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Salvation
Geoffrey Leech burned in the fires of Hell. He had no knowledge of time; he could have been in perdition for thirty seconds or thirty thousand years. All he knew was the agony of his soul’s unending torment. Like flesh, it was vulnerable to damage and pain; it tore and bled and burned. But unlike flesh, it regenerated as quickly as it was destroyed. Sometimes the fires relented, giving Geoffrey and the other damned a darkness to lie and smoulder in, to weep and howl and regret; to repent and beg the forgiveness of a God that could no longer hear them.
Demons prowled these smoking catacombs, passing through fire and brimstone unharmed; their souls, or whatever it was that formed their substance, seemingly impervious to heat and pain. They came and took their pleasure in the torture and abuse of their charges. They were the Masters of Hell and the damned were theirs to play with. Geoffrey’s Master was known still by the name he had borne in life. It lacked the classic demonic cadencies of the names of some of his peers, but the mention of it brought as much horror and dread to those he preyed upon as might any other name in the ancient registers of Hell; it was Clive. Clive liked to hear his name twisted in screams and whimpered in pleas for mercy. He would occasionally take a moment’s rest from his labours specifically to hear the music of the misery he created; and to his ears, the most enjoyable music of all issued from Geoffrey Leech. 
Geoffrey, when he wasn’t making said music, would wonder in dread and awe how Clive and his kind had come about. Evidently Clive had once been mortal, so how had he attained his demonic form and position? Why didn’t he suffer? Why didn’t he burn? After all, wasn’t this Hell? Weren’t they all supposed to be suffering? 
And now, on the occasion of our story’s beginning, Geoffrey had finally found the courage to ask. Clive had been torturing Geoffrey for some time and was taking a break from his exertions when the object of his pleasure reached out a trembling hand to him. ‘Please, please, Clive, my Master. I beg of you, stop.’
Clive laughed. He sank his burning talons into the soft, sizzling flesh of Geoffrey’s face and twisted it up to face him. ‘What is it, wretch? Do you tire of my attention?’
‘No, Master, I beg of you, if I may ... a question. One question.’
‘A question?’ Clive smiled, baring rows of pointed teeth. ‘How interesting. What makes you think I’d answer it?’
‘I,’ Geoffrey stammered, struggling to speak in spite of the burning talons in his face. ‘I have no hope that you will, Master, I only beg that you might consider.’
Clive did consider for a moment then he said, ‘Very well, little shit man. But be warned, there is nothing you can ask of me that will bring you anything other than unspeakable pain.’
Geoffrey tried to nod. ‘I know, my Master, and I humbly accept it.’
‘Very well then,’ Clive withdrew his talons from Geoffrey’s face and licked the hot blood from his fingers. ‘Ask.’
Geoffrey knew that unspeakable pain was going to be administered anyway, so he raised his eyes as far as he dared and asked his question. ‘How do you get to be a demon?’
Clive laughed. ‘A demon?’ 
Geoffrey looked up into the face of his Master. ‘Yes, Master. I, I want to be like you.’
Clive punched Geoffrey in the face. ‘Don’t look at me, you stinking asshole. Did I say you could look at me?’
As if summoned by Clive’s anger, fire swept through the cavern and consumed them both, though only Geoffrey burned. He screamed and Clive came around behind him and climbed onto his back. The firestorm passed and Clive, his flesh smoking but unharmed, leaned in close to Geoffrey’s ear. ‘You want to be like me, do you?’
‘Yes,’ Geoffrey’s tears steamed over his freshly burned flesh. ‘Yes, Master.’
‘Why?’
‘Because, because you don’t burn. You don’t suffer. None of the demons do. I’ve seen how you – how all of you demons – you inflict pain, but you never seem to feel any, and I, I’ve been thinking: if I am to be damned for all time, then I’d like to be like you, a demon, a Master, a bringer of pain rather than a, a receiver of it.’
‘You think we don’t suffer, my pretty fool?’ Clive gave a low, humourless cackle. ‘Oh we suffer. Not quite in the same way as you do, granted, but we suffer nonetheless. And when we have endured our suffering, we come out looking for wankers like you so we might take our pain and anger out on your wretched carcasses. Your suffering makes us feel better again. Your pain is our soothing balm. As they say in the mortal world, shit rolls downhill. It’s a popular ethos of those of come to Hell. And as I recall, you yourself were a great advocate of that practice in life. Rolling your shit downhill; a bully, using your position to make the lives of your juniors, shall we say, less comfortable?’ 
‘I’m sorry.’
‘For what, for being a bully? What about all the other things? Your sexual appetite for young girls, the younger the better, hmmm? Oh that was, of course, your final undoing. A heart attack while fucking a poor child prostitute,’ Clive chuckled. ‘Oh, you despicable hound.’ 
‘Forgive me, Master.’
‘Forgive?’ Clive laughed. ‘It is not my place to forgive, shitty man, it is only my place to punish. I personally applaud such behaviour, it seasons the soul and adds a certain delicious,’ he sniffed at Geoffrey’s face and head, ‘Piquancy.’ Geoffrey cringed away from him, but Clive seized him by the ears and pulled his head forwards. ‘Come now, Geoffrey Leech, don’t be coy. You should be proud of your life: your physical and psychological abuse of others was genuinely entertaining.’ Clive stroked the burned and blistered skin of Geoffrey’s scalp and he gave a low chuckle. ‘I personally enjoyed the way you treated the fair sex. Especially that poor cow who married you.’ He tutted. ‘You really made her life Hell, didn’t you Geoffrey? You didn’t even cry when she killed herself, you heartless bastard. Some might say that a man driving his wife to suicide would be worthy of demonic status in itself. But unfortunately, it doesn’t work like that.’ He leaned forward and licked the blood that ran from the ruptures on Geoffrey’s neck.
Geoffrey struggled to keep his voice steady. ‘Then, h–how does it work, Master?’
Clive was beginning to lose himself in the taste of Geoffrey’s blood; he slowly sank his teeth into Geoffrey’s shoulder. The scream that followed did nothing to awaken him.
‘Master, please! Please don’t eat me again!’ Geoffrey screamed. ‘You said you’d answer my question.’
Clive lifted his mouth from the wound he had made and savoured for a moment the little piece of Geoffrey that steamed in his mouth, enjoying its delicate, lightly barbequed flavour. ‘Oh, yes, of course. How do you get to be a demon?’ He watched as the wound began to heal, wet and sticky like hot treacle, ready to be enjoyed all over again should he feel the urge. ‘Well, that’s a decision to be made by your Master and mine.’
Geoffrey felt a surge of hope, which he tried to keep from his voice as he replied, timidly, ‘You mean ... ?’
‘Yes. Him.’
‘But, but how does He get to know my wish? Do, do I tell him, or do you?’
‘Fortunately for you, He knows all. If it were up to me, the last thing I’d do is pass on your request; I like having you here too much.’ Clive’s tongue slaked across the back of Geoffrey’s neck.
‘Then,’ Geoffrey blurted, closing his eyes and desperately trying to keep Clive’s attention on his words rather than the taste of his flesh. ‘Then, what happens next?’
‘Oh I don’t know,’ Clive mused. ‘He considers your request; if He deems you worthy, you get your chance to please Him. If you please Him, you become a demon.’
‘How will I know His decision?’
‘I pass it on to you.’
‘When does He tell you?’
‘He already has.’
‘He has? When?’
‘He lives in my mind, as He does in yours; you just aren’t as clearly tuned in as we demons are.’
‘S–so,’ Geoffrey stammered. ‘What is His decision?’
Clive sat up on Geoffrey’s back and looked lovingly at the scorched flesh of his favourite charge. It saddened him to have to give Geoffrey Leech a chance at demonic status, but he had his orders, and Geoffrey now had his mission. He sighed and bent to kiss the bubbling wound he had made earlier. The smell was too much resist. ‘Oh, I’ll tell you later. Right after what I sincerely hope isn’t our final supper.’ Clive drew back his lips and sank down to the wound on Geoffrey’s shoulder. 
Geoffrey screamed; his desperate struggles to be free of the monster on his back only adding to its pleasure in devouring him. They writhed together, one lost in pleasure, the other in unspeakable torment. And presently, when a strangely focused fire howled around them like a whirlwind, Geoffrey welcomed it as a blessed relief; his screams dissolving into the roar and crackle of the flames, before dissolving into nothing at all.
~~~~
Geoffrey’s eyes fluttered open to a deep, incomprehensible whiteness. He stared into it for at least thirty seconds before he realised he was in no pain; in fact, he felt comfortable. Then he became aware of air moving in and out of his lungs; he was breathing air. He blinked, and moved his hands; he felt softness beneath his fingers, warm and dry, like fabric. He raised his hands before his face and a sound issued from him that made the nearby nurse look over in alarm.
‘Mr Leech?’ 
‘I’m not burning,’ Geoffrey croaked. ‘I’m not dead.’
The nurse smiled and came over to his bedside. ‘No, you’re not, but it was a close call. We thought we’d lost you for a while there. Fortunately the doctors were able to bring you back.’
Geoffrey touched his face, running his fingers over his lips and cheeks, he touched his hair and ran his fingers through it, rubbing at his scalp and delighting in the sensation. ‘I’m not dead!’ he laughed, but the rush of air snagged in the dryness of his throat and he fell to choking uncontrollably.
The nurse steadied him. ‘Easy now, Mr Leech, you’ve undergone a very traumatic experience. Here,’ she handed him a glass of water. ‘Drink this, slowly.’
He accepted the glass with both hands, marvelling at its smooth, clean touch. Then he drank, and the sensation of the water running over his tongue and into his throat was the greatest pleasure he felt he had ever known. He drank, savouring every drop, washing the water around his mouth like it was the most precious substance on earth – which, he now knew, it was.
‘Hey, not so fast,’ the nurse laid her hand on the glass to slow him. ‘Sip it.’
Geoffrey let her ease the glass away from his lips and he turned to look at her. She was beautiful: a plump and plain young woman, unremarkable in every way. And yet all he could see was the selfless kindness in her deep brown eyes. And her smile; she was happy to see him. His heart ached as the vision of her face began to soften and swim in his tears. 
He was alive.
~~~~
‘Now here’s an unusual customer and no mistake,’ Dr James Montague pointed out Geoffrey with a subtle inclination of his pen as he and Doctor Lucinda Scott walked along Geoffrey’s ward later that day. ‘Came in last night – heart attack. Found in a hotel room when an anonymous caller contacted room service. James stopped Lucinda with a light touch on her arm. He arched an eyebrow. ‘A “young” lady.’ 
‘How young?’ The two doctors regarded Geoffrey at a distance as he dozed amidst a nest of wires and tubes.
‘Let’s just say when he checked in it was with his “daughter”; when he checked out she had mysteriously disappeared.’
Lucinda grimaced slightly. ‘Any family come forward, daughters or otherwise?’
James shook his head. ‘Not yet. He had another attack on the gurney as the ambulance crew were bringing him in. We lost him for a bit but managed to jump him back after a few jolts.’
‘How long did you lose him for?’
‘Forty, fifty seconds; maybe more.’
‘Lucky man.’ 
Justin nodded. ‘You don’t need to tell him that, the chap’s almost deliriously happy to be alive.’
‘So what’s so unusual about him? Surely a spot of delirious happiness isn’t unusual, given the circumstances.’
‘No indeed. Nothing unusual about that, but it’s the stuff he’s been coming out with about Hell and damnation that’s giving me cause for concern. I think we may have to get him over to Psychiatric.’
Lucinda frowned. ‘What sort of stuff? What’s he been saying?’
James gave a wry smile. ‘Ah, he’s on a mission, Lucinda.’
‘A mission? What kind of a mission?’
‘Ask him yourself,’ James put a hand gently to her back and guided her over to Geoffrey’s bed. Geoffrey’s eyes fluttered open at the sound of approaching footsteps. ‘Mr Leech. Sorry to disturb you. How are we feeling?’
Geoffrey smiled. ‘Wonderful, thank you Doctor.’
James came around to Geoffrey’s bedside and raised a hand to indicate Lucinda. ‘I’ve just been telling Dr Scott here about your brush with the Devil.’
‘Not the Devil, I didn’t actually have any contact with him,’ Geoffrey turned to Lucinda. ‘But I was in Hell, yes.’
Lucinda smiled as she came around to the opposite side of the bed. ‘Now then, Mr Leech. I’m sure you’ve just suffered a particularly vivid nightmare. That, coupled with the joy of surviving a near-fatal heart attack – ’
‘No Doctor,’ Geoffrey interrupted. ‘Please, forgive me – I don’t mean to be rude, but you’re mistaken. I died. I went to Hell. I was in Hell for an eternity.’
James glanced up from taking Geoffrey’s pulse. ‘You were only dead for a minute at most, Mr Leech, not exactly an eternity.’
‘There are no clocks in Hell, Doctor,’ said Geoffrey. ‘A minute or a thousand years: it’s all the same. Time is our construction, our way of ordering our world. Hell has its own order.’
Lucinda exchanged a discreet look with James. ‘Go on, Mr Leech.’
Geoffrey addressed himself to each of the doctors in turn. ‘Well, I was the ... I don’t know ... the regular victim of ... a demon. A demon called Clive. I was his to torment forever. At least, at least that’s how it seemed.’
‘Clive?’ Lucinda sounded surprised. 
‘Yes, Clive. He was human once but he died and went to Hell. He became a demon. His body, or rather, his soul, was transformed somehow. He left the tormented to become one of the tormentors. You see, demons, they don’t burn and suffer like the ordinary damned.’ 
‘I see,’ said Lucinda.
‘And so, I asked him,’ Geoffrey continued. ‘If it could be possible for me to be like him, and that’s when he gave me my mission.’
‘Oh? And what mission is that?’ asked Lucinda.
‘I–I have to kill a man,’ Geoffrey’s voice quavered slightly. ‘It’s the will and command of Satan himself. He communicated the information to Clive, and Clive communicated it to me.’
‘How do you mean, communicated it?’ 
‘Well, he just put the knowledge in my head,’ said Geoffrey. ‘It grew there, just as my flesh re-grew whenever it burned or he – Clive – ate it.’
‘He ate you?’ Lucinda couldn’t suppress a look of revulsion.
‘Yes, often. He did whatever he wanted to me. As I say, I was his.’
James patted Geoffrey gently on the shoulder. ‘Well. Thankfully the nightmare’s over now, Mr Leech. You’re back in the real world. No Clive, nor any other demons to worry about.’ Then he pointed a cautionary finger at Geoffrey’s nose. ‘Except maybe cigarettes: I understand you get through a packet of twenty a day, is that right?’
‘Oh that’s all over now, Doctor. I’m a changed man. I’ll never do anything to endanger my health again. Nor will I do any harm to others, or cause anyone to suffer, not even so much as to say an unkind word. I’m changed, you see, Doctors. I’m born again.’
‘Quite literally,’ Lucinda smiled. ‘So I guess this means you won’t be fulfilling your mission then?’
Geoffrey’s knuckles tightened on his blankets and he shook his head. ‘No, Doctor. I couldn’t, I can’t do it!’
‘That’s the spirit, Mr Leech,’ said James. ‘The last thing we need in B-Ward is the Devil’s hit man.’
Geoffrey managed a smile. ‘No, Doctor. No fear of that.’
It was just then that the elderly man in the next bed pitched in with a laugh. ‘He won’t like that, will he? You think Old Nick will let you off just like that, do you?’
Geoffrey’s face tightened into a grimace of terror. ‘No!’ he screamed. ‘No! No! I can be saved! I can be saved!’ The man in the next bed stopped laughing as James quickly drew out the dividing curtains between the beds and cut him off from view.
‘It’s alright, Mr Leech,’ Lucinda tried to calm Geoffrey, but he was raving and screaming uncontrollably. Nurses were running over now, they moved in quickly and eased Geoffrey back against his pillows. James tugged up Geoffrey’s pyjama sleeve and injected him with a sedative. A few moments later Geoffrey’s struggles began to abate; a few moments more and he was asleep.
James and Lucinda stepped away from his bed. ‘So,’ said James, ‘you see what I mean now about him being an unusual case?’
‘Rather!’
‘So, what do you think?’
‘Well, we’ll see how he is after surgery, I suppose. He’s obviously terrified of death, so once we’ve operated and he understands that he isn’t likely to drop dead at any minute, he may become more rational. In the meantime,’ she nodded in the direction of the man in the next bed, ‘A private room away from Mr Rich Tea and Sympathy there will probably work wonders.’
‘Yes but still, quite an elaborate delusion, eh?’
Oh yes, the maddest thing I’ve ever heard.’ She chuckled. ‘Clive. Whatever next?’
~~~~
That night, Geoffrey dreamt of the image Clive had planted in his mind whilst simultaneously feasting on it. He saw again the face of his designated victim; the man’s mouth was moving but the voice that issued from it was Clive’s. ‘This is the face of your mission on Earth, Leech. This is the face of the man you must kill and, provided you have spunk enough to rise to the task, before you dispatch him you must say these words, “Hallelujah, I am your salvation!” When you do this you will die again, but this time you will return to Hell in triumph.’ 
Then the voice changed to that of another, growing deeper, more commanding. Geoffrey whimpered as he heard again the voice of Satan in his mind. ‘You have asked a blessing of me Mr Leech, and I do consent to charge thee with mine task. Fail me not, for Hell is only the beginning for those who displease me. Fail me not, Geoffrey Leech. Fail me not.’ The final command resounded through his whole being as if it was echoing straight from the halls of Hell. 
Geoffrey awoke to the sound of his own screaming. ‘I won’t fail you, Master! I won’t!’
‘Mr Leech?’ The night nurse ran into Geoffrey’s room, turning on the lights and coming to his bedside. ‘Mr Leech, shhhh. It’s okay. It was just another nightmare.’ She put an arm around his shoulder as Geoffrey fell to crying, his sobs heaving his chest. 
‘I can’t do it, Nurse. I can’t! But I have to. He commands it.’ 
‘Is this the Devil you’re talking about again?’ 
Geoffrey nodded. 
‘It’s all right, Mr Leech. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to, and no-one’s going to command anything of you.’ She smiled. ‘Other than you lie down and relax.’
Geoffrey turned to her. ‘I’m so afraid, Nurse.’
The nurse squeezed his hand. ‘I know, Mr Leech, but you don’t have to be. Have you said a prayer?’
Geoffrey shook his head.
‘Why ever not?’
Geoffrey’s voice trembled. ‘I–I never believed in God. I – ’ his sentence broke apart, shaken by sobs.
‘Well if you’ve been to Hell as you say you have, perhaps you ought to start believing.’
‘But ... why would God listen to me? I’m evil. I must be! Judgement has already been passed on me – I belong in Hell.’
‘God listens to all, Mr Leech, especially those who turn from Satan.’
The nurse looked around; outside the corridor was silent. She took Geoffrey’s hand in both of hers. ‘Pray with me, Mr Leech. Our Father, who art in Heaven ...’
Geoffrey repeated her words. As he did so, the prayer came back to him. He hadn’t spoken the words since his schooldays – then, it had all been meaningless to him, but now the words soothed him; his sobbing abated and his voice lost its tremble. Afterwards, when the nurse had given him a sedative and gone back to her station, Geoffrey repeated the prayer quietly, over and over, until he fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.
~~~~
‘I’ve never seen anything like it,’ said James, handing Geoffrey’s pre-operation test results to Lucinda. ‘It’s like he’s just had a successful heart transplant.’
She looked at the charts. ‘Are you sure these are his?’ 
Justin nodded. ‘The X-rays were taken this morning.’
‘He’s made a complete recovery overnight? That’s impossible.’
‘And yet there it is. It seems our Mr Leech is a living, breathing miracle.’
Lucinda held the pictures up to the light. ‘What on Earth do you think is responsible?’
‘Well, it’s not Omega 3 fish oils, that’s for sure. When he died, the arteries feeding his heart looked like someone had melted a kilo of cheese into them. Now they look like those of a fit and healthy adolescent.’
‘So there’s no need to operate?’
‘Well, there’s nothing to operate on; nothing malignant or even vaguely worrying.’
Lucinda leafed further into Geoffrey Leech’s chart. ‘Evidently damnation is good for your heart.’
‘Yes, but it plays havoc with your sanity. Poor chap’s become obsessed with religion. Says he wants to join the priesthood and spend the rest of his life doing the Lord’s work.’
‘That’s hardly insanity, James. I believe it’s known as “a calling”.’
‘Well he’s been called all right. He wants to leave immediately and go off to become a missionary in Africa or some such place.’
Lucinda indicated the chart. ‘Well according to this, there’s no medical reason why he can’t just do that.’
‘Perhaps, but according to this,’ James tapped his head, ‘he shouldn’t go anywhere. I want to do further tests.’
‘Understandably. But what does he say to that?’
‘He says he’s already wasted one life and he’s not prepared to waste a moment of his new one being a guinea pig for us.’
‘So he wants to leave?’
James nodded.
‘Well, you can’t hold him here against his will. If he’s fit enough to leave, we can’t keep him prisoner.’
‘I know, I know. But it’s, it’s bizarre, isn’t it? I mean, it really is like some kind of,’ he shrugged. ‘Some kind of miracle.’
Lucinda smiled. ‘Don’t tell me you think Jesus is responsible for this.’
‘Oh, I don’t, and nor does Leech.’
‘So what does he think, not – ?’
James nodded. ‘Exactly. According to Leech, this is the Devil’s work. He can’t fulfil his mission with a diseased heart, so Satan’s fixed it for him.’
‘I see. And so he’s turned to religion for … salvation?’
‘Presumably.’
Lucinda shook her head and handed James back the charts. ‘So, what are you going to do? You could try and have him temporarily committed, insist he be handed over to Psychiatric for tests?’
James smiled. ‘Only if sudden religious piety qualifies as dangerous madness – and correct me if I’m wrong Lucinda – but I don’t believe it does.’
‘It doesn’t.’
‘In which case,’ James looked at the X-rays on Geoffrey’s chart then looked up to Lucinda with a shrug, ‘Who are we to stand in the way of the Lord’s work?’
~~~~
The first thing Geoffrey did upon his release from hospital was to go to his local Catholic church. The night nurse, Nurse Baines, was a Catholic, and she told him that if he really wanted to serve God he should become a Catholic. However, upon speaking to Father Matheson at St Peter’s Church, Geoffrey discovered that his new life as a missionary wasn’t going to be starting anytime soon. 
‘But Father,’ you don’t understand.’ said Geoffrey. ‘I need to begin serving the Lord immediately. My soul depends upon it.’ They sat in the first aisle of the church. Behind and above the altar, Christ looked down on them from the cross, his eyes filled with sorrow. Father Matheson laid a hand on Geoffrey’s shoulder. ‘Patience, my son. The first thing you need to do, if you’re really serious, is to begin your formal conversion to Catholicism.’
‘Well, how long does that take?’
Father Matheson made a gesture of uncertainty. ‘It varies, depending on the individual. Is anyone in your family already a Catholic?’
‘No.’
‘Well then, have you ever been to mass?’
‘No.’
‘So, may I ask, what it is that attracts you to the Catholic faith, Mr Leech?’
Geoffrey wrung his hands. He wanted to tell the priest everything, but after the reaction of certain hospital patients and staff to his revelations, he had learned to exercise restraint. ‘I, I’ve had a religious experience.’
Father Matheson smiled. ‘I see. May I ask the nature of this experience?’
Geoffrey looked into the older man’s eyes. The lines around them were etched with compassion and understanding. If this man couldn’t understand what had happened to him, who could? ‘I died, Father. I died and went to Hell. And now, I’ve been given a mission from the Devil.’
Father Matheson seemed to stiffen slightly. He straightened his back and took his hand from Geoffrey’s shoulder. ‘I see. And, er, what is this mission?’
A tear spilled down Geoffrey’s cheek. ‘I have to kill a man.’
Father Matheson regarded Geoffrey steadily for a few moments. Then he took a deep breath. ‘What you are saying is very serious, Mr Leech. It’s no joking matter.’
‘I’m not joking Father, I swear to you. I’ve burned in the fires of Hell. My flesh has been flayed and eaten by demons. I was eaten alive again and again by a demon called Clive who said he liked me and didn’t want to give me up, but I begged and I begged and I got the chance to become a demon myself and so I took it, and when Clive was eating my brain he put the – ’.
‘That’s enough, Mr Leech!’ Father Matheson got to his feet. ‘What you are saying is insane.’
Geoffrey’s face contorted with disbelief. ‘But, you believe me, don’t you? You have to, you’re a priest.’
‘And you are suffering from some kind of severe mental or emotional stress, Mr Leech. Have you seen yourself lately? Have you looked in a mirror? Whatever work you are doing, you need to take a break from it, sir.’ Father Matheson watched as Geoffrey sank his face into his hands and began to weep. He turned away and instantly became aware of the figure looking down on him from the cross. He raised his eyes to Christ’s and immediately regretted his words. He turned back to Geoffrey, then slowly returned to his side and laid a hand upon his shoulder. ‘Please. Take a holiday, my son. Take the Bible with you. Read it, study it, and pray. Seek the Lord’s help and you shall find it and when you get back, come and see me again. If you still want to become a Catholic, we’ll see about getting you enrolled in some classes.’
Geoffrey took the priest’s hand in both of his. ‘You believe me though, don’t you, Father?’
Father Matheson closed his other hand around Geoffrey’s. ‘Yes, my son. I believe you. But you need rest, and you need to learn something of our faith. I have some literature I can give you and I presume you own a Bible?’
Geoffrey hung his head and shook it once in the negative.
‘Well, I’m sure I have one of those too somewhere.’
‘Thank you, Father.’
Father Matheson smiled. ‘If you want to thank me, my son, take a holiday.’
Geoffrey brought Father Matheson’s hands to his lips. ‘I will, Father. I will.’
~~~~
The next day, after reading all the sections of the Bible Father Matheson had marked for him plus a good deal more, Geoffrey returned to work. He felt happy, his fear of the Devil had been calmed by the scriptures and he felt that he was well on the way to becoming a devout servant of the Lord. And when he walked into the offices of Dobson and Shaft that morning, it was as a changed man. 
