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F o r e w o r d

 

The Morning After began life as a dream, a nightmare,
that came to me one night as I slept during my time as an
undergraduate at the University of Bedfordshire.  I conceived
of a terrible, shapeless horror that tore through life without
provocation and that could not be conquered.

 

When my final year rolled around and I was faced with the
prospect of writing my final assignment, I chose to develop the
story about this horrific creature for my dissertation.  Thus,
The Morning After, which owes as much to the depths of my
imagination as it does to my experiences in Bedford during those
three years, became my finalised piece of work. 

 

Published here is an amended and slightly expanded version of
the work I submitted, which is closer to its true form.

 

I hope you enjoy my work.
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The Morning Before
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Two things told Gavin Jackson that it was Monday morning: the
first, and most obvious, was the air, which always carried a
noticeable weight, almost an intangible cloud that seemed to
inexorably hover around his head only for the first few hours of a
Monday morning.  The second was the silence; it was always a
dead giveaway to awaken to silence after the usual weekend spree of
booze and mindless action movies. 

Well, relative silence. 

Silence would probably make the morning transition about
ninety-five percent easier, but Gavin knew all too well that he
could quite easily laze around in bed all day and, as such, his
mobile phone blared out at full volume, guaranteeing that,
if he ever had the rare luxury of being comfortably lost
in a deep sleep, it wouldn’t last and he’d be forced to get his ass
out of bed.  As it was, his head jerked off his pillow with a
sudden jump, his blonde hair a comical mess of bushy, inconsistent
strands.  He groaned wearily, batting weakly at his phone in a
vain effort to cease the noise that filled his small room. 
Whimpering in a forcibly supreme effort of willpower, he lurched
upright to grab the device and silence the alarm, then nonchalantly
tossed it across the room where it landed with a soft
thud.  Yawning, Gavin grabbed his keys off his
bedside table and swung himself out of bed, nearly smacking his
forehead into the nearby wardrobe.  Lethargic, Gavin unlocked
his door and stepped into the cold hallway (he was dressed only in
boxer shorts and the faint, but icy, tingle of winter air drifted
uncomfortably around his lower extremities) and made his way to the
bathroom.

 

*

 

Literally at the exact same time Gavin was stepping into the
shower, in the personnel department of a medium-sized Teamos
supermarket, Craig Cooper sat at his desk and stared blankly at the
computer monitor that sat at an ergonomically correct ratio to his
eye line.  The screen displayed three distinct windows: the
first was a significant length of Craig’s database code and the
second was a visual representation of this manual input (an array
of colourful borders and titles for the staff scheduling). 
The third was, as always, muted soft-core pornography. 

Craig was dressed in an uncomfortably itchy grey shirt with
white tie (an array of black polka dots were scattered across its
surface) and matching trousers – the standard deputy manager’s
uniform for Teamos, which came at no cost to him at all, a fact
which brought him much amusement considering that this was Craig’s
fourth work outfit in three months.  The trousers, and belt in
particular, rode up in the crotch with a constant, wincing pain,
and he yearned to be rid of the regulation shirt and back in his
comfortably oversized basketball jersey.  His hair was a
slick, gelled comb-back of dark brown that tickled his neck
teasingly, and his bright blue eyes were simultaneously transfixed
on the silent pornography before him and the complex coding that
sat, unfinished, adjacent to it.  Craig was an advocate of
multi-tasking, though he was actually rarely ever able to
physically multi-task anything: watching was as good as it got,
though sometimes he could be eating or drinking at the same time as
watching, which he guessed counted as the same thing.

 

*

 

After a quick shower (the water was hot, and it bloody well
ought to be considering the cursing they directed towards the bills
that arrived on their doorstep every quarter) Gavin found himself
back in his room, the cobwebs pleasantly shaken from his head, the
fog of confused displacement that swallowed his logic and reasoning
every morning had passed and he was back in control of
himself.  Not that he had to like that fact, however,
and he longed to simply drop back down onto his bed, fall asleep
and never wake up (and that wasn’t exactly beneath him). 
While he never claimed to be a “morning person” his opinion on the
matter was infallible: he was either awake or asleep, with no
in-between, and he audibly scoffed at Craig’s tendency to take naps
midday and not spend the remainder of the day in a foul mood with
himself, the world and those around him. 

Gavin popped two vitamin tablets into his mouth as he pulled his
socks on, then he grabbed a white polo shirt from the back of the
chair that sat in front of his carefully arranged work desk
(laptop, printer, television and cotton buds for the ears;
everything he needed throughout each day), whipped it over his head
and hopped from leg to leg as he yanked his tracksuit bottoms up
over his boxers and simultaneously made his way to the kitchen.

 

*

 

As blasé as possible, Craig looked around his immediate vicinity
to check for any prying eyes (his colleagues and underlings weren’t
much of a problem, most of the time, but had a tendency to barge
into the office without knocking and, considering the company
urged, on the basis of an assumed trust, a level of responsibility
towards Internet usage that Craig, and many like him who found the
routine monotony to get a little tiresome, often shirked, he was in
no hurry to get caught out today) but saw no-one and ironically
missed the money shot of his amateur video.  Muttering a
curse, he closed the website with more than a little feeling of
sadness, then checked his watch and was equally distraught to see
that he was a good two hours from his lunch break and, grudgingly,
his aching fingers returned to tapping instructions onto the
screen.

