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Born under a bad sign

Been down since I begin to crawl

If it wasn't for bad luck

You know I wouldn't have no luck at all

Albert King, Born Under a Bad Sign
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“I have heard that Gdansk is very cold at this time of year.”

He spat the words out, as though speaking them was an inconvenience, something for which he had neither the time nor the patience. Grunting, he scuffed the heel of one shoe against the rough concrete of the terrace, giving yet another cursory glance down at his watch. As he looked along the length of the row of doors to his left, he couldn’t help but feel like he was standing in some gulag or wieziene, each entrance matching, save for the tarnished number plates, with identical faded paint, blistered and, in places, peeling away from the wood. Christ, the place was a gowniana dziura. He reminded himself yet again of why he was there. It didn’t really help. “Answer the fucking door,” he muttered under his breath, pulling the lapels of his overcoat closer together, in a vain effort to keep the damp chill at bay.

At last there came the coarse sound of metal against metal from the inside, as twin bolts were scraped away from their housings. With a groan, the door swung back into the dimness behind. Seeing this as his cue, the man cleared his throat with a phlegmy snort, slicking back his dark, rain-sodden hair with thick fingers as he stepped across the threshold without further invitation.

He was a busy man, and he wasn’t accustomed to being kept waiting.

“Gdansk might well be cold this time of year, but I’m betting that it doesn’t rain as much as this stinking shithole of a city. It is as though God himself is laughing as he pisses all over the festering place,” he grunted. “You are Bekova, yes?”

“I am indeed, and you would be surprised,” the small rodent-like man was already halfway back down the short hallway, barely turning his head as he answered, rubbing the palms of his threadbare, fingerless gloves together as he scuttled along. He directed the man with a single bony finger. “It rains there perhaps more than you might expect, very similar to this place, in fact. Almost home from home.” Turning briefly, he cracked a thin-lipped grin, showing twin rows of yellowed, uneven teeth. Home from home; a squalid, one-bedroomed flat in the bowels of a city that it felt could easily have passed for some diseased, long-forgotten part of Hell. “Come this way please,” he continued, stroking his grey-stubbled chin, “I have an electric fire and a half-full bottle of vodka, not Stolichnaya by any stretch, but good enough. You will soon forget about the rain my friend, even if only for a short while.”

“I am not here for hospitality or pleasantries, glupi, merely for business.” The abruptness of the curt delivery caused Bekova to hesitate before continuing;

“I know that,” he started, “but-”

“But nothing,” the taller man snapped now, the sound brusque as he could feel his patience being tested. “My time is important – very important – both to me and to my clients. More than enough of it has been wasted already.” To impress the point, he interlinked the fingers of both hands and flexed them with a pop that sounded far too loud in the shabby surroundings. “I have better and more important things to do than drink cheap vodka and warm my toes in some shitty room in a filthy dump of a city where it rains every single day.” Bekova’s face drained of colour at the bluntness, his back straightening as he realised that an amiable façade wasn’t going to be enough to appease his visitor.

“I was sent here because you assured my clients that you have something of interest to them.” The man parted the front of his overcoat just enough to show the dull gleam of a thin blade, concealed within the lining. “It would be most unfortunate for you if you were wasting my time. As I said, it is most important to me.”

“Yes, yes, of course,” sniffling now, Bekova pushed his wire-framed spectacles further up the bridge of his nose with a single crooked finger. “Please, come right this way.” He beckoned towards a side room as he shuffled forward again, indicating for the man to follow. “By the way,” he started, “we haven’t been properly introduced. My name isn’t really Bekova-”

“I don’t care to know your name, real or otherwise,” the man raised his hand, bringing Bekova to silence. “It only serves to make things more, how can we say, personal. I am here for information, not to make friends.” He snorted as he looked around the room into which he was being led. A single dim lightbulb hung down from a naked pendant fitting, the yellowed light casting a feeble glow across the damp-blackened walls, the patterned wallpaper bloated and peeling away in places. He wrinkled his nose in disgust now. “Jesus, it smells like something died in here.”

“That is most likely because something probably did,” Bekova rubbed his hands together again, the palms of his woollen gloves chafing with a sound like sandpaper, “that and more besides. I believe it is what the people of this country refer to as a squat. This is no place for opportunity. It is overcrowded and dirty, and,” he attempted another smile, chuckling almost nervously as he did so, “well, you already know about the weather.” The only items in the sparse room were a small wooden table, bearing a bottle of vodka and two grime-smeared glasses, and a wall-mounted electric fire. A portable television and video cassette recorder were set in one corner on a small unit. The television screen showed a flickering, paused image, the juddering tracking lines strobing as they cast a flickering light onto the threadbare carpet, illuminating stains of some origin that the other man didn’t care to imagine.