His colleagues in middle management were sympathetic, and keen to make his work burden as light as possible, but Geoffrey didn’t want any charity. He had work to catch up on, and work was good for the soul. He spent the morning working at his desk with an assiduousness that no-one had ever seen from him before.
‘Bloody Hell, Geoff,’ said Tim Whitely. ‘Ease up or you’ll make the rest of us look like a bunch of layabouts.’
‘No offence, Tim,’ said Geoffrey over his computer monitor, ‘but you are a bunch of layabouts. I used to be nothing more than a layabout before I saw the error of my ways. We’re being paid, Tim, and an honest day’s pay should reward an honest day’s work. We’re not here to email jokes and silly videos to each other all day.’
‘Jesus, mate. I thought you had a heart attack, not a bang on the head,’ Tim held up his cigarettes. ‘Coming out for a fag?’
Geoffrey looked at Tim a patient look. ‘I just had a heart attack, Tim. What do you think?’
‘I think you should chill out a bit, mate. Maybe a lungful of nicotine is just what you need.’
‘Thank you Tim. I know you mean well, but I have no desire to commit suicide. Suicide is a sin.’
‘It’s a what?’
‘A sin, against God.’
Tim laughed. ‘Since when do you care about what God thinks?’
Geoffrey’s eyes narrowed slightly. As much as he’d love to tell this slovenly fathead about what had happened to him after death, what would be the point? People like Tim wouldn’t listen; they didn’t care about their souls, just as he hadn’t. But Geoffrey was a changed man. He was born again and he had a duty to God. He smiled and answered the question. ‘Since I was saved, Tim. Just as you can be if you see the error of your ways and put your trust in the Lord.’
Tim laughed. ‘Now I know you’re taking the piss, mate,’ he shook his head. ‘You crack me up, Geoff, you know that? I’m going out for a smoke. Catch you later.’
Geoffrey watched him leave, and to himself, he murmured, ‘Oh, Tim, you and all the billions of fools like you. You are so damned.’
~~~~
At about 11.30 a.m. on working days, it had always been Geoffrey’s custom to step out of the office for not just a cigarette but also a stroll down to the coffee shop for a take-away latte. He found he still had the need for a coffee but not for the time-wasting exercises. He looked at his watch and decided to quickly pop down to the canteen and grab a coffee from the machine. When he got there, he grimaced. The canteen seemed always to be full of temps eating rabbit food; yoghurts and oranges and wholemeal sandwiches from silly little Tupperware lunchboxes. Geoffrey loathed them, but tried to keep a pleasant expression on his face as he joined the end of the queue at the coffee machine.
The line was going nowhere and he looked impatiently to the front to see a temp, who obviously had no idea how the bloody machine worked, fumbling with the reject button. Geoffrey rolled his eyes and muttered under his breath, ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake.’
The girl in front of him turned around. ‘Oh, hi, Geoff.’ It was Sarah White. Geoffrey had fucked her at last year’s office Christmas party, an act which he had later regretted.
‘Oh, hi,’ he said, looking back to the front of the line.
‘I hear you had a heart attack?’
‘That’s right, yes.’
‘And they brought you back?’
He looked at her. ‘Obviously.’
She smiled. ‘Pity.’
He looked at her. ‘Oh do leave it out, Sarah. I’m trying to be a better person and right now you’re making that very difficult.’
She laughed. ‘You? A better person?’ The eyes of numerous temps turned discreetly in their direction. ‘How do you plan on doing that?’
Geoffrey spoke through gritted teeth. ‘By minding my own chuffing business for one.’ 
Sarah came close to him and spoke in a confidential tone. ‘You didn’t use to want to mind your business, Geoff. You used to like to mind mine.’
‘Perhaps once.’ Geoffrey was taller than Sarah and he looked over her head to the coffee machine where the temp had now been joined by another clueless dolt who was giving the machine an ineffectual beating. ‘But not anymore.’
‘Oh come on, Geoff. It’s not like your wife’s still around, why not take me out for a drink sometime?’
‘Thank you Sarah, but I’d rather not.’
‘Oh?’ Sarah deftly cupped his genitals and gave them a friendly squeeze. ‘Don’t tell me you don’t miss me.’
‘Get away from me, you whore!’ Geoffrey struck out, shoving her back with both hands. Sarah fell stumbling into the backs of the people ahead of her in the line, causing them to fall in all directions. One man fell onto a table and a yoghurt carton ruptured all over his shirt. 
‘Jesus Christ, Geoffrey!’ Sarah shouted from where she now sat on the floor. ‘You fucking lunatic!’
‘Yeah,’ said another man who had stumbled in the queue. His shirt was tight, accentuating a muscular physique. ‘What the fuck do you think you’re playing at, mate?’ 
‘I’m sorry,’ said Geoffrey, raising his hands before him. ‘I’m just trying to be a good person.’
‘Well you’re going a funny way about it, you fucking idiot!’ 
‘He’s fucking crazy,’ said Sarah.
‘No,’ Geoffrey offered her his hand. ‘No, I’m not crazy. I’m sorry, Sarah, I – ’ As Sarah’s hand closed about his, the room seemed to suddenly slow down and stop. All around, the angry scene stood frozen as if some higher power had pushed a reality pause button that only Geoffrey seemed unaffected by. Then he felt Sarah’s grip tightening on his hand – a fierce, burning grip. He looked down and saw the hand that held his was no longer Sarah’s. Then he screamed as his hand burst into flame. He looked up to see Sarah’s face beginning to liquefy like that of a waxwork under a blowtorch. Her smile widened impossibly, revealing row upon row of small, pointed teeth. It widened still, splitting her cheeks. Blood and fatty tissue crackled and spat as the shell of her face fell apart to reveal another face growing within. It was Clive.
‘Hello Leech,’ said Clive. Sarah’s hippy chic clothes fell away in burning rags as Clive grew to his full size. ‘What’s all this nonsense about being a better person, then?’
Geoffrey fell to his knees before the demon, watching in horror as the flesh of his arm began to burn. ‘No, Master, please, I never meant – ’.
‘Never meant what, wretch? To seek the counsel of a priest? To shit on the trust of the Lord Satan?’ A scorching heat radiated from Clive and all around him office workers began to blister and smoke. ‘Did you honestly think you could ever get away from your bond to the Prince of Darkness?’
Geoffrey screamed as the fire began to spread to his body.
‘You have no life of your own, Leech. Lest you forget, your very existence is a gift from Satan; a gift given solely on condition that you fulfil His mission.’
In his mind, Geoffrey saw again the face of the man he had to kill. He knew his name and his address, saw his house and the faces of his family, and then, like a death knell, heard the words he must speak when he took the man’s life, “Hallelujah, I am your salvation”. They echoed through his mind, over and over, discordant and drowning out all other thought. Geoffrey screamed in a hopeless effort to smother them. ‘Yes, Master! I’ll do it! I’ll do it!’ Fire consumed all his flesh now, and yet, despite the fact that his eyes were sizzling in his head, he could still see perfectly well. He watched as Clive’s horned head loomed in close while all around, office workers blazed and melted in the inferno. 
‘Good,’ Clive grasped his head in both hands. ‘Because if you continue to fuck around with silly notions of being saved by God, you’re going to be really fucking sorry. Do you understand? You’re dead, and your worthless fucking stinkhole belongs forever in Hell.’
Geoffrey screamed as perdition’s flames rose around him. He couldn’t escape. He could never escape. He nodded and felt the skin of his face come away in Clive’s hands.
‘Good,’ Clive opened his mouth and dropped the burning skin inside. ‘Mmmmmm,’ he smiled, ‘Yummy.’ He chewed for a moment before looking distastefully at his hands. ‘Oh dear, do you have a napkin, Leech? I seem to have you all over my fingers.’ 
Geoffrey collapsed, his hands over his face, screaming and rolling from side to side on the floor.
‘See? He’s fucking crazy,’ said Sarah. ‘It’s like he thinks he’s on fire or something.’
‘Maybe he’s having a fit,’ said the muscle man. ‘Quick, get something to put between his teeth in case he tries to swallow his tongue.’
‘Chance’d be a fine thing,’ said Sarah. She took advantage of the general hubbub now surrounding Geoffrey to go to the front of the now-disordered coffee machine queue. She gave the top of the machine a hefty shove and the little light came on indicating the machine’s readiness. She dropped her coin in and selected a hot chocolate. ‘Bloke’s a fucking mental case.’
~~~~
That night, Geoffrey sat in his car outside the house of the man he had been sent to kill. He stared at the windows and the front door, tensing occasionally whenever a shadow passed behind the curtains or an upstairs light clicked on or off. He opened his packet of cigarettes and lit one from the one he’d been smoking. What did he have to lose? Lung cancer was the least of his worries. He was dead already. Judgement had been passed upon him and his fate was sealed. The best he could hope for was that his eternity in Hell might be more comfortable as a demon. 
He drew on the cigarette and thought about the things Clive did to him; the torture, the abuse, the tearing and eating of his flesh; Jesus Christ, would he be able to do those things to others? To be that way took a special kind of evil and he, all he’d ever been was a bully. A bit of a pervert perhaps, but he’d never tortured anyone for pleasure, or had he? It depended on how you defined torture. He remembered his wife’s suicide note and his fingers trembled as he drew hard on the cigarette, causing the long ash to tumble onto his jacket. He looked back to the house. 
Maybe he’d be able to get out of Hell sooner as a demon. Maybe he hadn’t even been in Hell – maybe he’d been in purgatory? A wave of hope flowed through him and he flicked on the car’s reading light. He put the cigarette in the ashtray and pulled the sports bag he’d brought with him across the passenger seat. He rummaged among its contents; the sound of metal on metal as the knives, hammer and large adjustable wrench shifted around inside. Where was the fucking Bible Father Matheson had given him? The stupid thing was black and Geoffrey couldn’t make it out in the poor light. Then his fingertips brushed against its soft cover; it was buried under the tools. He pulled it out and held it under the light. 
Purgatory, purgatory, where the fuck was purgatory? He flicked to the back to try and find it in the index. Shit! There was no fucking index! How was anybody supposed to find anything in this stupid book? He threw it aside and felt fresh tears coming to his eyes. He flicked out the light, threw his arms across the steering wheel and buried his face in his sleeves. He bit down on the fabric, stifling his sobs, muffling them, hating them, knowing that somewhere, Clive was watching him and laughing. 
‘Motherfucker!’ he sat back and punched the wheel. ‘You motherfucker, Clive! I don’t want to do this! I don’t want to kill! For God’s sake – I don’t want to die! I want to live!’ His thoughts raced. What should he do? If he refused his mission, he’d go to Hell and face the wrath of Satan. If he went through with it, he’d still go to Hell and become a demon; a monster and a tormenter of others for all eternity. Truly, he was damned if he did and damned if he didn’t. He struggled to weigh the lesser of two evils and found them both of equal, unbearable weight. 
A light went out in the front room of the house and Geoffrey’s seething anxieties were silenced as his whole attention shifted to the front door. It had a pane of rippled glass set in the centre and through it he could see the silhouetted shadows of the occupants as they passed; first one, then another on their way upstairs. The children had been put to bed hours ago, so this had to be the man and his wife going to bed. This was it. 
A bedroom light went on upstairs. Geoffrey opened the bag and considered its contents. He knew it would be impossible to bludgeon the man without waking his wife, so perhaps he should use a large knife? He could place a hand over the man’s mouth and slit his throat, quickly and quietly. No, he’d fight; the woman would wake up. Then he remembered – it didn’t matter. When the man died so would he. He’d die and go straight to Hell though, as a Clive had said, in triumph. He reached into the bag and took out the hammer, feeling its weight and heft. Yes, it would be very quick. He turned back to the window and watched the light go out. How long should he wait? Half-an-hour? An hour? 
He put the hammer back in the bag and lit another cigarette. He opened the glove compartment and took out the bottle of whisky he’d brought along to steady his nerves. He unscrewed the cap and took a slug. What did it matter if he got drunk? He wasn’t going to be driving anywhere afterwards. He looked at the glowing clock on the dashboard. It was eleven forty-five. He’d give them three quarters of an hour. Then he’d do it.
~~~~
He woke up. Grey daylight revealed an empty whisky bottle and an overflowing ashtray. He looked at the clock: it was eight-fifteen. The clamour of young children came to his ears and he realised that they were what had awoken him. Geoffrey looked out of the window. His quarry, a heavy-set man in his forties, was helping his wife usher the children out of the house and off on their way to school. Geoffrey’s face looked like it had aged ten years overnight. But the sight of the family, alive, happy and going about the ordinary business of another day brought a smile to his face that almost wiped those unbidden years away again. Sometime last night, between the parents going to bed and his finishing off the whisky, he had evidently changed his mind and made his final decision. 
He looked into the rear view mirror, expecting to see Clive sitting in the back seat, but he was alone. He ran a hand over his stubbly chin and looked around at the passers-by, watching for a ripple of heat or a tendril of smoke from an unseen source. Surely Clive had to be here somewhere? But he wasn’t. He must be waiting ahead, around the next corner or the one after that. Perhaps a shop assistant or a policeman would turn around and there the demon would be, the world would slow down and burst into flame and Clive would be upon him again, playing with him like a cat plays with a mouse before leaving him, screaming and writhing alone, like a lunatic. Was this how his remaining time on Earth would be? Was this the new shape of his damnation – Hell on Earth?
Then he knew the one place where Clive couldn’t go: the church. He whimpered as a sudden hope shook his heart. He had to speak to the priest again and this time, he’d tell him everything. He turned the key in the ignition and stepped on the clutch. Then he hesitated. What if the priest wouldn’t listen to him – to what would almost certainly sound like the ravings of a madman? His hand tightened on the gear stick and he shifted it slowly but firmly into first. He’d have to listen to him. Geoffrey glanced at the sports bag by his side. He’d make him listen, whether he wanted to or not.
~~~~
On entering St Peter’s church, a feeling of blessed safety so overwhelmed Geoffrey that he stumbled back a step. He stopped and wondered if he had mistaken the feeling; if in fact, Hell-spawned thing that he was, he was being forcibly repelled by the Holy Spirit. He steadied himself against the doorframe and cautiously reached out into the church. He held his breath, waiting for pain or an inexplicable force that might compel him to withdraw, but he felt nothing other than a divine stillness. He straightened up, composed himself, and walked inside. The sense of sanctuary deepened with every step he took away from the door and the outside world, the world where Clive and others of his kind were able to prey upon his soul and sanity. 
At the entrance to the centre aisle he genuflected before the crucified Christ, as he had read he should do in the literature the priest had given him. He looked around. Two or three other people knelt or sat at prayer, but there was no sign of Father Matheson. Geoffrey moved to a pew near the front, set down his bag of tools, and knelt to pray. He soon became lost in his prayers, a whispered stream that poured unceasingly from his lips as his body rocked back and forth on his knees. 
‘Mr Leech?’
Geoffrey looked up and saw Father Matheson standing close by. He smiled. ‘Yes. Hello, Father.’ 
‘I’m delighted to see you here. How are your studies coming along?’
‘Fine, I,’ Geoffrey couldn’t think where to begin. ‘No, actually, they’re not. Father,’ His voice began to lose its steadiness as he spoke.’ ‘I–I have a terrible problem.’
Father Matheson sat down on the front pew bench immediately before Geoffrey. ‘Please, tell me.’
‘It’s that thing I spoke to you about before. I know you said I needed a holiday, and believe me, you were so right. But a holiday isn’t going to make my problems go away. You see, I ... I’m damned. I died and went to Hell and the Devil sent me back to kill a man.’
Father Matheson nodded. ‘Yes, I remember. You told me this.’ 
‘But there’s more, Father. After I left you, I was determined to do as you said: to lead a good life, to study the Bible.’
‘Good, my son.’ 
 ‘But, he wouldn’t let me.’ Geoffrey tried to hold back his tears. ‘He came to me and told me I had to fulfil my contract.’
‘Who came to you?’
‘Clive. My demon. He possessed a woman where I work,’ Geoffrey’s words began to tumble. ‘He brought Hell into the canteen and everyone was burning – I was burning. He told me there was no escape and that I had to kill him, to kill the man because Satan demanded it and I, I was so afraid I said I would.’ He paused a moment, looking uncertainly at the priest who then nodded for him to continue. ‘But, but then,’ Geoffrey went on, clinging white-knuckled to the back of the pew before him, ‘when I went to do it, I couldn’t. I was going to do it, but he was there with his children and his wife. Oh God, God help me, Father, I couldn’t do it – I just couldn’t do it, and now I’m completely fucked. I’ve blown the deal and the Devil’s going to be fucking furious with me now! He’s going to drag me screaming and kicking all the way back to Hell.’ He lowered his head onto his hands and shook with silent sobs. 
Father Matheson laid a hand on Geoffrey’s shoulder. ‘Mr Leech, you’re clearly going through a dreadful trauma. Have you spoken to anyone at the hospital? The surgeons who saved you?’
Geoffrey shook his head. ‘No. What can they do? This is beyond them. Only God can help me.’
‘Well, it’s possible that this kind of thing has happened to people besides yourself; other people who have come back from,’ Father Matheson hesitated a moment. ‘From death.’
Geoffrey looked up at him. ‘Do you think that’s possible?’
‘Anything is possible.’
‘Really? Then you, you must at least accept the possibility that what I’m saying is true? That I’ve been resurrected from Hell to kill a man, and now that I haven’t done it, Satan’s going to be after me?’ 
Father Matheson frowned. ‘I believe that you believe it, my son, and that if this condition has afflicted you, it may have afflicted others.’
Geoffrey pressed his hand onto the priest’s. ‘Father, please, this isn’t a medical situation. It’s, it’s an exorcism situation. I need help, and not from a doctor, but from you, from a priest.’
‘You think you’re actually possessed by demons?’
‘No, not possessed by them, but enslaved or something. I’ve entered a contract with the Devil and I haven’t kept up my half of the bargain. And now he’s going to get me.’
‘You believe the Devil will take your life?’
‘Yes, exactly!’
‘And how do you think he’ll do this? The Devil cannot harm you in life, my son. All he could do to our Lord was to try to tempt him from the path of righteousness, and that’s all he can do to any of us.’
‘Really?’
‘Yes,’ said Father Matheson, encouraged, sensing he was getting through. ‘Our lives are filled with choices, and the choices we make in this life decide our fate in the next. We know the Devil can walk upon the Earth if he chooses, and he may well do so. But if he does, it is as tempter, not assassin. Temptation is the weapon that the Devil wields against us. Turn from temptation and the ways of sin and you shall be saved.’
Geoffrey’s eyes filled with tears. ‘Do you think so?’
‘Yes, Mr Leech. I think so.’
‘Then he can’t get me?’
Father Matheson shook his head. ‘Not in this world, my son.’
‘But what about Clive, the demon?’
‘I don’t know what to say about that. I’ve never heard anything like it before. I’m not a psychiatrist, but it’s possible that he was a creation of your own mind in your hours of uncertainty. Perhaps now that you’ve decided not to go through with this murder, he may simply go away. The battle to lead you into sin is lost. As long as you stay on the path of righteousness then, with God’s help, hopefully you’ll have seen the last of him.’
Geoffrey’s face broke into a smile. ‘Oh, thank you, thank God. It might be, mightn’t it? What you say makes sense, Father.’
Father Matheson nodded and stood up. 
Geoffrey also got to his feet. He felt a need to hug the priest, whether it was appropriate or not; he had never wanted to embrace anyone so much as he now wanted to embrace Father Matheson. He hurried to the end of the pew and came around to stand before him. ‘I don’t know what to say, Father, I feel like a terrible weight has been lifted.’ He took the priest in his arms and hugged him. ‘Thank you. Thank you so much.’
Father Matheson gently eased him away. ‘There now, Mr Leech. Please, no thanks are necessary. I’m just – ’
‘A man of God, doing the Lord’s work?’ A hoarse voice came from out of the shadows further back in the church. A figure stood up in the darkness there and slowly began to walk towards the front of the church, down the aisle to the right.
Father Matheson frowned. ‘Do I know you, sir?’
‘Perhaps,’ said the man. He had white hair and he was dressed completely in black. He stopped and turned to face them. Then, as he entered the far end of the pew that Geoffrey had just vacated, his white dog collar became clearly visible. He smiled.
Father Matheson frowned. ‘Father McBride? But you’re, you’re – ’
‘Under investigation?’ Father McBride continued along the aisle towards them. ‘Following allegations about myself and certain ... young boys?’
Father Matheson nodded slowly. ‘Yes.’
‘I was Father. But the investigation has now been more or less decided.’
‘Oh? How so, Father?’
‘I was guilty. A case of what you were just telling our friend Mr Leech here about: temptation. I allowed myself to be tempted. I followed my basest animal passions and did unto others as had been done unto me.’
‘But Father – ’
‘I forgot, you see, the truth of everything we believe in.’ Father McBride laughed bitterly and shook his head. ‘I felt as long as the authorities remained unaware, I’d be fine. I forgot, or rather, ignored, the higher authorities.’ He stopped a moment where Geoffrey had been sitting and bent to pick up the bag. ‘Tools, Mr Leech? Why do you need tools in a church?’
‘I–I just had them with me when I came by,’ said Geoffrey.
‘Surely you could have left them in your car?’ Father McBride carried the bag around to the front of the church and joined them.
‘I didn’t want to leave them unattended.’
A smile spread over Father McBride’s face. ‘Of course you didn’t.’ He looked up at the effigy of Christ on the cross.
Both Geoffrey and Father Matheson saw the red mark around his neck. ‘You seem to have hurt yourself, Father.’ Father Matheson touched his own throat to indicate.
‘Oh it’s worse than that, Father, much worse. When I woke up this morning, I was hanging by the neck from a light fitting.’
Geoffrey’s face darkened. ‘Oh Jesus Christ, no.’ 
Father Matheson frowned at Geoffrey. ‘Mr Leech?’
Father McBride gave a low laugh and reached into the sports bag. ‘Oh, don’t talk to me about Jesus Christ, Mr Leech.’ He drew out the hammer. ‘He doesn’t want me for a sunbeam any more.’ 
‘No!’ Geoffrey screamed. ‘Please, it’s not too late!’ 
‘Oh yes it is, Mr Leech, for both of us. But at least I won’t be burning anymore.’ 
Father McBride swung the hammer in an arc. ‘Hallelujah – I am your salvation!’
****
 



 
The Grave
They’d been in the grave for three hours when Jack made a grab for Dave’s crotch; his big, clay encrusted hand coming between Dave’s legs from behind. 
‘What the f – ’ Dave blurted, shocked by the sudden contact. He turned around fast, his legs scissoring Jack’s arm and causing him to withdraw it. ‘What the fuck do you think you’re doing?’ he said, his eyes wide with astonishment.
Jack smiled at him knowingly. ‘Come on, boy. You’re a wrong ’un, I can always tell.’
‘I’ve told you, Jack,’ Dave’s voice trembled slightly with shock and indignation. ‘I’m not gay. So just keep your fucking hands to yourself, alright?’
Jack grinned. ‘What’s the matter, boy? Not your type, am I?’
‘You’re not female, if that’s what you mean, no. You touch me again and I’ll ...’ Dave looked at the stocky, pit-bull of a man before him. Jack was in his fifties, but he was powerfully built. The idea of hitting him, Dave felt, was unwise.
‘You’ll what?’
‘Well for one thing, I’ll clear off and leave you to dig this fucking grave on your own.’
Jack’s lips parted in a yellow-toothed grin. ‘Makes no difference to me, boy; the amount of use you are, I’d be better off without you.’ He chuckled humourlessly.
‘Yeah, well, that’s not permitted, is it. There’s got to be two of us at all times – Health and Safety rules.’
Jack grunted. ‘Bloody stupid rules they are too. Never used to need any help. Twenty-seven years I’ve been digging graves, boy. That’s a lot of holes. Never needed help before, and I don’t need it now.’
‘Well, things have changed, haven’t they? Council’s got to be seen to be responsible. Don’t think I like this arrangement any more than you do. I don’t have any choice in the matter, not since they took me off mowing and stuck me with you.’
‘Well, if you’ve got to be here, you might as well be of some use.’
‘Look, I told you ...’ Dave started, angrily.
Jack laughed. ‘I mean get digging, you nancy-boy. Fuck me, talk about a one-track mind.’
‘Just fuck off, Jack. I’ll get digging as long as you promise to keep your hands to yourself.’
‘Alright, precious, whatever you say,’ said Jack, smiling lecherously. He drew his spade up and struck it down into the shale-packed clay at his feet. 
Dave watched him for a moment, then, hesitantly, continued to dig.
They were about five-and-a-half feet down in the ground, the narrow walls of the grave rising around them and over their heads. Inside the grave, it was suffocating; there was barely enough room to move, let alone dig. It was a humid day in July, and the grave grew hotter the further down they dug. Like a drowning man, Dave would snatch a lungful of air every time he surfaced to empty his spade onto the mound of earth by the graveside before sinking back down into the pit and the acrid smell of Jack, who sweated and grunted only inches behind him.
Dave hated the job. It was supposed to have been a temporary thing, just until the Council could find Jack a full-time helper. However, that was proving to be a difficult position to fill. They’d offered the job to Dave, but he told them he wanted to go back on the mowing. He’d been tempted – after all it was a permanent job and the mowing was just temporary work. But he didn’t like Jack, and that dislike was rapidly maturing into hatred. 
At first Jack had just been annoying. Dave would catch the man looking at him in a funny way. Sometimes Jack would wink at him or make little puckering motions with his lips. Uncomfortable, but not unbearable. Then one afternoon – it was Dave’s second or third day on the job and they were having their lunch break – Jack had come out with a strange question.
‘So, you a wrong boy, are you?’ 
‘I’m sorry?’ Dave had said, fairly sure he knew what Jack meant, but giving him a look of righteous incredulity intended to underline the impropriety of the remark.