Craig was the personnel manager of Northward’s primary Teamos
outlet (what they laughingly, and quite ungrammatically called a
“SupaStore”), though he had had better jobs, like his time as a
temp at a small SocioCo office building outside Clapham,
where he had walked a tightrope each day between fetching coffee
for “Shirt/Ties” and being chucked out completely.  The
SupaStore wasn’t much to shout about in company-terms of size or
importance, at least Craig didn’t believe so, and he found he could
carry his way through the simplistic design and maintenance tasks
they set him without even a quarter of his college degree in the
area.  He knew the job wasn’t much to apply even his
half-arsed skills to but, for now, it paid the bills, which was
more important to him than any “higher calling”, and he had simply
accepted the position they had offered him to jumpstart his move
away to Gavin’s house in Northward (which had happened so fast
that, for the first two weeks, Craig had been living off a loaf of
bread, a jar of peanut butter and three changes of clothes) and,
although Craig had no desire to prance around in a full-blown suit
like a pansy, he had little to complain about in his work; it
allowed him constant Internet access throughout his thirty-nine
hour week and, while his bosses could be conceited pricks, he had
yet to receive a reprimand for any of his extracurricular
activities.  Still, Craig believed in being better safe than
sorry; it was the guiding chi that caused him to carry a
single strawberry flavoured condom in his battered leather wallet
and why he never turned at a “Stop” sign unless the road was
one-hundred-percent clear of traffic (it just made good sense),
this same chi also alleviated his sadness at having to
stop watching horny teens going at it and concentrate on his work
for a few more hours (then, he noted, it would be time for lunch,
after all). 

 

*

 

In typical fashion for any weekday morning, the kitchen was
lifeless save for Gavin himself, and was even tidier than usual:
crockery, glasses, pots and pans were neatly tidied away; the sink
was spotless, and the toaster and cooker were, at the very least,
wiped down.  The only letdown, as always, was the damn floor,
which clung tenaciously to every small particle dropped upon
it.  Scratching at the stubble that threatened to spread from
his chin at a moment’s notice, Gavin grabbed a vanilla milkshake
from the fridge and noticed a note stuck on the door:

 


           
Gone work, back at five.


           
It read, in a comically enlarged and almost childish scrawl.


           
Found a gay card on the floor, is it urs? Lolz!! Party 2nite
dude!!

 

Gavin smirked, gulped down half of the foul-tasting milky drink
(“vanilla”, it seemed, was a mistranslation for “monkey-ass”) and
tossed the note, which had all the trademarks of Craig Cooper’s
juvenile handwriting, into the bin.  Still, Gavin would have
rightfully been alarmed if he (a) couldn’t read his best friend’s
handwriting after twelve years or (b) there had been a note in his
kitchen in handwriting that he couldn’t recognise (he imagined such
a note would read: Gutted your family and raided the fridge,
you’re also out of toilet paper). 

The two of them shared the modest lower-floor of the freelance
house, which was comprised of their two bedrooms, a lounge area,
the kitchen and bathroom, while the upper-floor was occupied by
three girls, effectively allowing their landlord, Jim (who always
looked like he’d been dragged ass-backwards through a series of
conifer trees, had a strange obsession with popping round
unannounced, and frequently left his tools and implements behind in
the concrete garden out the back, promising that he would “clear
them away tomorrow” yet his battered old chopping axe still sat out
there after five weeks) to collect five lots of rent.  The
majority of his clientele tended to be students, like Gavin and the
girls upstairs (Gavin had never actually been up there but he
imagined it to be largely similar to their floor), though
independent leasers could also apply, which is exactly what Craig
had done after Gavin had been dispassionately booted off campus
accommodation after his first year and sought out alternative
living arrangements.  It wasn’t necessarily a bad
house, Gavin mused as he finished his drink, but it got damn cold
at times and there was a disconcerting stain around the back of the
toilet that often worried him.

He chucked away his empty bottle (vowing to stick to the
strawberry variant) and returned to his room to grab the rest of
his gear.  Gavin was two months into his second year of
Practical Sports and Advanced Biomechanics at Northward University,
which, contrary to Craig’s insistence, was not simply “PE”. 
Instead, he’d argued, the course mixed practical and
theory skills, combining a working knowledge of the human body and
its intricacies, as well as the ability to administrate various
team-based games, from the dependable five-a-side football to the
ambiguous lacrosse (which he often used as an excuse to play at
sword fighting).  His latest assignment was a group project
involving the organisation of an athletic competition, with each of
the four-man team (a broad term considering Gavin’s team included a
girl) taking responsibility for the specifics of a different
athletic event to be showcased in a practical presentation. 
While the others had chosen the usual relay racing or triple jump,
Gavin had opted for javelin as he had a fibreglass variant, among
other sports equipment, down the hall in the small storage room
(lovingly referred to as the “Shit Cupboard”).  It was far
from the best assignment he’d been given, neither did he believe it
would take much to beat it, but fortune (or fate, or pure dumb
luck) had placed him on the same team as Alice Joshua.


           
Alice just so happened to live upstairs, which he assumed was
coincidental as, unlike with others on his course, they had rarely
interacted socially during the previous year.  She was
relatively quiet in lectures, sticking to her group of friends (two
of whom were also upstairs, but he frequently either forgot their
names or mixed them up) but she was sweet; she had a cute little
smile and a sparkle in her eyes that caught his attention whenever
he happened to be looking her way, which was quite often. 
Alice scored extra points with Gavin for having dark hair that she
almost always wore in a ponytail and for proving impressively
vicious with a hockey stick, while still allocating significant
amounts of her time to studying in the campus library.  She
didn’t seem above the fraternity-like nature of their fellow
students, but seemed to prefer to endlessly prepare her work in
advance, whereas Gavin often found himself distracted by intense
induction drinking sessions and, more than once, had handed in
assignments still drunk from the night before and with barely
minutes to spare.  Alice’s athletic event as part of his
(their) group was the trampoline, which was a choice
unique to her and seemed very risqué to him as it seemed difficult
to provide suitable justification to demonstrate why it was as
important as other traditional events, but she never seemed to be
under any kind of visible pressure, which was hardly unattractive
either, even if he struggled to understand her choice in the
matter.

 

*

 

Craig had a pickled onion and corned beef sandwich on chunky
wholemeal bread, a packet of smoky bacon crisps, two chocolate
nougat bars and half a mini porkpie waiting in his lunchbox down in
the staff fridge.  A schoolboy’s grin illuminated his features
at the thought of tucking into his well-deserved meal, feeling no
guilt, shame or concern, even though it had only been about a year
since he had been pushing twenty-four stone and participated in no
form of exercise beyond simply walking here and there now and
then.  If anything, Craig felt that, since he no longer bought
his clothes from a special online store named XLNirvana: A
Bigger Slice Of Heaven or frequently ate fried chicken right
out of the bucket, he deserved treats such as his custom-made club
sandwich more often.  He had gone through five pairs of
running shoes and a whole wardrobe of clothes, not to mention the
expense of gym memberships and dietary supplements, and was damned
if he was going to deny himself the pleasure of his lunchtimes
anytime soon.  Still, despite it all, he had no qualms about
accepting the reality of life with an unfaltering optimism and
often were the times Gavin had teased him for being a “New Age
Hippy”, though Craig had simply shrugged and retorted that “hippies
live out of caravans and don’t have jobs.”

