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A painter is obsessed with the butcher across the road.

7k, M/M, rated M. A painter is utterly obsessed with the butcher across the road, and the butcher is a little obsessed back.

No extended sex scenes in this one. Lots of mental illness, lots of reference — implicit and explicit — to suicidality, drug use, alcoholism, sexual assault and rape, ableism, consent issues, including past grooming, all in the context of a victim in recovery whilst also being in active addiction.
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Bertie knows a few things about Michael pretty much as soon as he moves in across the way. He’s the sort of man, it becomes clear, to wear his heart on his sleeve, and on his face, and sometimes, stained down his front.

Bertie initially met him in the corner shop — it was only ten in the morning on a Saturday, but Michael had already been drunk. Bertie had been arrested at the sight of him, hadn’t known exactly what to say or what to do, but had felt he should perhaps do something — Michael had been bent to the side with his torso at a sixty-degree angle from his waist, a half-drunk bottle of vodka hanging from his right hand’s loose grip, peering at the magazines.

“’Scuse me,” Bertie had said quietly, reaching past him for a copy of the i, and Michael had turned to look at him and his jaw had dropped. He was a painfully thin man, so skinny as to seem almost skeletal under his grey hoodie that was a few sizes too big for him and his tracksuit bottoms where there was nearly half a foot of string hanging down his crotch because he’d pulled the cord so tight about his waist. The whole tracksuit was spattered with multicoloured dribbles of paint, and a lot of those paint stains are on his skin, too, as a rule — around his wrists, his neck, all over the backs of his hands and underneath his fingernails.

“Who are you?” he’d asked, his eyes as wide as dinnerplates, so much so that Bertie almost couldn’t see the grey bags underneath them.

“Me?” Bertie had asked, glancing from Michael to Javed behind the shop counter, who shrugged at him. “Uh, I’m Bertie, mate. The butcher shop is mine.”

Michael’s eyes had blinked a few times, and he’d smiled sort of dreamily, high as fuck and out of it but at least happy in the moment. His gaze had roved from Bertie’s face down to his throat, then to his shoulders, his chest, further down. “A butcher,” he’d said breathlessly, and then trailed after Bertie as he’d bought his newspaper and his pint of milk, followed him into the street.

In short order, Bertie had learned the basic facts about the man — that he’d moved into the flat across the road, above the old laundrette, that he was a passionate alcoholic, that he had a great affection for various drugs and hallucinogens, that he was an artist.

That frequently, he wanted to kill himself.

He seems a nice lad, though — he’s cheerful, when not on the verge of committing, and he’s complimentary, friendly. He wouldn’t harm a fly, except that he might harm himself. He likes to stand on the pavement outside of the shop and watch Bertie work.

“You’re literally the only reason I’m still alive, Bertie,” he says softly after two months or so after moving in, a month and a half after they meet in the shop. “I think about not seeing your shirt ride up while you lift a pig carcass over your shoulder ever again and I put the gun down.”

“Oh, you have a gun now?” Bertie asks as he shifts his coat on his shoulders. “Well, I’ll need to take that off you, I think. But otherwise, Michael, that’s really nice.”

* * *
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Bertie is a straight man, mostly. Michael isn’t, obviously.

Bertie discovers the first time they kiss outside the Goose and Gander that he’s actually quite a good kisser. Michael stands between his legs where he’s sitting down and moans when Bertie drags him in closer, and they kiss for a while — kiss until Michael’s hair’s all mussed up and there’s a thin sheen of sweat on his skin.

That happens a few times, every few weeks — each time, Michael’s on top of the world for a few times; each time, Bertie thinks, “Am I gay, maybe?”

He has very good wanks about it, although Michael’s not much like the girls he’s fucked or dated before. Bertie feels a bit hot and funny in the stomach when he thinks about just how narrow the man is about the waist, about how Bertie can get his hands all the way around him, about how his thumbs fucking touch over his navel. Michael’s got light bones like a fucking bird, and it takes nothing to lift him up and move him around, fragile and easy to manipulate.

Gay or not, Michael’s a good inspiration for a bit of horniness, and it’s—

They’re good wanks.

Michael’s unstable, sure. Sometimes, on the nights where he gets drunk without much else — the same nights Bertie crosses paths with him in the pub — he’ll sing and sing, sing love songs and hymns in French or German or Latin, and he’s honestly got a lovely voice until it breaks in the middle and he starts to sob.

