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Author’s Note: This one was written quickly, possibly the fastest I’ve ever written. Not so much written in fact, more dragged out of me. It came from a dark, at times spiteful, nihilistic place, for which I make no apology.
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  Prologue



I (THE CITY).

Some people might call it Hell. It could certainly pass as such.

The place, it has a way of getting to people, of breaking them down. It does so slowly, working its dark, coercive magic like a sort of carcinogenic grooming process, so insidious that you don’t notice it until it has already spread its way right through your system. The city is infectious, a bringer of disease, like both a virus and a parasite rolled into one. Tall buildings, monolithic things forged out of concrete blocks and steel seem to hang above the heads of the people below like prehistoric giants, just waiting to topple and crush everything beneath their oppressive weight. The damp and soot stick to a person, clinging, burrowing under your skin like a cancerous tattoo that can never be removed, no matter how hard you scrub away at it. It has a way of changing a person. It has a way of making everyone, even those in the largest of crowds, feel alone, isolated. It drains away the will to get away, making you eventually believe that you can never have anything better, that you don’t deserve anything better.

It traps you. It traps everyone, even if they never come to realise it. It doesn’t discriminate, it doesn’t care for things such as age or sex. The well-heeled businessman with secrets to hide from his family, the single mother working extra shifts for not quite enough money to see her through from one day to the next, the dealer on the street corner, peddling temporary relief to people who would otherwise be broken by the pressure: all are the same, all are equal, all are worthless. Some people have tried to escape from under its shadows, from the sucking black hole that seems to draw life itself into it. Some have managed, but most of the others have failed, accepting their lot instead, unaware of just how their souls have been eroded down to nothing.

There are stories in the city, many stories. Stories of life and death, of joy and misery, of people.

Some people exist to tell them.







II (THE END).




A few days ago.

“How did I get here? How the ever-loving fuck did I even get here?” He asked the question aloud, speaking to no one in particular, still looking around all the same, as though expecting an answer to come from someone. Satisfying himself that, for better or worse, he really was still alone, he looked down again at the crumpled piece of paper that he had kept gripped between his spindly, nicotine-stained fingers. For just how long he had been holding it he couldn’t even remember anymore. A smear of blood across one torn-off edge had transferred onto his left thumb, spreading across the surface where he must have absent-mindedly tried to wipe it off at some point. Blood on my hands, he thought, almost chuckling as the words entered his head, bringing with them a hoarse laugh that was as stupidly mindless as it was quite probably inappropriate.

As reluctant as he might have been to admit it, Frank Popper had always thought somewhere in the back of his mind that, one day, he would end up biting off more than he could chew. Even a cocky chancer like him could only stay clear of what was coming to him for so long. You’re not indestructible, he had been told by many more people than he could bothered to keep a count of over the years. He had always known that they were right of course, all of them. He was smart enough to know that sooner or later, your luck runs out and the bad stuff catches up with you, it always does. He knew it, but he had still laughed it off all the same. Laugh in the face of the devil and you might manage to keep him at bay for just a little while longer. He had lived his adult life playing down the reality of most things, usually with the aid of the cheapest alcohol on offer, or maybe even something just a little stronger from time to time, if he could get his grubby hands on it. The problem that had always stared him in the face, however, was that he could never quite be certain just when the day would come when everything would finally come back and sink its teeth into his arse, tearing a massive, bloody chunk out of him.

Stupid, arrogant prick, even you can’t outrun the bad stuff forever.

He reached around to the back of his head, his fingers probing through his greasy, unkempt hair to feel for the swollen knot that had grown just above the nape of his neck, a jolt of pain firing through his skull as he found it, rattling the insides of his head and blurring his vision even more. “The crafty fucker must have clocked me good and proper,” he said, unsure of just how loud he was speaking, his voice sounding alien and hollow in the sparse room in which he had somehow ended up. The naked bulb above his head burned his eyes with its raw glare and he suddenly felt afraid, a sensation that he hadn’t felt very often throughout his life. He couldn’t be quite sure whether it made him feel better or worse to know that he was now alone.