Craig often attributed most of his exuberance to his muse. 
Six months ago, on New Year’s Eve at their local (a small pub just
outside Northampton owned by a wiry, jittered old bloke with an
inferiority complex), as Gavin spent ten minutes vomiting following
a drunken break-dancing session, Craig had staggered outside
cradling half a glass of whiskey and bumped into a petite girl
named Jennifer Perkins, who had been searching her small purse for
her lighter in a confused daze.  Red-faced with merriment,
Craig had helped her find it and even shared a drag or two as they
had spent the remainder of the night laughing in the cold December
air, waiting for midnight.  Two years his senior, Jenny worked
in a beauty salon in hopes of backpacking across Australia (she,
like Craig, had a thing for kangaroos) and had been dressed in a
black corset dress with her auburn hair hanging long and
loose.  No matter how controversial Craig’s gags had gotten
(and, thinking back, he realised he had pretty much offended every
minority going, from blacks to the mentally challenged) she seemed
incapable of any malicious reaction and, instead, had been in
stitches, even encouraging him and responding to his cheeky
flirtations, attracted by his deep blue eyes and chirpy demeanour,
while Craig had found her instantly irresistible simply based on
how she filled out her outfit.  Though the distance between
them had worried him at first, she went out of her way to visit
each week (he was eagerly expecting her for the party later) and
would call or text him everyday, placing him in a seemingly
perpetual good mood (on weekends he would make scrambled eggs for
breakfast and never seemed to be grouchy in the morning, unlike
Gavin, who was a series of grunts until his shower most days or
seemingly on a knife’s edge from killing someone on others).

Blinking away the haze of his daydream, Craig watched as the
animated wipes of his screensaver gradually vanished, replaced by
his proposed changes to the current nightshift schedule, and he
sighed at the thought of seeing Jenny again, reaching for a
half-empty can of cola that had sat forgotten on his desk (it was
stale and flat, and Craig suspected that it had been left there
since yesterday) and wearily rubbing his eyes.  All around him
telephones were ringing and his boss was hidden from the commotion
behind his office door, a mere moment from exploding like an
unexpected ejaculation and pulling last-minute deadlines out of his
ass, but Craig felt strangely at ease.  His telephone hadn’t
rang all day (though he further suspected this was because he had
dropped the receiver during a call to his Mother two days ago and
had possibly broken it as there had been an alarmingly loud
crack as it had fallen off his desk) and he was close to
filling the gaps in the schedules by the end of the day. 
Filled with a beaming pride, he decided that such hard work
deserved a treat, one that wouldn’t wait like his gurgling desire
for lunch.  Without so much as batting an eyelid, Craig
clicked open his web browser and reloaded his pornography website,
slouching back in his chair with a satisfied smirk.

 

*

 

Gavin locked his bedroom door and was mere steps from the front
door when he remembered Craig’s note, so he doubled back to the
kitchen, grabbed a pen and scribbled down:

 


           
Very funny, bender, sure it wasn’t yours?

 

It wasn’t the best, indeed he knew that he could do a lot
better, but time was wasting (his lingering in getting his gear
together and daydreaming about Alice had cost him several seconds
of his personal timetable, making him twenty-six seconds later than
usual) so he slapped the note to the freezer door, strode down the
hallway, dodged the cork notice board (where another a note read:
Your Mum called…to thank me!) and yanked open the front
door, grimacing as the fresh cold air bit into his eyeballs and
crawled up his exposed skin, then he swept the door shut as he
stepped out into another goddamn Monday morning.
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Later that day, just after six, Gavin and Craig found themselves
heading home from the same Teamos shop that Craig had been stuck in
since the early hours of the morning.  Gavin was wearing the
exact same clothes he had left the house in earlier (however,
having literally annihilated some Welsh chump during rugby, his
tracksuit bottoms now sported some serious grass stains) and had a
backpack filled with alcohol slung over his shoulder, while Craig
(tentatively gripping a bulging shopping bag in his left hand
whilst chomping on a chocolate bar) was begrudgingly still dressed
in his work clothes, but had lost the tie and his shirt was
untucked in an act of poorly-conceived defiance.

‘So,’ Craig swallowed the last of his treat, ‘I said if they
wanna pay me extra I’ll happily do overtime, otherwise I’d be back
Wednesday and fuck it.’

Gavin sceptically raised an eyebrow, ‘you said those
exact words?’

Craig mumbled: ‘Well, that was the general idea.’

‘So you tongue-lashed him?’ Gavin smirked.

‘You pick that one up while showering with your ball-buddies?’
Craig countered, tossing his empty wrapper aside as they trotted
along.

‘Nothing wrong with personal hygiene, you should look into it,’
Gavin grunted.

Craig held his hands up in mock self-defence, ‘calm down, it’s
not like I tackled you in the end zone.’

Gavin stopped in his tracks.  ‘The “end zone”?’ he
exclaimed with laughter, ‘do I sound like some bloody Yank to
you?’

‘Sometimes, actually,’ Craig replied honestly.

Gavin took two long strides and came back alongside his friend,
pulling his door keys out as he did so.  ‘Are you sure it’s
American?  Are you sure it isn’t just…nothing?’

‘Could be, I forget,’ Craig shrugged.

‘You tit,’ Gavin scoffed and then, a second later, quizzically:
‘You think we got enough?’

 ‘I got plenty,’ Craig replied, shaking his bag to produce
the splendid tinny clang of can-on-can.

‘Same as, used to be in the Scouts, remember?’ Gavin said as he
unlocked the door.