Letting out a weary grunt as he stooped, Bekova reached down to flick a switch on the side of the fire and, after a few seconds there was a warming orange glow as the elements heated.

“I have told you already, I am not here to be made comfortable,” the man spoke again with an air of curt insistence, “if indeed comfort could even be possible in a dump such as this.” He tilted his head to either side, his neck cracking as the ligaments popped. “Just give me what I came to see and be done with it, you festering little rat.”

“Really, there’s no need for such insults,” Bekova started, his words trailing into silence as the man glared at him, a single finger pointing to the inside lining of his overcoat once again. “Okay, okay,” he continued, clearing his throat, “watch this.” Shuffling across to the television, he unpaused the video recorder and stepped back to allow the man a better view of the television screen.

The image was a grainy black and white, as though taken from security camera footage. It showed what appeared to be the entrance to a warehouse, a metal roller shutter rolled half-open. 

“What am I looking at? Explain to me,” the man demanded.

“Look, look carefully – here,” Bekova indicated to a corner of the screen with his finger, drawing attention to the side of the entrance. Just within the darkness, there was the outline of what appeared to be girl or a young woman, blonde, collar-length hair cropped into a bob. The flickering of the image made it hard to be certain, but she appeared to be waiting for something, or perhaps in fear of something.

“It that all you have?” The man sounded impatient now. “That is useless, it is of no good to me or to anyone.”

“Yes, I admit,” Bekova nodded, “the footage itself isn’t the best quality, but I was able to take a few stills from the video and have them improved a little.” Coughing, he reached into the pocket of his cardigan, pulling out a crumpled photograph and handing it to the man. “Here, this might be a little better.”

Silent, the man snatched the picture from Bekova’s gloved hand and unfolded the crumpled paper to study it. Still grainy, the image showed the young woman in the doorway. Her thin face framed by her light, bobbed hair, her eyes were wide, as though she was indeed in fear of something.

As well she might be.

“Bitch,” the man spat, before shoving the photo into his own pocket. “It is her, she was here. Damn her!”

“Is that what you wanted to see?” Bekova lowered his glasses to peer over the top of them, attempting a smile that came across as false somehow. “Did I do good?”

“Yes,” the man nodded, “for an insignificant pipsqueak, you did good, Mister Bekova.”

“So your associates, they will pay me now, like it was promised?”

“Don’t worry about that,” for the first time, the man smiled, a thin-lipped, cold grimace that stood out in the light of the fireplace. “I have your payment here with me.”

“Oh, thank you, that is good to-” Bekova’s words were cut off as, in a single smooth movement, the man drew the knife from inside his coat with one hand, grabbing Bekova’s head with the other. Still with that same frozen smile, he drew the serrated edge across Bekova’s throat, before tucking the blade back into place, smoothing down his lapel to conceal any tell-tale bulge.

Gasping for air that refused to come, Bekova sunk to his knees as he clutched at his throat, trying to hold back the gush of blood that jetted out from the open wound, soaking into the already-soiled carpet, his mouth opening and closing in a silent spasm like a dying fish. His head lolling forward, his spectacles fell to the floor in the puddle in front of him. His blank eyes rolled back into his head as he pitched forward with a dull thud.

Even if the people in the apartment below did hear anything, they would probably do nothing, the man thought, probably too busy shooting up, or screwing whoever was willing to pay for their questionable services.

“Thank you, przyjaciel,” the man said, still smiling. “Don’t worry, I will find my own way out.”

The only sound that of the static drone of the television, he turned back down the short hallway and outside into the still-falling rain, closing the door behind him.
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It’s a life of sorts, I suppose.

The room was probably pretty much the same size as my whole apartment. It’s always nice to be reminded of where the big money is from time to time, that’s for sure.

Typical minimalism, the walls were white, one adorned with a couple of those oversized art print things, all muted, abstract colours, none of those old Athena tennis player scratching her bare arse things here, no sir. I couldn’t help but let out a low whistle as I slung my backpack from my shoulder, dumping it onto the pale beige carpet, where it stood out like a conspicuous blot on a landscape of pristine blandness.

Almost pristine, hence the need for my services in the first place.

Three grand, three and a half if I could be done, in and out in under two hours. Jesus, he must have been pretty desperate.

The blinds – white of course – were drawn across the large patio doors. The lack of natural light doing nothing to hide the angry blood spatters spraying up the far wall, with more of the same soaking into the carpet. The weapon of choice was a large candlestick holder, probably brass, and was still in place, no doubt untouched since the actual event.

