especially cooking stuff for the likes of you.”

“Hmm?” Whitman mumbled, not really listening.

“She doesn’t even try to put up a front anymore. She hasn’t for a long time, either. It’s like she wants to scare people away,” Rosa looked down at the table, as though worried that someone might pick up what she was saying. “Perhaps it’s just the way she is, I don’t know-”

“What are you going on about now woman?”

“I was talking about Betty!” Rosa hissed again. Glancing up, she thought she caught old man Eddie Caplin looking across at her, his nose twitching like a rabbit as he caught the smell of something new to gossip about. She lowered her head again, her voice softening. “Either way, she’s wrong about you, at least.”

“Wrong about me? How?” Whitman picked at his teeth with a ragged, dirty fingernail, trying to dislodge a hard sliver of bacon that had become stuck in there. “She made perfect sense to me.”

“You know what I mean, Brad. You’re not getting any younger and if you don’t start taking better care of yourself, you’re probably not going to get much older either. You can do without the likes of Betty MacKinnon pandering to you, shoving that fatty slop down in front of you for you to shovel down your throat like there’s no tomorrow.”

“Here we go,” Whitman drummed his fingers against the table surface. “I was starting to think it’s been a while. You only go on like this because you think I’m too fat.”

“No Brad, I’m only saying it because I love you, believe it or not.”

“I keep telling you, you should just stop your worrying and I’ll be fine,” he stood up, scraping the chair back against the worn linoleum. “I’m happy and I can get about just as well as I need to. That’s good enough, isn’t it?”

Rosa didn’t answer him, instead just bowing her head as she followed him up and towards the door to leave. As Whitman reached the door he turned around and gave Betty a cheeky wink. She returned the gesture with a lopsided attempt at a grin that looked more like a grimace, almost spilling scalding coffee in Eddie’s lap as she did so.




***




Mornings really were the worst part of the day.

Whitman groaned as he moved to try and disentangle himself from the thin cotton sheet, the creak of bed springs all too telling as his bulk shifted across them. Rosa had always been an early riser, usually up, ready and on her way to work before he had even stirred. Today was no different from the usual daily routine.

She was right and he knew it, of course she was. He had tried in the past, he really had, but patience and willpower had never been two of his strong points and every diet that he had tried had ended up being scrapped when they didn’t show definite results within the first few days. You’ve got to stick at it for months, not days, Rosa had always said, in her usual superior way. It was easy for her of course, with her stick-thin figure and appetite like an anorexic sparrow. It was a different story for him altogether though, trying to make do with meals made up of insect-sized portions of the kind of food you would give to a pet rabbit, especially if you were feeling cruel. It didn’t help matters that Betty’s greasy spoon was just a few minutes’ walk away. Well, it used to be a few minutes’ walk away, nowadays it wasn’t quite so easy to get there in so short a time. He had a tendency to get out of breath a little bit sooner. It was probably just his age, you know, a bit of wear and tear on the old joints, that sort of thing. It happened to everyone sooner or later.

The real problem was that he just loved food. Well, it had never been a problem back in the day. He had always been active enough when he was younger, able to burn it off faster than he put it on. The old cliché about him being half the man he was now wasn’t too far off the mark. The problem was that the slide from middle-age onward had slowed down a great deal of things, including his metabolism, it seemed. Nothing much, just a few extra pounds here and there, Rosa didn’t even notice any change to begin with, so there really had been nothing to worry about. Burgers, chips, pizza, and pasta, he kept right on telling himself that they weren’t a problem, that he was still in control and the fact that month by month, he could pinch just a little extra around the region of his belly didn’t make a difference, it just made sure that there was a little bit more of him to love, especially around his waist area.

Then, without warning, there was a difference, a bloody big difference as it turned out, one that came sneaking up on him from out of nowhere.

“You’re getting a bit of a paunch there mind, Brad,” Rosa had said one day, trying her best not to make it sound quite so much like a criticism and falling just short of the mark. “I think you might have to start watching what you eat a little bit.”