Well, almost alone, but not quite. Of course, not quite.

The large room was cold and bare, the mixture of sawdust and dirt that scattered the floor not quite enough to mask the stink of mould and rot, amongst other things, that seemed to be ingrained in the corrugated iron walls themselves. Every now and then, he was sure he could hear a faint skittering noise. Rats, he thought. The place probably has rats, on top of everything else. If I sit still long enough, they might sneak up close enough to gnaw my bollocks off. That might just about fix one of my problems, at least. You never know, it might even force me to think with my head a little more often. As though in answer to his musing, a shrill shriek came from somewhere behind the wooden crates stacked against the far wall. He pulled his knees in closer to his chest as though to get away, not from the sound, but from what he knew was in those large wooden boxes. At least he couldn’t smell them, the damp serving some purpose in that regard at least.

Shivering now – not just with the cold - he looked down again at the scrap of paper still in his hand, watching as it quivered in time with his own shaking. The bloodstain stood out like a tell-tale mark; a scarlet letter that made it impossible for him to ignore the reality of things any longer. Likewise, the words on it, printed neatly in black biro, like a final accusation that damned him in a way that he would never have thought possible. Suddenly, everything was a lot more serious, far more final. As a self-styled investigative journalist, he had never tried to fool himself into believing that the world was anything other than a shitty place, with more than its fair share of bad things happening at any given time. He had always however – probably naively – gotten by on the idea that there was just enough good in the world to balance things out for the most part. It was a belief that had always carried him through the days, even the bad ones, leading him to think that he might actually be one of the few people strong enough to have some sort of immunity against the city and everything in it. Now though, he wasn’t so sure, not anymore. He had been stupid, even more so than usual, and now he had blood on his hands all right, quite literally.

He had her blood on her hands.

He sobbed, expecting tears to come, but of course there were none. He couldn’t remember the last time he had cried, only that it had been a long time ago. He wasn’t even sure just who he was trying to cry for. “Stupid, stupid bastard. How the fucking hell did I get in this fucking mess?” He asked the question aloud once again, as though expecting an answer to come to him from somewhere.

But other than the rats, there was only the silence echoing back at him.








  
  
  A Way to Make a Living

  
  




Another time, not so long ago, another place, not so far away.

“Hey stranger, hey, Kim. It’s been a while. Mine’s a whisky. Straight, make it a double.”

“Franklin Arno Popovich, you sponging prick. I suppose that some things never change, do they? Although I don’t know why I should expect anything different from the likes of you.” Kim Dzanic glared at the lanky, slightly dirty-looking new arrival from beneath an almost grown-out fringe of neon pink-dyed hair as he sloped his way into the pub, a cigarette dangling from the corner of his mouth, a second tucked behind his left ear as always. Looking at him, she felt what might have been a twinge of guilt that she had been staying away from him more than usual of late, trying to keep her distance for reasons that she had until now preferred to keep to herself, but now it felt as though she couldn’t go on avoiding him any longer. Whether she liked it or not, it was time to get things over with. For weeks she had deliberated, agonising over the things that she didn’t want to say to him, but knew that she would have to, sooner or later. 

He still always seemed to be dressed in that same way; dishevelled black suit jacket and trousers and grubby, off-white shirt with blue pinstripes, none of which looked like they had seen the inside of a washing machine in forever. She always thought that he had the appearance of a spider, a lanky, chain-smoking spider, caught somewhere in the early seventies and just stumbling his way day to day, oblivious to the passage of time. “Anyone would think that you could afford your own sodding drink, especially with the money you must save on clothes.”