‘I asked you if you was a wrong boy,’ said Jack through a mouthful of cheese and pickle sandwich. ‘A poofter?’
‘No.’ Dave gave a laugh of disbelief. ‘I’m straight. Not that it’s any of your business. What makes you think I’m not?’
‘You look like a poofter to me.’
‘Well I’m not,’ said Dave with finality. ‘Sorry to disappoint you.’
‘Doesn’t disappoint me, boy. I know what I know.’
That had been the start of the wrong boy remarks. Jack would address him as wrong boy, sweetie, cutie pie and various other inappropriate terms of endearment. Dave would make a strong objection, and Jack would stop – for a while – only to start up again a day or so later. Once or twice Jack had touched him, seemingly by accident, as they worked in the extremely close confines of the graves that they dug together. A certain amount of shuffling and bumping was unavoidable, but Dave knew there was nothing accidental about the way Jack’s hands touched him.
And now this, Dave reflected, angry and not a little frightened. Jack had made an ugly, almost animal pass at him. He’d groped him, a direct, firm squeezing of his genitals. And what did he think it was going to lead to? Love? A joyful exchange of passion in a freshly dug grave?
As they carried on with their work, each outwardly behaving as if nothing had happened, Dave’s mind reeled with the situation. He wondered if that was it now – whether his fierce rebuttal of Jack’s attentions would bring an end to it once and for all. Or whether Jack, in much the same way as he would cool off on the pet-name thing for a few days after a rebuke, would try another, bolder mauling in the future? Dave felt again in his memory the pressure of that big hand on his crotch – the sheer, insane effrontery of it.
Jesus, he thought, just quit now! Just climb out of the grave and go the fuck home. He began to think through various scenarios. He could phone the management from home and tell them that he just wasn’t prepared to work with Jack anymore, and if they didn’t put him back on the mowing, he’d quit.
Oh yeah, good one, like I matter. He could just hear Ray Thomas now, telling him if he didn’t go where they needed him when they needed him, then they didn’t need him at all. Maybe he’d even get sacked from the agency for walking out on a job, and then where would he be? Fucked, that’s where. These days you couldn’t afford to be picky if you were unskilled and unqualified. You took what you could get.
Sweat dripped from Dave’s face as he scraped and struck his spade at the ground, trying to break up the tightly-packed shale. It always got harder the further down you went; the topsoil coming up easy, then the clay coming harder, and then this shit: solid fucking shale. It was brutal.
Dave suddenly became aware that his was the only spade making any noise. He stopped. Was it tea break? He straightened his aching back and turned around. His eyes came to rest on Jack’s sweating face. A strange expression of what had first looked like discomfort and extreme concentration was playing across the other man’s features.
What happened next filtered into Dave’s mind in a kind of slow motion, as if his brain were employing a seldom-used sanity defence mechanism, one which prevented a full comprehension of too much, too soon. He saw that the look in Jack’s eyes was neither one of discomfort nor concentration. His usual ruddy complexion had darkened to a cardiac blush, and his breath was coming from between his bared teeth in short, hissing grunts. His whole upper body was trembling with the effort of whatever he was doing just below Dave’s line of vision. Dave’s gaze dropped to Jack’s lower body.
He saw that Jack had abandoned both his spade and his senses. His Council-issue trousers now draped his Council-issue boots. His off-white, slightly yellow Y-fronts trembled like a strange trampoline stretched taut between his hairy thighs and his hand, filthy with the clay of another man’s grave, was pumping frantically in his lap.
Dumbstruck, Dave looked back up to Jack’s face.
Jack’s lips peeled back in a tobacco-tinted smile.
Dave’s response was a question that, even as he said it, sounded ridiculous to his ears. ‘What do you think you’re doing?’
‘Come on, boy,’ said Jack, panting a little. ‘You know you want it.’
‘What?’
‘It’s a beauty, innit?’
Dave stepped back and came up against one of the walls of the grave. He steadied himself and managed to take a single step away, wary that in their cramped situation, any too-dramatic movement might cause him to stumble and fall. He took another step away, and his heel came up against the end of the grave. Dave reached out in a warning gesture, trying to keep his eyes steadily and calmly on Jack’s.
‘Alright, Jack. Just ... put that away. I’ve told you; I’m not gay. And while you may think that ... that’s a beauty, I don’t share your feelings.’
Jack made a noise that resembled a laugh. ‘I been watching you, boy. The way you mince about, the way you act. You’re a wrong boy, alright, whether you know it or not. So why don’t you quit bellyaching, come over here, and get your laughing gear round this?’
‘I mean it, man!’ Dave screamed. ‘Put it away!’
What happened next, happened fast. Jack let go of his penis and lunged forward, grabbing Dave by his T-shirt and pulling him towards him. Dave shouted at him to get off and brought his spade up between them, but there was no room to manoeuvre and Jack was suddenly right up against him. After a moment of pushing and stumbling, Dave realised with disgust that the older man was kissing him. Then he felt Jack’s hands fumbling at his trouser fastenings.
‘NO!’ Dave cried, pushing upwards and out with the shaft of his spade and sending Jack staggering backwards. Dave pushed again with the spade, and Jack – his legs entangled in his trousers and underpants – lost his balance, falling face-first into the side of the grave and sliding down to land flat on his face at the other end of the hole.
‘You fucking bastard!’ Jack snorted, struggling to raise his face from the dirt. ‘You fucking wrong boy bastard. I’ll fucking kill ya!’ His fingers scrabbled at the sides of the grave, clawing into the clay as he managed to bring one of his knees up beneath him. ‘I’ll fu – ’ The sentence was cut off as Dave brought the flat of his spade down squarely on Jack’s head with a ringing thud. Jack dropped face down into the dirt.
‘I’m a wrong boy bastard?’ Dave shouted. ‘Just how the fuck did you work that one out? You – wanking yourself into a fucking frenzy and begging me to come and help! And somehow, I’m homosexual?’
Jack said nothing.
‘Well?’ Dave kicked one of Jack’s clay-clogged boots. ‘You fucking lunatic!’
Jack continued to lie still, face down to the floor of the grave.
‘Jack?’ Dave stepped over the tangle of Jack’s trousers and underpants and hunkered down over his back. ‘Oi!’ He prodded Jack in-between his shoulder blades.
Jack didn’t move.
Fear and panic suddenly crackled through Dave like a low voltage current. He reached out and pulled Jack around by the shoulder. The older man was unconscious, his eyes closed, his face slack. Dave touched back of his fingers against Jack’s open mouth: no breath stirred. Dave grabbed at Jack’s leaden arm, pulling it free so he might feel the wrist for a pulse: there was none.
‘Oh my God.’ Dave let the arm fall back onto the body. The foetid, clinging atmosphere of the grave suddenly thickened unbearably. Dave stumbled backwards, drowning in the airless hole. He fell against the sides of the grave, his hands scrabbling up at its grassy edges, pulling handfuls of loose earth and clay down into his face before finally finding a good handhold. He heaved, his feet raking the clay frantically for purchase until, at last, he managed to pull himself up and out of the grave.
Emerging sweating, gasping, gulping at the air, Dave fell onto his back, feeling like a fish dumped on the deck of a trawler. For a moment or two, he just lay there, breathing hard and staring up at the sky where large, black cumulus nimbus clouds were beginning to gather and blot.
What now? He thought. Phone the Management? Tell them there’d been an accident? Tell them the truth? That Jack had tried to ... to molest him? Is that what had happened? He was wanking, yes, but had there been more than that? Shit, killing a man for having a wank was hardly justifiable homicide, was it?
But Jack had had ... intentions. The way he’d grabbed him and started kissing his face. ‘Jesus Christ, he was trying to get my fucking trousers off! He was trying to molest me! Fuck, that’s a euphemism if I ever heard one.’
He sat up suddenly and crawled to the edge of the grave. ‘You fucking bastard!’ he shouted down at Jack’s body, his voice breaking into sobs as the first tears came. ‘You sick, dirty old bastard!’
A shadow fell across the cemetery and a long, low peal of thunder rolled across the sky. The first heavy drops of rain began to fall, an erratic pattering that gradually rose to a roar. Dave lay still, unmindful of the downpour, wondering now about the body and what – with a funeral due on this very spot at three – he was going to do with it.
Ten minutes later, sitting under a nearby tree and watching the rain pour down around him, Dave sat, considering his options. A million crazy scenarios had played themselves out across the stage of his imagination, and somehow they all seemed to end in handcuffs for him. He lit a cigarette. There was no way that the management were ever going to buy the story of how one of their long-trusted employees was a potential rapist. And the police? No. He didn’t have a mark on him. No signs of a struggle, none of Jack’s semen on him – or, thank Christ, in him. Nothing to prove that he didn’t just kill Jack and pull the old bastard’s pants down afterwards in a grotesque and inept attempt at incriminating him.
So what of Jack’s family? From what Jack had told him over the past week or so, he didn’t have any family. There certainly wasn’t a wife. He’d lived alone in a Council house somewhere. His only neighbours were single mums with kids playing music and entertaining boyfriends day and night – or so he’d said in so many grumbled tirades against them. They certainly wouldn’t be missing Jack.
Of course there was the Council, they’d miss him. Or would they? If he told the Council a story about how Jack had been bitter about the new staff arrangements – which he certainly had been – and the Council knew it too; if he told them that Jack had seen him – Dave – as a threat, the first in a series of moves to replace him; if he told them that they’d argued, and that Jack had stomped off saying that he quit and that he wasn’t coming back ... what then? 
The Council would write to him and, being a disgruntled ex-employee, he wouldn’t write back. Would they call around to see him? No, of course not, they’d just write him off; they had better things to do than worry about bitter ex-employees – especially when he could so easily be replaced by a contract worker they could pay a fraction of Jack’s wage.
The rain began to ease off a little and Dave got up to peer out from under the tree at the sky. The clouds were clearing. He walked back between the lines of headstones to the freshly-dug grave and looked down. Jack’s upper body lay crookedly against one end while his legs were now partly immersed in a brown puddle.
Yes. It could work. Dave smiled. Maybe he’d even get Jack’s job.
He flicked his cigarette butt into the grave and looked at his watch. One-forty-five. If he was going to do it, he’d better get cracking. He got down on his haunches and dropped down into the grave.
~~~~
At three o’ clock, a small cordon of three black limousines rolled into the cemetery on whispering tyres. They were followed by an assortment of regular cars. All of the vehicles contained sombre-looking people dressed in mourning. Dave now stood beneath a tree, a short, respectable distance from the grave – which was now fully prepared to receive its occupant. 
Dave had been careful to make the preparations exactly as Jack used to do. He’d concealed the large mound of earth and clay at the graveside beneath fabric sheets of artificial grass. This fabric also bordered and hung down into the grave itself, concealing and making tidy its muddy and trampled edges. He’d framed the grave mouth with heavy planks that allowed the pallbearers to walk safely around the grave without fear of falling in. He’d laid three more stout planks directly over the grave mouth; the coffin would be rested on these during the service. Along them he’d rolled out the long canvas straps which would be used by the pallbearers for lowering the coffin into the ground. As far as he was aware, he’d done everything correctly. He smiled. Jack would have been proud.
As the first car slowed and stopped, Dave took a deep breath and walked slowly over to meet the funeral director. He knew this was part of Jack’s routine, though quite what it was he was supposed to say he had no idea. He imagined it was probably to do with coffin size or weather conditions, nothing too tricky. He’d play it by ear.
The funeral director was an appropriately gaunt man, taller than Dave and wearing a black top hat that made him seem all the taller. As he stepped silently up to Dave, he murmured. ‘Alright, mate? Where’s Jack?’
‘He’s gone home,’ said Dave in suitably low tones. ‘We had a bit of an argument and he just steamed off.’
The funeral director shrugged and gave a short sound of dismissal. ‘Sounds like Jack, miserable blighter. Bet you’re hoping he won’t come back, aren’t you?’
Dave wasn’t quite prepared for this. He’d imagined that the funeral director and Jack would be mates. He smiled. ‘Yeah.’
‘Anyway, everything all right with the grave?’
‘Yeah. No problems.’
‘Right. Well, let’s get on with it, then.’ The funeral director turned and walked back to the hearse, from which his colleagues were now drawing the coffin.
Dave moved back to his respectably removed position beneath the tree and watched as the mourners, the funeral director and the vicar followed the coffin to the final resting place.
As the pallbearers moved slowly into position around the grave mouth, Dave ached for a cigarette. As they lay the coffin down onto the planking, Dave began to bite and gnaw at his nails, despite the dirt and clay beneath them.
The pallbearers bowed their heads and the vicar began the graveside service.
Dave searched the faces of the mourners for recognition, for any sign that he’d fucked up somewhere, but they were too consumed with their grief to notice anything other than the coffin of the deceased.
It wasn’t a long service, though for Dave it felt like a lifetime. The Vicar bent and picked up the little dish of ashes. The pallbearers took up the canvas straps and then the weight of the coffin before another two of the funeral director’s men removed the support planking. Then, slowly and carefully, the pallbearers began to lower the deceased into the grave.
And then it happened.
Maybe it was because Dave had been hurried in his graveside preparations, but he’d evidently messed up with the planking. That job had been something that Jack always did alone; he’d fussed over it, regarding it as work that only he was capable of doing properly. This arrangement had always suited Dave because he’d been able to sit and watch and take a cigarette break. But the thing he hadn’t watched closely enough was the positioning of the small wooden blocks on which the planks were set. Dave had placed one of these blocks too close to the edge of the grave, and now – no doubt as a result of the rain and the trembling weight of the pallbearers upon it – that ill-placed block suddenly slipped and fell into the grave. The plank upon which three of the six pallbearers were standing tipped, and for one horrible moment, it looked like they were all going to fall in on top of the coffin. The mourners gasped; one woman screamed. But then, mercifully, the pallbearers managed to regain their footing: but only at the cost of dropping their burden. The coffin fell to the bottom of the grave where it landed with an undignified thud. There were more gasps and cries. The mourners looked furiously from the grave to the funeral director, and the funeral director looked furiously from the mourners to Dave.
Fortunately however, no one was in the mood for further disruptions, and with unspoken mutual consent, things quickly settled back into a sombre rhythm. With various gestures of comfort and sympathy, the mourners soothed and composed themselves as the vicar resumed the service, casting a handful of ash into the grave.
From his respectful distance, Dave could hear the vicar’s solemn tones carried on a light breeze from the graveside.
‘Ashes to ashes ...’
A moaning sound arose from the scene.
Dave bit his nails.
‘Dust to ...’ the Vicar’s voice seemed to lose some of its conviction.
Then a woman screamed; then another. The pallbearers looked edgily at the funeral director, who in turn was looking with an expression of growing horror into the grave.
Again came the moaning, and Dave realised it wasn’t coming from a particularly distraught mourner. It was coming from the grave.
‘Oh my God, he’s still alive!’ cried one mourner.
‘Get him out of there!’ cried another.
‘Oh shit,’ whispered Dave, abandoning protocol and fumbling out a cigarette.
Taking up the canvas straps, the pallbearers quickly began to pull the coffin back up. It swayed and thumped against the sides of the grave as it rose, and again, from the within the dark of the hole, there came a low moan. A woman fainted into the arms of the man beside her. And now the name “Ken” was being called from among the bereaved.
‘Urrrh. My fucking head,’ said a muffled, almost inaudible voice.
A man fainted. Children were wailing and clutching their parents. ‘Ken!’, ‘Kenny!’, ‘Oh, praise the Lord!’, and ‘Sue that fucking hospital!’ were among the cries from the graveside as the coffin was finally brought back into the world of the living.
‘Get it open, for God’s sake hurry!’
‘Use a spade. Get the grave digger, quickly!’ All eyes turned to the spot beneath the nearby tree where, just a moment before, Dave had been standing. He had disappeared; an abandoned cigarette smouldering on the ground was the only sign that anyone had ever been there at all. 
‘Here it is!’ cried one man, running around from behind the covered mound of earth, brandishing Dave’s spade.
His co-mourners urged him to hurry, and he fell to work, prising at the edge of the coffin lid.
A woman bent to the lid and sobbed, ‘Don’t worry, Ken! We’re going to get you out.’
The spade forced a crack between the lid and the box and in a moment many fingers were pulling at it. Then the coffin yawned open, and the body of Ken – cold to the touch and grey-faced, despite the make up – was finally grasped and pulled up into a sitting position.
There was a moment of dreadful, breathless silence. Then the realisation sank in to all the dearly beloved that Ken was, in fact, 100% dead.
The howling and wailing started afresh.
Ken was eased back into his coffin by his would-be rescuers. Some turned to the funeral director: their expressions, wordless, pained pleas for help.
It was then that a child standing near the mouth of the grave began to point into the grave and scream. His mother ran forward to comfort him. Then, seeing what her child was pointing at, she began to scream as well.
In the shadowy depths of the bottom of the grave, through a scattering of dead leaves, mud-slick arms reached up from the earth. They wavered and groped at the walls of the grave, trying to find purchase.
Other mourners came forward, their mouths falling open at the sight of the man now emerging from the mud and leaves at the bottom of the grave. Two more people fainted, one man ran screaming, and the remainder simply stared in horror, babbling incoherencies about God, Jesus, and Dawn of the Dead, before the funeral director eventually managed to break through the hysteria.
‘It’s all right!’ he cried, his hands raised in appeasement. ‘It’s okay.’ He then clambered down into the grave and began to assist what appeared to be one of the risen dead, up to its feet. ‘Jack? Is that you?’
‘Yeah,’ said Jack, spitting a leaf from his lips. ‘Fuck me, my head hurts.’
‘What happened to you?’ asked the funeral director as Jack steadied himself against the wall of the grave.
‘Fucking bastard hit me with a spade,’ said Jack. ‘Next thing I know, a God Almighty weight comes crashing down of top of me, and I’m half-buried in wet clay and leaves.’
‘Bloody hell. Well, you’re okay now. I’ll phone for an ambulance.’ The funeral director took out his mobile phone.
The mourners looked on, comforting each other as the pallbearers leaned into the grave and begin to help Jack out.
‘I’ll kill that fucking Dave when I get my hands on him,’ said Jack, scrambling up and out of the grave. ‘That wrong boy bastard.’ He trudged awkwardly around the edge of the grave towards the mourners, spitting and wiping mud from his eyes and ears. As he walked, he began to shed his covering of muddy leaves and the reason for his awkward gait become apparent.
A woman who had earlier fainted started to come around in the arms of her husband. ‘Ken?’ she said, and turned to the grave to see Jack’s mud-slick genitals swaying unsteadily towards her, his Council trousers and now extremely off-white Y-fronts still entangling his ankles. The woman gave a little gasp and fell wordlessly back into oblivion.
Having watched these proceedings from over the rim of the grave, the funeral director then resumed speaking to the ambulance service. ‘Actually, you may as well make that two ambulances.’
****
 



 
Trolls
The back door was open, and Edith stepped out from the warm shadows of the kitchen into the brilliant golden light of the garden. It swallowed her in its heat and heady fragrance, and she squinted as her eyes adjusted to it. On the tray she was carrying, ice cubes tinkled in the two glasses of orange squash; the two cups of tea trembled slightly against their saucers, and the chocolate biscuits were silent yet full of promise on their small plate. 
As her eyes grew accustomed to the glare, she smiled. There was John bent over his roses; his eyes half-closed against the smoke that drifted into his eyes from the cigarette that was forever between his lips, and his old straw hat pushed down on his head to protect his bald spot from the sun. 
As she set the tray down upon the table, she listened to the happy voices of the children, invisible, but evidently playing in their “camp” amongst the rhododendrons at the bottom of the garden. It was like a picture. She stood for a moment, taking it all in: a summer Sunday, so typical, so ordinary, yet, she knew, so precious. For some reason, she almost hated to disturb it, to disturb them. But that was silly. The chocolate on the biscuits was already beginning to melt.
‘Tea!’ she sang out to the garden.
John looked up from his roses and smiled at her. ‘Tea, lovely.’
‘Tea!’ cried the children, scrambling from the rhododendrons before running down the path towards her.
Edith sat down, smiling as her family surrounded the table. Martin and Lucy’s dirty hands were upon the biscuits before she could even mention soap and water, so she didn’t bother. Why spoil things with admonitions? Lucy was so beautiful, her mousy hair all about her face; her lips now like her fingers, all chocolatey. And John, raising his tea to his lips and blowing the surface, just as he always did before his first sip. Then with a satisfied sigh, he said, ‘Ahh … lovely cup of tea, Ede.’ He smiled at her, and she felt an ache in her heart; for him, for them, for now, because the dream was ending, as it so often did, here in this slow receding summer of so long ago. It was ending with the sound of a small dog’s growling, and they hadn’t had a dog then, had they? 
She opened her eyes. ‘Monty?’ 
Outside it was late afternoon, the street lamps had come on and darkness was beginning to fall over the rooftops that spread out beneath her window. The tower block opposite hers was glowing with hundreds of squares of light, and she was cold. The central heating must’ve turned itself off; either that or it was broken again. She had fallen asleep in her chair. The television news was on, and she realised with regret that she had missed Fifteen to One.
Then Monty barked. She turned to see the little dog fixed and staring warily at the bottom of the hall door.
‘What is it, Monty?’ 
Monty moved forward and began sniffing under the door, he barked, again and again, his stubby tail wagging with excitement.
‘Monty?’
Then came the bang; a small but very loud blast that sent the dog scampering from the door to the other side of the room. Edith cried out. She shrank back into her chair, cringing away from the possibilities, her shaking hands covering her mouth as she stared at the door.
After a few moments she managed to speak, shakily, ‘Wh -Who is it? ‘Who’s there?’
There was no reply. She forced herself to her feet, and crossed unsteadily to the door.
 ‘Who’s there?’ she cried. But again, there came no reply. 
She listened for a moment, her ear pressed to the door. There was only silence. But now another of her senses was becoming alarmed - she could smell smoke. Her heart, already beating fast, beat faster. She reached a trembling hand to the door handle. Her frail grip closed upon it and she pushed it down, opening the door into the hallway. What she saw caused her to step back in consternation and slowly rising horror. 
The hallway was filled with smoke. It hung in a thin layer that swirled over on itself as she opened the door. The front door was still closed, the lock, slide bolts and security chain still firmly in place, but the door hadn’t managed to prevent the entrance of the intruder that she now saw blasted apart on the hall carpet: a firework.
The lower part of the door was scorched and blackened, the paint and wood still smouldering, as was the doormat. The word, WELCOME was burned almost completely away. Using the wall for support, Edith moved to the mat with all the speed she could muster and began tramping out the glowing embers with a slippered foot. She cried out in anguish and fear, tears running down her face as she stamped her frail foot down again and again, not seeing the last tongues of flame from the smouldering coir, but seeing instead the young faces of those she knew were responsible. It was only when Monty tentatively entered her field of vision that she stopped stamping at the mat. The dog looked up at her timidly, his small stub of a tail wagging with awkward, uncertain strokes. 
‘Oh, Monty,’ she cried, sliding down the wall to the floor and reaching out her arms to him. ‘Oh, Monty. How could they?’ Outside she heard the distant sound of childish laughter echoing around the concrete and steel walkways of the high-rise council block she now called home. ‘How could they?’
Monty allowed himself to be gathered in her arms and licked at her tears as they poured in slow constant streams down her face.
~~~~
Martin drove his nearly-new Rover all the way to Pelham Towers. It was something he was loath to do, but the supervised car park a quarter of a mile away that he would normally use when visiting his mother had been full. So he had to trust that his instincts concerning the safety of the estate’s own car park were wrong. He drove into the square at the centre of the estate and managed to find a space surrounded by cheaper, older vehicles, hoping they would conceal the Rover’s gleaming expensiveness. 
Following his Mother’s terrified phone call of last night, he’d managed to get the afternoon off work for the purpose of coming here. He wished now he’d gone home from the office and changed his clothes before setting off. He felt somehow vulnerable in his suit and tie, like a lone gazelle that had strayed into hyena country. He stepped out of the car and locked it. He then double-checked that the car’s alarm system was working. The small red light just inside the driver’s window winked at him reassuringly, and Martin nodded as if in response. Then he turned and made his way through the cars to his mother’s building. As he walked, he looked up at the brooding concrete towers that closed in all around him beneath the grey November sky. The air was chill and damp, and he shivered, quickening his pace to the block ahead.
A short while later he stepped hurriedly out of the urine-reeking elevator onto the fifth floor and walked along the walkway to her flat. The clacking of his shoes, a sound that normally pleased him as he walked briskly about the city, now disquieted him as the sound echoed down the passageways, and he felt – or imagined – the cool scrutiny of a hundred hidden eyes upon his wallet, his watch and his mobile phone. He snorted, forcing a little laugh and muttering to himself, ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ 
He rang his mother’s doorbell. From inside the flat he heard Monty’s yappy barking commence. He waited a few moments, then rang again. Then he heard a small voice on the other side of the door.
‘Who is it?’ 
‘Mum? It’s me, Martin.’
Martin listened to the fumbling of latches and sliding of bolts, then the door opened a few inches and he saw his mother peering at him over the security chain from the gloomy interior of the hall. 
‘Martin. Oh, Martin, thank heavens. Be quiet, Monty! It’s Martin, I told you he’d come, didn’t I?’
Martin started at the sight of her. She’d shrunk, he thought; literally, physically shrunk since the last time he’d seen her. He realised his mouth was gaping and he checked himself as his mother pushed the door closed momentarily to remove the security chain. The door opened and Monty started bouncing up and down, yapping at him in a frenzy of what could’ve been either greeting or threat. Martin had never been able to really tell the difference. ‘Mum, I ...’ he began.
‘Monty! Calm down, calm down. There’s a good boy.’
She looked up at him from where she petted the dog, and Martin saw that the haunted look that had greeted him from the shadows a moment ago had been completely dispelled by her smile, which was as full and as radiant as it always had been when it fell upon him. He smiled and bent to kiss her. As an afterthought, he patted Monty on the head.
‘He’s pleased to see you,’ said Edith.