“I’m fine, it’s nothing to get yourself worried about,” he had been caught off-guard, unable to stop himself from sounding defensive.

“We might have to cut back on the number of our trips to MacKinnon’s,” she had followed up. Whether she hadn’t taken his hint to drop the subject or had chosen to ignore it, he couldn’t be sure. “It’s probably a good idea anyway, Betty’s put all of her prices up just a couple of weeks ago. We could do with saving some money as well.”

“I’m telling you, there’s no problem,” he insisted, the mention of it alone enough to fill his head with visions of Betty’s generous servings of deep-fried oven chips and grilled beef burgers, smothered in cheese and ketchup and decorated with crispy, fat-dripping bacon, just to bump up the calories that little bit more. He had to struggle to keep himself from drooling at the thought of it. Betty’s little place wasn’t the best or the classiest around by any stretch of the imagination, it never had been, even when old George was running the place before her.It was still cheaper than anywhere nearby though, and the food servings were generous. That in itself was good enough to keep him going back for more, while keeping him ticking over nicely in between visits. “I can cut down any time I want,” he would insist, seeming unaware of just how much he sounded like a stereotypicalalcoholic or drug addict when, in reality that was exactly what he had become. He was a food junkie, always craving his next fix of anything calorie-laden and greasy. In his own head though, he was fine. Nope, nothing wrong here, not at all. Shortness of breath, increased sweating and a heart that sounded off like a drum roll every time he walked more than a street length away, they were all just signs that he wasn’t getting any younger, of course. None of it had anything to do with the fact that his trousers barely fitted him anymore as they strained beneath his ever-growing belly. Eating was a bit like smoking or drinking, no one else could tell you when it was time to stop; you had to be the one to decide to make the change for yourself. As he hauled himself up into a sitting position, the mattress almost feeling like it was about to give out, he pinched at his part-exposed midriff, grabbing a sizeable chunk of flab between his fingers, kneading it like raw dough, or one of those annoying stress ball things.

The sigh he let out was like the sound of defeat and was far too loud in the otherwise quiet room.

Really, he knew that he was going to have to do something. Rosa was right, as much as he could never imagine telling her so. He knew that he brushed off half of her comments without a second thought, playing them down as a joke or just her speaking out of turn. The remaining half, he just tried his best to ignore completely. As hard as he tried though, he couldn’t fail to notice, on those occasions when Rosa still did question his habits, the look of concern on her face that she could never quite manage to hide. If he spent too long thinking about it then it started to make him feel guilty, which in turn increased his appetite. It was as though he was a fat old hamster stuck in its wheel, going around and around, with nothing ever changing. Tomorrow, he would tell himself, I’ll do something about it tomorrow, knowing that tomorrow was always going to end up being just that, tomorrow.

He managed to work himself into a sitting position and turned to swing his legs over his side of the bed, the worn old springs groaning again beneath the strain. It was even later than he had thought, Rosa must have left without resetting the alarm clock. She was usually mindful of the fact that he didn’t sleep too well with his breathing difficulties, asthma, or whatever it was. He flung out his arms and arched his back in a yawn, the movement almost stretching the roll of fat at his gut out of sight, doing no such good for the excess flesh that dangled from his upper arms like miniature wings. His stomach churned and growled, reminding him that it was long past breakfast time.

***

He sat at the kitchen table, cradling his second mug of coffee with a plate pushed to one side, a scattering of breadcrumbs and a sticky yolk smear all that was left of the bacon and egg sandwiches he had just demolished. They weren’t as good as when Rosa made them, but they had still hit the spot.

Wearing a faded old Status Quo t-shirt that had obviously shrunk several times over and a pair of grey jogging bottoms, he hadn’t bothered to shave or take a shower, wanting to make sure that he got his priorities in the correct order. Food first, cleanliness second. It wasn’t as if he had much planned to justify getting dressed anyway.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




He had experienced better starts to the day. Sure, he’d probably had many worse, but he couldn’t remember most of them, not at that precise moment in time at least.

