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Chapter 1


          

          
            The White Swan

          

        

      

    

    
      Winklebutty was a small, scenic village somewhere near nowhere anybody in their right mind would care to visit. For a short period, the discovery of a rare species of black truffle in its mountain regions had sparked the so-called Fungus Rush of Eighty-eight. Thousands of prospectors and their pigs had hastened to the town, hoping to make their fortune, and, for a while, they did. When the truffle was later discovered to have caused a near-lethal malignant toe fungus (MTF), the rush halted as quickly as it had started.

      Now, when people visited Winklebutty, it was either because they had gotten lost on their way to Lumpy Bottom or because they’d been exiled with a fungal infection: Winklebutty also being home to the Holy Spirit Hospital for Tinea, Fungus and Toe Jam Infections, the only such hospital in all the Upper Colon Counties.

      Following the discovery of MTF, a concerted military weedicide campaign resulted in a significant reduction in black truffles. Unfortunately, that did nothing to reduce the skyrocketing rates of MTF.

      In time, doctors discovered that MTF had nothing at all to do with black truffles. It was instead caused by poor foot hygiene attributed to a local tradition that discouraged the washing of sports socks during the summer months. By this time, however, the aerial spraying campaign had created an ecological disaster so great that it would take government officials and scientists decades to create a bigger one.
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        * * *

      

      If, for whatever reason, you did end up in Winklebutty, and you walked from the hospital to the end of Tinkle Lane, past the old brewery, way past the sugar mill, down an old road, over a small mountain and down a steep gully, you’d find an old timber building. In its better days, it had been a fashionable health retreat for snooty, wealthy types. In more recent years, however, the White Swan had fallen upon hard times.

      The original owner, Sir Martin Frapper, had made some ill-advised financial investments, risking a sizeable portion of his wealth on the whale wee perfume industry. What remained, he lost gambling. Financially destitute, he had sold the White Swan to a German viceroy, who sold it to an Indian raja, who gifted it to his son, who lost it on a bet with the current owner: Angeli Cup.

      Neither noble nor wealthy, Angeli was a small woman with a sufficiently bad temper and a tendency to use it not at all sparingly. In her younger days, she had been a stunt pilot, circus clown, businessperson and, finally, a successful jockey. She did not miss the excitement all the time.

      At the end of her racing career, Angeli had retired to Winklebutty, which, having never fully recovered from the Fungus Crash, had become a ghost town. Angeli liked the anonymity Winklebutty provided. The White Swan was well hidden between Peppermint Peak and Mount Mountain, far away from the piercing eyes of the racing fraternity paparazzi, and it was one of the few places untouched by the aerial fungus spraying. Wild mushrooms still proliferated there, and as a lifelong vegetarian and lover of mushrooms – one of the few viable non-meat alternatives available – it seemed the perfect place for Angeli and her whippets to retire.

      Angeli was tired of the pressures of the racing life and of the constant hounding (literally!) by the press. She longed for a quiet life and dreamt of retiring to her own farm, far from the limelight, the reporters, and from marsupials. She loved all animals except, through an ironic twist of fate, wombats, to which she was extremely allergic.

      Angeli had won the White Swan from Raj Pompadour Junior in a vigorous and somewhat heated game of Scrabble®, the outcome of which is mired in controversy to this day. The Raj still refuses to believe that ‘bumfat’ is a real word in the English language. Nonetheless, he accepted the ruling of the official Scrabble adjudicator, Mr Schiessenburger, and dutifully signed the White Swan over to Angeli.

      Angeli had left the Swan almost completely unchanged, except for the sign hanging above the front door. She had removed the old sign, which read ‘Ye Old Swan’, and hammered in an old wooden plank in its place. Carved on the wood in faded lettering was the following:
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Chapter 2


          

          
            A Mischievous Porcupine, Even by Porcupine Standards

          

        

      

    

    
      “Don’t even think about it!” Sally-Dee Pickles spoke in a firm but cheerful tone. She did not have to look at Rex for him to know she was talking to him. Rex raised two of his side quills, which, for porcupines, is the universally accepted way to feign innocence.

      It did not work on Sally. For one thing, she wasn’t a porcupine, so the significance of the quills completely eluded her. For another, she knew him all too well, and he was never, ever, anytime, innocent of anything whatsoever – ever!

