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FAT TOM



I knew a bloke who ate his children. I knew him as a boy and teenager. His name was Tom. He was in my junior class at school. He was fat. Really fat. He looked like a comedy fat kid–straight out of a children’s comic. The fat kid in a comic who’s always sneaking off and stuffing himself full of pies. And he did just that. I’ve seen some unsettling things in my time; bits of blown-up human bodies; a UFO; someone suck their own cock; ghosts; a beheading; a woman shitting in another woman’s mouth; a man with live maggots in a wound; and a motorcyclist lying 100 metres further down the road than his bike and left leg. But the most disturbing thing I’ve ever seen was Fat Tom stuffing his face.

We were cutting open pigs’ eyes by the oil burner in our classroom. One kid fainted and was allowed to go and sit in the corner. A minute or two later, Tom complained that he was also feeling sick, and asked if he could go to the toilet. Teacher excused him. Ten minutes later, Tom hadn’t returned. Concerned, Teacher sent me to the loo to see if he was alright. I returned with the news that he wasn’t there. Teacher didn’t trust me, so told us all to stay in the class and checked for herself. She returned believing me; and worried. It’s very possible that slicing up eyeballs was not actually on the syllabus for nine year-olds and I think she was more worried about getting into trouble with the authorities for encouraging under-age butchery than she was about the possibility that something terrible had happened to Tom. Whatever the reason, she quickly organised search parties and we spread out like little Scooby Doo gangs, determined to find the fat git.

It wasn’t a big school, so when one of the search parties excitedly screamed their discovery of him, the rest of the class came flocking. We ran from all corners of the building and its playgrounds like thirty seagulls honing in on a bucket of fish guts tipped from a trawler. The target for our attention was in the cloakroom. A crowd of onlookers had formed at the entrance. Teacher barged over-exuberantly through the melee to get to the heart of the matter. Eager to see what was causing the commotion, I snuck in behind her, moving through the flash-mob like an impudent car following an emergency vehicle through busy traffic. I arrived just after her; a tin can tied to the back of a wedding car making an emergency stop. We were met with a pitiful vision. Fat Tom was sat on the floor below a row of coats hanging by their hoods, weeping whilst stuffing his chubbery face with other children’s packed lunches. He sat cross-legged like a distraught chunky Buddha. He was surrounded by lunch paraphernalia–opened air-tight boxes, empty wrappers and ripped-open school bags which were strewn all around him like the nervously slung offerings of devout followers. Like a Buddha, he’d reached a state all of his own; achieved though relentless guzzling rather than meditation. Unlike a Buddha, he would not be immune to the judgement of mortals; and the packages at his feet did not indicate devotion–they indicated trouble. His pouring tears were not blinding enough to obscure his impending retribution, but his clouded vision did prevent him from seeing the intensity of the suffering he was generating. I saw it, I felt the pitiful misery of Tom’s existence to the deepest fathom of my soul. The rest of the immature crowd felt it too. We stared, dumbstruck, at the desperateness of his predicament as he bawled out humanity’s pain. OK, you could argue that I’m being a little over-the-top, and that the fat fuck was simply crying because he couldn’t stop himself gorging stolen lunches; an act that was going to get him into trouble. Believe me, it wasn’t that simple, we onlookers could see that his distress ran far more deeply than fear of punishment. If it had been just that, getting rumbled by his entire class body would have stopped him. But being surrounded by multiple eye witnesses (who were also victims) was not enough to make him desist. As far as he was concerned, he had risked the journey to Olympus, found ambrosia, and would damned-well pleasure himself with it until the harpies carried him off. A posse of excited schoolmates was no more than a chorus for his tragic comedy. He sensed we were all following the script, holding back from the main stage, so he continued to stuff his face as we watched in awe at his emotive performance; tears running in stinging streams down his bloated red cheeks.