Frank Popper lay as still as his tender head would allow, raking at his crotch area like someone had poured extra hot chilli sauce up inside his pissing slit, his fingertips felt like sandpaper as they scraped across the wiry hairs and loose, turkey-neck flesh of his balls. He tried keeping his eyes shut tight, almost tight enough to make them water, hoping that it would help to stop the movement, or at least slow it down a little bit. It felt as though he had been lying in that same spot for days, frozen in place and trying not to move, doing his best to ignore the suspicious, stale odour of the bed covers. His joints felt like they had rusted and seized up at some point during the course of the last few nights, locking him into a supine position, ready for some well-meaning stranger to stumble in and mistake him for dead. Perhaps it would be for the best if they called someone to cart him away. It would certainly be a better option than festering any longer in his own piss stink.

The last time he had braved it, he had managed to stare at the ceiling for a whole four minutes, watching the crack in the age-yellowed plaster as it moved around the light fitting at a steady rate of five and a half revolutions per minute. He had even bothered to count the seconds out loud, in an attempt at some sort of distraction. Anything to make the encroaching pain go away.

It wasn’t a hangover, not a proper one anyway. He guessed that it would be another hour or two before the full-blown pain of that kicked in. It’ll give me something to look forward to at least, he thought, with the same level of sarcasm that had always prevented him from having too many friends. It had been a little while since he had experienced a proper kick-you-in-the-face hangover, the symptoms of the morning after usually depending upon the poison of the night before. The last few nights had been fuelled by a binge of cheap whisky and illegally imported cigarettes, which meant that, once he had gathered up the courage to face it, the day probably wasn’t going to be pretty. He had sworn off most other drugs quite a few years ago,finally accepting, albeit reluctantly, that he was getting a bit old for his body to tolerate that sort of abuse. The last time was about three years ago, a hit of speed, just to keep him awake for long enough to make an already overdue deadline. He had been left an edgy mess for two days straight, a sweaty mass of muscle tremors and chattering teeth, wired up to the eyeballs. He hadn’t slept for three nights in a row. Instead, he had sat in place, strung out like a telephone wire, convincing himself that the walls were moving in and out, mainly in, the people behind them just waiting for him to drop his guard so they could come out from their hiding places and get him. At least booze had the advantage that it knocked him out. Sleeping like a baby right through, it was only when he woke that it would all go horribly wrong, gaining the somewhat bizarre superpower of being able to pebble dash an entire house front with his arse.

It was wrong and he knew it. But there was nothing much else to fill his life when work was as slow as it had been of late. That was always the trouble with freelancing, over a regular desk gig.

“Oh, for Christ’s sake,” He groaned aloud as he tried to force his left arm to move far enough away from the reassuring, warm comfort of his bollocks to reach his watch on the bedside table. Next to it were a dog-eared reporter’s notebook and the stump of a pencil, the end that once held an eraser chewed away almost to a jagged, splintered point, so you could just about make out the H in HB. It helped him to concentrate sometimes, in those moments when he was bothering to try and avoid jamming another cigarette into his mouth. The notebook rarely left the table, the idea behind it being that it should be used to capture any waking thoughts before they could evaporate away into nothing. It was good practice apparently, but the trouble with that idea was that by the end of most nights between jobs, he ended up too wasted to be able to form coherent dreams, as though even his subconscious mind was pissed off with him. It wasn’t a good way to be, not really. Not when pretty much his whole livelihood depended upon his ability to string words together into a more or less sensible order. Even the most down-market of rags needed his stuff to make some sense at least. He sometimes wondered how he still managed to keep doing it and, he suspected that he wasn’t the only one who did so. Drink, write and drink some more until too drunk to continue with either, most nights it was pretty much the same routine.