“For Christ’s sake Dzanic, I’m an investigative journalist, not Trevor fucking MacDonald,” he grinned his usual lop-sided grin as he flung himself in the seat opposite her, the faux leather padding giving out a hiss of escaping air as he did so. “Besides, rule one of the Popper Code states that the first drink is always on the other person. Always.”

“Investigative journalist? You mean you’re a glorified hack, right?”

“Ouch. You take that back, it almost hurt,” he flicked the ash from the end of his cigarette into the aluminium pie casing that served as a waiting ashtray. “I do still have feelings you know. By rights, I should be offended by what you’ve just said.” His voice was its usual low drawl, sounding somewhere on just the right side of drunkenness.

“Piss off you wanker, you know it’s true. You make a living-”

“Correction, I barely make a living-”

“Piss off,” she continued, breaking into a smile. “You make a living from writing the most garish, outrageous cack imaginable for low-brow rags that most decent folks would think twice before wiping their arse on. You get money from peddling a load of old cobblers, and don’t even try and pretend that you don’t. You’re just lucky that so many of the people around here aren’t really decent folks.” The barman made his way across to their table, a grubby towel draped across his arm as he slammed a double whisky down in front of Frank with a grimace that was exaggerated by a jagged scar that ran from the corner of his mouth to halfway up his left cheek.

“Next time, you can get off your lazy hack arse and walk to the bar, like any normal punter. It’s just as well I know the lady here, innit?”

“Cheers fella, and I hope you have a good day, too,” Frank grinned with a forced cheeriness in his voice as the other man turned and walked away, dragging one leg in a slight limp, Kim unable to hold back from fumbling self-consciously as he did so. “He knows you, does he, lady?” Frank winked. “He can’t know you that well, eh?”

“It’s not for want of him trying, believe me,” Kim shrugged her shoulders, reaching forward for her half-drunk pint of Snakebite. “Maybe I should have said yes to him. That probably would have really screwed him up.”

“More than likely. He looks like the kind of knuckle-dragger that would have made Charles Darwin blow his load in his pants. I can’t imagine him taking too kindly to inadvertently propositioning a pre-op transsexual. Jesus, from the look of him, the thought of it alone would probably be enough to make his cock wither and die.”

“Nope,” Kim wiped at her mouth as she put her glass down on the table. “You’re probably right about that, I can’t imagine him taking the news too well, either. The trouble is that there are far too many arseholes just like him around this place for my liking. Drooling, brain dead idiots who would run a mile if they knew just what was actually inside the knickers of the person they were slavering over. You know, your average reading demographic.”

“That’s harsh, Kim. I’m a writer, I just happen to cater to very specific tastes.”

“No Frank, half the blokes who look at the sort of rags that you’re published in are arseholes just like him, too busy looking at the tits on page three to even bother reading your stuff. Taste doesn’t even enter into it most of the time.”

“When you put it as eloquently as that, I can’t really argue, can I?” Frank raised his glass to his mouth and drained the contents in one, exhaling a long, slow breath as the whisky burned its way down his throat with its harsh warmth.

Kim ran her fingers through her hair and tilted her head to one side, the way she always did just before she was about to say something that she intended to be serious. “I really don’t get you sometimes, Frank. You’re a mystery to me, you know that?”

“Is that a good thing? Please say it’s a good thing.”

“You’re so much better than you think you are, you always have been. You could do so much more with yourself. Instead, you stay right here in this cesspit, if anything you wallow in it, writing for the gutter press, the lowest of the low. It’s like you enjoy it somehow, like you actually get off on being here.”

Frank picked up his glass again and rotated it slowly between his thumb and remaining fingers, studying the remaining dregs of whisky clinging to the bottom, as though expecting it to magically refill itself, like some spirit cornucopia. “What if I told you that I really stay here because it’s all that I know?”

“Then I would have to say you’re just talking complete bollocks.”

“It feels that way though, honestly, it does. Most of the time, at least. It feels like I need to be here. This place, it feeds me. The dirt, the squalor, all of it. It feeds into my creativity. Without it, I wouldn’t be able to do what I do. If nothing else, it gives me a reason to get out of bed in the morning.”