‘I’m surprised you do, considering their “we touch boys
and pretend it’s educational” motto,’ Craig squeaked, forgetting to
breathe mid-sentence.

‘At least I earned my Good Sportsmanship badge!’ Gavin defiantly
teased.

‘The less said about that the better, I think,’ Craig giggled,
squeezing inside the house. 

Gavin was about to continue the rapport when the door to his
left, the door to which he had no key and which led upstairs, flew
open and Alice almost walked right into the two of them.  She
was dressed in a loose-fitting navy t-shirt, tracksuit bottoms, and
battered white trainers and her eyes widened comically with
surprise.


           
‘Christ!’ she exclaimed, then laughed with a wheeze, ‘you
scared the hell out me.’


           
‘Yeah, he’s got one of those faces,’ Craig quipped.


           
Gavin smirked with an air of disdain and ran his eyes over Alice
from toe to head and back down again, with only the smallest of
movements of his head (he believed that if you can’t eye up a girl
without moving your head then you may as well not bother) – she, in
turn, had collected herself and was watching him with a small smile
at the sides of her lips.  ‘You still coming tonight?’ he
asked, licking his lips.


           
Alice brushed a small strand of her hair behind her ear and tried
to catch Gavin’s gaze, but he defensively aimed it slightly over
her head.  ‘Yep, we’re all popping down after my jog.’


           
‘A jog?’ Craig cried, jerking his thumb back at the
door.  ‘In that?  It’s gotta be…I
dunno…cold, out there!’


           
Alice tittered and opened the door.  ‘I’m sure I’ll manage,’
she looked back at them both tenderly but slightly
bewildered.  ‘Laters.’


           
The door shut behind her and Craig turned back to Gavin, who cocked
his head.  ‘What?’


           
Craig laughed and shuffled towards the kitchen.  ‘Subtle, man,
subtle as a brick!’


           
Gavin followed, frowning.  ‘Shut up, she’s coming ain’t
she?’


           
They placed their bags on the sideboard and started unloading the
contents (Craig had snuck some chocolate biscuits amongst the
alcohol, while Gavin stuffed two protein shakes into the fridge) in
a rather haphazard manner.  ‘I don’t even get why you can’t
just treat her like a normal person, she clearly likes you.’


           
‘Come on,’ Gavin protested weakly, ‘I’m no different to her than
that other one upstairs…I wanna say Sophie?’


           
‘Yeah, Sophie, who has a boyfriend, remember?  As a
representative of taken man everywhere, I have to say, you can’t go
there, dude.  Luckily, you lurve Alice,’ Craig
clasped his hands together and made comically exaggerated kissing
sounds.


           
Gavin shrugged.  ‘Eh, she can think that if she likes. 
Whatever makes it easier.’


           
‘Bah!’ Craig waved a dismissive hand in the air. 
‘You’re a disgrace to our gender, and it’s not like we have the
best reputation.’


           
Gavin had no automatic reply and stopped himself from any
potentially harsh responses because, as always, his sarcastic
friend was absolutely right, which meant that any excuses Gavin
could conjure concerning Alice would be unsubstantiated. 
Certainly, she was attractive in a way that was unlikely that of
other more popular, voluptuous girls (what Gavin called “obvious
women”, whereby their hotness meant you’d be getting laid, and the
acquisition of their sexual favour involved very little work or
effort).  Alice caused apprehension within him at times, for
which he had no solution, for unlike the other bimbos he had
tangled with she actually had a credible personality and a strong
sense of self.  It was bewildering, to say the least, however
he was spared any further discomfort by a warbling, strained
ringing from the front door.


           
‘That’ll be Jenny,’ he said quickly, ‘go get her so we can get
drunk and kick your ass.’


           
‘She might, you’re too busy being a twat,’ Craig quipped
back, bounding away and leaving Gavin, uncharacteristically stumped
for a witty retort, in the kitchen.
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Despite the bin liners the guys had set up earlier, when the two
had been significantly less drunk, a good portion of the lounge was
sprinkled with empty bottles, crushed cans and greasy discarded
pizza boxes.  Music blared from the stereo just loud enough to
not impede the multiple conversations that peppered the atmosphere
in a light fog, and the door leading out to the small concrete
garden was slightly ajar, allowing a refreshing chill to waft
around the room.  Gavin was stood near the opposite door,
swigging a bottle of cider and talking to two polo-shirted students
who seemed to scream “Squash Player”, though his eyes kept shifting
back to Alice, who sat with Jo on a big red bean bag in the centre
of the room, gleefully sharing a bag of cheesy crisps. 
Somewhere in the kitchen, Sophie and Tony were having their usual
screaming match while Erik had locked himself in the toilet in an
attempt to puke but had found himself crippled by stage
fright.  Brian and Rob (Gavin’s badminton buddies) were
smoking outside, sitting on the cheap garden furniture Jim had
stuck out there, and Craig was slouched on the battered sofa in the
lounge, a beer in one hand, a crate of similar bottles at his feet,
with Jennifer cuddled against his chest.  Overall, the party
seemed to be a decent success, with the majority of the
entertainment coming from a lightweight called Dave, whom they had
dared to down various cocktails and who was currently slumped in
the recliner chair, dribbling.


           
A bellowing troll-like laughter erupted from outside that made
Craig turn his head and, briefly, he saw Rob prancing past carrying
Jim’s sturdy axe over his shoulder.  Confused, he squinted and
looked again but saw nothing, the moment clearly having past him
by, so he instantly forgot it and turned down to Jennifer, gently
stroking her hair.  ‘You’re quiet,’ he said softly, snapping a
fresh bottle open.


           
She pawed at his jersey and mumbled: ‘Tired.’ 

Puzzled, Craig looked around the room, watching as Dave wavered
to his feet, stood at complete attention, yelled ‘this party’s
lame!’ and then darted outside to thunderous cheering that
quickly turned to disgust, followed by the unmistakable sound of
vomiting.  Casually, Craig swallowed half his bottle in one
gulp, wiping the excess liquid from his bottom lip, watching as
Gavin dissolved into fits of laughter.  ‘Y’wanna call it a
night?’ he suggested.