‘I’m ... I’m pleased to see him too, Mum.’
She took his arm. ‘Come on in, Martin. Come in out of the cold.’ 
As Martin took a step into the flat, his nose prickled at the smell of the fire damage. 
‘Come on, Monty!’ Edith beckoned to the little dog, who scurried in and continued to harass Martin’s ankles. She closed the door and began to slide the bolts into place. When she’d finished and stepped aside, Martin saw for the first time the scorched and blackened door. 
‘Jesus,’ he said, squatting down. With one hand he attempted to mollify the excited dog, while the other touched the burnt wood.
‘Awful, isn’t it?’ said Edith. ‘It was a banger, or something like that. I couldn’t believe it.’
Martin ran his fingers over the damage and soot gathered in the whorls of his fingerprints. ‘The little bastards.’
‘Martin!’ his mother chastened him. ‘Language.’
Martin straightened up. ‘I’m sorry, Mum, but, Jesus.’ He looked distastefully at his blackened fingertips. 
‘And you can stop blaspheming as well, young man. Come on, let’s have a cup of tea. Come along Monty.’ Edith led the way down the narrow hall, through the lounge and into the kitchen. Martin followed, hastening to the sink where he washed his hands with washing up liquid and a scrubbing brush.
A short while later, as he sat by the gas fire in the sitting room, Martin looked up from petting the dog as his mother returned with a plate of biscuits. She set them on the coffee table and Martin took one.
‘I should think myself lucky, really,’ said Edith.
 ‘What?’ said Martin, spraying biscuit crumbs into his lap. 
‘There’s a man called Mr Thomas, a few floors above me. They poured turps through his letterbox and set fire to it.’
‘Good God! Is he alright?’
‘Oh, yes. He managed to get a bucket of water over the fire before it spread anywhere. Not much damage apparently, but he was very shaken.’
‘I’ll bet he was. What did the police have to say?’
‘The same as they did with me. They asked for descriptions, which he couldn’t give, then said they’d do what they could. Which, I suppose, is nothing.’
‘And you’re sure it’s these kids?’ 
‘Oh, yes. I didn’t see them, but I know it was them. Just like Mr Thomas knows, just like the police know, just like everybody in this whole estate knows; it was them. Little monsters. I can scarcely believe they’re children. You know, Martin, when I think of you and Lucy, and what you were like when you were young ... well, it’s like they’re a different species.’ Her voice began to tremble, and Martin moved to put his arm around her as she began to cry.
‘Oh, Martin. I can’t help wondering how things might’ve been different if Lucy hadn’t died.’
‘Shhh, Mum. Don’t cry,’ he gently smoothed her hair with his hand. ‘Lucy’s in Heaven now. She’s happy. She wouldn’t want you to be all upset over her, now would she?’
‘I sometimes wish I were there too, with her and your father. In Heaven, instead of being here, in this evil place.’
‘Now Mum, you know it’s only a temporary thing. As soon as Janice and I have the new baby we’re going to move to a bigger place and you can come and live with us again. It’s not forever.’
‘But you said that before, Martin,’ said Edith, looking up at him. ‘Before baby Rachel was born, you said I had to move out so Rachel could have her own room, and that you’d be moving to a bigger place, and when you did I could come back. You said so, Martin. But I’m still here.’
‘I know, Mum, but we didn’t have enough money to buy a bigger place then. But it’s different now. Now I’m earning more money and we’ll soon be able to move.’
‘Do you promise me, Martin?’ she looked at him earnestly. ‘Do you promise me?’
‘Of course I do, Mum. I promise you.’
‘Get me away from these little monsters. They are monsters, you know? They look like children, but they’re not, not children like you and Lucy were; they’re trolls, that’s what they are. Wicked, monstrous little trolls.’ She turned her face into the stiff fabric of his suit jacket and let her sorrow consume her.
‘I know, Mum,’ said Martin, smoothing her hair. ‘I know.’
~~~~
When he left a few hours later, it was dark. His mother was calm, consoled by his promise that she would soon be out of Pelham Towers. In the meantime, he had promised to come back at the weekend to repair and re-paint the damaged door. 
As he walked to the lift, he took out a much-needed cigarette and lit up. Mum didn’t approve of smoking since his father had died of lung cancer ten years ago. After his death, she refused to allow cigarettes in the house, which had been difficult for Lucy and him since, by that time, they had followed in their father’s footsteps and had both become heavy smokers. He wondered what Lucy would make of all this business. Lucy, for whom a hot bath and a packet of razor blades had been preferable to a lifetime of sporadic, ever-increasing bouts of schizophrenia. 
He wondered if - as he knew his mother believed - she wouldn’t allow this situation to exist. Well, it did exist - and even if Lucy were still alive, she wouldn’t have been in a position to do much about it, as by now she’d probably be in a mental hospital or institution. 
He was suddenly snapped out of this reverie by the shrill sound of a car alarm. He listened, his expression darkening as he realised it was his car alarm. He ran to the handrail of the walkway and looked down into the square. A group of hooded children stood surrounding his car. Martin guessed they could be anywhere between the ages of nine and fourteen. Then, as the group parted a little, he saw a pair of tracksuited legs protruding from the driver’s window, the top half of the owner’s body evidently busy within.
‘Oi!’ Martin shouted.
The kids turned to the sound of his voice, their faces all hidden by the shadows of their hoods. Upon seeing him, they turned back to the car, unconcerned. The boy who had broken in was now fully inside. 
Martin turned and ran to the lift. He stabbed at the call button, the edge of which illuminated red to indicate activity, but not activity enough. Exasperated, he looked about, and seeing the door to the stairwell next to the lift, yanked it open. He charged down the stairs two or three at a time, and about fifty seconds later he burst into the courtyard to see the roof of the Rover moving jerkily backwards and forwards amongst the other cars. He mentally applauded his foresight in burying it so effectively, while at the same time cursing his stupidity at bringing it here at all.
‘Hey! You little shits!’ he shouted, weaving his way toward them. ‘Get out of my fucking car!’
There was a crunch, and the sound of another car alarm began, adding its high-pitched wail to that of the Rover. Martin saw the Rover stop suddenly and heard the doors open, and then the children were out and running away. Martin got to his car and stopped, gasping for breath. He straightened up and looked after their retreating forms as they darted away in all directions through the surrounding cars. One of them turned around to see if he was in pursuit. When he saw that he wasn’t, the boy thrust his middle finger into the air in a parting gesture. 
Martin gasped and took a step back, his calves connecting with the Rover’s front bumper and causing him to fall back onto the bonnet. It wasn’t the gesture that caused him to falter so, but the grotesque, hooded face that sneered at him from behind the finger. Not even the most savage acne scarring could cause a boy’s face to become so hideous, so inhuman. So much, he realised with a shudder, like the mythic face of a troll.
~~~~
‘How was she?’ asked Janice as Martin walked into the lounge.
‘How do you think she was? Bloody kids stuffed a firework through her door, nearly burned the bloody place down; scared her half to death.’ He poured himself a brandy from the decanter.
‘That’s terrible, I’m sorry, love,’ Janice got up from the sofa and put her arms about him.
‘I just can’t believe that place, Jan,’ he said. ‘I mean, what are the bloody police doing, eh? Bugger all, that’s what. They say they’ve got no evidence.’ Martin stepped back from her and fell down into an armchair, taking a swallow of the brandy. ‘You know some old guy nearly got his bloody flat burned down when the little bastards poured turps through his letterbox and set fire to it? Can you believe that? They could’ve burned him to death! And what if it had spread? They could’ve burned the whole bloody building down!’
Janice shrugged, sitting down on the arm of the chair. ‘Maybe that was the idea.’
Martin laughed bitterly. ‘Wouldn’t have been a bad thing, at that.’ He took another drink and ran his hand over his thinning scalp.
‘You know she could always come and stay with us. After all, this is her house and in some ways it’d be better to have Rachel in our bedroom, if she were distressed or anything, we’d have an early warning.’
‘Distressed? Jesus, Jan, it’s bad enough having her waking up and crying all hours of the night as it is, without having her doing it in the same bloody room as us. No, we can’t have that. Mum’ll just have to stay there for the time being.’
‘And when this one is due?’ Janice ran her hand over her six-month pregnant tummy. ‘What then?’
‘I don’t know! It depends on cash flow. The kids’ll be alright here for a while, they can share. They won’t need their own rooms for a few years yet, if ever.’
‘But we are going to move, aren’t we?’ 
Martin banged his glass down hard on the coffee table. ‘One day, one day – yes! Jesus, Jan, you’re starting to sound like my bloody mother.’
From upstairs, the sound of a small child crying began.
‘Now look, you’ve gone and made me wake up the bloody troll,’ said Martin.
Jan looked at him in horror. ‘What did you say?’
‘Oh shit. I’m sorry, love. I’ve had a bloody awful day. Mum says the kids on her estate aren’t kids, they’re trolls. I guess I’ve just got the association in my head. I didn’t mean anything.’
‘Well you’d better forget the association, Martin,’ said Janice crossing to the door. ‘I’m not having you thinking of our child as a – a troll.’ She pulled the door in hard behind her as she left. It wasn’t quite a slam, but it wasn’t too far removed from one either.
Martin picked up his glass and looked down into the brandy as he slowly swirled it around. He felt his decision to omit the incident in the car park had been a wise one. The last thing he wanted was Janice thinking that he was going down the same road as his sister.
‘Trolls,’ he murmured. ‘Crazy bastard. Next thing you’ll be seeing little green men.’ He took a swallow of his drink. ‘Just forget about it.’
On Saturday, Martin, Janice, and baby Rachel drove to Pelham Towers. Martin had wanted to park in the public car park and walk the remaining distance, but Jan, pregnant as she was, had not. Rather than get into an argument which might end in his telling her about the other night, Martin had acquiesced. If she knew about the attempted theft, and the imagined face of one of the thieves, she’d put even more pressure on him to have Mum move back in with them; and that just wasn’t an option right now. 
On the way there, they stopped off at a DIY store to get the things necessary to repair Edith’s front door. A short time later, while the women fussed over baby Rachel, Martin was on his knees rubbing sandpaper over scorched paintwork. 
He listened as the conversation in the room behind him turned to the trolls’ – kids’, he corrected himself – firework attack. He had to stop thinking of them as trolls, he thought. But every time his mind recalled them he saw the face of the ... of the kid in the car park. He’d had enough time now to think it through. He knew it had to be the poor light mixed with his own fatigue and his mother’s metaphor that made that little monster look like, well, a little monster. 
The voices behind him suddenly grew louder as the lounge door opened, and Martin turned to see his mother coming towards him with a cup of tea. She smiled at him. 
‘Tea for the worker.’
‘Thanks, Mum,’ said Martin, taking the hot mug by the top and bottom.
‘It’s coming along well,’ said Edith.
‘Oh, well enough,’ said Martin looking at his handiwork. ‘Soon have it looking as good as new.’
‘Wonderful, Martin. You are a good boy.’
From behind her, Janice now stepped into the hall. She said, ‘Mum was saying how much she’s looking forward to coming back to live with us.’ She said it with a smile as casual as befitted the remark, but Martin could read the condemnation in her eyes. He turned back to his sandpapering. 
‘Well we all are, Jan. Shouldn’t be long now.’
‘That really is such a relief,’ said Edith. ‘I can’t tell you how, how difficult it’s been for me here.’ 
Martin could hear from the sound of her voice that she had turned back to Jan as she was saying this.
‘It’s not just the terrible children here and the lack of any sense of safety,’ she continued, ‘but also the basic struggle of being so high up here on the fifth floor.’
‘I know, Mum,’ said Janice. ‘It must be awful for you. But not for much longer, eh? Soon be back home with us.’
Martin heard the rise in cheerful optimism in those last assurances. He knew that Jan meant it, no matter how much he explained to her the impracticalities of the situation; she’d have Mum back with them tomorrow, and to blazes with the consequences. What a picture, he thought: the five of them, all crammed in together, kids screaming, mother chiding him for swearing, blaspheming and very likely sending him outside his own home to smoke. Jesus Christ.
Martin could hear the women moving away again towards the lounge. He realised he was sanding furiously, wearing away now at the undamaged wood beneath the scorched. He stopped, fell back onto his haunches, and sagged against the wall. He stayed that way a moment, then got to his feet and called to the lounge. 
‘I’ve got to go out for a minute.’
‘For a cigarette, I suppose,’ Edith replied. 
‘I’m giving up in the new year, Mum.’
‘Remember what happened to your Father, Martin.’
‘I do, Mum,’ he said, putting the door on the latch and closing it behind him. ‘I do.’ 
He reached into his flannel shirt pocket and took out a packet of Benson and Hedges. Lighting up, he walked along the walkway. In his casual clothes and trainers he felt less conspicuous than he had on his previous visit. He wondered if those kids were anywhere about today and stopped, listening to the sound of the estate. He could hear the distant sound of radios, TVs and stereos. From somewhere below came the closing of a door; from somewhere above, vague snatches of conversation. Then, in the distance, the cheerful chimes of an ice cream van. Martin listened as it grew nearer and louder and then suddenly stopped. Since it was nowhere in sight, Martin figured it must be somewhere on the other side of the building. He flicked away his cigarette and hurried back to the flat. He let himself in and ran through to the lounge and the window that overlooked the street. 
Through the net curtains he saw the blue-and-cream coloured ice cream van below, its multicoloured menu surrounding the sales window on the side. He could see the ice cream man talking to a man and a little child, then a couple of girls came running up and joined the queue. Martin watched the ice cream man lean over and give the first child a whippy. The child reached up eagerly, took it, and began devouring it immediately. Martin didn’t notice the other children, the new arrivals, until they stepped into the line of vision between the serving hatch and himself. They all wore hoodies – that was the name the media had given those hooded tops, wasn’t it? Martin felt himself tense slightly at the sight of them as they bobbed and jostled with each other, waiting to be served. Martin was suddenly struck by an irrational impulse; he opened the window out wide to the late afternoon and, pushing his face against the net curtain, he shouted, ‘Hey!’ 
How many people turned to his shout he couldn’t say, as his attention was wholly fixed on the hooded children waiting at the van. As they turned, quick and animal-like, like wolves at the sound of a footfall, Martin felt his breath catch in his chest. From within the hood of the nearmost child he saw again the evil, twisted face he had seen the other night. He blinked, then looked at the hooded faces of the other children as they glanced about, trying to find the source of the shout. Martin clutched tightly at the net curtain, his breath coming in little gasps as he recognised the same features on all of them; despite the lowering gloom of the coming dusk and, of course, the clever concealment of the hoods, he could see them: their faces, horrible, troll-like, almost deformed with evil. 
‘Martin?’ 
Martin turned suddenly to see Janice and his mother entering from the kitchen. Janice was looking at him strangely. ‘Are you alright, love?’
‘What?’
‘Are you okay? You shouted. You look you’ve seen a ghost or something.’
‘I’m fine,’ he said, turning his attention back to the world outside the window.
‘Is there something going on outside?’ asked Edith.
‘No,’ said Martin, not wanting to scare her. ‘Nothing, just an ice cream van. I thought I might pop out and get us all one.’
‘But it’s November, Martin,’ said Janice.
‘Well, I want one even if you don’t,’ he said, moving away from the window and crossing the room. ‘Do you?’
‘Do I what?’ asked Janice, looking slightly disturbed.
‘Want an ice cream?’
‘No.’
‘Mum?’
‘Oh, no thank you, dear,’ said Edith, shooing Monty from her armchair.
‘Right then. Just me. Back in a sec.’ He made for the hall and a moment later they heard the front door slam.
‘He never could resist the sound of an ice cream van,’ said Edith. ‘Could he, Monty? Eh?’ She scratched the little dog behind his ears. ‘Not that you would know, you silly thing.’
Jan went to the window and pushed aside the net curtain to look down into the street to the point where her husband had been staring so intently a moment before. The ice cream van was driving away, its chimes echoing around the streets, and then fading as it turned the corner. ‘Well, he’ll be disappointed, Mum. He’s missed it.’ She closed the window and let the curtain fall back into place before joining her mother-in-law, her daughter, and Monty by the fireside.
 
Martin ran out into the street. He was out of shape, his heart was pounding and his body gulped and exhaled air in fast wheezing gasps. He looked about. The ice cream van was gone and so were the trolls.
‘Shit!’ he gasped, and leaned forward, head down, hands on his thighs, trying to regain his breath. They were trolls, there couldn’t be any doubt of that now, he’d seen them – clearly. He couldn’t explain it, couldn’t understand it, but he couldn’t deny it either, not anymore. What he needed to do – what he had hoped to do now – was catch up with them, talk to them, try and find out just what the hell was going on. He straightened up and looked again up and down the street. But they were nowhere to be seen. 
Then he heard them. Childish, cackling laughter that seemed to emanate from the square behind him. He turned and hurried back to the gloomy heart of the estate. The laughter flickered about the glass and concrete amphitheatre created by the buildings, its source uncertain. The afternoon light was fast fading into darkness now. He sensed they were watching him, laughing at his efforts to catch up with them. He felt his anger rising and was about to shout out and challenge them to show themselves when he saw one of them walking along a third floor walkway. 
Martin looked back in the direction from which the troll was coming and saw its friends walking off in the other direction as if nothing were going on; as if his shout and subsequent pursuit of them had ceased to be of any interest. His breath hissed noisily through clenched teeth and he wiped his mouth with his sleeve. He looked again at the single troll and scanned ahead of it. He saw the doors of a stairwell and looked down to where it came out at ground level. He sneered, took a breath, and ran over to it. ‘Okay, you little monster,’ he muttered as he started to climb the stairs. ‘Let’s see if you find things so amusing now you’re away from the pack.’ 
He took the stairs two at a time up to the third floor. When he got there he paused to catch his breath. Despite the chill, he was sweating. He tried to steady his breathing and to get his anger under control. Then he pushed the door open and stepped out into the path of the troll.
It wasn’t one of the pack he’d seen at the ice cream van. This one wore baggy jeans and a black tracksuit top. But it was a troll. Its cropped hair grew black from a yellow scalp, its face was covered in spots and sores, some of which dribbled a thin puss. It looked at him with its tiny black eyes and the big nostrils seemed to flare for a moment as if it were noting his scent, perhaps sniffing for the smell of fear. Then it moved to one side, as if it were to pass. Martin stepped into its way. ‘Oh no you don’t,’ he said, trying to keep the tremble from his voice. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing: this bizarre aberration of nature, wandering about an inner city council estate as if it were the enchanted woods of a fairy tale. He pointed a finger at it. Then, with a firmness of tone he didn’t quite feel, said, ‘What are you? How, how did you get here?’
The troll screwed its features into a scowl. When it spoke, Martin saw that the teeth that crowded its mouth were like tiny, curved needles, similar to the teeth of some breeds of shark. The noises it was making were like animal grunts, its tongue was big and fat and no doubt incapable of the delicate nuances of human speech.
‘What’s the matter, can’t you talk?’ said Martin aggressively.
The troll made another sound and went to push past him, but Martin grabbed it by the shiny fabric of its tracksuit top and pulled it back. The troll pulled itself free and grunted loudly at him. It pushed at Martin with its big hands and Martin staggered backwards. 
‘Right,’ said Martin, lunging forward and grabbing the troll around the neck. He spun with it and crashed its body through the door into the stairwell. The troll hissed and thrashed, its hands clawing at Martin’s wrists, trying to break his grip. Martin struck its head against the wall and it made a choking sound. Then it managed to get its knee into Martin’s groin, and Martin let go, doubling over with shock and pain. The troll staggered a moment, then reached into its jeans’ pocket. Martin saw it pulling something out. It grunted angrily, and then he saw the blade. The troll brandished the knife at Martin and continued to grunt at him. Martin stepped back and the troll advanced, slashing the air in front of Martin’s face. Martin watched the blade, unconsciously timing the troll’s swings from left to right to left. Then he struck out with his fist. It connected directly with the troll’s jaw, knocking it backwards and causing the knife to fall from its grip. Martin dropped and snatched up the weapon. The troll looked at him, and now there was fear in those wicked black eyes. 
‘Not so brave anymore, eh?’ said Martin. He flashed the blade in front of the troll’s face. ‘I’m not an old lady, am I? I’m not an old man.’ 
The troll grunted, drool mixed with blood spilling from its mouth. Revulsion came over Martin in a wave, and he felt a sudden overwhelming hatred for the thing before him. On an inexplicable impulse, he stepped forward and swung the knife upward, plunging it into the troll’s solar plexus with all his strength. He pulled it out, then stabbed again, and again, blood pouring over his hand and onto his trousers, but he didn’t notice. There was just a sense of release, of vanquishing of evil from this world. Christ, it was like a high, like the first giddying rush from childhood’s first stolen cigarette. His head swam and he felt a distant nausea. He stepped back to steady himself and the troll fell to the floor. It lay unmoving and he kicked it. Still it didn’t move. He looked at his own body and saw that he was soaked from the chest down with the thing’s blood. The coppery smell rose about him like the smell from a slaughterhouse drain. Now nausea did hit him. He gagged, and clapped his clean left hand over his mouth. Bile rose and he forced himself to swallow it back down. 
He fell back against the wall, breathing hard, as slowly his head began to clear. He knew he had to get away from there, to leave with as little trace of his ever having been there as possible. He felt the weight of the knife in his hand. He closed the blade and pocketed it.
‘Shit!’ he cursed. He couldn’t go back to mother’s looking like this; he was supposed to come back with an ice cream cornet, not – this. He’d have to get to the car. Go home. Shower. Burn everything that he was wearing. Yes, it would work. He could say that he’d got a call on the mobile and had to go back to the office in a hurry. Urgent business; couldn’t wait till Monday. Yes, they’d believe it. It happened all the time, didn’t it? He turned and ran down the concrete stairs leaving a trail of size eleven bloody footprints behind him.
Outside it was dark and a light fog had descended. The car parking area at the centre of the square was lit by a scattering of floodlights whose pools of yellow light left large areas of darkness between them. He moved into the shadows, glancing about nervously as he went. Above and around him all was still. He was nearly there now, he remembered where he’d parked; just around from this van and then –
It was gone. 
The car had been here, he was certain of it; this spot, just by the van. Panic rose inside him. He looked wildly in every direction, but the Rover was gone.
‘Shit,’ he hissed. ‘The fucking little shits have stolen it! They’ve stolen my fucking car.’
He ran his bloody hand through his hair. ‘Shit! Shit! Shit!’
And then the sound of laughter. Cackling, evil laughter, coming loud and clear from the entrance to the square. At once, Martin turned to the sound, ducking behind a car and peering over its roof at ... at three trolls. The ice cream trolls, he was sure of that. All hooded, all cock-sure and swaggering, carrying things under their arms. Had they taken his car? Joy-ridden it all over South London and crashed it into a shop front not too far away? Yes, of course they had. Thieves, terrorisers of the elderly, monsters. Fucking little monsters! He reached into his jeans’ pocket and took out the knife. He opened the six-inch blade, still wet and sticky with blood. Then he squatted down and began to weave his way among the cars towards the trolls, who were now waiting outside an elevator. 
As he moved he whispered, muttering through gritted teeth, ‘Where’s my car? Where’s my car? Where’s my car?’
The elevator doors opened and the trolls, still snorting their hideous laughs, began to step inside. ‘No!’ cried Martin, suddenly frightened that he would lose them, for only they knew the whereabouts of his car: his only means of escape. ‘My car!’ He shouted as he started to run. ‘Where’s my car?’ He broke from the darkness and fog, his blood-soaked trainers slapping wetly on the ground, and the knife held out before him. The lift doors were starting to close and he could see the trolls, their grotesque faces looking at him in terror and disbelief. Then he was there, his knife-wielding arm thrust through the narrow, closing gap between the doors. The doors closed on it, stopped, and then slowly began to roll open again. The trolls were screaming – a hideous, inhuman sound as he entered the lift. The things they had been carrying lay fallen about at their feet: books, a phone, a bag with a Nike tick on it, a packet of half-eaten crisps. As the doors rolled silently closed behind him, Martin held the knife towards the troll in the middle and whispered in a voice that trembled on the brink of hysteria, ‘Now then. Where’s – my – fucking – car?’
~~~~
Ted Willis had been in the pub most of that Saturday afternoon. He’d watched the Chelsea game over four pints of Fosters, and was now on his way home to his eighth-floor flat at Pelham Towers. Dinner and a night in front of the television with his wife beckoned. He was just coming along the walkway of his floor when, quite suddenly, he heard the shouting and screaming from somewhere below. Shouting and screaming wasn’t entirely out of the ordinary on an estate like this one, but there was a big difference between the everyday domestic commotions of the estate and the sounds which he’d just heard. Normally you minded your own business, but this was different; these cries had a frightening urgency to them, and the screams were screams of terror. They were coming from far below. Ted leaned over the handrail and looked down into the Square. Almost as he did so, the sounds stopped, as if they had been cut off. A moment later, the lift behind him groaned and clunked into life. He turned to see the lights above the lift now indicating that it was in upward transit. ‘Jesus Christ,’ he whispered. Whatever was going on, it was going on in the elevator. Ted jabbed at the lift-call button; he was a big man and he knew how to handle himself in a fight. He bunched his fists as the cables on the other side of the doors toiled, slowly hauling the lift up the shaft. He pressed his ear to the doors, listening to the clank and grind of the machinery, and now something else - growing ever nearer - the sound of muted screams echoing up the shaft. Ted stood back and braced himself, his heart pounding as the lift came to a halt on the other side of the doors.
He’d been ready for anything; but nothing could have prepared him for the sight that met his eyes as the doors rumbled slowly open. 
Blood. Everywhere. There were four people - three standing and one on the ground. Three of them were just kids - boys, their faces mad with fear, eyes turned to him now - and the other, a man? Jesus, a knife! He’s got a knife. 
‘Help us!’ One of the kids was reaching out to him. ‘Danny’s dead! He’s killed Danny!’ 
