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 Jim looked down
at the back of his hand. It
was covered in small purple dots. They weren’t painful, just itchy,
and when he pressed down on them they didn’t change colour. He
wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. He had tried an assortment of
lotions and creams but they had achieved little beyond making the
spots glisten. It now looked, as he twisted his hand, like the
spots were winking at him teasingly as if to say “You’ll have to do
better than that if you wanna get rid of us.”

Google had
not been much help. If the internet was to be believed then he had something in line with the
bubonic plague and needed to be quarantined immediately. Of course
this was nonsense, even he knew that, and yet he couldn’t help but
wonder if this spotty outbreak was something thought long quelled
in humanities’ history, like small pox or a rare tropical
disease.

Seeing a
doctor in person was out of the question. Jim had not been out for
close to three years and it would take his hand dropping off to
even consider stepping outside again. He was managing the itching with ice packs and a small
hand fan but it was when he began sneezing that he was really
worried. The gunk ejected from his nose was not the usual yellow
snot affair, or green for that matter. It was more like a fine
gossamer webbing like that which comes out the ass end of a
spider.

He
had put saline solution up
both nostrils but that had done little to stop the continual
production of silk strands which now filled the innards of several
screwed-up balls of tissue. When he shone a torch up his nose,
standing in front of the medicine cabinet mirror, he could see
nothing out of the ordinary. Like any man his age he had a few
greying nose hairs, a couple of golden nuggets caked to the sides
but nothing one would not expect to find in the depths of a nasal
cavity.

For a
temporary measure and merely
whilst he knew he was due no visitors or deliveries, he stuck a
small ball of tissue up each nostril to plug the leak and set about
cleaning his apartment. A quick hoover with the hand vacuum. A
scrub of the dishes in the sink, and at least a start at folding
the many clothes he had washed but not yet put back in the drawers.
This served as a welcomed distraction from the itching on his hands
until it wasn’t, and he was forced to soak his skin under the cold
tap whilst considering his next course of action. If creams didn’t
work and cooling balms only brought about temporary relief, then he
would have to try something more drastic...he would have to pop the
spots.

He imagined
it looked like purple bubble
wrap, a morbidly amusing thought. Perhaps he could even make a game
of it, how many he could pop in a minute? His humorous mindset had
quickly changed however when he’d laid his hand out flat and was
holding a sterilised pin within lancing range. This would hurt, and
if it were anything like popping acne the resulting excretion would
likely spread the spots to other areas of his body. Still, if he
had a tissue on standby he could catch any discharge, assuming the
spots even contained anything. They might just deflate like small
balloons releasing stale air. He shuddered at the
thought.

Holding his
breath, he lowered the pin
cautiously into the first spot cluster. His hand was shaking too
much to try and aim for one precise target, but there were so many
the odds of hitting one were high. He winced, hand jolting back. A
daub of blood had appeared around the raised purple pimple. He
wiped it away and tried again. As the pin contacted the skin once
more, he felt another jolt of electrical pain and yanked his hand
away.

More blood
had pooled onto the surface,
hiding the central spot cluster from view. This wasn’t working and
now his hand throbbed and the itchiness had returned, or had it
amplified? At this point, with the skin under and around the spots
heating up in reaction to the continued attack by the pin, it was
impossible to tell. Cursing his stupidity, he rushed to the sink
and ran a steady stream of cold water over his hand, letting the
blood flow off in narrow runnels.

His
phone rang from across the
room, because of
course it did. He wasn’t
expecting any calls, and this was usually the time the sales people
tried to entice him to buy gold bullion or purchase life insurance,
but what if it was his daughter? What if she needed something?
Dabbing his hand dry with a hand towel (he’d have to dispose of
that later) he rushed over in time to see the video call icon
flashing up on the screen. He slid the bar across and held it level
with his face.

“Hey
Dad, how you doing? Listen, I know I
usually call on the weekends but me and Gary are going away. Just a
staycation nothing fancy but I wanted to let you know so you
weren’t worried if I didn’t call.”

“Why would I
be worried?” Jim replied defensively. He didn’t mean to have a tone, but the red-hot
itchiness was growing worse by the second.

“You
okay Dad? What’s that in your
nose?”

He touched
his nostrils and realised he still had the
balled-up tissues stuffed up
there. He must have looked
ridiculous.

“Hold on a
second, hunny.”

He turned
away from the camera and pulled the two tissues out. They were
relatively dry but each had a
cross hatching of thin silver strands which had adhered to the
tissue clumps in a kind of intricate pattern, a web
perhaps.

“Dad?”

He looked
back at the phone screen
distractedly.