           
Jennifer nodded wearily and stretched her shoulders, flexing her
small breasts as she did so.  Entirely unaware that she
probably wasn’t feeling as horny as he was at that moment, Craig
flung himself upright with an alarming wobble, clutching his bottle
as though it were a safety rail.  He noticed Alice watching
with bemusement and he smiled broadly, pointed a shaking finger in
Gavin’s direction and winked at her, causing a brief flush of red
to tint her face.  Craig took a big, lumbering step towards
the hallway (only now realising that Jennifer had already left the
room but slightly more worried about his tremulous
equilibrium) and laid a hand on Gavin’s shoulder as he reached the
doorway.  ‘I’m gonna be in pieces in th’ mornin’,’ he slurred
with a smile, then nodded back towards Alice.  ‘You
better do somethin’ ‘bout her at some point,
dude!’


           
Gavin patted his friend’s back.  ‘Go have sex and sleep it
off, mate,’ he said, taking Craig’s half-empty bottle and finishing
it off.  Craig snapped a sloppy salute, bumped into the wall,
twirled once and then strode into his bedroom with authority. 
Gavin cackled and despairingly shook his head before spotting Alice
looking in his direction and, quietly, he sidestepped into the
hallway for himself.  He placed the now-empty bottle on the
floor and half-arsed a greeting to Erik, who was being helped back
into the lounge by Sophie, the two of them nearly bumping into
Alice as she left the lounge, closing the door behind her and
reducing the merriment to a minimum.  She was wearing a plaid
shirt that hugged her ample chest cosily, and tight denim jeans,
with her hair hanging loose at her shoulders, teasing her silver
necklace.  Her hands were devoid of a drink and her eyes were
vividly alert.  Suddenly he was very aware of how drunk he was
and how impeded his hearing had become.


           
‘How you holding up?’ she moved to stand directly opposite him in
the narrow hallway, watching him closely.


           
He scratched an invisible itch on the end of his nose.  ‘No’
bad,’ he lied.  ‘It’s more the atmos than th’ drink.’


           
Alice grinned, showing pure white teeth and raising her eyebrows,
looking him up and down: he wore a charcoal-black short-sleeved
shirt with the top three buttons undone, showing a tease of chest
hair, and denim jeans that clung tight to his waist.  His face
had a hint of pale white and his eyes flitted to match hers and
then down to the floor nervously.  ‘You sure about that?’


           
Suddenly his entire complexion and demeanour changed and, for an
instant of a second, arrogance and egotism were joined by a fiery
passion, almost anger.  He stunned her with a sudden,
growl-like answer of: ‘I’m always sure.’  Then he
seemed to catch himself and slumped back against the wall with a
casual sniff.


           
Still processing her surprise, she saw his gaze turn towards the
lounge for a moment, as though he was contemplating returning to
the anarchy behind the door, and, not even realising she was
speaking much less asking such a question, she blurted out:
‘So…when are you gonna ask me out, anyway?’


           
Startled, he instantly turned towards her, his features conflicting
between astonishment and panic, and she nearly giggled at how
shocked he looked: his mouth worked silently as he lost any minor
attempt to challenge her sudden question and he slumped uselessly
against the wall with a sigh, resigned to the inevitability of the
moment.  ‘Well, giv’me a chance, I’ve been workin’ up to
it!’ 

 ‘For how long, exactly?’


           
A plethora of images and half-conversations flooded Gavin’s brain
as he struggled to fight through the dark fluff of drunkenness that
had nestled in his mind to answer as honestly as he could. 
‘A…while….About…two months?  Yeah!’  He nodded
slowly with a beaming smile and she giggled uncontrollably, hiding
her face in cupped hands.  ‘Well, needed s’rious thought’ he
said defensively.  ‘Otherwise it wudda come out stupid an’ you
wudda laughed, an’ didn’ wanna jus’ be all like, “nice boobs let’s
fook!”’


           
Alice swallowed and brushed loose strands of hair from her face,
composing herself.  ‘You never know until you try.’


           
Gavin rolled his eyes and snorted.  ‘You sound like
Craig.’


           
At that exact moment, Tony sauntered down the hallway, breaking the
tension by chiming in: ‘What?  Gay?’


           
Laughing, Gavin elbowed him into the lounge: ‘Eat shit!’


           
Alice grabbed Gavin’s wrist gently, surprised by the warmth of his
skin.  ‘You wanna go talk?’


           
Gavin turned back to her and shrugged.  ‘Talkin’s good.’

 

*

 

Craig’s room bordered Gavin’s, barely two steps from the lounge,
and was of approximately equal size, though Craig’s walls were
plastered with posters of heavy-metal bands, his wardrobe door was
constantly ajar as his large and varied clothes fought to escape,
and three pairs of trainers littered the floor alongside discarded
jumpers, sweatpants and socks.  His desk was cluttered with
magazines, empty cups and used plates.  Peaking out from the
mess was his television (where a pair of boxers had set up home)
and a big stereo that his games console was hooked up to.  The
scent of lavender hung in the air from a small pot of scented twigs
(one of Jennifer’s contributions) as Craig lay, still clothed,
across his double bed (he suspected one or two of the wooden
supports had snapped at some point) with his hands clasped behind
his head as he staring up at the ceiling.


           
‘Did you see how fat Louise is now?’ he asked loudly into
the uncharacteristic silence.


           
Jennifer sat across the room firmly pushing out her earrings before
a small silver mirror on top of a dishevelled chest of drawers (the
top one contained an assortment of her own possessions).  She
winced and snapped back: ‘No, she looked just fine!’


           
Craig raised his head up so Jennifer could see him reflected in her
mirror.  ‘Only if “fine” now means “swallowed an
elephant!”’


           
Jennifer dropped her earrings into a small jewellery box and threw
him a weary look.  ‘Be nice.’


           
‘Nice?  Hell, I’ll give Tony a medal for conquerin’
that mountain!’ Craig slurred, grinning broadly.


           
Exasperated, Jennifer rolled her eyes and moved to the end of his
bed.  He reached out and stroked her back, eager to teasingly
slip her top off, when an ingeniously amusing remark leapt into his
head and, in his drunkenness, he exclaimed: ‘Maybe she’s
knocked up!’