He’s often high — he’s almost always drunk.

Bertie gets used to seeing him around, to making pleasant conversation with him, to singing with him, to seeing Michael watching him through the window, or lingering behind the counter, or catching him in a kiss in the smoking area of the Goose and Gander.

It’s not unheard of, in the four or five months that Michael’s been around, for him to disappear for a day or two, but on the second day, Bertie always goes across the road and knocks on his door, makes sure that Michael answers him.

On day three, with no answer even though Bertie’s nearly shouting through the door, Bertie just forces the lock (he wasn’t always a butcher), and finds Michael passed out on his living room floor. He’s vomited a bit, and after easing his stained hoodie off his shoulders, Bertie lays him down on the sofa in the recovery position.

He’s snoring softly, breathing evenly, and when Bertie pats his face, he grunts and moves a little bit, which is good.

Bertie’s never been in Michael’s flat before, never... Michael’s said, of course, that he looks at Bertie — he hasn’t needed to say, of course, because Bertie’s got eyes. He notices. Michael doesn’t just look at him — he stares at him, studies him, looks at him near-well worshipfully.

It had never occurred to Bertie that he was committing details about his body to memory to fucking paint him.

Michael’s apartment is a mess — the cheap beige carpets are stained with paint and beer and burnt in places with cigarette ends; the room smells most strongly of paint, but also of different alcohols, smoking. After Bertie opens up the window to bring in some more air and ventilation — God knows that the fumes can’t be great for Michael’s consciousness.

He paints with canvases. Bertie’s seen the paint on him, of course, has seen the canvases being delivered, and sometimes Michael walks around with paint brushes in his pockets.

Bertie stands there with his hands on his waist, looking around the room — there’s a singular sofa and a coffee table which have both been shoved up into the corner, and you can’t sit on one or use the other because they both have canvases on them. Against every wall are stacked canvases leaning at an angle; there are twelve or fifteen easels with more canvases mounted on them, and there’s more canvases in the corridor.

There’s more in the bedroom too, Bertie supposes — the only place with only a few canvases is the kitchen, and that’s because it’s a tiny space that’s filled with empty cans and bottles and stacked up dishes that haven’t been done and a few open bin bags filled up with takeaway wrappers.

Bertie moves slowly through the space, absently picking up rubbish to throw away since he’s already here, and he looks at each and every canvas. Some of them — maybe one in eight or ten — are still lifes. They’re gorgeous, lots of them. There’s the classic bowls of fruit — although it doesn’t escape Bertie’s notice that they’re studies of the bowls of fruit he has on top of his counter — and there’s studies of the meat arrays, of his tables, his knives.

There’s studies of shelves in Javed’s shop, of the magazines or the drinks bottles, one of the ice cream freezer; there’s one really nice one of the Goose and Gander after closing, with only two lights left on inside and no one around anymore, glasses and pitchers left mostly drunk on the picnic tables outside. One of the glasses in the foreground is tipped on its side, and Bertie can almost smell the cider in his nostrils, looking at the golden frothing drip of it over the edge of the table to puddle on the floor.

The rest—

The rest aren’t still lifes. There’s a few sketchy ones of Javed in the shop; there’s one slightly larger one of Tina in the Goose and Gander, laughing at someone’s joke as she pushes a full pint across the bar.

The rest of them, the bulk of them? Another, what, a hundred-and-twenty, a hundred-and-fifty canvases?

They’re of Bertie.

Bertie at work — Bertie slicing meat, parcelling apart a chicken or a pig, Bertie making mince, Bertie twisting new sausages into being, Bertie ringing up customers, Bertie smiling, Bertie washing his hands in the sink. There’s detail bits — details of Bertie’s hands and his fingers, the scars and the hair and his fingernails and the bend in his once-broken ring finger rendered in loving detail, looking slick and shiny and almost three-dimensional where it’s been painted and layered on the canvas.

There’s zoomed-in depictions of Bertie’s face, of the side of his mouth, of his upper teeth where you can see the glint of gold on the back one, where Michael’s used real gold paint so it shines, there’s study after study of Bertie’s eyes, of all the little flecks of colour in his irises that Bertie’s never considered before, there’s ones of his eyelashes, of where his hairline
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