Stories: they were the only reason that he had continued to stick around for as long as he had, or at least that was what he usually told himself. It certainly wasn’t out of any sort of love for the place. If you could actually find anyone who claimed to love the city, then Frank Popper would be ready to call them a liar straight to their face. He had somehow managed to get by for a long time now, long enough to grow some sort of basic immunity to its disease, the way it burrowed under the skin like a sucking insect, a massive tick, drawing off life so slowly that it usually kept on unnoticed. Instead of being on your guard, you went about your day-to-day drudgery, telling yourself that you were okay, that everything was okay, not great perhaps, but at least okay. All the time, you turned a blind eye to a whole ton of nasty, nasty shit going on right under your nose. Frank Popper had seen plenty of that nastiness in his time. He had seen it, investigated it, and written about it, usually while in an alcoholic haze of righteous anger.

Bare-faced bravado told him, along with anyone who would listen to him, that he was immune at least. He had to be. A bit like parents to their kids, back in the days before all those forward-thinking health crusaders stepped in and tried to suck all the fun away. A little bit of dirt never hurt anyone. In small doses, exposing yourself to the muck could be a good thing, it could help to build up the immune system against all the rotten badness that surrounded it. That was how things were. The best way to avoid getting sick was to just roll with it and see where it took you.

Perhaps that was why he currently had a burning sensation down below, the end of his cock feeling like it’d had a whole box of matches stubbed out on it. It had only taken three days after the actual event, or maybe he had just been too wasted to notice the near-constant itching sooner. 

He hadn’t even bothered with the formality of asking her name at the time, glad that Frank Junior was even getting some action, a rarity in itself. The old fuck me, I’m a writer line might have still done the trick sometimes, but not as often as he would have liked. The bloody awful racket that had passed for music would have made it impossible to hear her anyway, never mind the fact that they were both drunk.

If he concentrated hard enough, he could just about remember the inside of the toilet cubicle, with its fishy stink of urine mingled with stale vomit, the broken flush chain hanging down limper than a monk’s dick. Despite his having been a chain smoker for most of his adult life, it was just as well that he could still hold his breath for quite a long time when he needed to. She was as drunk as he was, probably more so. Her tight top, just a little too low-cut to be decent and a skirt that her mother would never have let her leave the house in, hitched right up to her belly, her knickers pulled to one side and her legs wrapped tight around his waist as he pumped himself into her, not too bad a performance, considering the amount of the cheapest booze available that he had already put away. He winced, cringing as he could still just about remember the hollow sound of the cubicle door rattling as her bare arse smacked against it in time with his best John Travolta-style pelvic thrusts. He could still feel the taste of stale vodka on her tongue as it wormed its way down his throat, lapping at the roof of his mouth, as though she was trying to search out and remove any gold fillings. He could remember it all, no amount of alcohol could ever be enough to blot the whole sorry three-minute fumble from his memory, no matter how much he might have wished that it would.

Even the part just before he finished, when she promised him that he didn’t need any protection. It was all okay, she was on the pill and had just been tested a couple of weeks back anyway.

Tested a couple of weeks back? Tested for what exactly? General knowledge? Ability to cope in a crisis? Somehow, he doubted that it was either of those things. As soon as they were done, he had wiped himself off on the hem of his shirt, before stuffing his already softening member back into his pants.

“Ain’t this the part where we’re supposed to swap ‘phone numbers or sumfink?” she had slurred, struggling to stretch her skirt down far enough to cover herself as she hitched her lace-trimmed panties back into place. “I mean, it’s not like I always make it a habit, letting meself get shagged off of some bloke half an hour after meeting him, you know.” The sound of her voice was almost indignant, despite the slurring effect of those last few cocktails that she had roped him into buying for her, like he could actually afford those fancy-arse things with their deliberately smutty names.

“Only if they tell you that they’re a writer, right?” As wasted as he was, he couldn’t resist making the comment. That had always been one of his many faults, speaking before he had thought everything through properly.