The shock that had frozen Ted to the spot suddenly broke and he lunged forward. Ignoring the knife, he grabbed the man’s blood-soaked flannel shirt in both hands and pulled with all his might. He flung him around, out of the lift and reeling towards the hand rail. The killer crashed into it, jack-knifing at the waist; his upper body flew out and his bloody hands were unable to stop him, slipping from the rail as his weight pulled him over and down eight floors into the Square below. 
Ted turned back to the boys in the lift. The boy on the floor, Danny, was moving, a gurgling sound on his lips as his friends, hysterical and weeping, tried to help him.
‘Here,’ said Ted. ‘Don’t move him about now. Just stay with him. I’m going to call an ambulance.’
‘But the monster! What about the monster?’
Ted remembered the mask that the madman had been wearing - for it had to have been a mask: the evil black eyes, the leathery yellow skin, and that mouth with its rows of barbed wire teeth. Like some kind of … troll. For a moment it had scared the shit out of him, it had seemed so real. So alive. ‘Don’t worry, son. The monster’s dead. Just you stay here with your mate, while I go and get help, alright?’ Then he turned and ran homeward.
~~~~
Janice looked out of the window into the dark streets below. The siren and the blue flashing lights were drawing nearer. ‘Looks like some ambulances, Mum. I think they’re coming here.’
‘Oh, dear. You don’t suppose there coming for Martin, do you?’
‘Don’t be silly, Mum. I told you. Martin probably got a call from the office and he’s had to go in. It happens sometimes.’ She came and sat on the sofa next to Edith, putting her hand reassuringly on the old lady’s knee. 
‘If you say so,’ said Edith. ‘I’m sure you know him much better than I do these days.’
‘I don’t know about that. He can be a right mystery to me at times. But anyway, you’ll soon be seeing as much of him as I do, you’ll be back home with us.’ Then she added with a smile, ‘And even if Martin has taken a queer turn somewhere and winds up in hospital, that’ll leave all the more room for us and Rachel and the baby, won’t it?’
‘Oh, Janice.’ Edith chuckled. ‘You are awful.’
****
 



 
The Green Man
‘Oh look, Alec, up ahead,’ Libby Bingham pointed a chubby finger and smiled, ‘On the left there – a pub.’ She lifted the Yorkshire terrier that was sitting in her lap and aimed his face toward the pub. ‘Look Bobby, a pub! Does Bobby want a drinky-wink?’ Bobby yapped and pumped his legs. ‘So does Mummy.’ Libby rubbed Bobby’s head. She turned to Alec. ‘Mummy’s very thirsty.’
‘Well, Mummy can have a sip of Daddy’s water,’ said Alec without enthusiasm. He waved at the small bottle of mineral water in the Toyota Landcruiser’s drinks holder.
‘No, Daddy,’ Libby persisted, ‘Mummy wants a proper drink. She’s been sat in this car for two hours now she wants a gin and tonic - and a piss.’
‘We’re nearly there, Lib. Just a little farther.’
‘For God’s sake, Alec, I’m spitting feathers here.’
‘So drink some water.’
‘I don’t – ’ Libby began, then she sighed. ‘Oh, forget it.’ She picked up the mineral water and took a sip. As they neared the pub, Alec slowed the car down; a huge camper van was pulling out from pub’s car park onto the road. He stopped the car and looked across at the pub. It was a pretty, traditional inn that looked like it might be a few hundred years old. Much as he could murder a drink, he had no intention in stopping for one. He looked back at the road ahead and the camper van that continued to toil its way out of the car park. ‘Jesus Christ – look at that thing! It’s like a bloody hotel on wheels. What’s the point in going camping in a hotel?’
Libby was more interested in the pub. ‘Oh look, Alec. Look at the pub sign. Can you see the green man?’ Alec looked to where she was pointing. ‘Can you see his face? It’s all leafy!’ 
Alec adjusted his glasses and squinted at the pub sign. A leafy face peered back at him from a lushly green thicket; above it, in red, the pub’s name, The Green Man. ‘Oh yes,’ he murmured. ‘Very nice.’
‘Oh, do let’s stop, darling,’ said Libby. ‘We could both do with a break and Bobby wants a drink of water.’ She rubbed the dog’s head as if to prompt a response. ‘Don’t you, Bobby?’ Bobby yapped in the affirmative and fidgeted excitedly in her lap. ‘You see? He wants a little drinky.’
Alec’s grip on the gear stick tightened and his left eye gave an outwardly imperceptible twitch. ‘Well, he can have a drinky when we arrive. I keep telling you Lib, we’re almost there. It’s only about five minutes now.’
‘You said that half-an-hour ago.’
‘Yeah, well, I hadn’t counted on all the traffic around Slough, had I? Bloody bank holiday drivers; they’re all the more reason for us not to stop here and keep going; with all these people out and about, it’s only be a matter of time before someone nicks our spot.’
‘Nicks your spot, you mean. I’ve never even seen it. And how do you know about it anyway, this so-called “shady glade” of yours? Been bringing your fancy-woman out here, have you?’ 
Alec sighed. ‘I’m a middle-aged man with a middle-aged spread and a decidedly fair-to-middling salary. I don’t have a fancy-woman, Libby. Men like me have wives; wives like you.’ 
‘And what’s that supposed to mean? Wives like me?’
‘Oh God. What I mean is ...’ Alec didn’t need a full-blown row. He attempted to backtrack by making his jibe sound brighter, as if it were somehow a compliment. ‘... wives ... like you. You know – nice, comfortable, homely ... ’
‘God Alec, I’m not an armchair, I’m a woman – in case you don’t remember!’
‘That’s not what I meant, love. I meant we – both of us – we’re, well, we’re past our prime. I’m not what I was and neither are you, but that doesn’t mean that we don’t love each other, does it?’
‘Are you saying I’m fat?’
‘Fat? No! When did I say you were fat?’
‘You said I was past my prime.’
‘I said we were past our prime, both of us! I didn’t say you were fat.’
‘You didn’t have to, but it was what you meant.’
‘Oh, Jesus.’ Alec took his glasses off and rubbed the bridge of his nose. ‘I’m simply saying you’re – we’re – older, that’s all.’
‘Fatter.’
‘All right, yes, a bit – but we’re both fatter. But that’s not the same as being fat, is it?’
‘Oh, shut up, Alec! You said I was fat. I suppose your fancy-woman is as thin as a bloody rake.’
‘I told you: I don’t have a bloody fancy-woman! I came here last month on a fishing trip with Mike and Ray from the office.’
‘Oh? I thought you said this lovely spot was on Crown property. How come you were fishing on Crown property? That’s poaching, isn’t it?’
‘Not if you have a permit it isn’t, and Mike has a permit. He’s been coming here for years. He knows the gamekeeper.’ Ahead of them, the camper van was now fully out onto the road and began to pull away. ‘Finally.’ Alec put his foot on the accelerator and they moved forwards.
Libby took a last, longing look at the Green Man. Then she said, ‘He’s the guardian of the woods, isn’t he? Or is he some kind of fertility symbol?’
‘Who, Mike?’
‘No, the Green Man.’
‘How should I know?’
‘Well you go out fishing and all that. I’d have thought you’d know all about folk myths and legends of the woods.’
‘I go fishing occasionally. That doesn’t make me Robin Hood, does it?’
Libby shook her head. ‘Oh, you’re so – ’ She broke off and turned away.
‘So what?’
‘So ... bloody unadventurous.’
Alec laughed. ‘Unadventurous? Why, because I don’t give a toss about folk myths?’
‘No, because you don’t give a toss about anything – other than fishing. I don’t know why I said you had a fancy-woman; you’d need a bit of romance in your soul to have an affair, a bit of imagination. You probably wouldn’t even notice a woman – fancy or otherwise – unless she looked like a fish.’
‘Well, I married you, didn’t I? Does that mean you look like a fish?’
‘If I did, you might fuck me now and again. Maybe I should wear a trout mask in bed sometime. Maybe that would get you going, eh?’ Bobby yapped. Libby cupped his face in her hands. ‘Do you think so, baby? Mmmm? Would a trouty mask make Daddy’s willy big again?’ Bobby yapped.
Alec’s eye twitched. He gripped the wheel and glared at the road ahead. Easy now, he thought, you’ll soon be there. Just a little farther.
~~~~
Five minutes later, Alec slowed down and turned the car off the road onto a muddy path that was dense on either side with trees and bushes.
‘Is this it?’ said Libby. ‘It doesn’t look very promising.’
‘No,’ Alec said patiently, ‘this leads to it.’
Libby looked out of the windows with a deepening sense of doubt as the car rolled and dipped along the rutted path. ‘It’s very gloomy.’
‘It’s a wood, Libby, what were you expecting? The Champs Elysees?’
‘I just thought it would be a bit prettier, that’s all. You said it was going to be pretty.’
‘It is going to be pretty, we’re not there yet.’ Then Alec brightened, ‘Ah, there – look!’ He pointed up ahead to where the trees opened out onto an area of glowing sunlight.
‘Oh yes!’ Libby lifted Bobby so he could see too. ‘Look Bobby, we’re almost there, sweetums.’ Bobby wriggled in her grip, his legs pumping with excitement. Libby laughed and hugged him to her cheek. ‘Oh look, Alec, he’s all excited!’
‘Yes, aren’t we all, dear?’ said Alec without enthusiasm. He drove slowly into the sunlit grassy clearing in the trees. ‘Well, here we are.’ He stopped the car and turned off the engine.
‘At last!’ Libby threw open the passenger door. Bobby immediately leapt off her lap and started sniffing around. A moment later he cocked his leg. ‘Clever boy,’ said Libby, ‘Mummy needs to find a place to pee too.’ She took her handbag from the car. ‘Where’s a good spot, Alec?’
‘Try over there, by the stream.’ Alec pointed to a break in the trees to their left. Libby grimaced. ‘Ooh, you don’t suppose there’ll be anyone there, do you? Perhaps one of your fishing chums?’
‘I doubt it,’ said Alec, opening his door, ‘the fishing here is terrible.’
Libby frowned. ‘So why do you come here?’
Getting out on the driver’s side, Alec winced at his mistake. Then, recovering, he turned to her with a smile. ‘I don’t. We came here just the once, you know? Just to give it a try.’
‘Oh,’ Libby looked around, unimpressed, ‘And you thought it might be a nice spot for a picnic, did you?’
‘Exactly.’
She nodded doubtfully. ‘I see.’ She turned and walked off towards the stream with Bobby snuffling in her wake.
‘What? You don’t like it?’ called Alec.
‘It’s all right,’ Libby said without turning, ‘I’ve seen nicer.’
Alec clenched his teeth, biting back his response. He pushed his glasses up onto the bridge of his nose and watched, with some satisfaction, her discomfort as she negotiated her way through the long wet grass. When she finally disappeared behind some bushes with Bobby snuffling in her wake, Alec went to the back of the car and opened the rear door.
Inside were a couple of supermarket carrier bags, bulging with food and bottles of drink. Next to them was a large red and blue blanket which he had spread out to hide the other contents of the car boot - a little surprise he was saving for later. He picked up the shopping bags and walked back to the centre of the clearing just as Libby was returning from the stream. He smiled at her. ‘Lovely, isn’t it?’
‘What, peeing in the woods? No, it’s barbaric. Fortunately, I had some tissues with me.’
‘I meant the stream.’
‘Oh, yes. Breathtaking.’ She saw the bottle of chardonnay in one of the bags. ‘Thank God – wine. Where’s the corkscrew?’
‘The corkscrew? It’s, er, in the back of the car ... Under the blanket.’
‘Why did you put it under the blanket? Afraid someone might steal it?’ She walked to the back of the car and threw the blanket aside. There was no sign of a corkscrew, but there were plenty of other tools, including an axe, a pickaxe, a fork, and a spade. ‘Where? I can’t see it – and why have you brought a load of gardening tools, for God’s sake?’ She pulled the spade out and threw it out behind her in the hope that it might be concealing the corkscrew. It wasn’t. ‘Where – ’ she turned to see Alec standing right beside her. ‘Jesus! You gave me a fright! Don’t creep up on me like that!’
Alec grinned. ‘Sorry, Lib.’ He bent to pick up the spade.
‘Where’s the bloody corkscrew, then? Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten it, because if you have, you can forget this bloody picnic idea of yours as well!’
‘I’m sure it’s in there somewhere, dear. ’
‘Yes, under all these bloody tools of yours. Why have you got them in the car? Don’t tell me you’re planning on stealing a bush or something.’ She tried to push the tools aside but they were too awkward. There was no sign of the corkscrew. ‘Oh, shit. You have, you know? You’ve forgotten the sodding corkscrew. Well there’s no way I’m going to sit around here without – ’ 
Her sentence ended abruptly as Alec brought the flat of the spade down on her head with a dull clang. ‘Oh! Sorry, dear,’ he said as she crumpled to the ground, ‘How careless of me! First I forget the corkscrew, and then I go and bash your fucking head in! Whatever next, eh?’ He chuckled. ‘I’ll tell you what’s next. My fancy-woman, that’s what – Charlotte! Charlotte, who actually – ’ He broke off, interrupted by sudden yapping.
Bobby ran up to Libby’s body, sniffing at the blood that trickled from the gash on her scalp. He licked at it then started whimpering when she didn’t respond. Alec sneered at the little dog. ‘Oh yeah, and as for you, you hairy rat,’ he reached into the car and pulled out the garden fork. ‘How about we send you off to join Mummy in the afterlife, eh? I think that’d be best for all of us.’ He raised the fork with both hands and plunged it down towards Bobby’s back. Perhaps sensing his intention, Bobby bolted before the prongs hit. He dashed aside and started barking at Alec from a safe distance.
‘Shit!’ Alec stumbled from the force of striking nothing but earth. He aimed a wild kick at the barking dog but missed as it darted aside. ‘Shut up, you little bastard!’ Alec tore the fork from the ground and raised the prongs for the kill. He lunged, but again struck dirt as Bobby evaded him. ‘Bastard!’ Alec spun around, bringing the fork to bear on the dog again, but now with a smile on his face. ‘Good boy,’ he hissed through gritted teeth, ‘There’s a good boy, Bobby. Come to Daddy.’
Bobby considered for a moment then ran off into the bushes. 
‘No!’ Alec hurled the fork after him. It crashed through the leaves and juddered to a halt. He pulled it out again and saw that the prongs were bloodless. ‘Shit!’ He slashed and stabbed at the bushes, but the desired death-yelp of impaled Yorkshire terrier eluded him. Finally, he threw the fork aside and went back to the car. 
This was a setback, but how serious a setback was it? The mutt was so fucking pampered it would almost certainly die without a can opener and a supply of gourmet dog food. He took the pick axe from the back of the car and went over to the spot he’d designated for Libby’s grave, glancing around for Bobby as he went. What if the mutt came back after he’d gone and started trying to dig Libby up? Even its worrying at the grave site could be enough to arouse the suspicion of ... 
The thought trailed off as he realised the fear was unfounded. ‘Don’t be stupid, Alec,’ he said aloud. ‘No bugger comes out here.’ It was true; the story he’d told her about fishing here was a lie; there’d be neither fishermen nor anyone else. He looked at his watch: it was just past three o’clock. Time was getting on and he had a grave to dig. He swung the pick axe down so it stuck in the earth and went back to where Libby lay. 
He lifted her by the ankles and began dragging her body to the grave site. It was slow-going; she was heavy. She’d never been a slip of a girl but in the past few years she had really piled on the pounds. Alec noticed now that her dress was getting all dragged up around her waist, exposing her knickers, and for a moment, he felt a dreadful pang of remorse. 
He looked away and chided himself. For fuck’s sake, get a grip on yourself! She was a bitch, and now she’s a dead bitch. You’re free at last, so – 
He froze. 
For a moment, he just stood there holding Libby’s ankles and staring straight ahead. A face was watching him from the bushes on the far side of the clearing. It was half-buried in deep shadow and foliage, but still – it was there. A face. 
Or was it? Alec’s glasses had slid down his nose on the sweat of his exertions. He dropped Libby’s left leg and pushed the glasses back into position. He blinked and focussed again on the spot where … where there was nothing; just bushes, ferns, shadows, and nothing more. He gave a little snort and wiped his brow. ‘Jesus, now I’m fucking seeing things.’
He bent down and picked up Libby’s left ankle, then he chuckled as a rational explanation occurred to him. ‘It’s that stupid pub sign earlier on, that’s what it is, the bloody Green Man.’ He laughed. ‘Guardian of the woods, my arse.’ He shook his head and resumed dragging his wife across the clearing to her final resting place.
~~~~
One thing Alec had underestimated was the pervasiveness and persistence of tree roots. They were everywhere – mostly thin and flexible but some as thick as bloody branches - and many would have been impossible to chop through if he hadn’t had the axe. However, chop through them he had, and now he stood in a grave approximately three feet deep, which was deep enough, he decided; he was exhausted. His hands were blistered and his back was killing him.
He threw down the spade and looked at his watch. It was nearly five-thirty. He looked up at the jagged hole of sky beyond the branches overhead. The light was beginning to fade, and heavy black clouds were moving in and slowly blotting together. He had better get a move on. 
The thought resurfaced in his mind that Bobby might return and start trying to burrow down to her. It was a pity he couldn’t just kill the mutt and throw him in with her, if only to give himself peace of mind. But still, even if Bobby did burrow down to her, all he’d probably do is start eating her. He grinned to think of Mummy’s little baby gnawing Mummy’s face down to the bone. 
As if responding to this mental summons, a quick peal of yaps drifted out from the bushes nearby. Alec froze and squinted into the gloom. ‘Bobby?’
Another yap, then another.
‘Bobby? Come to Daddy!’ 
Alec bent down and picked up the garden fork. He looked again to the area from which he had heard the dog bark. His view was hampered by ferns and bushes that overhung the grave on one side and he and he climbed out to see better. Libby’s body lay face-down on the ground about three feet from the hole. Alec crouched down and peered over her into the shadows.
‘Bobby!’ He reached slowly for his glasses where they lay on the mud at the edge of the grave. ‘Good boy, come to Da – ’ 
The words dried up in his throat as he found himself staring into another pair of eyes. The face in the bushes! It was back at the edge of the clearing; a sinister, evil face, watching him calmly as if he might have been a rarity in a zoo. 
‘Who are you?’ Alec shouted. He grabbed his glasses and put them on, looking back to the face but once again, it had disappeared. ‘I know you’re there!’ he shouted, brandishing the fork before him. ‘Come on – show yourself!’
There was no reply. Somewhere far away, a wood pigeon cooed, and there was a faint stirring of the leaves and branches overhead as the coming rain sent lazy gusts of wind through the trees. Then, suddenly, Bobby barked again – now from somewhere behind him. Alec spun around at the sound. ‘Bobby!’ he shouted – no cajoling in his voice now, only desperation and anger. ‘You bastard! Where are you?’ He spun back again, convinced that the face in the bushes would have returned to watch him as he started losing control, but there was nothing. 
He must have been seeing things – it was panic, paranoia. Then a thought occurred to him: the dog! Every time he thought of the dog, he saw the face. Yes – his mind was playing tricks on him. He was thinking of the dog was a witness, and so his mind – his guilt – created a witness. But not a dog’s face – that would have been stupid. No, his guilt, or his fear, was creating a man’s face. That was normal, wasn’t it? Rorschach patterns: if you see a penis wielding a machine gun, you’re mad; but if you see a human face, you’re normal – wasn’t that how it worked? Yeah, well, he’d seen a face, so he was normal. Thank fuck for that! 
He laughed aloud; here he was, standing beside the murdered body of his wife, covered in grave dirt, shaking a garden fork at imaginary faces in the bushes and telling himself that he was normal – oh yeah, he was normal all right. Nothing crazy about this picture. 
‘Get a grip on yourself, Alec. And better still, get a grip on that bloody dog - preferably by the throat.’ He raised his hand to half-cup a yell. ‘Here Bobby! Walkies!’ The word always had a highly invigorating effect on the mutt. He sang it again with a touch of venom, ‘Walkies! You little shit.’ He waited for the terrier to come bursting excitedly from the undergrowth, as if the power of the word might vanquish all memories of his mistress’ recent bludgeoning and restore business to usual. But Bobby, it seemed, was smarter than that.
Alec sighed and walked over to Libby’s body. ‘Sorry Lib, but it looks like I’ll be burying without your precious hound. I have to get a move on. Then I can get home, get showered, and meet Charlotte – my fancy woman – for a night of wild, demented sex in our marital bed. How do you like that, eh?’ Libby was silent. ‘That’s what I thought you’d say, you old cow.’ He lifted her ankles. ‘Here we go, then.’ 
He dragged her until she lay parallel with the grave. Then, pushing his foot against her shoulder, he rolled her into the grave. She landed on her back, and the air was expelled from her lungs in what sounded like something between a cough and a groan. It was so lifelike that Alec peered into the grave, half expecting her to be looking up at him. 
She was.
‘Oh, Jesus,’ said Alec.
‘Alec?’ Libby croaked, blinking up at her husband’s silhouette standing stark against the rain-heavy sky.
Alec held up a finger. ‘Shush, Libby, it’s all right. You’re dead, dear.’ He turned and walked out of her field of vision. ‘Just you wait there.’
‘Alec!’ Libby screamed, realising where she was. ‘Oh my God – you hit me! You –’, she screamed again and began to struggle to sit up, ‘You tried to murder me!’
‘Not trying, Libby,’ said Alec, reappearing with the axe in his hands. ‘I’m murdering quite successfully, thanks. Now just you hold still and it will all be over.’ 
At that moment, Bobby, drawn by the sound of Libby’s voice, came bounding into the clearing, yapping furiously. Alec turned, his axe poised to swing.
‘Oh, look who’s here – Rin Tin Tin!’ A twigged snapped from behind the bushes on the other side of the grave and Alec turned back. His manic expression immediately changed to one of horrified recognition. ‘No!’
From where she lay, Libby watched as the bushes parted above her. Slowly, silhouetted against the sky, a long thin arm began to emerge and reach for Alec. Brambles sprang loose, clinging to the arm as it pushed its way out into the open.
‘No!’ Alec cried. ‘The Green Man! You can’t be ... !’ She watched her husband desperately raise the axe as thunder crashed overhead and a flash of lightening split the sky. 
And then Alec was gone. 
Libby felt the world swimming out of focus as large heavy drops of rain began to fall onto her face. The black arm withdrew silently into the bushes. She watched numbly as her own hand reached up to where the arm had disappeared, her fingers outstretched, beseeching her rescuer to pull her out of the grave. But no-one came, and now her hand was falling, slow and disembodied, like it wasn’t hers at all, down with the rest of her into darkness.
~~~~
Light and darkness, flashing blue and white. Voices, incoherent and garbled. Libby blinked and tried to move, but she couldn’t. She was paralysed. A weight on her chest. Panic seized her and her whole body convulsed against its restraints – but that was the problem, she realised – she was restrained on a stretcher. Night had fallen and the lights of an ambulance were pulsing, sweeping over the trees around her, blue and white. She tried to call out, and then she became aware of the oxygen mask over her nose and mouth. Then Bobby was there, licking her face.
‘I thought I told you to tie that bloody dog up, Brian!’ A paramedic scooped Bobby up and handed him to a colleague. 
‘With what?’ said Brian, ‘This is an ambulance, not a dog-catcher’s van! I tried to tie him with a length of bandage but he must have slipped it.’
‘Well, give him a shot of something and knock him out. We can’t have him jumping all over her in the ambulance.’ The paramedic hunkered down beside her. ‘You’re all right, madam, everything is okay. We’ll soon get you off to hospital.’ 
Libby spoke through the oxygen mask but her voice was unclear. The paramedic lifted it and she repeated ‘Alec – where’s Alec? He tried to kill me!’
‘I can’t say quite what’s happened, madam, it’s all a bit mysterious. We responded to a call saying there was a woman with a head injury who needed an ambulance. When we got here ...’ He glanced anxiously at a something behind her. ‘Well, the police are on their way.’
‘A call? Who called? Alec?’
‘We don’t know who the caller was, madam. They used what we believe is your phone and left the call open so were able to trace the signal.’
‘S-so where is Alec? H-he tried to murder me!’ She gripped the paramedic’s arm. ‘He hit me on the head with a spade. He was going to bury me!’
‘Yes, we found you in the, er – in the hole, but you’re going to be all right. You’ve got a spot of concussion and you’ll need a few stitches.’
‘My husband tried to kill me, but the Green Man – he stopped him somehow! Alec – Alec disappeared when the lightning flashed.’ 
The paramedic exchanged a look with his colleague then said, ‘There is a man here, madam, but I’m afraid he’s dead.’
‘Dead?’
‘Yes. He’s been shot.’
‘Shot?’
‘Yes madam, shotgun most likely. At very close range.’
Libby looked at the paramedic as if she doubted what he was saying. ‘B-but the Green Man doesn’t have a shotgun.’
Now it was the turn of the paramedic to look doubtful. ‘I don’t know about any Green Man, madam. This’d be poachers, most likely. You get them up here from time to time. They must have seen what your husband was doing and … well, intervened.’
‘But I saw him! The Green Man. He saved me!’
The paramedic smiled. ‘Well, if it helps you to sleep better, madam – that’s fine by me. Now, I’m going to put this mask back on you and we’re going to get you into the ambulance and off to hospital.’ He replaced the mask and gently increased the flow of oxygen. Libby smiled at the way Bobby continued to wriggle in the other paramedic’s arms. Then, she lowered her head to the pillow and watched as the dark branches above closed over her, entwining with the night clouds to form the lines of a face, not unlike the one she had seen on the pub sign, so long ago. 
The face of the Green Man.
****
 



 
Wet Velvet
Jennifer Meacher’s luncheon party was going swimmingly. It was a small affair with only a few close friends as guests in the garden of the house she shared with her husband, Richard. Richard had been off sulking somewhere, but now, Jennifer noticed from the corner of her eye, he’d finally deigned to join them. He was poking around at a sandwich platter. At last, she thought. She smiled and waited, listening with one ear to Bethany Grant as she prattled on about TV chefs. In her peripheral vision she saw Richard stiffen. Then he was striding over towards them. She laughed to present an attitude of gaiety as he came storming up.