           
Jennifer instantly shot him a piercing look.  ‘Don’t
start!’


           
Craig sat up and waved his index finger like he was uncovering a
world-altering theory.  ‘Nah, it makes sense!  Look at
the facts: she’s obviously a lot fatter, he’s always lookin’
miserable…’


           
Jennifer glared, no trace of amusement coloured her face at all,
but Craig simply stared right back, a big goofy smile on his face,
until she looked away.  ‘You’re not as funny as you
think,’ she hissed.


           
Confused and dumbstruck, Craig sought to defeat his bewilderment
with childish optimism.  ‘Sure I am!  The guy’s clearly
had his oil well plugged up…’


           
Jennifer jumped to her feet, shaking her head and wrenched his
bedroom door open.  ‘For fuck’s sake!’


           
Propped up on his elbows, Craig watched her go with a look of
perplexity staining his face.  He laid that way for nearly
five minutes, haunted by the swaying motion of his door in her
wake, honestly unable to believe what had just taken place, much
less explain it.

 

*

 

Gavin sat slouched against the wall, his hands kneading together
nervously, itching for another drink to hold between them. 
Alice sat opposite him, her slim legs hanging over the edge of his
bed, a small smile twitching at her lips, her hair dangling
teasingly in front of her eyes.

Wearily, he slowly spoke, struggling to form coherent sentences
between gulp-like burps from his alcohol-tainted stomach. 
‘You…you’re real nice, you’re like…the best, and,
and I’ve thought so f’r a while and jus’… I didn’t quite
know how t’ tell you and not have it come out…like
this!’

Alice favoured him with a sultry grin.  ‘It was
pretty obvious though, not just because it’s you, either.’


           
Gavin nodded, her words were so confident and sure, suddenly very
aware of his hair weighing on his skull.  ‘Knew that,
yup.  Knew it,’ nodded, smiling.


           
Alice opened her mouth and quickly snapped it shut, unsure of
exactly what to say.  She reached out and squeezed his ankle
gently as the words came, tenderly: ‘To be honest, it’s not that I
haven’t…you know…I mean, you’re pretty-’ she looked him up and down
‘- well, pretty hard to not think about.’

Gavin hiccupped into a closed fist.  ‘’preciate it,’ he
waved her on to continue.

Alice found herself flushing and turning her eyes away from
Gavin’s, so wide and red from the alcohol and seemingly probing
into her very soul.  ‘But…I’m not really in the business of
being used, or taken for a ride…’


           
Gavin sat bolt upright, quickly chiming in: ‘No, no, no, no,’ he
said, the words tumbling out of his mouth.  He had sensed that
his catch was close to slipping off the hook, yet in his drunken
state he was unable to dial down the desperate tone his voice had
taken on.  ‘I w’d never use you, an’ not tryin’ to
make you do anythin’ you don’ wan’ to…’


           
She stopped him with a quick kiss on his lips and pulled back,
keeping her face inches form his.  Slowly, she grinned, then
smiled broadly and stroked his warm cheek with the back of her
hand.  ‘See?  That wasn’t so hard was it,
numbnuts?’


           
Gavin stared at her dumbfounded and, nervously, grinned. 
‘Fuckin’ was!  That’s a cruel trick t’ play on me
when I’m pissed up.’


           
She laughed and reached underneath her top, expertly grasping at
her bra straps.  ‘But fun! I should warn you though, I’m an
expensive date!’


           
Gavin smirked and gathered her slender form in his arms. 
‘Always a catch.’

 

*

 

Out in the hallway, Jennifer hunched up against the wall, her
hands cupping her elbows as she stared at Craig’s bedroom door,
wishing that the muted sounds coming from the lounge would
disappear completely.  Tears still stained her cheeks from her
outburst and the conflicting waves of shame and anger that flooded
inside of her, strangling her heart as she struggled to justify her
uncharacteristic actions.  It wasn’t Craig’s fault, she knew
that, and there was no way he could understand how she felt, yet
she couldn’t help fighting her irritation at his ignorant
flamboyance; in many ways, she realised, she was envious of his
carefree attitude, knowing he would be startled if…


           
She stopped, her piteous internal monologue suddenly interrupted as
she had arbitrarily turned her rose-pink face down to the far end
of the hallway and noticed the Shit Cupboard door was…Not
just ajar, such an occurrence would hardly have been
enough to mute the issues she had been wrestling with for the last
two weeks, but…slightly off its hinges.


           
Had someone kicked it open? 

Confused, she stepped towards it, sniffling back the last of her
tears and reaching for the doorframe.  The wood, never in the
best shape normally, was damaged; splintered out into vicious
thorns by a curious clawing, with similar marks imbedded in the
door itself.  Baffled, tired, swiftly wishing she had never
left Craig’s room and suddenly yearning for his warm embrace, she
turned and prepared herself to timidly go back and inquire about
this, hoping it would allow…


           
Suddenly, a fierce, blinding pain exploded at her lower back and
she gagged as razor-sharp claws clenched into the meaty flesh of
her skin, violently digging in with a vice grip before vigorously
hauling her into the Shit Cupboard, splitting her back apart as the
door whispered to a close from the back draft.


           
As the last of the guests revelled in their drunken ecstasy, as
Craig drifted into a troubled drunken sleep and as Gavin slip
inside of and Alice in one gentle, easy motion, the beast began to
feed.

 

*

 

It was some three hours later before Gavin drifted
awake. 

He yawned, wincing as beams of sunlight pierced his fatigued
pupils and running a hand through his shaggy hair, a mild buzzing
fuelling his moderate hangover.  Two things told him that this
morning was like no other, the first being that Alice was quietly
snoozing by his side, her smooth, naked skin wrapped up in the
warmth of his duvet.  Had it not been for the second thing he
could have sat there quite contently until the end of time,
mesmerised by the way her shoulders softly rose and fell with each
breath.  However, his attention was drawn to a strange musty
smell that filled the air and he swung himself out of bed,
sniffing, barely feeling the winter chill that drifted around his
room.  He stepped out into the hallway in his t-shirt and
boxers, confused, fully expecting to see his friends passed out
half-naked with stale, empty alcohol bottles in their hands. 
Instead, the hallway was strangely empty and he scratched his head,
sighing, desperately trying to will away his hangover so he could
focus.