At least he had gotten rid of the body before calling me. Small mercies and all that.

Under two hours. Best get down to business.

With a crack of my knuckles, I knelt down to unzip my rucksack and pull out a pair of fresh Marigolds, snapping them into place with that fresh, powdered rubber smell. At least I had picked up some the right size. There was this one time when I was in a hurry, and I accidentally grabbed a pair far too small. With no time to go elsewhere, I’d rattled through a job with hands like OJ fucking Simpson. It might have worked for him in court, but if push came to shove, I doubt it would ever have done the same for me. 

Next, I took a small plastic sheet, unrolling it on the floor like a favourite rug. I set out the rest of my equipment on it in a neat line. Scrubbing brush, a bar of stain remover, a spray bottle filled with dilute bleach, an unused kitchen roll, and a thick black bin liner. The tools of the trade. 

First, I unspooled a hefty length of the kitchen roll. The adverts always said that it contained thirst pockets, so much better for absorbing unwanted spillages. I had put it to the test on more than one occasion. Folding it over twice for good measure, I draped it over the stained area of carpet, pressing down on it gently with both hands, the still-fresh blood blooming up and spreading as those handy little thirst pockets did their work. That’s the trick; don't scrub, get the thick of it up first, before getting rid of any stubborn leftovers.

Letting it soak up, I turned my attention to the wall. It looked like a decent paint job, nothing that a dousing with bleach and a good scrubbing wouldn’t fix. Besides, if the worst came to the worst, I was sure that the guy could shell out for a tin of paint and a brush. After a few seconds, the spray ran down the wall, carrying watery streaks of blood with it, the colour browning as the bleach took hold. I unrolled some more tissue, wadding it up and placing it against the skirting boards to collect any run-off. I was supposed to be cleaning the place, not making it worse.

Things were going smoothly, the pessimist in me suggested possibly too smoothly. At the end of the day though, it wasn’t the worst of situations to be in. Fresh blood is usually much easier to get rid of than dried on mess. At least it wasn’t like that one time, I was called on to sanitise a site that had been left untouched for what looked like a month. Christ, the place had been like an abattoir, given a proper hosing down, it had taken the best part of a full day’s work. Yep, it’s no joke; dried on bloodstains are a bastard. 

“Get rid of the evidence,” I muttered to myself. Walking back to my rucksack, I pulled out a large zip-lock bag. Placing it over my hand like a second glove, I used it to pick up the bloodied candlestick holder. Yeah, it was heavy all right. I drew the bag up around it and slid the seal across, before tossing it next to my rucksack with a dull thud. It would clean easy enough and, you never know, I might even be able to hock it for a few quid. The geezer probably wouldn’t miss it and, even if he did, he would probably be glad to see the back of it. A small perk of the job, money for unwanted murder weapons.

***
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Another half an hour, that was all it took.  The bleach had all but sorted out the wall, another light spray and a gentle work over with the scrubbing brush and it was as good as new, with just a few minor scuffs on the paintwork to show that it had even been tampered with. Like I said, if he could afford to shell out three large for a clean-up job, he could stretch to a tin of silk emulsion. The carpet, on the other hand, that was still going to take a bit of elbow grease. 

I scooped up the soiled tissue, bundling it into the bin liner. The excess blood was mopped up pretty well, bless the brand name tissue and their non-misleading advertising. It was still going to take some pretty liberal bleaching though. I only hoped that the guy didn’t object to his front room smelling like a swimming pool for a few days.

On my hands and knees, I worked the bleach into the carpet, pushing my weight on the brush as I scraped it back and forth across the pile in a regular motion. Patience, that’s what you need in my line of work. Patience and sweat, beads breaking across my forehead with the effort. For what felt like hours rather than minutes, nothing seemed to change until, at last, the stain began to loosen and darken, before fading. I’m not usually one for product placement, but if you want to send me an SAE with a cheque for twenty quid, then I’ll gladly tell you what I use to get those sort of results.

Time for a quick breather. I lay back on the floor, the untouched pile of the carpet squirming like worms beneath my head. I swear that it felt deeper and more comfortable than my own bed. As far as the naked eye went, apart from a damp patch that I had blotted up with another wad of kitchen roll, it looked no different to what I would imagine it to have appeared before the dirty deed ever took place. As long as the rozzers didn’t break out the luminol and UV, he would be fine. Peeling back the rubber of the Marigold, I looked at my watch. An hour and a half, not too bad, certainly for three grand plus a bonus.