‘What is this, Jennifer?’ Richard shook a small, triangular sandwich close to her face. The pink meat content flapped between the slices of bread and a sliver of buttery tomato slipped out and fell to the grass.
‘Well, I believe it’s called a sandwich, Richard. Though it’s a rather distraught looking example. Why does it upset you so?’
‘You know what I’m talking about: the sandwich filling.’
She looked at the offending snack. ‘Why, it looks like ham. But I can’t be sure, I ordered so many.’
Richard’s eyes narrowed. ‘That’s not ham, Jennifer. And we both know it.’
‘It isn’t?’
‘No.’
‘Well, what is it then?’
‘It does rather look like ham,’ said Bethany. ‘If it were in a sandwich line up and I were asked to pick out the ham, I’d probably finger that one.’
‘It’s not ham, Bethany,’ said Richard.
Jennifer smiled. ‘Oh, really Richard, does it matter? It’s pink, it’s meaty. I can assure you, it’s not vegetarian ham. I distinctly remember not ordering that. Not that they were offering it.’ 
‘It doesn’t exist, does it?’ asked Bethany.
‘Not that I know of,’ said Jennifer. ‘But they can do all sorts of things with soya beans these days, can’t they? Does it taste beany, Richard?’
Richard felt his temper straining.
Peter Chisholm sauntered over. ‘I say Jenny, smashing sandwiches,’ he waved a half-eaten example for all to see. ‘What’s in ’em?’
‘All sorts, Peter: cucumber, ham, mysterious bean-based ham substitute.’
Peter look confused. ‘Sorry?’
Jennifer smiled and casually indicated her husband. ‘Richard here seems to have found some unknown quantity in his sandwich. We were just speculating as to what it might be.’
Richard flung the remains of his sandwich to the ground. ‘Excuse me, I feel a little nauseous.’ He turned on his heel and strode off in the direction the trees and bushes at the bottom of the garden.
‘Should I keep a few sandwiches aside for later, darling?’ Jennifer called after him. ‘Egg, perhaps?’
‘No, thank you,’ Richard called, without turning back.
Peter turned to Jennifer. ‘I say, I’m awfully sorry, Jenny. I didn’t put my foot in it, did I?’
‘Oh, of course not, Peter, don’t be silly. Richard just gets rather excited whenever I give him tongue. Ignore him.’
‘Tongue?’ said Bethany. ‘Is that was it was in his sandwich?’
‘Yes,’ said Jennifer. 
‘Nothing strange about that,’ said Peter, patting Jennifer on the bottom. ‘Who wouldn’t get excited if Jenny tried to slip them a little tongue, eh?’
Jennifer chuckled. ‘Oh Peter, you’re incorrigible.’ She linked his arm and the three of them walked back towards the tinkling chatter of the other guests.
~~~~
Richard was aware he was grinding his teeth as he strode away from the party. He forced himself to stop grinding and tried to steady his breathing, but it was difficult. The mowed lawn ended and his feet were soon brushing through long grass as he moved into the shadow of the copse of trees at the bottom of the garden. The shade deepened the further he went. He swiped angrily at clusters of gnats that swarmed between overgrown shrubs and bushes, dusting them from his face and hair as he finally stepped out into a clearing. The clearing was cool and shady. It held only three things: a wheelbarrow, a compost heap and a shed.
His shed. 
He went to the door, glad to see it was padlocked as he had left it. He bent to lift a stone that lay in the long grass beside the door. Beneath it, woodlice fled as his fingers prised a small key from the compressed earth. He rubbed loose dirt from the key and inserted it into the padlock. A moment later the door swung open and Richard stepped into the warm, musty interior. The smell of creosote, sawdust and turpentine had an immediate calming effect on him and he savoured it a moment before turning and closing the door behind him. He slid the bolt into place, locking himself in, and felt a palpable sense of relief to finally be alone in his sanctuary.
The window was thick with dust and cobwebs, and the sunlight that filtered through it glowed on the work surface of an old workbench directly under the window. Richard sat down heavily on the stool in front of the workbench.
Bitch, he thought. The fucking bitch. He reached down and pulled open the stiff bottom drawer. At first it revealed a muddle of tools, garden wire, and a can of Three-in-One oil. Richard pulled again, and the drawer opened as far as it could without falling out of the bench. A riot of female flesh revealed itself to him, all cleavage, buttocks, smiles and shaving foam. Richard pulled the top magazine from the pile and opened it in the square of light on the bench. He quickly unbuckled his belt and unfastened his trousers. By the time they fell in a knot around his ankles, his penis was fully erect and firmly gripped in his fist. He looked at the woman in the magazine before him.
‘Damn you, Jennifer,’ he hissed as his hand began working angrily in his lap. ‘I’ll teach you, you slut!’ He bit down on his lower lip. Oh, she’d tried to get a rise out of him, hadn’t she? Tried to force a blazing row in front of their friends; a row that she’d orchestrated with her devious sandwich fillings, trying to force his shame to the surface. Oh, but he’d beaten her, hadn’t he? Oh, yes.
Richard pumped furiously, and as he did so, his anger gradually began to subside, along with all awareness of the outside world. Which was unfortunate, for if he’d been paying closer attention to his surroundings, he might have heard the not-so-distant snapping of a twig outside; he might have noticed the gradual darkening of the window and the subsequent change in the skin tones of the girl whose tummy was bisected with a firm crease and two staples. But he didn’t. When he came, his orgasm closed his eyes, knotted his face and snapped his head back. A cry of relief broke from deep inside him as his semen flew through the dusty air to land with a soft thud on the window.
Then came the roar of approval.
Richard’s post orgasmic funk was blown away by the whoop and cheer of his audience. He saw them now – and with colossal horror. He saw their laughing faces pressed to the glass: Jennifer, Bethany, and Peter, Mimi and Duncan, and there, behind Jennifer – probably with his hand up her skirt – was Bill. 
‘Good shot, Richard!’ cried Bethany. 
Richard refocused his eyes to see his gob of cum had struck the glass in front of her face. Now it dribbled downwards, cutting a trail through the dust. Bethany stuck her tongue out and made lewd lapping gestures. This got a big laugh from the others. 
Jennifer tapped on the glass and held up a paper plate with two tongue sandwiches on it. ‘I brought you something to eat. I imagine you’re feeling quite peckish after all that thrashing.’
Richard covered his genitals and moved away from the window, shrinking slowly down to the floor. He felt splinters digging into his buttocks, the rough surface of the boards scraping his flesh as he pushed his body awkwardly into the space under the bench. He clamped his hands over his ears to try to shut out the sound of their laughter, but it wasn’t enough. He began singing quietly to himself, a nonsensical melody that finally shut out their hideous guffaws.
Beneath the underside of the bench he noticed a spider, one of those big, garden spiders with a huge abdomen and tiger-like markings. It sat in the middle of its web where it was busy cocooning an insect. Richard wondered if it was one of the gnats from outside that must have come in with him. As he watched the spider preparing its meal, he became less and less aware of the luncheon party guests. He didn’t notice as they gradually drifted away, or as the daylight faded slowly into dusk. 
Eventually he uncoiled his legs and eased himself out onto the floor. He knew why she had done it. She’d known what he’d come here to do, only she’d hoped he might be doing something more, hadn’t she? He pushed aside some empty plastic sacks from the corner of the shed revealing a large, dirty jar. He drew it towards him. She had hoped he would be doing something which involved the contents of this. He smiled and stroked the sides of the jar as he might have stroked the skin of a lover.
This was what he had been playing with the first time she’d caught him. But she hadn’t laughed then, had she? Oh, no. No one to laugh with that time; just the two of them, staring in mutual horror at each other through the dirty window. He laughed bitterly. Well, what the fuck did she expect? When was the last time she had been a wife to him, in any sense of the word, not least the biblical one. Oh, no. That was all for Bill now, wasn’t it? She thought he didn’t know, but he knew, he saw. He could smell her sin on her when she came home late; smell its stink rising through all her little lies and excuses. 
Just like he could smell this now, his sin. The stink rose as he removed the airtight lid: bitter, pungent and indescribably erotic. He stared into the jar a moment before slipping his fingers into the vinegar and touching his love-thing, watching it stir, as if aroused by his touch. This is what you wanted, wasn’t it, Jennifer? A droplet of saliva fell from his mouth into the vinegar. He giggled. Well if you want it, Jenny, he thought, you can have it. He reached into the cold liquid and closed his hands around the thing; a wave of sexual excitement ran through him as he felt again its beautiful, yielding texture. He lifted it out and held it, dripping and quivering before his face. ‘Jenny always gets what Jenny wants,’ he chuckled. He unbuttoned his shirt and slipped the thing inside, gasping at its cold touch. He got to his feet and, humming again his vague, nonsensical melody, unbolted the door.
~~~~
Jennifer had said goodbye to her guests a few hours earlier, at about nine o’ clock. She’d thought about asking Bill to stay; she seriously doubted if Richard would show his face in the house again tonight, but she’d decided against it. After this afternoon’s ugly little display, she felt certain that Richard would give her the divorce she wanted and a generous settlement to boot. After all, it wouldn’t do for word to leak out that the CEO of Meacher Publishing was a wank-happy pervert with a secret shed of lust and depravity, now would it? 
“Shed of Lust”. She smiled at the thought; a tabloid newspaper heading if ever there was one. She lay on her back in the pink, baby-doll nightie Richard had bought her many years ago. If Richard did dare show his face, she knew the nightie would cause him to stir in all the right places, and she would take great pleasure in indignantly asking him if he had gone completely mad. Christ, as if he could imagine she’d ever let him put his hands on her again, after the time she caught him in his shed with his prick wrapped up in that – that thing. She shuddered. How absolutely watertight her case would have been if only he’d been fucking that today, instead of his sweaty little fist. Never mind: she had enough. She took a sip of her gin and tonic and flicked over a page of the Sunday Times colour supplement.
Then, a sound came to her from deep in the house and she stiffened. Was that the back door closing? 
‘Richard?’ she called. Her bedroom door was open. If he came in, she wanted him to see her.
There was a pause, then, from what sounded like the foot of the stairs: ‘Yes, dear?’
So, she thought, the pervert returns. She put her drink down on the bedside table, fluffed up the pillows that propped her against the headboard, and arranged her legs in a pose of relaxed sensuality. ‘I’m surprised you’ve got the nerve to show your face after what you did today.’
‘Well, that’s what I wanted to talk to you about, Jennifer,’ came the reply. ‘I feel I’ve let you down.’
She laughed. ‘Ha! Let me down? My God, you can say that again. You’re sick, Richard. You need help.’
Richard stepped into the doorway. ‘Yes, dear. I know.’
She looked at the dark, wet stain on his shirt and the hideous bulge that lay beneath it. ‘What the fuck is that you’ve got under your shirt, Richard?’
‘It’s what you wanted, Jenny. What you wanted your friends to get a good look at earlier. I’m sorry I disappointed you. I’ve come to make up for it.’
Jennifer forgot about the sensual arrangement of her limbs and began to draw her legs protectively to her body. There was something very wrong with this picture, something very wrong with Richard.
Richard reached inside his shirt. ‘Here.’ 
Jennifer’s mouth fell open in disgust as Richard drew out the stinking ox tongue she had caught him fucking last month in his shed. She could never forget how its wet sides had been curled up and pressed tight around his prick, and his sweating face contorted in a grimace of ecstasy. 
Now Richard was holding the fucking thing out to her like some kind of peace offering. She screamed in disgust. ‘Richard! Oh, God, get it out of here! You sick bastard, get it out of here!’
Richard walked slowly towards the bed, an insane smile dancing on his lips. She noticed with further disgust that he was erect beneath the dirty fabric of his chinos. 
‘Isn’t this what you wanted, Jennifer?’ He cocked his head, a look of mock surprise on his face. ‘And I thought you’d just got so keen on tongue, all of a sudden. Here, touch it, go on! It’s got a strange texture, like wet velvet.’
‘Get it away, GET IT AWAY!’ she screamed, but now Richard was kneeling on the bed, untroubled by her kicking feet. The tongue was wet and quivering and, oh Jesus, it stank. She turned her face away to avoid gagging on the smell. Richard was now on top her but she still couldn’t bring herself to touch it, to slap it from his grip. Instead, she struck at Richard, hitting his face and arms, but he seemed oblivious to her blows. He kept coming. She punched him in the face and his nose crunched under her fist. Blood began to pour from it, but Richard’s only response was laughter. 
‘You don’t want to touch it, Jenny?’ said Richard. ‘Well maybe you’d like to kiss it!’ He lunged at her, smothering her face with the flat of the tongue and pushing her back into the pillows. He pushed down hard onto the smooth, wet underside of the tongue, blood from his nose splattering over it, making it slippery, but somehow, all the more exciting. He could feel the tongue vibrating with Jennifer’s smothered screams. It felt almost alive. He felt her blows on his face and managed to raise his head in order to avoid the nails that clawed for purchase at his eyes. Yes, it felt almost as though Jennifer were breathing life into the tongue. 
‘There now, aren’t we quite the threesome?’ he chuckled. He closed his eyes and rode her struggles, savouring her hopeless fury until her blows began to weaken, and her thrashing gradually to cease. Richard opened his eyes and looked down, sad that it was all over. The feel of her dying screams through the tongue had lifted him to a whole new plateau of pleasure, and he wished he could bring her back just so he could kill her all over again. 
Then, a thought occurred to him. He looked at the alarm clock and smiled. Yes, of course, Bill should be home by now. And there was nothing Bill liked more than a bit of slap and tickle.
****
 



 
A Lovely Pair of Browns
It was ten o’ clock in the Prince William and Vernon ‘Badger’ Brock was staring at the almost-finished pint of Best in front of him. What he was seeing in the remaining inches of beer and glass-webbing suds were the two possible realities of his tomorrow morning. If he finished up now and went home reasonably clear-headed, tomorrow morning could be fluid and bright, his cycle journey to the depot easy, and his day’s work possibly even a pleasure. However, if he got himself another pint or pint and a half – which was his custom of an evening – then he could see nothing in the dregs of the glass but a grey road blistered with the invisible cobblestones of a hangover; cobblestones that he would still be stumbling over hours into the morning, trailing after the dustcart like a zombie on a towrope. Yes, he concluded, he should go home now. 
He pictured his dingy bedsit, himself sitting in it, half sober, staring at the small black-and-white portable T.V. he’d taken from his mother’s house; the tap dripping onto dirty dishes in the sink; the sounds of his neighbours rowing, or having sex, or doing both to a soundtrack of drum and bass; and his two-bar heater pushing the electricity meter round and round and round. He was standing at the bar a moment later, gesturing to the barmaid with a ten-pound note.
‘Pint and a half when you’re ready, Colette,’ he said, his eyes never leaving her chest.
Colette handed him his drinks and took his note, holding it gingerly between finger and thumb as if Badger had tendered his underpants rather than coin of the realm. She gave him his change and darted away with a busy smile before he could attempt any kind of conversation. 
This was nothing out of the ordinary for Badger and he didn’t give it so much as a second thought. He turned and began to slouch back to his table. He was half way there when he felt a hand touch him lightly on the shoulder.
‘Badger?’
Badger turned, and smiled to see a friend. ‘’Allo Ollie, mate. How are you?’ 
‘I’m all right, Badge, survivin’, survivin’, a-duckin’and a-divin’. How about you?’
‘Aw, you know, same as ever.’
Ollie stepped back a little, discreetly avoiding Badger’s bad breath. ‘You on your own, are you? Mind if I join you for a bit?’
‘Yeah, yeah. I’m over ’ere.’
Badger led Ollie over to his table where they sat down and began to talk. Talking with Badger was basically listening to Badger complain about the council – his employers for the last seven years – and the place where he and Ollie had met while Ollie was working as a temp on the dustcarts for a short time.
‘So, you’re still there, then?’ asked Ollie.
‘Un-fuckin fortunately.’
Ollie smiled and leaned forward. ‘’Ere, tell me: Do you still go out on those late night pigeon gassing jobs for the council?’
Badger grimaced. ‘Don’t bloody remind me, mate. Flamin’ birds. Winged rats, that’s what they are.’
‘Not to this geezer I know, Badge. He’d rather be talking to pigeons than to the sort of birds you and I like to talk to, you know what I mean?’ Ollie gave him a lewd grin. 
Badger frowned. ‘Eh?’
‘He’s a pigeon fancier. Loves them. Loves them, he does. He’s got a coop in his back yard. Goes down there every night and talks to them. Gets in there with them and lets them stand on his head and everything.’
‘Urghhh,’ Badger recoiled from the thought. ‘I wouldn’t let one of those dirty bleeders come near me for love nor money. Vermin, they are.’
Ollie inspected his cigarette with cool indifference. ‘Oh dear. That’s a pity.’
‘Eh? Whadderyermean?’ 
‘Well,’ Ollie shrugged, ‘this geezer was asking me if I knew anyone who had a brown pigeon, and I said – all casual, like, “I might do” – coz I was thinking of you, see? An’ he says, “that’s interesting”, coz he’s looking for a brown pigeon or two for his coop; says he wants to breed them.’ Ollie paused to take a drag on his cigarette. ‘He tells me that he’d be willing to pay money.’
Badger, whose expression had mellowed gradually from one of disgust to one of curiosity, asked, ‘How much?’ 
‘Well, he didn’t say. He said it depends on the bird, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he’d go up to, say, thirty quid – and you could double that if got a couple of lovebirds.’
‘Bloody hell,’ said Badger. ‘Thirty quid for a pigeon? He must be flamin’ barmy.’
‘Each to their own, Badge; takes all sorts to make a world, doesn’t it? So, what do you think? Know of anyone who might be able to get their hands on a brown pigeon or two?’
Badger thought a moment and then pretended to think a little more. ‘I might do,’ he said, ‘but what’s in it for you?’
‘Me? I don’t want nothing, Badger. I was just trying to help out a couple of mates, that’s all.’
‘Oh, course,’ Badger nodded. ‘I-I didn’t mean ...’ 
Ollie’s hurt expression broke into a smile. ‘Don’t worry about it mate, don’t worry about it.’ He reached into his jeans pocket and took out a crumpled piece of notepaper. He opened it out and glanced at the information on it before handing it to Badger. ‘Here, that’s his number. If you can get hold of a brown pigeon, give him a ring and tell him I told you about it. Like I said, you get a couple of ’em and there could be as much as, ooooh, maybe fifty, sixty quid in it for you.’
Badger took the piece of paper and silently mouthed the number that was scribbled on it. There was also a name: Colin. He grinned. Already, it looked like money in the bank.
~~~~
At two a.m. on the following Sunday morning, the beam of a front bicycle lamp wavered through the mist as Badger laboured uphill on the road out to the old railway bridge. The yellow street lamps were spaced at long intervals, and Badger was grateful for the bouncing spot of light that ran a few feet before him, illuminating the various dips and holes that scored the edge of the road. It was an old upright bicycle with rod brakes and a basket in front of the handlebars. In the basket was a rubber torch, a pair of council-issue work gloves, a slightly soiled decorator’s mask, and a long coil of rope with a loop knitted into one end of it. In addition, secured to the bicycle’s back rack by a length of bungee cord, was a cat’s travelling basket that had once belonged to Badger’s mother’s cat, Percy. Badger had borrowed it as part of his own personal luggage when his mother finally kicked him out last year at the ripe old age of thirty-two.
He scowled at the thought of her. ‘Old bag, don’t think you’re getting it back neither. You love that mangy cat more than you ever did me.’ 
Then he smiled as he wondered if the late Percy’s odour would freak out the pigeons when he stuffed them into the basket. He hoped so. He’d stowed a loaf of white bread into the basket to use as pigeon-bait, ‘Come and get it,’ he chuckled. ‘You dirty bastards.’
The road was empty and silent as he rode out to the edge of town. The houses and shop-fronts became gradually shabbier. Many were unoccupied and boarded up. This was a pretty dead part of town at the best of times, so at this time of night there was little chance of his actions being witnessed. He didn’t think that what he was about to do was illegal, but he felt more comfortable doing it under cover of darkness. No nosey blighters sticking their oars in with questions about ropes and cat baskets.
Up ahead he could see his goal: the railway bridge that stretched high over the road as part of the Victorian viaduct. It was here that once a year, at just such an hour as this, he and some colleagues from the dustcarts would come, along with a couple of expert-types from the Town Hall, and gas as many of the town’s pigeon population as they could find sleeping in their filth up in the bridge’s tangled steel beams. This was a favourite spot for the vermin to come and roost, to breed, and to decorate all around and below them according to their singular collective taste.
‘Shit machines,’ he muttered, and he spat absently. Badger always volunteered for the pigeon cull. It was easy money, but that wasn’t the reason he came: he came because he hated pigeons. He never actually got to kill any of them personally, his job was only to clear up the corpses, but he’d still come along – indeed, he’d do it for nothing. It was difficult for Badger to convey to others the joy of seeing all those stinking, dead birds as they came tumbling down around him, but he tried occasionally, especially after a few pints of Best. 
As he cycled under the dark and looming bridge, the stench of the birds’ filth in the damp night air grew thicker around him. Badger scowled up into the dripping rafters and wished his business here tonight was a mission of extermination other than pet procurement. Pets? He shuddered at the thought. It was pitch black up there, but he could hear them; hundreds of them, groaning and murmuring together in weird, alien harmony. ‘Shit-machines,’ he muttered. ‘Soon be culling time, don’t you worry.’ 
He dismounted and leant his bicycle against the wall. He reached into the basket and took out the torch, clicked it on, and shone it up into the shadowy underbelly of the bridge. The latticework of steel girders and support struts was thickly grimed and streaked with guano, and nestling above it all, shimmering in the torchlight, were hundreds, maybe thousands, of pigeons.
Badger raked the beam back and forth. He knew there were brown birds up there; he’d seen them on many occasions, as if – spookily – they always managed to survive the gassings.
Maybe they were smarter than the grey ones, he thought. Maybe they flew away when the council van came. Maybe they knew that men like him in white coverall suits wearing gas masks were the bringers of doom. He grinned. ‘Yeah, and maybe Elvis is alive and well and living under my bed in a nest made of porno mags and crispy tissues.’
Badger took the rope from the basket. He swung and hurled the looped end up, trying to get it over the central support rafter as near to the wall as he could. The first few times it missed, falling back to land on the guano-grimed pavement. He had his work gloves on, so he didn’t mind that so much. On the third try, he succeeded in getting it over the rafter. Immediately, a few dozen pairs of wings clattered into life as the startled birds erupted from the shadows directly over him. 
Badger shone the torch beam after the flurry of birds, but it was too late to see if there were any brown feathers among the fleeing flock. ‘Shit,’ he whispered. ‘That’s probably all the brown buggers gone, knowing my luck.’ He shook out further metres of rope, feeding them upwards and watching as the looped end gradually twisted and turned back down to him. He took the loop and threaded the other end through it. Then he began to pull the rest of the rope through, watching as the loop rose back up to the shadows, coming to a stop tight against the rafter. He pulled on the rope to check that it was sound and it juddered in his grip, taut as a guitar string. Then he went and fetched the cat basket from the bicycle and tied its handle to the end of the rope. When he was satisfied that it was secure, he put on his mask and gripped the rope tightly. ‘Right then, you bastards,’ he whispered. ‘Come to fucking daddy.’ Letting the rope take his weight, he swung his feet up onto the guano-streaked wall and began to climb.
The climb wasn’t easy, some of the mess was fresh and occasionally his feet slipped; it was slow going, but the thought of a possible sixty or seventy pounds drove him ever onwards. 
After much sweating, straining, and muttered profanity, Badger came up to eye-level with the top of the wall. He looked down; it was a giddying drop to the pavement. He reached out his right hand and managed to get a handhold on its thickly encrusted surface. He pulled, and a cake of guano came off in his hand. He cursed, trying to keep his voice down so as not to startle the birds again. He let the guano cake fall and grabbed again at the brickwork it had left exposed. Once he got a firm hold on the top of the wall he clawed his fingers steadily over to the other side. When his armpit came flush tight against the brickwork, he took a breath and let go of the rope, seizing the wall with his other hand and pulling his body flat against it. He panted, grimacing at his own hot, sour breath inside the decorator’s mask. He pulled his body up, and his face came close against the dung-encrusted perch. He felt his fish and chip supper threatening to rise and he turned his face away, hanging for a moment, panting, and trying to suppress the vomit reflex. Then, once the worst had passed, he eased one leg up and onto the top of the wall. His booted foot scrabbled over to the other side, and he was able to hook his heel over and pull himself up so he was straddling the wall. He rolled onto his chest, and again brought his masked face up against the guano. His stomach heaved and he sat upright, pulling the mask from his face just in time to avoid filling it with the vomit that now splattered into darkness on the other side of the wall. The sound of his retch and splatter was loud and sudden in the stillness.
From all around came a clamorous explosion of startled wings, and a million feathered shadows erupted into the air around him. Badger cried out and shut his eyes, turning his face into the folds of his jacket and throwing his arms across his eyes. The pigeons wheeled about him, colliding with him in the darkness, their frenzied panic causing his own panic to break out in a scream. He howled into his muck-caked armpit, terrified that the birds would somehow dislodge him and he would fall to his death on the pavement below. And then, like a sudden, violent storm, they were gone. He sat rigid, listening to the beating of their myriad wings as they faded away into the night. Cautiously, his breath coming in little gasps, Badger opened his eyes. 
‘Shit!’ he cried, his voice echoing through the rafters. ‘Shit! Shit! Shit! That’s fucked that right up. I’m probably the only living thing left up here.’ He sat up, one leg dangling either side of the wall, and looked around miserably. Then his expression brightened into a sneer; in the deep shadows under the bridge, as far as he could see in any direction along the rafters, there were pigeons. Jesus, he thought, how many of you bastards are there? Some of them were awake now, some were still sleeping, but none of them seemed to be that concerned about him. They cooed, they groaned, they ignored him.