“Why, you cheapskate twat,” her cheeks had flushed red through the layered-on foundation, her voice quivering part in burgeoning anger and part in drunken disbelief that she ever could have fallen for such an obvious line in the first place. He soothed any notion of a guilty conscience by telling himself that at least it probably wasn’t the first time she had been caught out by something similar. “A writer my arse! I bet you say that to all the girls. It’s probably the only way you can ever get your cock sucked,” she had bent down in the cramped cubicle, nudging him in the chest with her breasts as she did so Luckily, he never had actually been the most randy of blokes, especially after a few drinks. Nope, definitely a once around the block type of guy, there hadn’t even been a follow-up stirring.

“I wasn’t spinning you a line,” he had protested, unable to let that one lie. “I really am a writer. I’m just not a very nice person with it, maybe, if I’m being completely honest.” He had reached his hand behind himself, his fingers fumbling for the lock on the cubicle door and sliding it back with a far too conspicuous thunk.

“Whatever. You’re still a cheapskate twat,” she had muttered, perhaps thinking that he hadn’t heard her the first time, her eyes shining with a mixture of alcoholic gleam and the realisation that she had been pretty much played like an old fiddle.

“Umm…yeah, well, I suppose I’d better be going now,” his voice dropped to a mumble as he had edged his way out of the cubicle, squeezing his way around the inward-opening door. “I would love to get to know you better, but I’ve got, you know, a heavy day tomorrow. Deadlines to hit, that sort of thing.”

“Just get out of it, you tight bastard,” she slurred. “I prefer women, anyway.” She had brought a lipstick out of her bag, smacking her lips together as she applied the deep red colour, trying to look as though she didn’t really care. “If I ever see you again, I’m going to cut it off with a broken glass, you lying shitweasel.”

He had been called worse things - his job had always made sure of that, but lying shitweasel was still a pretty inventive insult. Safe in the knowledge that whatever-her-name-was wouldn’t be expecting him to turn up at her third floor flat, bearing flowers, chocolates, and a Zeppelin-sized erection any time soon, he had made good his escape, somehow finding his way home and crawling into bed, where he had crashed out until morning, or at least what his mind imagined to pass for morning.




***




Yes indeed, from there it had been downhill all the way.

Fast forward three days of his envy-inspiring life to him stretched out on the bed, the front exit of his boxer shorts gaping open as he scratched at himself. It wasn’t just an itch; it was AN ITCH. No, make that A GREAT BIG FUCKING ITCH. Something all too real and deep-seated, as if a swarm of angry fire ants had crawled up through his pisshole while he slept, stomping around inside his groin with wasabi-dipped hobnail boots.

At least he’d gotten a shag out of it though, for the first time in more months than he could remember. That had to be worth it, right?

He tried telling himself that there was a story tucked away in there somewhere. Perhaps an article on the links between inner-city deprivation and the spread of venereal diseases, or at least a half-decent editorial on the fallout experienced when stupid-arsed journalists opted for a quickie in a club toilet. Just add alcohol, female of name unknown and subtract barrier contraception.

The light from outside was almost non-existent, a thin halo showing around the blackout blind, a thick screen of tattered material that also dampened down the sound of the rain spattering against the windowpane with a shit-shit-shit sound that matched the current pattern of his thoughts.

He sat up with a drawn-out groan, his legs from the knees down and his feet tingling as the blood started to flow back into them. He couldn’t be sure what was worse, the pins and needles or the infuriating burning feeling in his genitalia. At least he knew that his legs would start working again soon enough. The movement sent a clenching spasm up from his surely diseased crotch up into the base of his gut, making him groan again in discomfort. He looked across at the telephone still off the hook, just as he usually left it, the act of doing so being a prompt of sorts, a reminder to himself to keep away from the damn thing. Besides, hardly anyone ever bothered calling him anyway, not that he ever complained. Perhaps he should be braving it, calling a doctor, although it was often surprising just how many ailments you could usually ride out when the alternative was to embarrass yourself in front of - let’s face it - a stranger. Still, it didn’t feel too good, not by any stretch of the imagination. A squirming, itching feeling, an almost rippling sensation across the skin of his crotch and testicles, as though maggots were writhing their way through the tangle of his pubes. Great. Just great. Clear my arse. She’s probably gone and given me something to remember her by, a good old dose of nastiness, just to make sure I don’t forget her in a hurry. She would probably say that it serves me right for not getting her number. I’ll bet that she probably wasn’t really on the pill, either. A couple of days to pluck up enough courage to score some antibiotics from the nearest clinic, then another nine months to emigrate to a Tibetan monastery and take a vow of celibacy. 