Standing up, I gathered everything together and stuffed them back into my rucksack. I could sort them out properly when I got back home. I gave the place a last quick look over, happy that it was done. Hell, I take pride in my work and I’m good at it, allow me that luxury at least, yeah?

Hoisting my bag over my shoulder I straightened up, feeling a familiar swelling in my bladder. Shit, I knew I shouldn’t have had that third cup of coffee before setting off. 

Given the circumstances, I was pretty sure that my client wouldn’t object to me visiting his pisser.

One of those weird sliding doors, I pulled back the entrance to the bathroom, reaching for the light pull as I stepped inside. Like the room that I had just cleaned, it was all minimal colours, beige tiles and porcelain fittings the shade of Turkish dentistry. The toilet seat had been left up, as though in some sort of invitation.

Fucking hell.

I looked down into the bowl, my stomach churning at the sight. What looked like leftover Chinese was clogging the u-bend, bits of noodle and shreds of chicken floating in some gross, sour-smelling soup. Jesus, the soft bastard must have spewed his insides after offing whoever it was had rubbed him up the wrong way. So much for his tough guy reputation. There was more of the same speckled around the bowl and pebble-dashing the surrounding floor tiles. It’s funny, how someone so used to cleaning up evidential bodily fluids can be so easily disturbed by the sight of someone else’s puke.

Fuck’s sake, talk about making a job harder than it needed to be.

“Three and a half grand,” I sighed under my breath as I pulled my rucksack from my shoulder again.

***
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The rain spouted from the blocked guttering of the tall buildings looming overhead as I trudged my way towards home. I looked down at the ground as I walked, partly to avoid the gaze of people who probably wouldn’t give me a second glance anyway, and partly to shield my own eyes from the seemingly never-ending rainfall. Warm lights spilling from doorways and gaudy neon radiating from signage alike were fractured by the droplets, as though in some attempt to hide the truth of things; as I had soon found out, the city was a shithole.

“Gimme twenty quid and I’ll give you a good time, lover boy,” the voice came at me from out of nowhere. With a grunt, I jerked my head up to look at the speaker. A woman, probably somewhere in her early to mid-thirties but looking much older, her bleached blonde hair hanging limp down the sides of a face like a wet poodle, caked in far too much make-up, rain glistening on her leather look jacket and miniskirt. She was wearing fishnets with a hole in one knee, and heels that added about an extra two inches to her height.

“Weren’t you listening, mister?” She asked, her voice shrill with an underlying, well-rehearsed toughness. “Y’know, quick suck ‘round the back lane? Ain’t many people around, we won’t be disturbed.”

“No, no thanks,” I stumbled back, trying to think of something clever to say and falling far short. “I’ve got somewhere...somewhere I need to be.” I sidestepped her, kicking up spray as I stepped on a loose paving stone and into a puddle, not daring to look back at her as water seeped into the hole in one shoe.

“Yeah? Well I bet you’ve got a limp cock the size of a maggot anyway, you useless tosser!” She bellowed after me with the grace and charm of a dockyard worker.

I still didn’t turn my head. Perhaps I was finally getting used to the place after all.

***
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“Is it done?” His voice was low, as though he was trying to somehow disguise his nervousness. If that was the case then he wasn’t doing a very good job of it. 

“Yeah,” I pressed my phone against the side of my head, trying to overcome the sound of the rain, “it’s all done, man.”

“Are you sure?” Jesus Christ, from the sound of him he was probably parked on the bog, half-expecting the rozzers to beat down the door of whatever pokey hotel room he had managed to hole himself up in. How the mighty fall, right?

“Cleaner than a nun’s sense of humour,” I said. As I spoke, I looked down the back lane, to where some bloke was leaning against the wall, propped up by one arm. His head was stooped and he looked like he was wiping away a trail of vomit from his chin, rain speckling his crumpled dark suit. Certainly cleaner than this place and the people in it, I thought.

“So there’s no blood at all?” Jesus H Christ, he was nothing if not insistent.

“No blood, no brains,” I muttered, rolling the words around my mouth before spitting them out down the phone. “And no puke either.” The line crackled as he whistled out a long sigh of relief.

“Thank Christ.”

Christ had nothing to do with it, you bell-end. Thank me, a bottle of bleach and a scrubbing brush.

“I’ve got photos if you need them,” I said. Fair enough, I’m not always proud of what I do, but if you’re going to do a job well, you might as well take some pride in the results. Besides, a portfolio can be useful sometimes.

“That won’t be necessary,” he sounded a little more composed now, as though the relief was finally kicking in.

I cleared my throat, down to the serious part.

“Which just leaves the small matter of payment.”

“I’ve got the details you sent me. I’ll transfer the money after this call.”