‘You stupid fuckers,’ he chuckled. He took the torch from inside his jacket and shone the beam under the bridge. The birds didn’t seem overly concerned about being in the spotlight. Badger raked the beam this way and that, but couldn’t see any browns among them. ‘Shit.’ He shifted his weight and turned from the road side of the wall to the pitch darkness on the other side. He shone the torch into the void and swept the light over a weird landscape of feathers and guano.
The floor on that side of the wall was strangely close. He’d climbed up about twenty or thirty feet, but the drop down on to the other side couldn’t be more than maybe five or six feet. Then he remembered the view of the viaduct as he approached: the arch next to the road bridge was some old motorcycle garage. It had been abandoned for years, and a faded and peeling sign indicating that the premises were “for let” was nailed above its door. He’d never given the place any thought before, but now, here he was, staring down at what must be its roof. Stalagmites of guano grew up from the slimy, encrusted landscape toward the perching sites of the birds above. Here and there, the rotted bodies of dead birds lay buried – in part or completely – beneath the fallen faeces of their brethren. 
Badger looked up. Hundreds of tiny black eyes glittered back at him, the downcast light from the torch throwing their shadows high and eerie behind them. He smiled. ‘You’re fucking disgusting, do you know that?’ The pigeons cooed and jerked their heads in tiny jittery movements.  Then Badger tensed. He slowly raised the beam of the torch so it hovered just below where the birds thronged and jostled. His breath caught in his chest. He dared to raise the beam a notch higher so its radiance bathed the lower bodies of the birds without shining directly into their eyes. ‘Oooooh yes,’ he murmured. ‘I see you my beauties. You beautiful, ’orrible vermin.’ 
About twelve feet out along the rafter, not one, but two brown pigeons were watching him. They were flanked on either side by innumerable grey birds, and for the first time, Badger could appreciate that they did indeed have an attractive quality to them: sixty, maybe seventy pounds-worth of attractive quality, to be exact.
Badger clicked off the torch and set it down on the wall in front of his crotch. Then he gripped the wall tightly with his legs and reached out to the rope. He snagged it with his fingers and began to gather it in, hauling the cat basket up to him as quietly as he could. Once he had the basket, he quickly untied it and placed it on top of the rope that he’d hastily bundled on top of the wall. Then he gently clicked on the torch and inspected the guano-covered roof of the motorcycle shop. He could easily lower himself down onto it without using the rope; he could simply walk out to just below where the brown birds were perching, and set up the trap - the classic bird trap: breadcrumbs scattered around the entrance and leading into the basket. When the browns went in, he’d spring the door shut on them, and hey-presto! Seventy or eighty pounds worth of stinking birds in the bag. 
Then a thought occurred to him: What about the other birds - the grey ones? They’ll want the bread too.
Well, I’ll just shoo ’em away. Pigeons don’t fear people when they’re chucking bread around, he thought. They climb all over people at Trafalgar Square didn’t they? They wouldn’t mind me giving them a bit of a shove here and there. Easy. I’ll be out of here in no time. He grinned, ‘Eighty quid, my friend, and not a penny less.’
He swung his right leg over so both feet now dangled over the roof of the motorcycle shop. Then he took hold of the edge of the wall and began to ease himself off it. He lowered himself down, the toes of his boots scraping against the wall. When his feet made contact with the roof, he continued to keep a firm hold on the wall, testing the ground with his toes to ensure that the surface he was about to stand on wasn’t a guano bog. It was soft, but solid. He lowered himself down and very tentatively transferred all his weight to his feet. It was fine. He reached up and took down the cat basket, then, hesitantly, took a step away from the wall. The birds regarded him with cool, avian inscrutability as Badger slowly walked out onto the roof beneath them. The guano-scape was strange underfoot, like walking over seaweed-covered rocks at low tide: sometimes firm, sometimes soft, but always slippery.
‘Easy now,’ Badger murmured to himself. ‘One step at a time.’
He kept the beam of the torch low, giving just enough radiance to make out the lovely pair of browns that watched him with interest from the far end of the girder. Badger wondered if they were a male and female. Did pigeons mate for life? Or were they as casual about who they bred with as they were about where they went to the toilet? If they were a pair of lovebirds, would that mean more money? He felt excitement now as he closed in on them; they were now only about six feet away. He turned off the torch and brought the cat basket around to open the cage door. He kept his eyes on the birds, his fingers blindly working the latch on the door. But it wouldn’t open. It was stuck. The brown pigeons shifted and bobbed, as if they were now as excited as he was. Badger fiddled with the latch, prying it this way and that, pushing, tugging, but never taking his eyes off the birds, watching them for the least sign of disturbance.
‘Coo,’ he whispered, ‘Coo. Everybody stay calm, and this’ll all be over in a min– ’ The cage door clattered open as suddenly as if the long-imprisoned ghost of his mother’s cat had finally sprung free. Almost as one, the pigeons exploded into a storm of wings, beaks and tiny taloned feet swirling around him. Badger screamed, his arms flailing about his head as he slipped and fell sideways to the floor. The soft guano cushioned his fall, but then there was a violent cracking sound and he was falling again – free falling through darkness; air rushing around him; he opened his mouth to scream ...
~~~~
Badger’s eyes fluttered open and his first thought was one of confusion: where was Bracklesham Bay Holiday camp? Where was his mother? She had been crying over him and calling him a silly boy for falling down from the slide and breaking his leg. He remembered the pain in excruciating detail. 
What was that terrible smell? 
The pain in his leg sent a fresh jolt of agony through him, shocking him to full awareness. He remembered the pigeons, his fall, and the further falling. He’d been out cold, but for how long? He was in the old motorcycle shop, that was it. He’d fallen through the roof. Years of accumulated pigeon shit had rotted the wood and he had fallen through it. 
Panic flared in his mind: how would anyone find him? He’d fallen into an abandoned garage at three a.m. on a Sunday morning. Nobody came out this way on a Sunday, nobody.
 ‘HELP!’ he cried. ‘Help me! Somebody!’ He tried to move, and a searing wave of pain shot through him from his leg. He screamed. He’d broken his leg, no doubt about it.
Panic fully possessed him now and the screams kept coming. His hands scrabbled about him in the dark, frantically seeking a weapon with which to ward off the gigantic rats that his fear painted into the darkness, skulking towards him now with empty bellies and sharp yellow teeth. His fingers brushed against the handle of the rubber torch. Oh, mercy! It must’ve fallen through with him. He fumbled with the switch and prayed it wasn’t broken. It wasn’t! Its beam raked the dark: over the corners where the rats might hide, over the old cardboard boxes that lay strewn about him and which had broken his fall, and over the guano – everywhere, the guano. 
He shone the beam above him, and there, looking down at him through the hole he had made in the ceiling, were the two brown pigeons, their tiny black eyes glittering in the light. As the light hit them, they began bobbing their heads, as if embarrassed at being caught looking at him.
‘You bastards!’ Badger screamed. Tears ran down his cheeks and spittle flew from his lips as he cursed the birds over and over again. The torch shone over other holes in the ceiling which the dung had rotted through over the years. The smell was terrible. Suddenly, without any thought other than murder, he hurled the torch at the birds above him. The awkwardness of his angle made a good shot impossible, and he watched as the torch struck the wall and went out, falling to the ground some distance away with a tinkle of breaking glass. 
‘SHIT!’ he screamed. ‘Shit! Shit! Shit!’ He fell back onto the boxes, sobbing. Above him, he could hear the fluttering and cooing of the pigeons. A moment later, he felt something warm and wet splatter on his forehead. He wailed and looked miserably at his watch. It was unreadable in the darkness. He sobbed. 
Whatever time it was, one thing was certain: it was going to be a long night.
 
****
 



 
Hair and Skin
Charles Mason stared out into the rain-soaked night, trying hard not to see his own reflection in the window. Inevitably however, his gaze was drawn, moth-like, back to the dour visage that stared back at him from beneath the stark, improbable hairline of his toupee. Behind him, the voice of Dr Conrad DeVere was slowly grinding out the message that he didn’t want to hear. Charles watched as the rain steadily accreted on the other side of the window, rolling down the face of his reflection like an endless procession of tears. 
‘And so,’ DeVere concluded. ‘At least for the foreseeable future, I’m afraid we’re left with no choice other than the compromise solution that you currently employ.’
Charles turned to him. ‘You mean I have no choice left but to accept this?’ He pointed at his hairpiece. ‘This ridiculous hair-hat?’
DeVere offered a small but sympathetic smile. ‘Charles, your scalp needs to rest. I can’t just keep sewing fresh hair in every time previous grafts fall out. The best thing to do is wear the toupee for six months, and then we can do a complete re-graft.’
‘But I look ridiculous. No-one’s fooled by the damn thing. For God’s sake, Conrad, there must be another way! There simply must!’
DeVere shook his head. ‘None that we haven’t tried already, Charles. I can only work within the bounds of existing hair transplantation surgery, and sadly, you seem to be rather beyond those bounds.’
‘Damn the bounds of hair transplantation surgery! What kind of a doctor are you? Why aren’t you pushing these boundaries back yourself? I mean, what am I employing you for, damn it?’
DeVere smiled patiently. ‘Don’t get excited, Charles. I understand your frustration, really I – ’
‘No,’ Charles interrupted. ‘Sorry Conrad, but you don’t understand my frustration at all. I lost my hair when I was seventeen. Seventeen!’
‘Yes, but – ’
‘How could you understand? You have hair. You’ll never know what it’s like to be spurned by women because you’re bald, or to hear them tittering about you behind their scented hands because your hairpiece doesn’t quite pass for vaguely human.’
‘No, I didn’t mean – ’
‘You have no idea what it’s like to have sought all your adult life for a cure, to have spent millions on restoration potions, chemical inhibitors, chemical enhancers and every surgical procedure ever conceived, only to still be as bald as an egg after all of them. Have you?’
DeVere said nothing.
‘Have you?’
‘No, Charles.’
‘No, indeed,’ Charles folded his arms and huffed. ‘You sir, can only guess at my misery.’
DeVere smiled thinly. He’d heard it all before; listening to Mason’s self-pitying rants and paranoid tirades were all part of his job. Mason was his benefactor, and had been ever since the unfortunate mishap three years ago which had led to DeVere being struck off of the Medical Register. For a time, it had looked as though he might be facing complete ruin. Then Mason – a long-time client and some-time golfing companion – had intervened with the offer of a job. 
Their arrangement had DeVere officially employed by Mason as his “health consultant”. Though in reality, Mason had ensconced him here, in these grotty little offices in Ladbroke Grove, as his own private hair-transplantation surgeon. Mason had had the offices fitted out as a surgery, and here DeVere had practised – technically illegally – for the past three years. It suited Mason to have his own pet surgeon, and it suited DeVere insofar as he was still able to make a decent living as a practising medical professional – even if he did have only one patient. 
DeVere knew he should be grateful, but at times like now, as he looked into the huffing, pompous face before him, he felt an almost irresistible urge to lacerate it with a scalpel; to have another – not-so accidental – mishap. But of course, that was unthinkable. And so, concerned that his veiled loathing might be leaking from the corners of his strained smile, DeVere bowed his head in a gesture of slight, but required, deference. 
‘Forgive me, Charles. Sometimes I forget what you’ve had to go through.’ 
Charles sniffed, his head now tilted back at an angle so he was literally looking down his nose at DeVere. He closed his eyes and turned his face away. 
DeVere’s eye twitched, and he added, unable to stop himself, ‘But really, I think you exaggerate your suffering somewhat, after all, you’ve had so many advantages in life – you were born the heir to a fortune; you can have almost any woman you desire.’
‘Buy, Conrad, I can buy almost any woman I desire. It’s not the same thing.’
DeVere shrugged. ‘Well, be that at as it may, it doesn’t change the situation any. I can’t perform any more operations on your scalp until it’s had sufficient rest. If you don’t agree with me, you could always seek a second opinion. I wouldn’t be offended.’
‘I don’t need second opinions. I’ve had them from the best in the world, along with all their consequent failed procedures.’ 
‘Yes. I know.’
‘Those quacks are no better or worse than you.’ Charles dropped his considerable bulk into the chair on the opposite side of DeVere’s desk. ‘And all of you are equally useless – at least to me.’
‘Thank you. I think.’
Charles buried his face in his hands, blocking out the sight of DeVere’s benign smile. Damn the man! Damn it all! Why wouldn’t the transplants ever take? What was wrong with him? No one had ever been able to give him a satisfactory answer. One doctor had told him it was like trying to sow grass in the Sahara. Well, that wag had lost himself a meal ticket, hadn’t he? Now he had DeVere, but what was the point in employing him if he wouldn’t do the only thing he employed him for? Yes, it was cheaper to employ a ruined surgeon on a modest retainer than to pay Harley Street prices every time he needed fresh plugs – and he needed fresh plugs often – but only if the man did as he was told. 
Perhaps he should present him with the Texan idea? Yes. But not as an idea; put it to him as a definite course of action. Charles drew his fingers from his eyes and looked at DeVere. ‘You disappoint me, Conrad. When I took you on as my own personal surgeon, I thought you had more spunk in you.’ 
DeVere raised his eyebrows. ‘Well, I’m sorry to disappoint you, Charles. You know I only have your best interests at heart.’
‘I know what my best interests are, and they lie in the hands of a man with spunk! A man unafraid of a little experimental surgery from time to time; new procedures, the kind that would take a brilliant surgeon like you to perform, if only you had the balls to go through with them. But it seems I’ve landed myself with a washout. I think perhaps it’s time we ended our business relationship.’ 
DeVere sat up at this. ‘Well, let’s not be too hasty, Charles. What kind of experimental procedures do you have in mind?’
Charles smiled and brought his hands together, his chubby fingers locking like a trap made of sausages. ‘Something radical – and I’m sure, illegal – but medical progress has always been at odds with the law. You can’t break new ground without breaking a few laws? Eh?’
‘Go on. I’m listening.’
‘Well, I was reading recently about an American cosmetic surgeon on the Internet. This chap has apparently made the hair transplantation breakthrough the world has been waiting for.’
DeVere smiled. ‘Charles, the Internet is chock-full of people making that claim; they’re no more genuine than a snake-oil salesmen.’ 
‘I know that. But this fellow is different. I should know; I’ve tried everything.’
‘All right, so tell me, what is this amazing cure?’
Charles pointed a chubby finger at DeVere’s face. ‘It’s right under your nose, Conrad.’
‘It is?’
Charles rubbed his chin. ‘Your beard.’
‘My beard?’
‘Yes. Think about it, just for a moment. Have you ever heard of a man who was bald of face? I mean aside from those freaks who get their balls chopped off and take women’s hormones and what have you?’
‘Of course, it happens. Sometimes a lack of testosterone may result in – ’
‘Bah!’ Charles waved a hand. ‘Girlie boys, freaks, I’m talking about men.’
‘So am I,’ said DeVere mildly.
‘Anyway, it was a rhetorical question. The fact is, 99.9% of the time, beards on men grow like wool on a sheep’s back. Right?’
‘All right, just to expedite you to your point, I’ll agree with you. But what have beards to do with the scalp?’
‘Nothing, unless they happen to be growing on it.’
DeVere looked at him for a moment in silence. Then a smile spread across his face. ‘You say you read about this on the Internet, Charles. May I ask where?’
‘It’s the theory of a Texan cosmetic surgeon.’
‘What’s his name?’
‘I don’t recall, and anyway, it’s not important.’
‘No? Oh, how unfortunate. I was going to say, if he’s so amazing, why don’t you go and see him in person? But if you can’t even remember his name then – ’
‘He’s dead,’ Charles interrupted. 
‘Oh. Well, that’s too bad,’ said DeVere. Then a smile again tugged at the corners of his mouth. ‘May I ask how he died? Carving up his face and throat, perhaps, trying to demonstrate his theory?’
‘I’m not employing you for your sick line in jokes, DeVere. I want to know if you think it’s possible: to take the beard of one man and graft it onto the scalp of another.’
DeVere shook his head. ‘No. The follicular cells wouldn’t take; they aren’t supposed to be on the scalp. They don’t belong there.’
‘Damn the cells, I’m talking about the beard itself – the whole thing.’
DeVere frowned. ‘Pardon?’
‘The beard itself, the hair and skin sliced off like a cut of Serrano ham and sewn onto the scalp? Don’t tell me it doesn’t belong there. I’ve seen pictures of a human ear sewn on the back of a mouse, and both ear and mouse were fine.’
‘I’m sure if anyone had asked the mouse how he felt, the last thing he would have said is, “I’m fine.”
‘Not the point, DeVere. The point is the tissue lived: the mouse’s blood nourished the ear and it was tickety-boo. If that horror can live, why not one man’s beard on another man’s scalp?’
DeVere raised his eyebrows. ‘I ... I suppose so. But, supposing we were to try such a bizarre procedure, where do you propose we obtain these beards?’
‘Organ donors. The recently deceased who’ve left their various bits and pieces to benefit others after their deaths.’
‘I don’t think beard is on the list of boxes they tick on the form when they’re designating their “bits”, Charles.’
‘But some people leave it all, don’t they? Some people leave their whole blasted corpse for the advancement of medical science.’
DeVere nodded.
‘Well, that’s exactly what this would be,’ said Charles excitedly. ‘We’d be advancing medical science. All we need to do is get a couple of those freshly dead bodies and remove the lower sections of their faces. Then pack the beards in ice – and hey presto!’
‘Hey presto?’ DeVere smiled and shook his head, ‘I’m sorry Charles, but even presuming I were to go along with such a grotesque idea, how on Earth do you propose I could possibly gain access to such donors? I’m a struck-off cosmetic surgeon.’
‘Ignore the practical nuts and bolts, doctor. Stick to the theoretical plausibility. Could it be done?’
DeVere sat back and caressed his own beard. ‘Well, I’ve heard stranger theories, I must admit. Facial hair is stronger, coarser and ...’
‘And ... it’s a possibility?’
DeVere shrugged. ‘Certainly, it’s a possibility. But where would you find a body – or indeed bodies?’ he corrected himself. ‘You’d need at least two, maybe three to find enough tissue to perform the operation. The chances of a couple of card-carrying organ donors turning up at the same morgue at the same time are virtually nil. Add to that the fact that I can’t access the bodies to steal their faces – and that’s what I’d be doing – stealing, grave robbing even. Then you get into well-nigh impossible odds.’
Charles considered a moment. Then he said, ‘Okay, so that brings us to the other option.’
‘There’s another option?’
‘There’s always another option, Conrad. And it’s this: living donors.’
Now DeVere laughed out loud. ‘Living donors? I’m sorry, Charles, but who on Earth is going to donate half their face for you to wear on your head?’
‘I wouldn’t be wearing it; it’d be a part of me: my hair and skin, my living tissue.’
‘Yes, yes, but still, who would voluntarily have such a thing done to themselves?’
Charles smiled. ‘The homeless, the desperate, the down-at-heel. Wave a big enough wad at someone and you can get them to do just about anything. Isn’t that so, Doctor?’ 
DeVere’s smile fell.
Charles continued. ‘Suppose I could buy some donors? What then? Would it be possible?’
DeVere brought his fingers together and touched them to his lips. He thought for a moment, then he said, ‘It’d be a very dangerous procedure. Even you must be aware that the throat area is a veritable forest of veins and arteries.’
Charles licked his lips. ‘Mere details. Would it be possible?’
‘Well, I suppose if we were to remove the donor’s beard tissue from around the cheeks and above the jaw line – staying clear of the throat region as much as possible – then graft skin from their thighs or buttocks to patch up their faces ...’ He pouted and turned to Charles. ‘Yes. I daresay it could work. But the patient would be considerably scarred. He wouldn’t go on to win any beauty contests, that’s for sure. Your financial carrot would have to be a very tempting one, Charles.’
‘How does five thousand pounds sound?’
‘Paltry.’
‘Ten?’
‘Twenty-five.’
Charles reacted as if he’d been kicked on the shins. ‘Twenty five thousand pounds?’
‘A small price to pay for a man’s face, don’t you think?’
Charles fidgeted in his seat. ‘I’m obviously paying you too much, doctor. You seem to think I’m made of money.’
‘Oh come, Charles. Your father built a financial empire on bread-crumbed thighs, breasts and drumsticks. Farmer Charlie’s Frozen Chicken is probably the most successful chicken food product in Britain. And hats off to you, you’ve done wonders with the company since he died. You must be worth millions by now. Surely you’d miss twenty-five or fifty grand like the average person misses small change?’
‘Poppycock!’ Charles spluttered. 
‘You asked my opinion, Charles,’ said DeVere. ‘You don’t have to take any notice of it.’
Charles’s lips tightened, drawing back from his gritted teeth in an expression not unlike that of a constipated man straining against the immovable. Then, finally, he thumped a heavy fist down onto DeVere’s desk. ‘All right, blast it, twenty-five thousand. But do you think we could manage with maybe one donor? A big-faced fellow, perhaps?’
DeVere shook his head, clearly enjoying Charles’s torment. ‘Alas, no. You’d have to take whatever you could get, and most likely that’d mean two, maybe three beards to get a nice, all-over covering.’
Charles sighed. ‘I suppose so. Though it wouldn’t be what I could get, it’d be what you could get. I would have no part in the locating of the donors.’
‘Oh, I see,’ said DeVere. ‘And how do you propose that I go about that? Place an ad in the homeless shelters? Distribute flyers under Waterloo Bridge?’
‘That’d be for you to decide, Conrad. Perhaps you could enlist some assistance?’
‘You’re asking a lot, Charles,’ DeVere murmured. ‘I hope you don’t think that all this skulduggery would be covered by my salary. It’s not exactly in my job description, is it?’
Charles’s eyes narrowed. ‘What would you want?’
‘The same as the donors.’
Charles again struck the desk. ‘Twenty-five grand? Damn it, DeVere. That’s outrageous!’
‘I hardly think so, Charles. These days twenty-five thousand wouldn’t cover the deposit on a one-bedroom flat.’
‘No! I refuse. It’s unreasonable!’
‘Unreasonable? Charles, for me to operate on a member of the general public can be seen as a crime in itself, but when you add to that the fact that this would be a highly dangerous operation – one that could have fatal consequences for the donor: why, there are so many ways for me to go to prison here, it’s giddying. Unreasonable? Oh no, Charles, all things considered, I think I’m being very reasonable. Very reasonable indeed.’ 
Again, Charles found himself straining against the immovable for a few moments before finally flapping his hands in defeat. ‘Oh very well, twenty-five thousand. So, do we – at least hypothetically – have a deal?’
DeVere smiled. ‘Are you asking me to go ahead and procure these ... organs?’
‘Yes.’
‘Very well, Charles, we have a deal.’ 
Charles let out a small cackle of delight and got up.
‘However, I have just one question.’
‘Yes, doctor?’ Charles crossed over to the window. Outside he could see it was still raining. He checked his reflection and straightened his already-straight hairpiece.
‘The surgeon in Texas,’ said DeVere. ‘Are there any records of his work in this field available? I’d like to do some research of my own. On which medical site did you access his research?’
‘Medical site?’ said Charles, fishing out his mobile phone to summon his chauffeur. ‘I didn’t get anything off a medical site. I was searching on “hair transplants” and I just stumbled upon him.’
‘Well, what was the site?’
‘Oh some page all about the death penalty in America. Seems the fellow got the lethal injection. His one and only transplant went rather pear-shaped.’
DeVere sat forwards. ‘You mean, the donor ...’
‘Yes,’ said Charles. ‘Your risk assessment was quite accurate, Conrad. Still, we bore that into consideration when we agreed a figure, didn’t we?’ 
DeVere murmured a reluctant assent. 
Charles smiled. ‘He was obviously a bit of a butterfingers. Not like you, eh Conrad?’ He gave DeVere a pat on the shoulder. ‘You’ll call me when you find the donors?’
‘Yes. Though it may be some time.’
‘Of course, quite understandable, you need time to prepare. Delicate business I imagine, beard-grafting.’
‘Yes,’ said DeVere, stroking his beard thoughtfully. ‘Yes, I imagine it probably is.
~~~~
Charles was on the golf course when DeVere called him a week later. He was lining up a putt on the fourteenth hole when his phone rang.
‘Damn it!’ he thrashed the air with his putter before plunging his hand into the pocket of his plus-fours to retrieve his mobile phone. ‘Sorry Simms,’ he muttered to his partner. ‘I told my damn P.A. that I was to take no calls from anyone except my physician.’
‘Perhaps it is your physician,’ said Simms.
Charles pulled out the phone and pushed the answer button. ‘It had better be. Hello?’
‘Mr Mason, it’s Jane. I’m sorry to call you, but Doctor DeVere rang and requested that you call him immediately. He didn’t tell me anything more, but he said that you’d know what it was about.’
‘DeVere? Excellent!’
‘Do you have his number, sir?’
‘Yes, yes, thank you, Jane. Carry on.’ He cut off Jane’s further apology and hastily selected DeVere’s number from his phone’s address book. ‘Sorry about this Simms, but I have to make this call: urgent medical business.’
‘Oh, don’t worry, Mason,’ Simms waved the apology away. ‘Please, take your time.’
As the call connected, Charles sauntered away from his golfing partner with a casual air that he hoped veiled his inner excitement. When DeVere answered, Charles spoke in a low murmur. ‘DeVere? It’s me, Mason. I got your message. What is it?’
‘It concerns that matter of the beard transplants we were discussing recently,’ said the doctor. ‘I’ve been making some enquiries.’
‘Enquiries? What are you saying, Conrad? Get to the point, man. Are you telling me you’ve found a donor?’
‘Oh, better than that, Charles: I’ve found two.’ 
‘Two?’ Charles squawked. ‘Why, that’s excellent news!’ He glanced around at Simms, lowering his volume back to a murmur. ‘When can we begin the transplant?’
‘Er, well hold on Charles, not so fast. There’s the small matter of two individual payments of twenty-five thousand pounds to be made. Neither of the donors is interested in parting with so much as a single hair until they get their hands on the money.’