           
‘What’s up?’ Alice peeped from his elbow, causing Gavin to jump
with shock and smack his elbow on the doorframe of his room, and
instantly she grabbed him.  ‘Shit, sorry!’


           
‘Meh,’ he coughed back the acrid taste in his throat and rubbed his
elbow.  ‘You smell that?’


           
Alice cocked her head to the side, her hair falling in a flood of
dark strands.  She was wearing his dressing gown, he
noticed.  ‘Kind of…’


           
Gavin grunted and stepped towards Craig’s door, knocking a couple
of times as he eased it open.  ‘Cooper!  You
decent…?’


           
Then, almost simultaneously, two things happened:

First, Alice peered down the length of the hallway between
Gavin’s room and the kitchen, suddenly craving cheese on toast,
and, not having her vision blurred by an early morning hangover
like Gavin’s had been, saw the ferocious slashes that now patterned
the wallpaper alongside a series of feint red paw prints across the
carpet. 

Secondly, Craig’s door crept open and Gavin stepped in, fully
prepared to shield his eyes from his friend’s nudity and, instead,
was greeted by the sight of a huge lumbering wolf, like some
grotesque black shadow come to life, burying its muzzle into a
fleshy, meaty mess of blood and skin that lay sprawled in
dismembered pieces across Craig’s bed. 


           
Gavin immediately flung himself backwards in shock, the back of his
head thudding painfully off the brick wall behind him. 
Craig’s room was stained with disgustingly bright pink blood that
shined off the matted, twisted dark fur of the creature as it
continued to gorge on his friend’s entrails.  Huge clawed paws
tore at the sheets, its tail flailing in half-starved ecstasy, and
Gavin found himself unable to move as the ravenous creature
devoured Craig’s mangled remains. 

With a supreme effort, he turned to find Alice (and briefly
spied the door that led out into the suddenly attractive outside
world, the only vestige of safety he could currently envision) had
disappeared down the hallway and was, actually, calling his name
out to come and see something, but her words were drowned out by
the muffled growling and gluttonous chomping of the wolf not more
than two steps ahead of him.  Shock may have muted Gavin’s
senses but not those of this strangely malformed creature, however,
as it reared its head up with a sudden jolt and whipped its dark,
pupil-less eyes directly at Gavin’s ghost-white face.  It
snarled, licking a thick wet tongue over its blood-soaked nose,
exposing pure ivory teeth that glistening in the sunlight, drops of
saliva and knotted flesh-meat falling from its mouth as it coiled
back on its hind legs, ready to pounce, ready to indulge some
insatiable hunger once more by ripping Gavin’s jugular out in one
clean rip of flesh and muscle.


           
Suddenly, Gavin found himself moving with a tripping, desperate
panic.  He whirled around and stumbled backwards down the
hallway, knocking into Alice, whose expression seemed to mirror how
he was sure his own was painted: she was white, terrified, her eyes
swimming with watery tears as she babbled and pointed into the
lounge.


           
‘Th-there…’ she clung to him, frantic for some kind of comfort, but
he continued backwards in trepidation, shaking his head, unable to
fathom what could possibly have freaked her out any more than the
sight he had just seen.


           
Then he saw it, as Alice clutched his right arm with a fierce grip,
incoherently asking ‘what? what? what?’ over and
over.  The lounge had been ransacked; the sofa as split open
as the bodies of those who had remained overnight were, guts and
insides and hideous blood prints stained and leaked out across the
carpet, the walls splattered with arterial sprays and desperate
handprints as they had vainly fought to escape the wolf’s
hunger.  Clots of its fur were still hanging in the air, and
that musty smell gagged Gavin’s throat as he felt a panicked voice
yammering something about getting away, before he realised it was
his own.


           
Abruptly, with a howl that shot fresh fear directly up Gavin’s
spine and into the mind-numbing panic that threatened to drive him
half-insane, and caused Alice to piercingly shriek in terror and
clench her grip to Gavin so hard that bruises were already forming
on his skin, the wolf pounced into the hallway, its impossibly
sharp claws tearing up fresh clumps of carpet. 

The hallway wasn’t exactly that long, or wide, and the two had
already found themselves backed up towards the Shit Cupboard as the
beast’s hulking form seemed to swell to fill the entire width of
the hallway, its oil-black fur stroking the flaking wallpaper as it
lumbered towards them eagerly.  It growled constantly, a
rumbling of raw, voracious appetite as it regarded each of them, as
if waiting for them to bolt away and equally ready to close the
distance at lightning-fast pace and devour them both with
avaricious relish.  With Alice a burden clinging to his arm,
Gavin stepped backwards and went tumbling into the storage room
behind him, tripping over the dead weight of Jennifer’s mutilated
corpse that lay sprawled just inside the doorway.  Alice
landed on top of him, knocking his wind out, before instantly
leaping to her feet and screaming wildly, clutching at her hair in
frantic insanity. 


           
Covered in Jennifer’s still-warm blood, Gavin stumbled to his feet,
dreading stepping onto (or into) her remains, and slammed
the door shut.  Alice was panting as she urgently clambered
over a long-forgotten desk that sat disused in the claustrophobic
room, trying to reach the window that, somewhere in the incredible
horror that had overwhelmed his mind, Gavin noticed was broken:
glass was sprinkled all over the floor and the wolf’s dark and now
all-too-familiar fur hung in bloody clumps around the wooden
frame.


           
‘Here…here!’ Alice stammered as she reached for the gaping
hole to freedom, when the creature flung its muscular body against
the door and forced its snapping jaw through the splintering
cracks. 

