LORD OF THE SUDS
By Chris Stanley
Lord of the Suds

Gavin stares at the thick layer of foam bobbing on top of the water in the sink. The way it moves, the gentle rise and fall, it could almost be breathing.

‘Just do the damn dishes,’ his stepmum said before she left. Hardly a day passes without her complaining about his attitude or the amount of time he spends playing computer games. ‘Don’t make me ask you again.’
There’s a tower of greasy crockery on the island in the middle of the kitchen. Last night’s bangers and mash, this morning’s bacon rolls, and the pizza they had for lunch. It’s been Gavin’s turn to wash up for a day and a half but it’s just so boring. His parents used to be happy as long as he was playing quietly, but then his mum moved out and everything went to hell.
He takes the top dish from the stack and is about to put it in the water when something breaks the surface, like a fish in a pond. Holding his breath, he leans closer, watching a million tiny bubbles wobble and pop. There could be anything lurking in the sink and he wouldn’t know. He takes a carving knife from the block and carefully slices through the foam. It doesn’t help. He swishes it from side to side, creating temporary lagoons, thinking maybe he was mistaken; when in one of the foamless gaps he spots something sliding across the bottom. An uncooked sausage, maybe? But how? He turns to call for help but when he looks through the kitchen to the lounge, he remembers he’s alone.
He holds the carving knife in front of him and counts down from five. Two-handed, he stabs the knife into the water. Nothing. He raises it again, counts down and stabs. The tip of the blade finds the hard metal base of the sink but nothing else. He lifts the knife one more time, studying the movement of the water, poised like a fisherman with a spear, lord of the suds, grand master of the washing up. And then he strikes, the blade slicing cleanly through the foam, water splashing up as far as his elbow, and something else, something slimy but strong, snapping around his right arm, one turn, two turns, three, yanking him down and pinning him to the bottom of the sink. 
Gavin lets out a wail and his voice comes back to him, echoing around the empty house. The thing, whatever it is, tugs and tugs again, trying to pull Gavin’s arm into the plughole. He fights it, thrashing and splashing soap suds everywhere; his shirt sleeves wet to the shoulder, his wrist singing with pain. He drops the carving knife and gropes with his left hand, clutching at the worktop, the washing machine, searching for anything with a decent edge, desperately trying to find enough leverage to pull his right arm free. But the thing is too damn powerful.
Upstairs, immediately above his head, the water pipes groan. His dad always said this was caused by air in the system but it doesn’t sound like air. 
As the water drains slowly from the sink, Gavin can see the thing more clearly, enough to know it’s some sort of tentacle, translucent and eel-like, that’s punched its way through the plughole. It stinks of rotting fish and ammonia, a noxious cocktail that sends his stomach lurching. He claws at the tentacle, hooking his nails underneath it, and it seems to be yielding when lights flash in his eyes and pain shoots up his left arm. He removes his free hand to see a deep triangle of flesh has been bitten from the tip of his thumb. A single bead of his blood drips into what’s left of the washing up water and hangs, suspended, blooming like a jellyfish. He stares in horror as a black, wiry hair sprouts from the side of the tentacle, looping towards his blood and sucking it up. More hairs start to grow, dozens of them, feeling for the pores in his arm and burrowing into his flesh. Each one hurts like a bee sting and he cries out in agony. Blinking the tears from his eyes, he watches in horror as the hairs slide around under his flesh, searching for his veins. The tentacle turns red and Gavin’s legs buckle as he throws up on the floor. 
He has to get free but every time he pulls, the tentacle tightens its grip. He tells himself this can’t be happening, it can’t be real. He searches for a weapon, anything that might help him escape. Plant pots and plastic jugs on the windowsill; tea bags and cereal in the cupboards. He can’t reach the island or the cutlery drawer. Then he remembers the carving knife, which he dropped to the floor. He reaches for it, left arm outstretched, but he’s nowhere near. He tries to hook it with his foot but the millimetres between his toes and the blade might as well be miles. 
He’s beginning to feel faint when the backdoor opens and his stepsister enters the house, lipstick pretty, coat buttoned up to her chin and half a dozen carrier bags banging against her jeans. ‘If it’s positive,’ she says to her phone, ‘I’m going to kill myself. You think I want his spawn growing inside me for the next nine months? Mum’ll freak if she finds out.’ When she sees Gavin at the sink, she whispers ‘Tell anyone and I’ll kill you.’
‘Becky,’ he says.  

She holds the palm of her hand up to him, not even slowing down.

‘Help me!’ he shouts after her. ‘Becky, please!’

She’s already in the lounge, walking away, phone still attached to her ear and carrier bags dumped on the sofa. She heads for the stairs, rattling a small cardboard box and saying ‘As if my life isn’t miserable enough already. This is all I need.’

Gavin calls for her again but his voice is too weak. He tugs feebly at the tentacle but it won’t budge. Through the ceiling, he hears his sister peeing into the toilet bowl. The noise seems to last forever, the longest pee in history, and then suddenly it’s over and she’s howling and screaming and there’s water gushing into the bathroom sink, toothbrushes clattering into the bath and other noises that make no sense at all. Then everything goes quiet. Gavin waits, hardly daring to breathe, hoping his stepsister will call out to reassure him that she’s okay, but all he hears is a deathly thump, which shakes the ceiling and causes dust to rain down from the kitchen lights. He shouts her name, over and over, until the water pipes growl threateningly in response. It’s a deep, guttural roar that silences everything.
Exhausted, he slumps against the kitchen worktop as the room spins out of focus.

*
‘You little bastard.’

Gavin opens his eyes and squints through layers of headache to see his stepmum in the kitchen, a creased and faded version of her daughter, stubbing her cigarette out in a mug.

‘After everything I’ve done for you,’ she says. ‘I asked you to do one thing, just one thing, and this is how you thank me. Look at this mess.’ She picks up the carving knife and throws it clattering onto the worktop.
He tries to think. The floor’s all wet and the tower of crockery is as tall as it ever was. In the sink, the tentacle is still wrapped around his arm but it’s translucent again. Something else has slaked its thirst.

‘I’m going to do you a favour and tell you the truth,’ says his stepmum, oblivious to the tentacle. ‘I don’t want you here anymore. None of us do. You just don’t belong in this house.’
‘Help me,’ he whispers. 

She flicks her cigarette butt at him. ‘It’s far too late for that.’ 
He looks at her, remembering all the times she’s made him feel unwanted, all the names she’s called his real mum and all the nasty little ways she’s made his dad miserable. Like when she gave his CD collection to the charity shop because ‘they’re all on the computer now.’ And when she dropped his phone in his drink because he refused to delete his ex-wife’s number. Enough, thinks Gavin. He could warn her of what’s going on; he could tell her there’s a monster in the plumbing. Instead, he says ‘Becky’s taking a pregnancy test in the bathroom.’

His stepmum turns pale, her eyes saying no, this can’t be true, not my daughter, not my precious, innocent, virgin daughter. Then she hurries into the lounge, mumbling swear words under her breath.
He listens to her climbing the stairs and waits for the screaming to start. Then he takes a deep, steadying breath and reaches for the carving knife.