“Yes, yes,
sorry. I had a slight nose bleed earlier nothing
to worry about.” He didn’t
know why he lied (well he did, telling his daughter he was sneezing
webbing would sound insane) but he quickly changed the
subject.

“So you
and Gary patched things up? I
mean, you must have if you’re going on a trip together.”

“That’s kinda of what
the trip’s for, Dad, it’s a couples’ retreat if you must know. We
saw it online. You go and do a couple of bonding exercises
together, there’s a yoga facility.”

Jim rolled
his eyes. “Sounds like some
hippy BS to me if you don’t mind me saying.”

“Probably do
you good, get you to come out of yourself a bit, maybe even help
you leave the house.”

She stopped,
clocking her dad’s
expression.

“I’m sorry Dad, I
didn’t mean...”

“It’s fine, it’s fine,
what’s gonna happen with Bailey?”

“Gary’s parents have
agreed to look after him, it’s just for two days and he gets on
with them so...” she trailed off letting Jim reply.

“Good, good,
that’s good. You know I would
take him but you’d have to travel across town to get here and I’ve
only got this small place, I don’t think he’d like it.”

“It’s all good Dad,
and like I said we made the arrangements, it’s been a few weeks in
the planning. The whole thing only cost 500 dollars all in. Can you
believe even when me and Gary were arguing I was looking up places
we could get help?”

“Ever the
pragmatist. Look honey, I
can’t talk long.” The itchiness was becoming unbearable and Jim was
imagining running a cheese grater across the spots or taking the
large knife he used to cut up courgettes and slicing his hand off
just at the wrist. He could live with a stump, it would take some
adjusting to but he could do it.

“Are you
okay? You keep wincing your face.”

“I was headed
to the toilet when you
called.” Why the hell did he
say that? The truth was far
less embarrassing.

“Oh okay,
I’ll leave you to it then. Oh, before I go though, did your med
prescription come through okay? I know there was a backlog at the
pharmacy, Jenny was telling me about it. I didn’t know if it
affected you at all?”

“I got
‘em, I got ‘em, look hunny, I have
to go, we’ll speak on the weekend…no, I mean after you get back,
you have a good time alright hun, okay bye, bye.” He quickly slid
the bar across to end the call and threw the phone onto the couch.
God damn his hand was smarting. It was a fiery itch now and the
spots had grown from purple pimples to raised boils. What was even
more concerning was that they had spread half way up his forearm
like an invading army advancing across his body.
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The lukewarm
shower water ran in high pressure streams down Jim’s front. The soap lather formed bubbles on
his chest not unlike the spots which by this point had breached his
upper torso and the gap between his shoulder blades. It all itched
equally but the loofah brush could only concentrate its efforts in
one area at a time. Scrubbing too hard was creating a reddening of
the skin which in turn exaggerated the spot clusters into
mountainous regions in a sea of crimson.

Jim sneezed
again; narrow web strands
fell away into the plug hole along with a tiny black spider. At
least he thought
it was a spider. It was hard to tell
as it had curled its’ legs into a ball like a black piece of lint,
no more than belly button fluff rinsed away in the torrent of
water. Could that innocuous
little spider have been the culprit for the spots? Had a single
bite turned his skin into the bumpy surface of a
blackberry?

Stepping out
he towelled off, dabbing dry despite the urge to rub his upper half raw. His daughter’s
concluding question about his meds entered his mind, as he stared
bleakly into the medicine cabinet mirror and contemplated using the
whole bottle of TCP behind the row of flavoured mouthwashes and
cotton swabs. It would burn, burn like hell, but then it was
antiseptic, it was meant for things like this surely.

He shakily retrieved
the glass bottle. Maybe he would pour just a little onto a swab and
dab the areas gently like he had with the towel when drying off.
No, this needed a more aggressive treatment. Even as he
contemplated his next move, the spots glistened despite being dry.
They were daring him, taunting him, he was sure of it. They wanted
to know how far he would go to rid himself of this itch. What they
didn’t realise was how desperate he had become. He was already
envisioning pouring the whole TCP bottle over himself and if that
didn’t work, lighting a match and calling it a day. He could always
get skin grafts later. Yeah there would be pigmentation
discolouration, some scarring but at least he wouldn’t
itch.

The
child-proof lid on the bottle
clicked as he pushed it down and turned it releasing the
unmistakable antiseptic stench. It was a smell he loathed, up there
with the menthol stink of vapour rub or the overpowering malodour
of deep heat. It reminded him of dentists and cavities, root canals
and local anaesthetics. He had already used a fifth of the bottle
but if he used what remained...
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