      Rex was a mischievous porcupine, even by porcupine standards. His favourite trick was to pretend to be a pillow by curling up and retracting his spines. Most of the whippets at the farm were aware of his shenanigans and were immediately suspicious of a soft, inviting brown pillow appearing unexpectedly in their beds. Destiny, however, was unable to detect the not-at-all-subtle difference between a pillow and an up-to-no-good porcupine.

      Rex would sneak into Destiny’s bed and transform. Destiny would leap onto her bed only to be greeted by Rex’s now-erect spines. For Rex’s part, he had insisted for months now that he’d been sleepwalking. Sally-Dee, however, was not to be fooled. She caught him out regularly.

      “Get back to your own bed!” she growled playfully, as Rex began to make snoring sounds. “And don’t give me that sleepwalking codswallop. Back to your bed, right now, or you’ll get toilet brush duties for the week.”

      Rex made a gargling noise with his nostrils, which is the teenage porcupine equivalent of saying, “Whatever, Mum,” in a dismissive tone. The gesture would, unfortunately, be wasted on Sally, who did not know porcupine social cues. Destiny just chuckled to herself in a doggy sort of whippet-type laugh.

      Whippet laughter is difficult to describe, or even imitate, but it can be likened to the sound of a pillow being mistreated. Destiny had, in fact, learnt early on to tell the somewhat obvious difference between a soft brown satin pillow appearing suddenly out of nowhere, and Rex’s rotund, spiky body. But she had grown fond of his jokes and was often happy to play along. Years of whippet racing had also made her hindquarters very tough and impervious to porcupine bristles, so sitting on Rex felt much like sitting on a vibrating massage chair. Besides, over the years, Destiny had found her own way of playing practical jokes on Rex. Mostly, the jokes resulted in Rex ending up in a nearby creek or toilet bowl. Rex did not find these jokes anywhere near as amusing as Destiny did.

      Sally-Dee Pickles had only just started working at the Last Lap, but she was a fast learner. She was born in the Duchy of Frankenfart to an unemployed shoe salesperson father and a casual street juggler mother. (Now that I think of it, it may have been the other way around. For all intents and purposes, it does not matter to the story’s progression, so let’s just assume her dad was the salesperson – or don’t. I really don’t care.)

      As a child, Sally was short, pimply and very shy. As an adult, she was slightly taller. Over her nose usually sat a pair of purple-rimmed reading glasses. What they were doing there was not always clear, since Sally did not read. Without them, however, she had tendency to bump into doors.

      As a teenager, she had suffered the tragic loss of both her parents in a freak water-skiing accident. She never fully recovered from this tragedy. To this day, she blames herself for their death, for it was she who had filled the family boat with the incorrect fuel. In truth, she was not at all at fault for the accident, which had been caused by her father being distracted by a school of tuna and driving directly into a cruise liner. Had he not made this fatal error, he and his wife would have lived another ten minutes before the incorrect fuel mixture caused their boat to explode. If they had survived the initial blast, they would have likely been eaten by the shiver of sharks chasing the tuna.

      Sally-Dee, of course, could not have known this. She would spend the next few years in the Frankenfart Orphanage for Children Without Parents, or FOCWOP as it had been affectionately named by people who did not like children.

      When she was old enough, she packed her suitcase and left for the Lower Colon Counties, desperate to leave her past behind her. Her past, however, felt lonely without her so decided to follow Sally-Dee a few months later. Ever since that time, the two of them had been inseparable.

      She had drifted from town to town looking for work and a place to call her own.

      Having answered an advertisement in the Whippet Weekly for a stable hand, Sally-Dee had been hired that very same afternoon.

      It had been a difficult time. She had experienced several other tragedies in her life, which she prefers not to talk about, and which, out of respect for her privacy, I will not reveal nor dwell on. (Well, not at this stage, but maybe later if it seems relevant and advances the plot.)

      The Last Lap had become her home, and the residents were the only family she had ever known. Even her past made new friends, resulting in the two of them drifting apart. For the first time in her life, Sally-Dee could say that she belonged.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Ernie From the Bank

          

        

      

    

    
      “Tap, tap tap.” A faint sound came from the door. Angeli limped downstairs, her face twisted in a grimace.