He looked at the telephone again, at the bright yellow rubber gloves hanging alongside it - for emergency use - the sight of it alone enough to make his stomach turn even more than it already was. He wondered just how bad it would really need to be before he gave in and called a clinic for advice, trying to hide his embarrassment behind his usual journalistic swagger.

- Good afternoon, what seems to be the problem, Mister Popper?

- Oh, you know, just the usual. A drunken grope in a bar toilet cubicle with some woman I’ve never even met before. A few days later and now my dick’s just hanging on by a thread. She had a pretty good set of tits on her though, so I guess that kind of makes it all worthwhile. Nothing major, really. I bet you get that all the time, yeah?

- No Mister Popper, we don’t get that all of the time. Not at all. Someone your age should really know better than to have unprotected intercourse in a cloakroom. You should try keeping it in your pants, it works better than anything a doctor could ever prescribe for you.

Yeah, that would really be a conversation to look forward to. Suddenly, staying in bed, preferably forever, seemed so much like the lesser of two evils. Maybe he could just cocoon himself in his blankets and ignore the world outside, like a petulant kid trying to bunk off on the day of his first exam. With any luck maybe his trigger-happy penis would just wither up and die, making sure that he couldn’t make the same mistake ever again.




***




Despite having what he had always liked to think was a pretty decent tolerance threshold for discomfort, after a while the stultifying closeness combined with the sour stink of old sweat ended up being too much, even for him. No matter how bad things could ever get, he never had much fancied the idea of wasting away in bed, left alone to rot, with his only legacy a bloated, festering corpse to be discovered by the neighbours, once they realised that they hadn’t heard the strange, dirty-looking guy in the next flat screaming at his typewriter for a few weeks. They probably wouldn’t notice anyway. Armenians, or at least he thought they were, they spent most of their days shouting at one another in a language that he didn’t understand. Then when they weren’t fighting with each other, they were trying to break through the paper-thin wall with the headboard of their bed. The best part about arguing almost constantly was the making up again afterwards, apparently.

Like it or not, he had a living to make. It was no use just lying around waiting for whatever nasty little infection he had picked up to overwhelm him.




***




Just about every bone in his body cracked and popped as he walked to the bathroom, vomiting twice once he got there, emptying himself of the bellyful sloshing around his insides. Still wiping whisky and bile-tasting spittle from his lower lip and chin, he hesitated before stepping into the shower cubicle, rubbing the stubborn leftovers of sleep from the corners of his bleary eyes and turning the tap with a tired creak as he did so. The shower head gave out a brief sputter before disgorging streams of scalding water. He gave the temperature a minute to settle, not wanting to add third-degree burns to his growing list of problems. On tiptoe as he drew the bright-coloured nylon curtain closed behind himself, he winced as the high-pressure jets bounced against his skin, raw and sharp, flaying him like thousands of pinpricks all at once. 

After a few seconds, hot clouds of steam billowed up to fill the room with a thick, humid fog. He leaned his head back, groaning again as the neck muscles stretched out, his eyes closed against the stinging torrent. 