“Great. Pleasure doing business with you.”

But he hung up before I could finish the sentence, the line clicking into silence.

The sooner, the better, you twat, I thought, snapping the phone closed before stuffing it back into my pocket. I’ve got rent to pay.

I hurried passed Charnville, ignoring the chavs loitering around the entrance. When they didn’t have their spotty faces shoved into a plastic bag of glue or a canister of nitrous jammed up their nostrils, the gear they tried to peddle probably wasn’t strong enough to get a mouse high.

I was almost home when I paused in my tracks, thinking better of it. It had been a pretty bad day, I needed something to take the edge off.
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“Oh my God, what did I do last night?”

Against my better judgement, I forced my eyes open, immediately wishing that I hadn’t bothered, the dull ache behind them complementing the one already rattling around inside my head. My tongue felt like it was three sizes too big for my mouth, the roof of which felt sandpaper dry and tasted like I’d been sucking a badger’s cock – not that I ever have sucked a badger’s cock, honest, but you get the idea. It’s just a metaphor, for Christ’s sake. Joe, I thought, what the hell did you slip me, you miserable prick? I didn’t really want to consider the possible answers. I figured that it was probably best not to. Knowing Little Joe, it could’ve been anything, talcum powder, brick dust, you name it. Anything.

Usually, at least when I wasn’t waking up to the prospect of a monster hangover, I quite enjoyed the sound of the rain against the window. The regular thrumming against the glass had a relaxing quality all of its own – just as well really, considering that, ever since being stupid enough to move to the dump, I could count the number of days it hadn’t pissed it down on the fingers of both of my hands. Right now, it sounded more like an irritation, a droning punishment for whatever sins I had been stupid enough to indulge in the night before.

“I should really know better,” the sound of my own voice was almost alien to me, a hoarse, desperate croak, like a dying man begging for forgiveness. It was probably pretty accurate, given the recent state of things. It felt like my brain shifted to one side, swollen grey matter actually scraping against the inside of my skull as I rolled over to face the opposite side of the bed. The empty side of the bed.

Her side of the bed.

Shit, it hadn’t all been a bad dream. I had spent a week’s worth of waking moments reminding myself of the same thing, kind of like some really shit Groundhog Day, except that I don’t like to pretend that I’m anywhere near as funny as Bill Murray.

That’s right, it had had been a week, a whole bloody week, since Donna finally called time on things, saying that everything had finally gotten too much for her, she had outgrown me, outgrown the place. That, and she had probably found out that Mario the pizza delivery boy from two blocks away had a fatter cock than me. Okay, maybe I lied about that last part, or maybe not. Hell, I figure I’m allowed to be bitter. When you know a bit more about the situation, then you’ll understand. One thing at a time though, yeah?

If I closed my eyes again and really focused, it was almost like I could still feel her there, could still hear her heavy breathing – she would pop a nerve if I dared to call it snoring – see her dark hair spilling across the pillow behind her-

Knock it off, you’re just being maudlin now!

Right on time, the noise started from the ground outside, snapping me out of any soppy-arse reminiscence, better and far more reliable than an alarm clock.

“Oiyoustillowememoneyforthegear!”

“Whatthefackinhellyoutalkinabaht?”

“Youknowwhatimtalkinabahtyoucahnt!”

“Dontcallmeacahntyoufackinwanker!”

It sounded like they were about ten seconds away from a full-blown punch-up, something not exactly unusual, even at such an early hour. I had moved to the city just about a year ago, on the promise that it was cheap. Funny though, it turned out that the cheapest thing around was life itself. The place was like a festering scab on the left arse cheek of civilisation; a crowded cesspit, dirt-paved streets flanked by soot-encrusted, brutalist buildings that looked as though they could collapse and crush everything beneath their weight. Even the air was corrupt, tainted with grime, sweat, and the stink of apathy and desperation. It rained almost constantly, any religious person possibly believing that it might be an act of God, whipping out his cosmic wang and peeing all over the place in some vain effort to purge it. If it was, then He wasn’t exactly doing a great job of things. 

The Reds, I had realised far too late that even the name was like a sick joke. Apparently, I had been told on more than one occasion, it was short for Redevelopments, some sixties or seventies-style project that was still yet to materialise. The place didn’t look as though it had been redeveloped since, well, since Christ only knows when. A cancerous, neglected place that was conveniently forgotten about by anyone on the outside, and that most of the people sucked into it would probably rather do their best to forget. The bus shelter immediately below my window was a meeting point for argumentative brawlers during the day, until they were replaced by pushers or prostitutes by night. Most people who were neither of those things just turned a blind eye, trying to screen out the reality of their surroundings as they rushed on by, trying to push their way through the rain and filth to get back to the questionable safety of their own homes, preferably before they were either propositioned, mugged, or beaten up.