      “Tap, tap tap.” The sound grew louder.

      “Hold on to your racing whippets, I’m coming as fast as me legs will go,” she shouted, shuffling downstairs in her flamingo fur slippers, slightly unsteady on her feet. She was wearing tartan cotton pyjamas and a purple beanie. It was two o’clock in the afternoon, but it had been a late night. The biannual Whippet, Greyhound and Other Fast Animals Ball could be a raucous affair.

      “TAP, TAP, TAP, TAP, TAP!”

      Angeli reached the door, unhinged the brass latch, and creaked it open to reveal a pale man about the size of a well-fed Asian whippet.

      She tilted her head down. The whippet-sized man wore light brown pants and a tweed sports coat. Small, round spectacles rested on his sharp nose, which appeared to rest on his bristly moustache. His teeth were slightly bucked, making him look more like a large mole than a whippet. He was, however, neither – a fact that an astute observer would quickly note.

      “Mrs Cup?” He coughed.

      “Ms Cup! Never been married. Single and fancy free.” She fluffed up her brindle-coloured hair. “Ms Angeli Cup to you, but friends call me Angeli. I’m not sure what my enemies call me. They don’t really call me very often or come around much.” She tapped her chin with the index finger of her right hand. “I should find out, though. Something mean, I imagine. Remind me to ask Rocco what he calls me.” She smiled the whole time she talked, revealing teeth that were perfectly symmetrical except for her left front canine, which was chipped. The reason for the chip, though not relevant to our story, was a reminder that Angeli had not always been prone to settling arguments peacefully.

      “Ms Cup, I’m from the bank, I am⁠—”

      “Oh, from the bank,” Angeli interrupted, ushering him in. “How exciting. So nice of you to drop by. I imagine it must be lovely to get out of that musty bank building and come out to the country. Do you like whippets?”

      Ernie coughed again. “Er, well, no, but that’s not why I’m here. The reason I am here,” he continued, “is because⁠—”

      “Maybe you haven’t met the right sort of whippets,” Angeli interrupted again. “If you did, I’m sure you would love them – except for the Italian whippets, which can be a handful. A bit inappropriate, and too frisky, if you know what I mean,” Angeli nudged Ernie with her elbow, winked her left eye, and continued, “Do you want to meet my whippets? They’re not at all Italian.” ⁠1

      “Er, no. I’m here to talk about a money matter,” Ernie continued.

      “Oh, let me guess! Have we w-won some money?” She stammered with anticipation. “Oh, how exciting. I do love winning money. Well, I guess most people do, don’t they? I hope it’s a lot. You see, it’s very expensive to run this establishment. So, how much money are we talking about?”

      “How much money? Er, Ms Cup. I’m not sure what … I mean … I don’t … no. No, Ms Cup. I am here because⁠—”

      “Quick! Sally-Dee, Rex, Destiny,” she turned and yelled. “Come over here. There’s a man from the bank who says we’ve won so much money he doesn’t know how much. I think we’ve won the lottery or something.”

      “Lottery? What l-lottery?” Ernie stammered.

      “Lottery,” repeated long-time porcupine resident Bugsby Pratwaffle, who had a single wispy grey spine left atop his head and a curious habit of repeating everything he heard, like a talking parrot.

      Bugsby was so old and so deaf that he could only hear and hold a few words in his head at one time, at least two of which appeared to be expletives. When he spoke, Bugsby did so at a volume that made The Last Lap’s whippet residents experience a sensation not unlike chalk scratching down a blackboard – if the blackboard was made of gravel and the chalk was made of chain mail. Angeli and the other residents frequently had to cut off Bugsby’s squawking.

      Angeli Cup turned back to the mole-like whippet-looking banker. “Do sit down, Mr … er. What did you say your name was?”

      “My name? It’s Mr Buttmore, but that is not important.”

      “Buttmore,” repeated Bugsby to Ethyl Winklepimple, who was doddering around the shared kitchen making herself a cup of tea.

      “Oh, of course it is important. Everyone’s name is important,” Angeli confided, as she led Mr Buttmore towards a floral futon in the corner of the room. “Don’t you go selling yourself short, Bernie. You are important, and so is your name. Remember, your name is your own unique calling card. Be proud of it.”