He held himself under the spray for as long as he could bear to do so, scourging away any trace of the previous few nights, scrubbing at a stubborn, crusted stickiness that still clung to his inner thighs. “Infected jizz juice,” he muttered to himself, his own voice sounding unfamiliar, like an alien croak to his ringing ears. The torrent of water seemed to sting even more than usual, to the point of causing actual pain. It really did feel as though layers of his skin could peel off, falling clean away if he stayed still long enough. Hopeful that he had been purged of any remaining sex taint, he leaned forward and turned the tap back to the off position. The water slowed to a steady trickle with a rasping hiss, before subsiding to a slow gurgling drip-drip-drip. He could almost start to convince himself that if there was no physical evidence then perhaps it didn’t really happen after all.

The dull throbbing in the front of his head still refusing to shift, he shoved the gaudy, dripping curtain back and stepped out onto the rug, the threadbare fleece finding its way between his toes like worms squirming and wriggling beneath his feet, in competition with the still-present sensation in his balls.

An ugly churning sound came from his gut, probably in protest after he had voided its contents down the toilet. The problem was that he knew anything he tried to force down would reappear well before he could even digest it. It was usually best just to ride out any hunger pangs until his delicate stomach had settled itself. 

He opened the bathroom cabinet, trying to avoid making eye contact with his reflection in the mirror, as much as it stared out like Medusa, just daring him to look back at it. At the front was a half-empty tube of toothpaste, some cough syrup, a packet of paracetamol, and a slim box of condoms, still cased in its protective cellophane wrapping. He almost laughed at the irony as he reached in a hand and fumbled around, almost tipping the cough syrup out to the floor below. He found what he was looking for, a plain, off-white box. The label on the front stated that the contents were Metronidazole 400mg and should be taken three times daily until the course was complete. It also read that they were a year and a half out of date. They were probably still fine, they were antibiotics and surely, they couldn’t go bad, right? What was the worst thing that could happen? Besides, if taking them meant that he wouldn’t have to end up visiting a clinic then it was well worth the risk.

“Three days,” he said aloud. “I’ll give it three more days and if it still feels like my bollocks are going to drop off, then I’ll go and see a doctor, honest.” He broke two of the tablets free from their aluminium foil and flipped them into his mouth, wincing in distaste as he dry-chewed them to a chalky pulp.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




It was one of the few remaining pleasures that he had in life, one of the few that Rosa didn’t object to, at least. The twenty-minute walk from the outskirts of the city could of course be considered as exercise, especially lugging his bait box and old canvas fishing bag, the flimsy fibreglass rod slung over his shoulder bobbing up and down in time with his lumbering steps.

Escaping to the lake was like crossing over into a whole other world, even with a tosser like Mitch Brennan in tow, nagging in his ear almost as much as Rosa could when it suited her. Despite that, their destination was the closest thing to an oasis, tucked away in a neat little corner. It was the sort of place that he could go to hide when he wanted to get away for a little while, something that he just had to do sometimes, leaving the real world behind for a bit; the real world where he was a slow, fat knacker with a food addiction. Instead, he could just be plain old Brad Whitman, and no one could tell him otherwise. His fishing trips were becoming more and more frequent.

He stumbled several footsteps ahead of Brennan, his baggy t-shirt flapping in the light breeze as he almost bounced along.

“Come on, you slow old fart,” he called over his shoulder, without turning around, “I thought I was supposed to be the lazy one. At least that’s what people keep telling me.” He grinned, pleased with himself. “Besides, it’s going to be a good one today. The sun’s out, the wife’s out and I’ve got a four pack of beer in my bag,” he sniffed at the air. “Yep, a good one. I can feel it in my bones.”

“In your big bones?” Brennan’s voice was high and strangled, matching his pinched, weasel-like features. He was one of the few people that had actually known Brad Whitman for long enough - since they were kids in fact - to make such a comment and expect to get away with it.

“Don’t you start, you smart-mouthed sod,” Whitman said, “I hear enough of that sort of thing from the old woman. Always bloody pecking at me, she is. I swear she’s getting worse. It’s just as well I’ve got this place to come to, or I’d go mad.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Just the other day, she actually suggested that we spend too much time going to Mackie’s place and that we – and by we she really meant I - ought to cut down.”