Why the hell did I ever think of coming here? I would ask myself the same question, usually more than once a day, and I was still waiting for a sensible answer.

“Gimmemyfackinmoneyyoumotherfackingcahhhhnt!” There was a dull crack, the sound of bone connecting, first with bone, then with concrete. The first street brawl of the day had come even earlier than usual.

“For Christ’s sake, I suppose it’s time to wake up,” I spoke the words aloud, almost as though I was maybe still expecting her to be there, to answer me in her usual smartarse voice: If you had a normal, regular job then it wouldn’t be a problem. If you earned a living like real people do, we wouldn’t even be here. Nag, nag, nag, and so on. Maybe there was one small benefit to her not being around after all.

Who the hell was I trying to kid?

I forced myself into a sitting position, grunting as my tender, probably swollen brain felt like it was repositioning itself, ignoring the slow rotation of the four bare, grimy magnolia walls around me.

Yeah, all the time we were together, Donna hated my job. Sometimes, I hated it, too. It kept a roof over our, sorry – my – head, but that in itself left a lot to be desired.

You made your bed, now you’ve got to lie in it, Edward, I told myself as I dragged my legs sideways until they draped over the edge, my bare feet making contact with the coarse pile of the carpet. That was just one more thing that she was fond of saying whenever I even thought about complaining about anything. It used to wind me up something rotten, the way she would stand, flicking her auburn hair from her eyes and planting her hands on her hips, in some almost comical effort to make it known that she was hacked off with me. What I would have given just for her to be that annoyed with me right now-

Bangbangbang!

The doorbell had packed up several weeks ago and the stingy-arsed excuse for a landlord still hadn’t gotten around to fixing it. Sure, it was only a case of replacing a couple of batteries, but I had mentioned it to him several times, always being greeted with a forced-cheery, yeah I’ll fix it for you soon Ed, no worries! He had yet to do so, and now I flat out refused to lash out the pennies it would take to sort things out, more a matter of stubborn principle than anything else. Hell, it wasn't like I was holed up in the fucking Hilton, the least the tight bastard could do was cough up. Doorbell or not, the hammering on the door was far too aggressive for any time of day, as though whoever it was thought I owed them money.

Come to think of it, I probably did.

Bangbangbangbang!

“All right, all right, Jesus fucking Christ, it’s just as well I’m not dead, innit?” My voice sounded foreign to my own ears, like a thirsty dog as I grabbed my tattered old dressing gown up from the floor and wrapped it around myself, still fumbling to fasten the tie as I made it to the door. Narrowing my eyes in an effort to focus my bleary vision, I closed one, pushing the other against the fish-eye peephole.

Shit.

“’You gone an’ died in there or something, mate! C’mon Edward, man, open the fuckin’ door, eh?”

Perhaps it might have been better if I was dead. It was starting to feel like it would make a lot of things much less hassle.

Clearing my throat in an effort to shift the mucus coating the back of it, I drew back the lock and swung the door open.

“Fuckin’ hell, mate, you look half-dead! It wasn’t that bad was it, you fuckin’ lightweight?”

“It’s too early for your shit, Joe. What do you want?” I mumbled, trying to fathom out how the little tosser could be so wide awake.

Little Joe Becker grinned, showing off his uneven, stained teeth, at least those teeth that hadn’t been knocked down his throat as payback for the last time he ripped off a punter.

“Early bird, worm, you know the score, mate.” Still smiling, his breath reeking of something that I didn’t even want to begin to imagine, he stepped inside without waiting for an invitation.

“I was asleep, Joe,” I mumbled, “fuck off.”

“Nah, mate,” he insisted, “I thought I’d better swing by and check up on you, you know, considering the state you were in last night.”

“No thanks to you. What was it you slipped me this time, you prick?”

“Nothing you didn’t ask for mate,” he raised his eyebrows, as though genuinely hurt by any accusation I might have been making, adjusting his moth-eaten woollen hat further up his head as he did so. Bearing in mind how much gear he shifted around The Reds, it was a wonder he hadn’t retired to the Costa del Sol, instead of still slumming it like some down and out. Then again, Little Joe did have a bit of a reputation, the sort that landed him on the wrong side of people more often than not. “Seriously Edward,” he struck his thumb against his chest, as though making a serious point, “I am honestly aggrieved that you could even think I’d try and rip off a mate like yourself.”

“Aggrieved? I’ve got to say, that’s a long word for you, Joe. Did your mother teach it to you or something?”