      “Er, it’s Ernie. Ernie Buttmore. I’m here to⁠—”

      “Oh Bernie, that’s a great name. Ace McBalls, who I’m sure you know, as he’s very famous, writes that your name is a window to your soul … or was it a louvre? No, that doesn’t make sense. Who would have a louvre to their souls?” She chucked. “Actually, it could have been a sliding door, now that I think of it.”

      “Ms Cup, it’s very important for me to talk to you about this,” Mr Buttmore raised his finger, trying to get her attention. It did not appear to help.

      “COME OVER HERE, everyone! It’s Bernie from the lottery. We are RICH,” Angeli shouted, waving her hands over her head, her multicoloured fingernails making unusual patterns as they circled through the air.

      “Rich,” repeated Bugsby. “Fu–”

      “Rich!” Angeli, learning from experience, interrupted Bugsby immediately.

      Rex shuffled down the stairs, wiggling his spines excitedly. Sally-Dee arrived seconds later wearing a purple-chequered jockey’s outfit and black leather knee-high riding boots, both covered with a coating of thick, sticky mud, and possibly some pizza topping, the reasons for which are not important.

      “What’s all the kerfuffle?” said Sally-Dee.

      “We’ve won money! Lots of it. I think we’re RICH!” Angeli declared loudly.

      “Well, the th-th-thing is …” Ernie stammered.

      Destiny pitter-pattered across the timber floor and collided with the door frame. “Wallop. Yelp. Wooofff.”

      “Oh, Destiny, this is Vernie from the bank. He has great news.”

      “Er, I’m Ernie, but that’s not important.”

      “Oh, of course it is. We’ve been through that already, Vernie, you need to open the sliding door to your successful future self,” Angeli replied.

      “Well, let’s hear it then. What’s the big news?” Sally-Dee implored.

      “Well, we-we …” He spread his hands out before him. “We are foreclosing on The Last Lap. You have thirty days to vacate.”

      Rex looked confused. Destiny continued sniffing at Ernie’s pockets. And Angeli’s mouth opened and closed like a turtle’s.

      “Vacate. Shi–” Bugsby shouted to Ethyl Winklepimple.

      “Thank-you-in-advance-for-your-cooperation,” Ernie rushed out in one long breath, cutting them all off. “Good day.”

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
1 The author would like to unreservedly apologise to any Italian whippets who are offended by the racial stereotypes mentioned by Ms Cup. I will send you some pepperoni dog treats, if that helps.

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 4


          

          
            The Sausage Baron of Lumpy Bottom
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      “They are majestic creatures are they not?” The words issued from the mouth of a small, bald man in blue overalls, who was peering through a pair of black binoculars. His voice had a royal quality to it. He spoke much like a person pretending to be important might sound. How important he was, of course, was a matter of perspective.

      “Yes, Boss. Absolutely,” agreed a large, rotund man to his left, to whom the small bald man was very important. The small man was, after all, his employer, and jobs in Lumpy Bottom were not easy to come by.

      “I love the grace and elegance. Powerful. Sleek,” the bald man enthused.

      “Yes, Boss. Pokerish and slick.” The tall, non-bald man nodded again.

      “The coat, so shiny, so soft … so delicate.”

      “Yes, Boss. So, decorate, so spiny …”

      The small man lowered his binoculars and turned to stare at the larger man.

      “Do you even know what I am looking at, Humperdinck, you numbungler?”

      “Yes, of course. Porcupines.”

      “Well, no, actually.”

      “Er … n-no, B-Boss?” stammered the larger man, clearly confused.

      “I am looking at a pack of the most beautiful creatures alive – whippets!”

      The small man passed the binoculars to the large man, who placed them right in his knapsack. The small man then placed his hands in his pockets and ambled across the field, with the large man lumbering along behind.

      “What I like most about whippets is how thin and muscular they are,” the small man said.

      The large man nodded. “Like velvet margarine,” he murmured.

      About five hundred yards in front of them, twenty whippets frolicked in a paddock, eating the mushrooms, which seemed to be growing all around them.

      “Did you know that whippets have no body fat, none at all?” asked the bald man.

      “Yes, I loves dogs, Mr P. I loves to look at them. I loves to admire them. I loves to touch them. I loves them so much I could almost …” The taller man’s words trailed off into a grin that revealed gappy teeth.