“Perhaps she’s got a point though. Betty’s not the most accommodating of people, she’s usually got a face on her like a smacked backside on a good day. Besides, I noticed that she put her prices up not that long ago.”

“That’s what Rosa said. It sounds to me like she’s just thinking of new ways to make me feel miserable. It’s always the same, I’m telling you it has been for a long time.”

“Or maybe it’s because she loves you and just wants you to live a little bit longer,” Brennan wheezed, probably the grass seed from the neglected undergrowth flirting with his asthma. It didn’t help that despite his bulk, Brad Whitman could still be pretty fast on his feet when the mood actually took him. Even if only over short distances, he was like the world’s fattest cheetah.

“Anyway, wait for me, will you?” Brennan croaked, his throat drying out on the clouds of dry, dusty earth the two of them kicked up in their wake, “I’m doing the best I can.” Christ, old Whitman was like a steam engine, slow and steady. It was as though he liked to play up to peoples’ expectations and, in doing so, somehow managed to turn something that could easily have been a disability to his advantage. In spite of whatever faults he might have had, he managed to get by, most of the criticisms at least seeming to roll right off his broad back.

“What in the hell-” Whitman’s voice came from just around a bend in the dirt path. Tired of waiting for Brennan to play catch-up, he had struck out ahead, his long shadow bobbing and rippling across the gravel track. 

Sighing as he tightened his grip on his own fishing rod, Brennan picked up his pace at the sound, jogging by the edge of the tree line to the narrow stream that led to the lake, where he stopped just behind Whitman, both of their paths blocked by the thing in front of them.

“Bloody hell, Brad. What is it, and what happened to it?” Brennan looked down at the creature at the edge of the water. Stretched out across the dirt path, its head resting just above the surface of the stream.

“It’s a horse, what does it look like?” Whitman squatted beside it, the movement forcing out a belch as he reached out a spade-like hand, undecided as to whether it was safe to touch.

“I’m not sure you should be doing that,” Brennan said, his eyes bulging, unable to take his gaze away from the thing.

“I don’t think it’s going to be jumping up and kicking me any time soon, if that’s what you’re getting bothered about.” The creature’s hide was dry and leathery, as if it had lain out in the sun for several days. It looked emaciated, ribs showing through, as if every ounce of fat and muscle had been stripped away to leave little more than a skin-covered skeleton. Its head was angled down towards the water, its muzzle almost touching, as though it had died in the act of reaching for a drink. The mouth was drawn back, and the gums shrunken away, giving the teeth an even greater illusion of length.

“Poor thing,” Brennan muttered. “I wonder how it died.”

“It looks as though it starved to death,” Whitman ran his hand across the xylophone rib cage, feeling the empty spaces between the bones. “But the way it’s lying here, it looks like it happened suddenly. I was here just a couple of days ago and it wasn’t here then.”

“Are you sure?”

“Jesus Christ, Mitch, I’m pretty sure I would remember seeing something like this blocking my bloody path!”

“Perhaps it got sick and just came here to die.” Brennan shuffled his feet, still trying to look away. “I’m still not so sure about this. It doesn’t look right somehow.”

Whitman turned his head to one side, wrinkling his nose in disgust, as if Betty MacKinnon had just waved a handful of her damp dishcloth lettuce in his face. “What’s that godawful smell?” At the rear end of the animal, a length of fat, grey intestine snaked away, still glistening in the daylight. It ended in a wet, blood-smeared pile, nestled in the undergrowth, from where the droning buzz of flies could be heard. Brennan cupped a hand over his mouth and stifled a gag.

“Oh, Jesus, it’s shit its guts out. I think I’m going to puke mine up. That stink is disgusting.”

“It is pretty weird, isn’t it?” Whitman prodded at the carcass again, satisfied that it wasn’t going to fight
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