“In the morning,” Kim chuckled, her hand wavering, undecided as to whether or not to pick up her drink again. “Now I know you’re talking out of your arse. I don’t think you’ve ever seen the right side of midday. Not very often, at least.”

“I’m a night owl, what else can I say?” Frank shrugged as he smiled again. “It’s just the way I work, but yeah, I just don’t think I’d be able to do what I do anywhere else. There’s just something about The Reds that helps the whole process. Sure, it’s filthy and horrible, but it’s still home.”

“The Reds,” Kim snorted. “Even the name of the place is like a sick joke, and you bloody well know it. Redevelopments. When’s the last time anything around here was redeveloped?” She waved a hand around in a circle, to emphasise her point. “Besides, I reckon that you just keep telling yourself that to somehow force yourself into believing it,” she raised her glass to her mouth this time, draining the last third of the contents in a single gulp. “You hope that if you tell yourself the same lie over and over again, it’ll start to sound like the truth. You’re just too scared to tell yourself that you’re better. It’s easier for you to go on acting like you’re just one more tiny, festering cog in the machinery of this whole place.” She slid her empty glass across the table towards him, leaving a liquid trail in its wake. “It’s your round by the way.” 

“What, now that you’ve finished belittling me, you’re saying I owe you another drink to thank you for doing so?” 

“Yeah, that’s pretty much it,” Kim grinned, leaning back in her chair.

Frank tutted as he made a show of patting his jacket pockets, managing to look dismayed as the jingle of loose change could be heard, giving its position away. He raised his hand, one crooked finger pointing in the direction of the barman in an effort to catch his attention.

“I told you already,” the burly man lowered his head as he scowled. “This is a boozer not the bloody Hilton. You want a drink, you get up off your lazy arse and walk over here for it.” He pointed down to his leg. “I’ve got a war wound, you ignorant prick.”

“Charming, for sure.” Frank looked around the smoke-hazed interior of the room. Three other punters, two blokes in football scarves, nursing pints of what looked like the cheapest lager on tap, and a third hidden away in the far corner, who looked like he had been dead for about a week, just tucked away unnoticed in a quiet spot. He wore a grey flat cap that matched his overcoat, and had a still-full pint of ale on the table in front of him, the worn-looking terrier lying prone at his feet like an empty burlap sack, completing the image of one man and his dog, just waiting for life to pass them both by. It almost looks like the kind of place where people just come to die, Frank thought, sliding his cigarette between his lips and drawing it down almost to the filter, leaning back as the smoke flooded his lungs with rich warmth. 

“What ‘you say there?” Kim flicked strands of once-neon hair from her eyes with her fingers as she sat forward once again. “It looked like you were mumbling something pretty morbid as usual.”

“Nah,” Frank pinched the cigarette butt from the corner of his mouth, stubbing it out into the aluminium tray in front of him with a hiss, before reaching into his pocket for a fresh one. “I’m just summoning up the courage to face Mister Cheerful over there. He probably wonders why the only people who come into this place these days are the ones with nothing better to do.”

“Are you including the two of us in that sweeping generalisation of yours?”

Frank winked, flashing a brief hint of crooked, slightly yellowed front teeth as he grinned. “Well, have you got anything else more important to do? I’m waiting.”

“What, anything more worthwhile than listening to the sound of your voice? Of course not.” She folded her arms, as though readying herself for something that needed some distance between them. “Although,” she said, clearing her throat, “I did want to talk to you about something-”

They were interrupted by a hacking, spluttering sound from the corner of the room. The half dead-looking old man clutched at his chest with one hand, the other in a bony fist placed over his mouth as his whole body seemed to spasm, racked by vicious-sounding, rheumy coughing.

“Jesus,” Kim shrugged a shoulder in his direction, “the old git sounds like he’s going to keel over.”