This time it was Gavin’s turn to scream as he snapped his
bruised elbow away from the creature’s inexorable attempt to force
itself through the door, which cracked loudly as it swiped
the air blindly through a sizable opening, clawing and scratching
with its front paws.  Alice withered into a foetal position on
the desk, too paralysed to even act in self-preservation, and
distracted Gavin’s attention just long enough for a large, dark paw
to fly at his head.  Instantly, Gavin clapped his hands to his
face and they came away bloody, and he cried in surprise and pain
as trickles of blood seeped down his face and into his trembling
lips.  An unceasing juggernaut, the wolf bashed its skull
through the opening, now biting at the air as it frantically sought
to snap an arm, limb, anything, between its jagged
teeth.


           
Alice’s hands were on him now, pulling him towards the desk, urging
him to force himself to safety.  He winced, blinking as his
warm blood stung his eyes, then elbowed her towards the broken
window as, snapping and growling in a mess of teeth, fur and claws,
the creature burst its way into the room, howling as sharp points
of wood pierced its flesh as it fought towards its prey.  As
Alice slipped through the hole, landing with a cry outside, the
wolf’s head swung wildly, smashing around the contents of the small
room.  Through his bloodstained vision, Gavin spied his
javelin as it fell into the gouged remains of Jennifer’s
ribcage.  Cringing, he reached out quickly and grabbed it in
one trembling hand.  Already he could hear Alice screaming for
him outside and he hunched up against the far wall, the weapon
clasped in his sweaty palms.


           
The wolf’s nostrils flared at the scent of fresh blood and it
lunged at Gavin, aiming to clamp its massive jaw down on his shin
and drag him into the hall to feast again.  Whatever sanity
remained in Gavin’s mind fuelled the adrenaline in his veins and,
bellowing, he stabbed the javelin down violently.  It was a
messy, clumsy hit, but the sharp point of the implement stabbed
into the wolf’s thick neck, almost protruding through the other
side.  It howled and convulsed in agony, whimpering slightly
and withdrawing for a split second, its entire upper body shaking
and swinging wildly as its visceral blood, as dark as its own fur,
leaked over the floor.


           
Gavin clambered through the window, cutting his thigh on some
residual glass and landing awkwardly, the blood from his face now
staining the cold gravel.  He panted, taking in huge breaths
of the frosty morning air, scrambling in a blind panic to get to
his feet.  He tripped over his own heel and stumbled onto his
ass, biting down on his tongue and drawing fresh blood. 
Dazed, his vision compromised by his own blood and a throbbing
headache, he saw Alice trembling beside the house, her dark hair
tangled with sweat; clasped in a death grip between her fingers was
Jim’s hefty axe.  Gavin tried to talk, unexpectedly
overwhelmed by this sudden lunacy and was descending into a
frenzied giggling fit when the creature’s frothing, gnashing head
came bursting out of the window. 

As it fought to scramble through, tearing chunks of its own
flesh out on the shrapnel as it did so, Gavin was transfixed by the
incensed pinpoints of feral fury that bore straight into his soul
and caused his heart to melt in his chest.  Time slowed
alarmingly and he was suddenly aware of the finality of this insane
moment, already picturing this unceasing force of untamed ferocity
slashing his skin to ribbons before pouncing on Alice and
disappearing into the winter mist of the morning.  As he
matched the creature’s glare with his own terrified bloodstained
face, he slumped in defeat as the adrenaline seeped out of his skin
like the blood continued to stream from his wounds, staining his
shirt, any resistance leaking away with it.


           
Suddenly a guttural, wild howl echoed into the sky as Alice lifted
Jim’s axe up over her head, staring pure venom at the creature’s
exposed skull, its shoulders already inching through the hole that
had once been a simple ventilation window for their coveted Shit
Cupboard.  She clasped her eyes shut and brought the axe down
in a desperate, but premeditated, blow, burying the head deep into
the wolf’s neck, bringing a long, sharp bloodcurdling
wail. 

With a sickening squelch, Alice wrenched the axe from the gaping
wound and swung again, splattering thick black blood across her
face as she brought the weapon down once more.  Releasing her
grasp on the handle and wilting to her knees, exhausted, she glared
at the creature as it shuddered in spasms, listlessly suspended
from the opening with spittle and blood dribbling from its
jowl.  Its large clawed paws clenched involuntarily and it
whined pathetically, thrashing feebly as its life’s ichor spilled
into a disgusting puddle at Alice’s knees, before slouching
lifelessly with a final gurgling whimper, the javelin protruding
from its neck and the axe still buried deep in its flesh.


           
Gavin gawped at it, his right hand cupping his quivering lips while
Alice wheezed in quick breaths, her hands running through her hair
as tears trickled down her face, both of them strangely transfixed
by the sudden limpness of the creature.


           
Silently, a bitterly cold morning breeze whirled around them.

 

End







From the same author on
Feedbooks


	Shadow
Parasite (2011)
Two crude friends are whiling away their summer holidays from
University in their local corner shop.

Their days consist of mocking the customers they serve, and
planning their extra-cirricular activities, with little else to
occupy their time and energy.

But a strange report of a gruesome murder soon introduces a
life-changing - and life-threatening - event into their lives, one
which threatens to change more their their daily routine!

The first in a series of short stories revolving around the
Teamos Corporation, a prominant, and yet mysterious, chain of
supermarkets.

Crude and potentially offensive humour and violent imagery are
contained within.



	


Nightshift
(2012)
The nightshift at Teamos is a long, lonely stint even at the
best of times but, for Simon Forrester, the night is about to yeild
something much more horrific.

After some strange happens in the supermarket, Forrester comes
into contact with an unspeakable creature and, before long, finds
himself suddenly aware that Teamos may be hiding some terrifying
secrets beneath its corporate façade.

The third in a series of short stories revolving around the
Teamos Corporation, a prominant, and yet mysterious, chain of
supermarkets.

Crude and potentially offensive humour and violent imagery are
contained within.









  

    [image: FeedBooks]
 
 
    www.feedbooks.com

    Food for the mind


  


OPS/images/cover.png
The Teamos Connection

A o7
7 ORI

A Short Story by
Stuart Knott






OPS/images/logo-feedbooks.png
Eeedbomls





OPS/images/logo-feedbooks-tiny.png
E{;edbooﬂs