“Nah mate, yours did, while she was sucking me off last weekend.”

Touché.

“Come in and make yourself at home, why don’t you?” I stepped back from the door, reaching around the back of my head with the fingers of one hand, trying to root out the blossoming ache.

“Don’t mind if I do, thanks.” He really had no concept of sarcasm.

I pointed a finger in the direction of the kitchenette table and, without further approval, he walked over, far too sprightly for a druggie like him, dragging out one of the two chairs to dump himself on it.

“Lovely, cheers mate. ‘Aven’t got any coffee on the go, ‘ave you?”

“Don’t push your luck, weasel,” I shuffled across to the other chair and eased myself into it, trying not to wince like some cry-baby in front of him.

“Fair enough,” Joe raised a hand to his mouth to cover a phlegmy cough – a smoker’s cough – before reaching into the lining of his flak jacket. He brought out a small plastic zippy bag of weed, dangling it like a kid with a minnow. “Fancy some hair of the dog? It’ll fix you up good and proper in no time.”

“I make it a habit to avoid getting stoned before seven at night,” I muttered. “Besides, I’m not sure I could afford it right now, even if I wanted to.”

“On the house, mate, it’s a promise,” he gave that same crooked grin, as though believing that doing so would be enough to change my mind. Sure, it was more than enough the night before, but that had been a whole other story.

“No,” I replied, the flatness in my voice a combination of weariness and determination. 

“Your loss,” tutting to himself, he stuffed the packet back into his jacket, linking his fingers together and flexing them with a popping noise.

After what felt like several minutes of a stand-off, with him looking like he was expecting me to start talking, he piped up again. “Nice gaff you’ve got here, mate,” he swivelled his head, looking around the room as though searching for anything worth stealing. “Looks like it’s had a bit of a woman’s touch though.”

“Knock it off, you prick,” I felt my brows furrow at his words, his eyes widening as even an insensitive arsehole like him must have realised that he had said something that touched a nerve.

“Oh, sorry mate, I forgot. She still buggered off then?”

“Well, does it look like she changed her fucking mind?” I snapped, my previous maudlin thoughts dissolving into irritation now. “Really, Joe? Does it?”

“When you put it like that,” he looked around again. “Still a pretty sweet place though.”

“Perhaps a step or two up from the sort of squats you’re used to,” I muttered, “but there’s no such thing a sweet place, not in this dump, anyway. It didn’t take too long to learn that.”

“How long has it been now, since this bird of yours scarpered?” He itched at a scab on the side of his face with a long, dirty fingernail, and I tried not to wince as a part of it lifted away, finding myself wondering if the dirty little prick would put it in his mouth. Waste not, want not, I expected him to say. Instead, he wiped it down the front of his coat, already covered with more than its fair share of suspicious-looking stains.

“Eight days,” I looked down at the table, trying to avoid his gaze, “just over a week.”

“A week, and you ain’t over it yet? Fuck me, you soppy bastard!”

“It was a relationship, Joe,” I said. “I know that might seem like something alien to you, but they do affect people.”

“Yeah, so does clap,” he smiled, “but there’s something you can take to fix that as well.”

“You would know, you scruffy knob.” He ignored my comeback, the gap-toothed grin still carved into his face. Instead, he pointed a single finger, the same one that he had just used to pick the crust from his face, in the direction of the chest of drawers by my sofa.

“Wait a bleedin’ minute, is that her?” His grin widened even further as he caught sight of the picture frame, the one I still hadn’t gotten around to hiding in the bottom of my sock drawer. “Let’s ‘ave a gander!” Before I could react, he stood and shuffled over to the picture, picking it up between his grubby mitts. “Woah! She’s tasty! No wonder you’re so cut up!”

“Put that back down, you bell-end!” I snapped now, feeling what little patience I had evaporating. At the same time, I could feel a pulsing sensation in my left temple, a sure sign that I was starting to get a little bit pissed off. Now, I usually like to think that I’m a pretty laid back kind of bloke, you know, pretty mellow most of the time. In fact, there are only a few people who are capable of making me feel like taking a swing at them. Unfortunately, Little Joe Becker had been on that shortlist for almost as long as I had known him.

“Keep yer bloody ‘air on mate, Jesus Christ,” he mumbled half under his breath as he put the picture back down, deliberately shifting it into a slightly different position as he hawked a lungful of snot, wiping at his nose with the back of his hand as he did so. Scruffy twat.

“Why are you even here, Joe?” I sighed, plonking my arse back down on the edge of the sofa, wincing as I ran my fingers through my hair, my nails snagging in a tangle. “I could really do with a shower, and my mouth feels drier than a nun’s snatch right now.”