“Nah,” Frank flipped the new cigarette into the corner of his mouth, digging into his pocket for his lighter. “He might look like he’s on borrowed time, but he’s been like that for as far back as I can remember.”

“You mean you know him?”

“Well, not personally, no, but that’s old Fred Coker. He’s like a part of the furniture in this place and has been for a long time. Has a pretty appropriate surname, too.” Holding the lighter flame against the tip of the cigarette, he took a long drag as it flared into life, before exhaling a thin stream of smoke from the opposite side of his mouth. “He used to be quite the character in his youth, a bit of a wrong ‘un by all accounts, your typical old-school Cockney wideboy. A bit of a charmer at the same time, although I reckon his past has probably caught up with him by now. Like everybody else in this place, he has more than a few stories, and some of them aren’t exactly pretty.”

“You’re trying to tell me that’s what keeps you here? No trouble is too great, as long as it comes from someone with skeletons in their closet and a story to tell?”

“Bingo,” Frank grinned, inhaling again and smoking the cigarette almost a third of the way down in one breath, “that’s exactly what I’m trying to say. It’s all about the stories. This place might be a cesspit, but it’s full of stories. They’re ingrained in the place, almost as much as the dirt that sticks to the bricks and mortar. Everyone has at least one good one to tell. Everyone, from the guy running the corner shop over on Hoxton Road to the young hooker on the street corner just a couple of blocks from here, peddling herself to any number of dirty old married geezers desperate to get away from their wife and kids for just long enough to spunk their load over another woman’s tits for the price of a couple of hours’ wages.” He tapped at his temple with a forefinger. “I get to hear a lot of them, and they all get stored up here.”

Kim shifted in her seat as though agitated by something, the padded plastic squeaking as she did so, seeking to give a voice to her sense of discomfort.

“Let me take a guess, ever-present vulgarity aside - you dirty sod - it’s as though you like to see yourself as some modern-day bard or something. Like some self-appointed teller of other peoples’ tales, right? Fucking hell, you go out of your way to make it sound almost poetic sometimes.”

“Hey, it might not be a particularly highbrow job, but someone’s got to do it. It might as well be me. Branching out is overrated, you should always try and stick to the things that you have a knack for, yeah?” He stood up, reaching into his pocket to scrape out the loose change. “Anyway, I suppose it’s my turn to face Happy Larry over there. Same again, Snakebite?”

“Yeah, thanks,” Kim nodded as she passed him her empty pint glass. “In a new glass though, okay? That’s assuming that he keeps enough of them clean, instead of just gobbing on that manky old towel he’s got hanging off his arm.” Right on cue, the old man in the corner started coughing again, almost doubling over this time as he clutched at his chest with both hands this time. Apart from the slightest twitch of ears and a single flick of the half-docked tail, the dog at his feet made no movement. “I wouldn’t want to catch anything going around. It still sounds like that bloke’ll be lucky to get out of here on his own two feet, wrong ‘un or not.”

She watched Frank as he stood at the bar, the barman trying in vain to ignore him for as long as possible before finally pouring a pint of Snakebite and another double whisky, his grimace darkening into a look almost of annoyance as Frank slid the pile of shrapnel change across the copper-topped surface. He seemed to count it out as slowly as possible, moving each coin in turn off the edge of the bar and into his waiting palm, glaring at Frank the whole time, as though daring him to move away before he had finished checking the amount.