“Put that food down!” barked Teacher. He didn’t. He panicked at the prospect of losing his bounty and became more desperate, grabbing ever more frantically at the consumables littered around him. He continued to sob with self-loathing, while simultaneously compounding his grief by shovelling the stolen grub down. I felt his pain in the bottom of my stomach. It cramped up empathetically at the pitiful sight of the boy and his disorder (years later, right up until the moment I learned he’d eaten his children, hearing Tom’s name would always take me straight back to that cloakroom and I’d see him, vividly, tamping food down his throat-an image which would retrigger my initial emotion and make my abdominal muscles tighten). Frustrated by Tom’s public insubordination, Teacher resorted to violence. She tried to drag him away from the scene of his crime. But he was in a feeding frenzy, and he was too big and she too petite for her to forcibly extract him. So she dashed off and returned with a big male teacher (an ex first-class rugby player) and the brawny sleeves-always-rolled-up caretaker. They easily sliced their way through the animated crowd to find Fat Tom face down in his seventeenth course–my Mum’s cold, homemade shepherd’s pie. Without a word they grabbed him and attempted to drag him from the cloakroom. Even for those tough cookies, he was a handful. He had the strength of a madman and the wriggliness of a possessed child. Like an oil-drenched pygmy-hippo-sized escaped toad evading zookeepers, he managed to launch himself at a couple more food items before they successfully got a grip of, and extricated him. Throughout his capture and removal, he screamed like a harpooned walrus. It was a tragic thing to witness. Although we kids had been shouting at him to leave our food alone, no one laughed (as children often do at the misfortune of others). It disturbed us all too much. The shouting was simply an attempt to defend our lunches; “leave that alone!” and “that’s my Wagon Wheel!” rather than “fat freak!” or “piggie!”.

Within a few weeks of Fat Tom’s plundering of his schoolmates’ lunches, he disappeared from our school. We were told that he needed special education. He went to some school I’d never heard of before, miles and miles away. It must have been residential; he couldn’t have commuted. During my last couple of years in junior school, I’d think of him now and again. That fat lonely bastard, already terribly marginalised, now additionally separated from his mother and two brothers. I’d imagine how terrible it would be to be removed from a situation where you’re getting a rough time, only to be slung into a new environment where you’ll get a far worse one. When I next saw Fat Tom, on the first day at senior school, I hardly recognised him. From that day on he was just plain Tom. In fact, if he’d attracted another adjective to precede his name, it would have been ‘Gaunt’.

Tom had changed. He was a shadow of his former self. He had been one of the ‘characters’ in junior school–and not just because he was fat. Looking beyond his frame (which you could manage in reasonably wide school corridors), there was a lot to Tom in his younger years. He was funny. That may seem a cliché, but how many more funny fat people have you met than funny skinny people? And he wasn’t just a cheap one-line joke merchant; his humour and personality ran as deep as the blubber on his belly. He was a comic original–the kind of kid you never forgot. It didn’t take a pillaging trip to the cloakroom to make him memorable; he was a fascinating individual before that impromptu banquet. But I have to concede, much of his amusing nature was probably the product of the tortured mind that resulted from his ravenous appetite. He was continually torn between wanting to eat and not wanting to be fat–pressure he felt compelled to make light of. He was a classic example of a victim who uses originality and humour to combat their handicaps. Although he was fat and fucked-up, he wasn’t dangerously disturbed. The conflicts he dealt with turned him into a fun, interesting, distinctive personality–not a psychopath. And even that wasn’t the whole story. Tom was made from more than fat and laughter–he had sparkle too. Straight laced and uncomplicated people never have sparkle. Square pegs fit comfortably into square holes and draw no attention to themselves. Tom was round, he didn’t fit in. People who don’t slot easily into prescribed holes sparkle because they rub against the grain. That’s what makes them shimmer when the surrounding crowds are dull. New Tom, Gaunt Tom, had no sparkle. Whatever had happened to him at wherever he’d been, stole that from him. The first day I saw him at senior school, it was instantly apparent that he’d lost three things: his fat tissue, his infective sense of humour and his sparkle. And during the remaining youthful years that I knew him, he regained none of them.

By this point in the tale, you might be feeling sorry for Tom. Well don’t forget, when he was forty-seven, he was jailed for life for eating five of his children. Whatever happened to him in those intervening academic years definitely affected him. But lots of children receive special schooling, as well as other sorts of interference from local authorities, and very, very few such children end up eating their own offspring. I don’t blame the social care system for making Tom a monster, I blame him. His kids weren’t force-fed to him.

Prior to arrest, Tom and his numerically fluctuating family had lived on a small island. It was owned by an incredibly wealthy aristocrat, an Earl. Tom was the gamekeeper. A few times a year this aristocrat would visit the island to bag a few puffins. This is illegal, but his family bore puffins in their hereditary crest. They had been hunting them since the middle ages and the aristocrat believed in keeping the family tradition alive. They could get away with it because they always invited senior members of the local judiciary on the trips, and the Island was hidden from public view. Tom was tasked with maintaining the island’s natural environment. He never asked for payment. All he seemed to require was puffery about how well he was doing job. His actual motivation for the job was being left alone to live life his way. ‘His way’ involved remaining as isolated as possible from mainland life, raising several children and, as was ultimately revealed, consuming some of them. His wife shared the same values–I’ve no idea what made her as weird as her husband.

They got caught-out because the son of the old Earl had played with one of Tom
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