“That’ll be the old cotton mouth, mate,” he grinned again, and I swear that the already sweaty stink of the air was tainted further by the smell of his breath, a concoction of tooth decay, tobacco, and Christ only knows what else. “I did warn you about that, mate. It makes you feel like you’ve been sucking a badger’s cock, don’t it?”

“How would you know, what that feels like?” I asked with a straight face (hey – he doesn’t know about my own turn of phrase, that’s just between you and me, okay?).

“No comment,” he smirked. Christ, he could be a dirty bastard sometimes. Perhaps noting the look of mock disgust on my face, he continued. “It’s just a figure of speech really. There are some things even I won’t do. Not many,” he shrugged, “but some.”

“You didn’t answer my question,” I muttered, the words forcing a shrug from him, his crusty old flak jacket actually creaking like a teenager’s wank sock as he did so. “Why are you even here? And if you say that you’re offering me some more free gear you can piss off right now.”

“Spoken like a bloke full of regret,” he laughed – he actually laughed – as he said the words, the sound like something a dog might do while it was being shafted. Sorry, I have a thing for dodgy euphemisms. “What’s the matter – frightened that your bird might walk back in and clock the smell of weed on you?”

“For fuck’s sake Joe, she isn’t going to walk back in! Now, either convince me that you’re here for a good reason, or fuck off back to your grotty little dump and have it out with that pimp-arse neighbour of yours, yeah?” I could feel my headache getting worse, making me wish that I hadn’t bothered waking up, ever, in fact.

“All right, all right mate,” he cleared his throat, shifting the tattered woollen hat a little further up from his brow. “I just thought I’d, you know, swing by, check up on you. You know, make sure that you hadn’t karked it or nothing.”

“It was a bit of skunk, Joe. It wasn’t like I shot up a load of Heroin. For fuck’s sake, I’m not that desperate.”

“Yeah, but the way you was goin’ on last night, ‘ad me more than a bit worried if I’m being completely honest. He wrung his hands in a gesture of sincerity that didn’t quite ring true. “I was frightened that you’d go off the deep end or something. You know, maybe get into a bit of a barney with someone.”

“I keep telling you Joe, I’m a cleaner, that’s all. Violence isn’t really my thing.”

“A cleaner, right.” He chuckled under his breath, his eyes widening as he looked around all four corners of the room. “Wouldn’t fuckin’ think it, the state of this place. Bleedin’ hell, mate, I thought my gaff was a clip.”

“Right, you tosser,” I stood up, the vein in the side of my head throbbing harder than ever as I made to lunge towards him, my arms outstretched. “That does it, get your druggie arse out of my flat!”

He raised his hands, as though in some piss-poor attempt at placation. “Sorry, mate, I’m sorry. Here, I’ve got some decent gear for you, mate’s rates-”

“Fuck off!”

He tried to protest, mumbling something about only being there for a mate, as I bundled him towards the door, his scruffy baseball shoes scuffing against the carpet with a scraping sound as I all but pushed him out of my flat, slamming the door shut behind him without another word as I dropped the latch back into place. 

Once I was sure he was gone, I walked across to the dressing table, shifting the picture frame back into its original position, before collapsing back onto the sofa, a hard lump somewhere just beneath my arse pushing up against the fabric, threatening to break through completely. Sighing, I lifted my arms and linked my fingers together, placing both hands behind my head as I gazed up at the cracks in the ceiling, along with the tarry stains of cigarette use that streaked the plaster. Fuck’s sake, he was right about one thing; the place was a dump.

“Some fucking cleaner,” I mumbled, closing my eyes as I tried to ignore the scuffle of yet another argument going on outside my window.
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The coffee - my third in just under an hour and a half – wasn’t really helping. Either that, or it was my surroundings causing what little there was in my stomach to churn around like a washing machine. MacKinnon’s, the faded sign outside proclaimed, although the locals who frequented the place for some unknown reason preferred to call it by the far homelier-sounding Mackie’s. I’d never set foot in the place before, and I was starting to get an understanding of why that might have been the case. The air was thick with the stink of bacon and sausage fat, so much that you could almost see it hanging, like some greasy mustard gas. What few customers there were looked as though they had been welded into their seats to keep them from ever escaping. In particular, one old guy in the far corner, sporting a faded denim cap and flannel shirt, looked as though he had just wandered in one day to get out of the rain and forgotten how to find the exit. He nursed a mug, chipped around the rim, in both knotted hands, every now and then loosening his grip for long enough to rake at a gaunt face of white stubble.
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