Kim Dzanic had only known Frank Popper for a few years, but she felt like she had gotten the measure of him pretty early on. Both were of migrant descent, her family from Moldova, although Frank frequently placed them incorrectly as coming from Ukraine, she felt mostly as a means of deliberately annoying her, whilst his own had emigrated from Poland. Both families had left their homelands for a similar reason; to make the journey to a so-called promised land, one with greater wealth, greater freedom, greater everything. It had been a rude awakening in both cases, pavements paved with all manner of litter and shit rather than gold, the aforementioned promise was found to be broken pretty early on. For Frank and Kim though, right from their first meeting – in a pub pretty much like the one in which they now sat of all places - it had given them a shared experience of sorts, a meeting of two kindred spirits in a filthy city teeming with strange, mostly uncaring strangers. The Reds was a name given by the locals to what was probably the worst area of the city. It was short for Redevelopments, which was almost sarcastic in itself, the place looking like it hadn’t seen development of any kind since at least the early sixties. Monolithic blocks of flats, built of soot-ingrained concrete slabs stood alongside older, near-derelict buildings that looked like discarded relics from the Victorian era. Kim had only been nine years old when her family first came to the city, and she was immediately hit with the double whammy of being made to feel different. At a time when she was already feeling uncomfortable in her own skin, for reasons that she wasn’t quite old enough to articulate back then, she had been forced to contend with being the outsider; that other person, the one with the often-ill-fitting clothes and an accent that didn’t quite match with her grubby surroundings. Despite the hostility of most people towards one another, there still existed an unspoken, almost xenophobic attitude to outsiders that went somewhere beyond common meanness. She had gone through those early years learning to be reliant almost solely upon herself, to the extent where it felt as though she sometimes pushed people away, more often than not before they could take the chance to do so to her. It had usually proven easier than the risk of giving them the benefit of the doubt. Let someone get close enough and usually they’ll end up hurting you, she had once said to Frank, shortly after they had first met. I don’t like being hurt, it’s as simple as that. Despite her initial guarded attitude, he had gradually won her over though. Even though he seemed every bit as cocky as he was deliberately crude, he had proven to be a good listener, with a caring, almost sympathetic streak deep down, almost displaying a level of empathy that she had never known existed before, and probably had yet to see in anyone else. He still tried his damnedest to keep it hidden away behind a mask of brash coarseness most of the time though. In his own way, Frank Popper was just as much alone as she had been made to feel. From the start, there had been a rare connection between them, the sort of thing that a person didn’t find very often.

It wasn’t always quite enough though.

“A pint of Snakebite for the lady, and a double rotgut for the gentleman – that’s me, by the way, both courtesy of the happiest man south of Watford over there.” He placed both glasses down, raising a fist to his mouth in an effort to stifle a hacking cough, before taking his seat opposite her again.

“Jesus, man, you sound like a walking advertisement for emphysema,” she said, a sarcastic smile crossing her face as he reached into the inside pocket of his jacket for his cigarette packet. “Those things will be the death of you, you know.”

“Nah,” Frank drew another cigarette from the pack and flipped it into the corner of his mouth, clamping it between his lips as he slid the pack back into its resting place. “I’ll live. It’s just a bit of a wheeze, nothing that Doctor Marlboro can’t fix.”

“You’re such a stubborn arsehole sometimes,” she tutted as he reached for his lighter, noticing that his hand trembled just a little as he held the flame against the cigarette tip. “I’m not kidding, you won’t be laughing when you end up coughing chunks of your own rotten lungs down the shitter first thing in the morning.”

“Oh, I will. Trust me, it’ll be absolutely fucking hilarious. Besides, it’ll just give me something else new to write about.”

“Jesus, Frank, is everything a story to you?”

“Pretty much, yeah.” He took a long drag on the cigarette, plucking it from his mouth and cocking his head slightly, just enough to avoid exhaling smoke into her face. “It’s like I keep saying, stories make the world go around. Whether they realise it or not, people need them, and I need to tell them. It’s what keeps me going, it’s one of the few things that keeps me sane, that keeps me alive.” He sat upright, the cigarette still gripped in his mouth. “Believe me, I’ve learned a fair few of them around this place. Being in here reminds me of one in fact.” He paused, noticing that Kim had shifted in her seat, sliding both of her hands beneath her backside, lank strands of hair falling across her face, making her look suddenly every bit as vulnerable as she did uncomfortable.