      “That will be quite enough!” The short man interrupted, giving his employee a strange look.

      “Why are them dogs eating the grass, though, Boss?”

      “They’re not eating grass, you twit. They’re eating mushrooms. Whippets love them. It’s what makes them such fine racing animals.”

      The short man in the overalls was none other than Rocco Parmigiana, the so-called Sausage Baron of Lumpy Bottom, known as Rocco to his friends. (Well, if he had had any, one would imagine that is what they might call him.) As far as anyone could tell, everyone else called him Mr P.

      Rocco was thought to be one of the richest men in the boroughs. Mr Humperdinck was not – a fact Rocco would often mention.

      “I’m very rich, you know, Mr Humperdinck.”

      “Yes, Boss. Very, very rich.”

      “Do you know how rich I am, Mr Humperdinck?”

      “Yes, Boss. Very extremely rich.”

      “No, Mr Humperdinck. In some ways, I am a very poor man. But, if my plan works, that will all change very soon.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 5


          

          
            The Sausaginator

          

        

      

    

    
      Clank. Crunch. Ting. Squelch.

      Clank. Crunch. Ting. Squelch.

      Clank! Crunch! CRRRRRR!

      Suddenly, the factory sounds were replaced with silence. Total silence. A few minutes later, a clip-clopping sound grew ever so steadily louder, and louder, and louder. The clopping came from the eastern corridor, from behind a green door marked, ‘DO NOT ENTER. NEVER EVER. THIS MEANS YOU, TOO, MUM!’

      The door opened, and a large, lumpy man emerged. “Oh, poppycock!” he muttered. “Mr P will not be pleased. Not at all very pleased. Very unpleased, I think.”

      He lumbered towards a large silver object, which resembled a giant upside-down toilet plunger. The Silver Toilet Plunger Thingy (STPT) was lodged in a green-looking plastic dog bowl type object (PDBTO).

      The lumpy man ran his gloved hand around the base of the STPT until he reached a very particular spot. His right arm disappeared into the PDBTO. The man made a number of faint gurgling sounds. A minute or so later, his right arm reappeared holding a small brown studded collar.

      “What the blazes is going on?” The unmistakeable voice of Rocco Parmigiana blurred from six large loudspeakers on the factory walls.

      “Get that sausaginator going, Mr. Humperdinck! I’ve got chihuahua sausages to make!”

      The lumpy man flicked the collar into the bin by the wall, walked to the STPT, and pulled a red lever marked ‘Emergency override sausage maker’. The silver plunger started to hammer up and down in its green surroundings, slowly increasing in speed.

      Clank. Crunch. Ting. Squelch.

      Clank. Crunch. Ting. Squelch.

      A black cylindrical hose the diameter of a tennis ball flickered and undulated. It ran from the bottom side of the PDBTO to the bottom of a red door marked, ‘DO NOT EVEN THINK ABOUT COMING IN HERE, EVER. UNLESS IT’S YOU, MUM.’

      The factory machines returned to their daily monotonous cacophony. Order had been restored. The lumpy man vanished behind the green door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 6


          

          
            The Golden Cup

          

        

      

    

    
      Rex waddled across the wooden floor. He snuggled his back spines onto Destiny’s front paw.

      Destiny stayed still.

      “Did he say he was taking The Last L-Lap?” Angeli stammered.

      “He can’t do that,” Sally-Dee stated defiantly. “Can he?” She turned and stared silently at Angeli.

      “Sally-Dee, I have to be honest with you.” Angeli chewed her bottom lip. “I’m broke. The Last Lap is broke.”

      “Broke!” Bugsby shouted so loudly that Ethyl Winklepimple dropped her teacup, splattering hot liquid down the wall.

      Angeli sighed.

      “But I thought we were doing so well,” said Sally-Dee. “We have more than fifty residents and a waiting list of more than twelve months. Our rooms are full.” Sally immediately fetched the mop and began tidying up the mess.

      Angeli limped over to Destiny and Rex and began hugging and stroking them. Stroking Destiny was a natural and lifelong habit, built on a shared history of love, respect and trust. Hugging Rex was an error of attention brought on by stress.
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TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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