“Hey Dzanic, hey Kimberley, what’s up? Are you okay? Was it something I said?” He paused, feeling guilty for letting his mouth run away with him, something that he had to admit he was guilty of far too often. “I’m sorry, I didn’t even think. Before I got up to go to the bar, you said there was something that you wanted to talk about. Is everything okay? That arsehole of a landlord-cum-pimp hasn’t been trying it on again, has he? I swear, a few carefully chosen words and he’ll be bending over for every lard-smeared stiffy in Wandsworth.”

“No, no, nothing like that, honest.” Kim looked down at her pint, her voice lower, more subdued than her usual brash, almost confrontational tone. After a few seconds, she raised her head again, taking a deep breath. “Look, don’t you worry yourself about it. It’s nothing serious, it’ll keep.” Frank’s brow was furrowed, his eyes narrowing almost into slits, as though he was trying to look into her head and read her thoughts.  Seeing his expression, she continued. “Fucking well knock that off, Frank. I’m serious, really, I am. Look, I’ve just had a lot on my mind lately, it’s nothing you can really make any difference to. It’s okay, you know me, there’s nothing I can’t handle, right?”

“Okay, if you say so,” Frank tried not to look concerned, something that he could pull off most of the time, but not always. Not when it came to one of the few people that he could actually call a friend. “But you need to tell me if you need anything, yeah? Anything. Promise?”

“I promise,” Kim nodded, with a smile that she just hoped didn’t look too forced. “Now,” she tried to shift the subject of conversation away from herself. “You were hinting that this place reminds you of a story. I really haven’t got any plans for the rest of the day, so I guess that makes me a captive audience.” She picked up her glass, taking a gulp of her drink, before wiping at her mouth with the cuff of her sleeve.

“Yeah, I do,” Frank said, his voice muffled as he exhaled a cloud of cigarette smoke. “I know you like a good story, I mean, who doesn’t, right? Like I said, I know a few, and I’ve got a couple of hours to kill, if you’re sure you don’t object to my charming company.”

“The jury might be out on that one, but sure, I’ve not got much better to do.”

“Well, I’ve got a couple of deadlines as always, but they can wait,” Frank chuckled, the sound tinder dry, as though he was stifling the urge to let out another hacking cough. “Nothing a healthy dose of my usual charm can’t work around. Anyway though, I don’t know if you remember or not, but up until a couple of years ago, this place used to be a hell of a lot busier than it gets now.” He nodded over to the corner. “Back before the likes of that wheezing old bastard over there were the only sorts sticking around to prop up the furniture.”

“Yeah, I vaguely remember it,” Kim hesitated, her hand holding her glass still hovering over the table. “I never did quite get why that was the case though.”

“Maybe it’s just as well that I do then, at least I have a pretty good idea, anyway.” Frank interlinked his bony fingers and flexed them in a loud crack, pulling the cigarette butt from the corner of his mouth and crushing it into the ashtray, before reaching into his pocket for another. “I’m sorry, it’s the nicotine, it helps me to focus.” His eyes seemed almost to glaze over in readiness. “Anyway, okay. Just because you look like you could do with cheering up for whatever reason, I’ve got a happy little story for you. Here we go…”
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Somewhere along the way, something must have changed. 

He couldn’t place it, he couldn’t even say for certain exactly when or how it happened, just that it did, and that would have to be more than enough. 

Depression: it still sounded like such a dirty word, the sort thrown about without a care by a lot of people, most of them not knowing a damn thing about it, not really. A whole bunch of know-it-all pricks, usually the sort of wankers who suddenly became a doctor as soon as they heard anyone so much as mention anything that even sounded remotely like an ailment of any kind. You probably just need to get out more, they would say, or, I’m sure it’ll get better soon if you try and stay positive or something, or worst of all, but you don’t look sad. Well-meaning people – or so they would claim – saying all of the least well-meaning things imaginable. All the while, as they spouted off their worldly advice, the soul was chipped away a tiny sliver at a time, while the reality stayed hidden away behind the fakest of smiles, a vain attempt to avoid the questions: What do you think brought it on? When do you think you’ll get better? Why do you feel like that? You’ve got so much to be thankful for, haven’t you? 

Kenny Lavers had been stuck down in that hole for a long time. A grave, a huge pit in the ground from which it felt like he had tried to claw his way so many times, only to fall down even further each time, with nothing to show for his efforts but the dirt gathering beneath his fingernails. For weeks that had stretched out into elastic months, he had felt alone, blundering around in the dark like a blind man. It was as though he had been led blindfolded into a small, bare room with only a single naked lightbulb, with some cheerful prick or other telling him that it was up to him to find his own way out, then flicking the switch to plunge him into darkness, right before closing the door, locking it and walking away. Sure, most people meant well, but their weak attempts at making everything better were usually no real help at all. It’s harsh but true, what most people say; when you’re at rock bottom, no one can really help you back up again, except for yourself. It becomes like a weird sort of paradox, the only person who can help you is the one same person that it feels like can help you the least.

For such a long time, Kenny felt like he had lost sight of what happiness even was. He would never have admitted as much at the time though. That was just one more hallmark: denial. It was as though a part of him refused to accept things as they were, instead clinging on to the vain thread of hope that it would all get better of its own accord, when common sense would tell anyone that it wouldn’t, that it was just so much bullshit. For what had felt like a stretched out, endless time, he had spent days on end without even leaving his grotty little bedsit on Morley, a stone’s throw from the centre of The Reds, hiding himself beneath a tattered old duvet that reeked of stale sweat, soured lager and piss, often hoping that the warm, fetid smell of his own farts might be enough to smother him while he slept.

He still couldn’t count how many days ago it had been, three, maybe four, when he had first noticed the change. Perhaps it had been weeks, months even, when he woke up to the thought. He had no idea where it had come from, or how it had ever got there in the first place. It had been something subtle, something far less obvious, yet still apparent somehow. As though a thief had entered in the night, breaking in through the grime-smeared window of his fourth-floor flat and creeping across the threadbare carpet without a sound, to lift away the dark cloud of misery that had hovered over him for so long, and leaving nothing but the thought behind in its place. 

If he could have come face-to-face with that thief, he probably would have shaken him by the hand, sobbing tears of joy for the lifting of the burden that had weighed him down for so long. 

- Thanks for taking something that I didn’t want, instead of just nicking the cash you need for your next blow job down the nearest back lane, you fucking legend you.

- Why, you’re more than welcome, Kenny, for sure. But if you really want to thank me, you can get your lazy arse up out of bed and try and live your life a little bit more, okay? Oh, and maybe stop talking to yourself so much while you’re at it. To be honest with you, it’s just plain fucking weird.

- Whoa…thanks, mystery voice inside my head!

- Again, you’re welcome, Kenny. Now, how about lending me a tenner. Now you come to mention it, it is quite a while since I’ve been gobbled off ‘round the back of the nearest chippy.

To be fair though, it felt as though his eyes had been closed for so long to just what was actually going on around him. Suddenly, they had been snapped open, the fear of whatever might be waiting to greet him on the other side of his double-locked front door was gone, stolen away with no word of explanation. 

He lay in bed, as he had for the countless days that had bled into afternoons and grey, washed-out evenings as one, pushing the duvet away from his face just enough to allow himself to stare up at the








































































OEBPS/5e080e4c6d13c15879bd59027e3025e581520f68_smallRaw.jpg
g Y ,
> "‘Aqthoré‘f _\IlllUTT and INSATIABLE |







OEBPS/images/705e92c915703521cd61f27844221a39_smallRaw.jpg
DARK
HI
PRESS