‘Well that’s no problem. I’ll have the money transferred into their accounts as soon as I get back to the office.’
DeVere chuckled. ‘Unfortunately they don’t have bank accounts, Charles. They are, as we predicted they might be, gentlemen of no fixed abode.’
‘So sort them out with accounts, man! You’ve started a bank account before haven’t you?’
‘I’m afraid it’s not that simple, Charles. You see, they don’t actually want bank accounts; unsurprisingly, they don’t quite trust me. There’s no way they’re going to let me anywhere near them with a scalpel unless their pockets are bulging with the promised fee. It’s cash up front, Charles, or the beards stay on the cider-drizzled chins of their present owners.’
‘But that’s preposterous! Nobody walks around with that much money in cash, especially tramps. Where on Earth are they going to keep it?’
‘Oh, I daresay they’ll start their own accounts once they get the money.’
‘Well, can we trust them?’
‘Yes I think we can. Though, more to the point, do we have a choice? Don’t worry, Charles, I’ll take precautions to ensure they hold up their end of the bargain.’
‘What kind of precautions?’
DeVere chuckled. ‘I’m a doctor, Charles. I’ve got a medicine chest full of precautions. Just you leave it all to me.’
Charles bit his lip and thought for a moment. Then he said, ‘Look here, why don’t you just tell them who I am? My name should be guarantee enough for anyone. Surely even the derelict classes have heard of Farmer Charlie’s Fried Chicken Chunks?’
‘Well, I could mention you to them if you’d like. However, think about it a moment, will you? If the process goes wrong, or if one of them should decide to sue you later for ruining their self-confidence or something, the consequences could be disastrous – for both of us.’
‘Hmm, yes, I see what you mean. So, you’re keeping our identities strictly hush-hush, eh?’
‘Absolutely hush-hush, I’ve only ever spoken to them from behind a scarf and dark glasses, and it’s a look I intend to stay with. And, of course, protecting your anonymity is just another reason why you’re going to have to pay them up-front. I mean, supposing they did start bank accounts and you did transfer the money directly – they could trace you as surely as if you’d sent them an invitation to a soiree at your house.’
‘Yes,’ said Charles, glancing at Simms to make sure he wasn’t listening. ‘Yes, of course, you’re right, Conrad. Very well, cash up-front. How do you want it? In a briefcase or something?’
‘Yes, I’d say that would do nicely, and I recommend you use used notes as well, nothing traceable.’
‘Ingenious, Conrad,’ Charles grinned. ‘You know, you’re quite the dark horse, aren’t you? Have you ever considered a career in crime?’
DeVere gave a dry laugh. ‘Considered one? My dear Charles, I embarked upon one moment I took up your offer of a job. All I lack is a moll and a hideout. Correction – I have a hideout, all I need is a moll.’
‘Well with the money you’re getting for this, doctor, you shouldn’t have too much trouble locating one.’ He glanced over at Simms, who was looking at his watch. ‘All right, Conrad, I have to go. I’ll have the money brought around to you by car as soon as I can get my hands on all those used notes.’
‘Jolly good.’
‘You’ll call me when you get the beards?’
‘Of course, Charles. What else am I going to do with them, try and sell them on eBay?’
Charles laughed out loud. ‘Oh, very good, Conrad. Very droll.’ He hung up and strode back to Simms with a renewed spring in his stride. ‘Sorry to keep you, Simms.’
‘Oh, not at all,’ said Simms. ‘Nothing serious I hope?’
‘No, no, just, er, arranging a ... a boob job for the girlfriend.’
‘Oh, very nice. Expensive procedure?’
‘Yes,’ said Charles lining up his putt. ‘Absolutely criminal.’ He took the shot and the ball rolled into the hole with a satisfying plop.
~~~~
Four days later, having paid DeVere the money, Charles received another call from the doctor. He spoke into the receiver rapidly, stumbling over his words. ‘DeVere? How goes it? Have you got them? Have you got the beards?’
‘My dear Charles, calm down,’ said DeVere. ‘I have the beards. They were removed without incident and are in excellent health, though I’ll need you to come over as soon as possible; obviously, as with any organ transplant, the sooner the procedure begins the better.’
‘I can be there within the hour.’
‘Excellent. I’ll have everything ready for you as soon as you arrive. Oh, and Charles?’
‘Yes?’
‘Bring an overnight bag. You’ll be in for a day or two.’
‘Yes, yes,’ said Charles impatiently. ‘My P.A. can take care of all that. Just you keep those beards fresh and perky.’ He hung up.
‘Of course, Charles,’ DeVere smiled as he replaced the receiver. ‘Just so.’
~~~~
As soon as Charles regained consciousness his hands moved to his head to touch the new thatch of hair that was, he hoped, sprouting there. Instead he found a thick turban of bandages.
‘Ahh, good afternoon, Charles,’ said DeVere cheerfully as he came into the room. ‘How are you feeling?’
‘Conrad,’ Charles croaked. He made a face and pointed at his throat. ‘Water. Glass of water.’
DeVere went to his bedside and poured him a glass from the bottle on his nightstand. ‘Don’t excite yourself, Charles. Everything went splendidly.’ They were in a room in DeVere’s practice that was fitted out much like a private room in any hospital. DeVere and his assistant had wheeled Charles there from the operating theatre – a converted bathroom – two hours ago. 
Charles took the water and slurped at it gratefully. Then, eager to talk, he lowered the glass. ‘You mean ... I have hair?’
‘Yes, you do indeed.’
Charles beamed with gratitude. ‘My God, Conrad, you’re a genius. I knew you could do it. What does it look like?’
‘Well, right now, it looks rather like a tortoiseshell cat that’s been crushed by a bus, but that’s only to be expected.’
‘Good God! But that’s only temporary, isn’t it?’
‘Of course, it’ll take some time before you’ll be able to achieve a natural look. Right now the beards are uneven both in length and colour. But once they settle down and start growing, you can have them cut and dyed – styled, if you will – to suit your needs.’
‘And until then?’
‘Until then, you rest. Leave the bandages on and do as little as possible. Then I think you should take a holiday or something, give your body time to heal and to accept its new ... additions.’
Charles touched his turban and grinned. ‘Oh, I will, Conrad. A holiday sounds just the ticket. I’ve been thinking of taking a cruise for a while – perhaps on the Queen Mary 2 – and this gives me the perfect excuse.’
‘Well, that sounds excellent.’
Charles took another sip of his water. Then suddenly, he stopped. He lowered the glass to his lap and looked at DeVere with a worried expression. ‘And what of the donors, Conrad? How are they doing?’
DeVere smiled. ‘Oh, they’re fine, don’t worry about them. Their operations were a complete success and they’re probably both wondering how they’re going to spend their new-found wealth.’ He chuckled. ‘Maybe they’ll join you on your cruise. How odd that would be, hmm? The three of you at the Captain’s table, and one of them points at you and says, “I don’t know what it is, but there’s something familiar about you!”‘
‘Don’t even joke about it, Conrad. I never want to see or hear from those men again.’
‘And you shan’t, Charles. They have no idea of your identity, just as you have no idea of theirs.’
‘And that’s as it should be. Well done, Conrad – you’ve done a marvellous job. Did the money go into your account all right?’
‘Yes, thank you. Everything is as it should be, Charles. Now, stop fretting, all this frowning isn’t good for your scalp. Relax.’
Charles sighed and handed his glass to DeVere. ‘Of course, relax. Maybe a little sleep. I’m still feeling groggy after the anaesthetic.’
‘Yes,’ said DeVere, helping Charles to ease himself back into a recumbent position. ‘That’d be just what the doctor ordered.’
‘Hmm,’ murmured Charles, closing his eyes. ‘Good night, Conrad.’
‘Good night, Charles.’ DeVere went to the bedroom door and laid his hand on the light switch before turning back to where Charles was already slipping into sleep. ‘Pleasant dreams.’ He turned out the light and closed the door softly behind him.
~~~~
Penelope Gray lay across a king-sized bed in a suite of London’s Dorchester Hotel, smoking a cigarette and watching Charles Mason as he giggled and fidgeted on the stool before the dressing table mirror. He was preening his new hair, striking various poses in his bathrobe and occasionally tearing his eyes away from himself to make sure she was impressed. She wasn’t disappointing him, but then feigning admiration for the unimpressive was part of her job. Penelope was a high-class prostitute, and Charles was a regular and valued client.
‘Do you think it makes me look younger, Penny?’ asked Charles’s mirrored reflection.
‘Oh yes,’ she lied. ‘Much younger, and more handsome, if such a thing is possible.’
Charles laughed. ‘It’s amazing, isn’t it? New hair; removed from another man and now living, growing on my head.’ He turned and faced her, his face smiling broadly from beneath his “amazing” new head of hair. He looked ridiculous; one half of his head was a dirty shade of ginger, the other was almost black. His own hair, which grew around the back and sides, was a greying chestnut brown.
‘Yes’, said Penelope. ‘It’s amazing, Charles. But you say the operation is illegal. Why? Is it dangerous?’
‘Yes.’ Charles laughed. ‘That’s part of it, but it’s more to do with my physician’s professional status. Its madness, isn’t it? A breakthrough like this, possibly worth millions, and the poor chap’s got to hide it all behind a veil of secrecy. Tragic, really. Still, he was well paid for it, and I look magnificent. That’s the main thing, hmm?’
‘What’s wrong with his professional status? Is he a trainee or something?’
‘God, no! The man’s one of the best in his field.’ Charles eyed himself seductively as he spoke, teasing a twist of curly ginger hair into a forelock. ‘No darling, unfortunately for him, he’s been struck off the Medical Register. That means he can’t legally practice medicine. Five years ago he was doing a routine facelift and he managed to botch it; he was drunk, made his poor patient look like a nightmarish clown. He lost his licence and was sued for a fortune.’
‘So, how come he’s doing operations on you?’
‘Because he works for me: I own him.’ He smiled. ‘He’s my own private plastic surgeon.’
‘That’s handy. Does he do other enhancements? Maybe you could arrange for him to give me one or two on the house?’ 
Charles’s reflection grinned at her lecherously. ‘You don’t need enhancements, Penny. And when you do, well,’ he went back to admiring his hair in the mirror. ‘We’ll see.’ What Charles really meant was she wouldn’t be on his list of lady friends any more, but why spoil the moment?
‘Oh, Charles, you certainly know the way to a girl’s heart.’
‘I’m not interested in the way to a girl’s heart, lovey. I’m only interested in the way to her sweet little arse.’
‘Why Charles, do I have a sweet little arse?’
‘No, you don’t,’ said Charles getting up and letting his towelling robe fall open. ‘You’ve got a lovely big arse, like lovely big peach that I’m going to come over and sink my teeth into.’
Penelope chuckled coquettishly and rolled onto her front. ‘Oh Mr Mason – you’re insatiable! It must be the new hair.’
‘Yes,’ said Charles, sitting down on the corner of the bed and kneading Penelope’s bottom like fresh dough. ‘Yes, I think you may be right there, Penny. Maybe I did get something else draining into me from it; some youthful vigour seeping down into my balls and keeping Mr Peckerwood up all night, hmm?’ He leaned forward, climbing over her and easing himself down so his erection pressed against her buttocks. Penelope didn’t notice it, preoccupied as she was with the difficulty of breathing beneath his enormous weight. She groaned and managed to make it sound like pleasure.
‘Ohhh, Mr Peckerwood.’
Charles grinned and buried his face in her hair, nuzzling at her neck like an Alsatian. ‘You gorgeous tart.’ 
Penelope gritted her teeth, sucked in a breath and managed to squirm her way around onto her back. Then, smiling sensuously, she lifted her hands to touch his face and run her fingers through his new hair. It was coarse and wiry, and its touch filled her with revulsion. ‘Oh, it’s so soft,’ she purred.
‘Yes,’ Charles chuckled. ‘Not like Mr Peckerwood.’ He kissed her, his tongue slipping into her mouth like an eel.
She returned his passion with professional enthusiasm as he shifted his full weight on top of her. ‘Ohhh, Charles,’ she moaned, as the mattress rose around her. ‘You big, sexy man.’
‘Yes,’ said Charles, ‘Ooooooh yes!’
~~~~
A fortnight later, Charles was lying beside the pool of the Queen of the Aegean. He had followed DeVere’s advice about taking a holiday and had finally decided on a cruise around the Greek Islands. He sighed and touched his hair lovingly. Yes, a holiday was just the thing he and his new hair needed. He needed time to relax and recuperate, and his hair needed time to settle in and take root; time to flourish under the warmth of the Aegean sun.
Charles didn’t get out in the sun too often, and his white skin was dazzling beneath an even coating of factor-thirty sun oil. The whiteness of his body was a marked contrast to the all-over dark brown colouring of his hair; he’d had it dyed just before he flew out to join the ship. It hadn’t caused any problems. On the contrary, it had, he believed, been a major factor in his wily seduction of young Victoria. 
He smiled at her as she came towards him from the bar. She had his Martini in one hand and whatever garish concoction she was drinking in the other. She smiled at him, her eyes concealed behind her sunglasses as she sat down on the sun-lounger next to his.
‘Here you are,’ she said, handing him the Martini.
He lowered his copy of yesterday’s edition of The Times and took the drink. ‘Thank you, my dear.’ No doubt she was just another gold-digger. She was probably hoping that he’d propose to her in the next few days; a rich old fool, just dying to get married to a pretty young thing like her. Well, he thought, eyeing the tops of her bikini-bound breasts, she had another think coming. He’d enjoy her for the duration of the cruise then discard her.
‘Do you want me to oil you up, Charlie?’ said Victoria. ‘Maybe you could roll over and I could rub some into your back.’
‘No thank you, Vicki, I can’t read my paper if I’m lying on my front and a fellow’s got to keep up with current events, don’t you agree?’
‘Oh, I don’t like current events. They’re always going on about war and politics. I like to read about people like Posh Spice and Britney. Do you like Posh Spice, darlin’?’
Charles grimaced inwardly; what utter drivel the woman talked. ‘Yes, er, it’s charming.’
‘No,’ Victoria laughed. ‘It’s not an it; it’s a she. She was a Spice Girl, silly!’
Charles managed to smile. ‘Oh, I see. Of course.’ He took a long drink of his Martini.
‘I’m going in for a swim,’ said Victoria, running a hand up his oily thigh. ‘You coming in as well?’
He smiled and raised his paper, ‘Not really my cup of tea, Vicky. You go though, and when you get out, I’ll rub a fresh coating of oil all over that sexy little body of yours.’
She laughed. ‘Ohh, saucy, I’ll just make it a quick dip then.’
Charles grinned, the sight of her sashaying bottom sustaining his smile as she got up and walked to the pool’s edge. She gave him a wave then disappeared with a small splash. Charles returned to his newspaper. He was just about to reach down and pick up his drink when, turning the page, he saw something that made him suddenly sit upright. Beneath the headline, Police Release Picture of London Homeless Killer, was an artist’s impression of a man’s face; a face Charles recognised, perhaps only because it had been on his mind so much of late. There was something about the eyes, and, of course, the beard. 
‘Oh my God,’ he murmured. ‘DeVere?’ His eyes darted to the story and scanned for details. The text read:
Police today issued an artist’s impression of a man they wish to speak to in connection with the disappearances of three homeless men in the London area. The description was given to the police by a man who was attacked last night near King’s Cross Station. Richard Croft, 32, a homeless man living in the King’s Cross area, claims that his attacker approached him and offered him a large sum of money in exchange for a favour. Mr Croft believed the man may have been seeking sexual favours and declined. However, his attacker persisted, seizing Mr Croft by the arm and pulling him into an alley and then attempting to render him unconscious with a handkerchief soaked in what Mr Croft believes may have been chloroform. Mr Croft managed to break free and call for help which caused his attacker, a Caucasian man in his forties with a beard and very dark eyes, to run off. The incident has been linked to the disappearance of Colin Bale, 20, and Stephen Tweed, 40, both of whom vanished on the night of March 17th, and that of Denis Wilkins, 26, who went missing on March 29th.
Charles lowered his newspaper. His hand went to his head and touched the new hair that grew there. His scalp suddenly seemed to tingle, as if the new skin were trying to remove itself from him. He felt a sudden wave of nausea.
He killed them, he thought. DeVere killed the men he was supposed to pay, and kept the money for himself. And now he’s going into business. Killing homeless men and hacking their faces off to graft onto the heads of other men. Men like ... me.
He swung his legs over the side of the sun-lounger as a cold sweat prickled across his brow. He could feel his breakfast rising and he clamped his hand to his mouth. He got to his feet and hurriedly stumbled across the deck to the side of the ship, grabbing at the handrail and thrusting his head out over the starboard side, just in time to vomit his kippers back into the sea.
~~~~
Victoria Barnes stood outside cabin 44 and knocked again at the door. ‘Charles? Charlie are you okay, darlin’? It’s me, Vicky. Charlie? Speak to me, darlin’. You’re scaring me!’ There was no reply. She hadn’t seen Charles since yesterday morning. She had been swimming for maybe ten minutes, and when she got out, he’d vanished. She’d called at his cabin, but it had been locked, and there had been no reply. She then proceeded to search the entire ship, but she hadn’t been able to find a trace of him anywhere; not so much as a tuft of his strange hair transplant – which had always seemed rather unstable and ready to drop out at any minute.
And so she had given up her search, left with the only conclusion that, at that time, made any sense to her – he’d given her the slip. But after a few cocktails and a lot of lavished male attention in the first-class bar last night, she’d come to doubt that. She had woken up this morning with a hangover and a terrible certainty that Charles had fallen overboard, dragged to the bottom of the Aegean by the considerable weightiness of his wallet. She had decided to come down straight away and give his cabin door one final hammering before going to the Captain and telling him her fears.
‘Charlie?’ she said to the cabin door, ‘If you’re in there, speak to me, darlin’. I’m worried about you.’ Silence. ‘Charles? Charles, if you don’t say something I’m going to have to go to the Captain and tell him you’ve fallen overboard, so if you haven’t fallen overboard, say so, darlin’!’
‘No!’ a voice from the other side of the door suddenly replied. ‘No, don’t – don’t do that.’
‘Charlie!’ she cried. ‘Charlie, why didn’t you answer me? I’ve been worried sick.’
‘I just want to be alone. I, I’ve got a migraine, and I’m just lying here in the dark, hoping it will go away.’
‘Oh, Charlie,’ she said with a keening, childish lilt. ‘You poor thing! Is there anything I can do for you?’
‘No. Please, just, just leave me alone.’
Victoria stepped back from the door. She hesitated a moment before answering, quietly, ‘Okay, Charlie.’ She thought about adding something kinky, but decided to leave it. ‘Call me when you feel better, yeah?’
Inside his cabin, Charles spoke with his face pressed against the cabin door. ‘Yes’, he lied, ‘I’ll call you.’
‘Alright, darlin’.’
Charles remained pressed against the door, listening to the sound of Victoria’s retreating footsteps. Finally, the damn woman was going. When he was sure she had gone, he let out the breath he’d been holding and turned back into the darkened room. He hadn’t been lying when he’d said he had a migraine: his head was splitting. It was the worst headache he’d ever had, and certainly the most frightening. The pain had come on immediately after he’d been sick over the side the previous day. He’d quickly returned to his cabin and locked himself in. He was no stranger to migraine and knew there was little to do but to wait it out in a darkened room. However, this pain was unlike anything he’d ever experienced before: it seemed to be located at two specific points on either side of his scalp, as if each hemisphere of his brain were haemorrhaging acid against the inner wall of his skull. Charles had tentatively reached up to massage the points of pain – pushing his fingers through the coarse, thick hair that now flourished there – only to recoil when he felt two hideous swellings on the surface of his scalp. He’d pulled his fingers away as if his scalp had been on fire. Brain tumours! he thought. I’ve got brain tumours! Somehow the transplant has gone wrong and now I’ve got a pair of brain tumours the size of lemons bursting out of my head! 
His first reaction had been to call DeVere, but then he’d checked himself. DeVere was a murderer, wasn’t he? And yet, who else could he turn to? The ship’s doctor? If he did, he’d have to answer questions about the transplants that would surely implicate him as an accomplice of DeVere’s. No, that wasn’t an option either. All he could do was wait; wait and hope that the swellings would go down of their own accord. Not tumours, just ... side effects, temporary aberrations. Maybe some kind of cysts or blisters filled with blood or puss or something like that, they’d either simply go down or burst. The thought of them bursting had caused him to be overcome by fresh nausea and he’d staggered to the sink to vomit.
And now, as soon as he was certain that Victoria was gone, he moved unsteadily to his bed and sat down. The pain in his head hadn’t abated in the least, and the ‘cysts’ hadn’t gone down. What was more, they had begun to itch – maddeningly – and Charles was terrified that if he scratched them, they would burst. Warily, he reached up and brushed his fingertips lightly over the swellings. Along the ridge of each cyst was what felt like a line of baldness, and it was from these lines of almost pouting bare skin that the itchiness blazed. Charles resisted the urge to sink his nails into them and scratch. Instead, he caressed them, both soothing and aggravating them at the same time. Then, a small laugh of relief broke from him. The transplant was failing – that was it – he was going to lose his new hair, and that would be an end to it. And the beards, the severed faces of DeVere’s mutilated victims, would cease to – Charles’s thoughts were suddenly cut off as two simultaneous waves of pain poured through his head and down his spine like torrents of molten lead. He screamed, almost falling from the bed, clapping his hands over the swellings as again, dual waves of agony wracked his body. He fell sideways onto the bed, his hands coming away from his head, sticky with a warm liquid. He looked at his palms and stifled a scream. A viscous substance covered them, mucus-like, foam flecked and stained with red and black gouts of blood. ‘Oh merciful God, no,’ Charles whimpered. They’ve burst. The tumours have burst and I’m going to die, here, alone in this cabin. Tentatively, he reached up and touched the swellings again. Each felt as if it had burst like an overripe peach. Charles’s fingers fluttered over the openings, the viscid liquid coming away on his finger tips like treacle. 
Strangely, he noticed, the pain seemed to be abating, as if soothed by his touch. His breath was coming in snuffling, snot-laced gasps as with trembling fingers he explored the openings. Then he gasped as he felt a new, unexpected sensation: a tingle of pleasure. He stroked the areas, and waves of sensual ecstasy rippled through him. He moaned, his fingers caressing the wounds and probing at the openings, parting the edges, and finding a hard, unyielding surface within.
He opened his eyes suddenly. Oh my God, he thought, I’m rubbing my skull. But it wasn’t smooth as a skull should be; it was uneven, bumpy at more or less regular intervals, more like rubbing the surface of his teeth. It was then that the hard surface beneath Charles’s fingertips began to part. Charles gasped and withdrew his fingers, listening as the twin swellings hissed and bubbled as though air were escaping through them. Was this it? He thought. Was this the release of whatever poison was causing his head to literally split with pain? Cautiously, Charles reached again to touch his head. Just above the oozing ruptures, he could feel warm air coming in short, steady draughts. Like exhalations, he realised as his fingers stroked the wet openings and probed cautiously inside. But something was wrong with the right side. The hole was deeper; the skull had opened ...
That was when his skull bit him.
Charles screamed and yanked his fingers free, sending a wave of pain through his head. 
‘Hello Charlesssss,’ hissed a voice that seemed to come from deep in the right hemisphere of his brain. Charles turned to the right, trying to find the owner of the voice, but there was no-one there. 
‘Charlesssss?’ another voice sang, this time from the left. Again Charles looked for a speaker and found none.
‘Looking for someone, Charlesssss?’ asked the voice on the right. It sounded as if it were speaking through a mouthful of phlegm.
‘Take a look in the mirror, Charlesssss,’ said the other voice.
Charles sat up and stared into the mirror that faced the bed from above the dressing table. He was quite alone.
‘Lean forward, Charlesssss,’ said the voice on the right. ‘Move closer to the mirror and have a goooood look.’
Charles eased forward, stumbling from the bed to the floor. He crawled over to the mirror and placed his hands on the edge of the dressing table. Slowly, Charles rose to see his blood-soaked reflection looking back at him from the mirror. At first, face-on, it looked as if he was just having an extremely bad-hair day. Then he tilted his head forward and saw the two hideous mouths that had burst from the swellings on either side of his head. Both of them drooled blood and black mucus from the centre of each of the beards. Charles bit down on a scream. The mouths gurgled and spat as something inside of each of them worked around, trying to clear clumps of hair and skin from the suppurating edges of their openings. Mouths? thought Charles, with teeth? Dear God, with tongues? It’s not possible. It’s insane. ‘Oh my God,’ Charles wailed aloud. ‘I’ve gone mad! That’s what it is: I’ve lost my mind.’
‘You’ve not so much lost your mind, Charlesss, as gained ours,’ said the mouth on the right in a mocking tone. ‘You’re not insane: you don’t get out of it that easily. No comfy padded cell for you.’
‘No,’ hissed the mouth on the left. ‘No snug straightjacket or happy pills, for you, Charlesss.’
‘There’s no medication that’s been invented that’ll make us go away, Charlessss,’ said the mouth on the right. ‘You know who we are, don’t you?’
‘No, leave me alone!’ Charles covered his eyes with his hands. ‘I’m insane, that’s all. You’re not there!’
‘Oh, but we are here,’ chuckled the voice on the left. ‘In the flesh.’
The voice on the right continued, ‘You wanted our faces on your head, and that’s exactly what you’ve got.’
‘No,’ Charles screamed. ‘You can’t be!’
‘Can’t be, Charlessss?’ hissed the voice on the right. ‘Weren’t you grooming us just yesterday? Stroking us and teasing us into a pleasing shape?’
‘And wasn’t that you, smiling like a Cheshire cat as your young lady friend ran her fingers through us?’ said the other voice. ‘Where is she now, Charles? Where’s Vicky? Get her in here now and see if she wants to run her fingers through your new hairstyle.’
‘Yes,’ said the voice on the right. ‘We can all pleasure her together. Really give her some head.’
‘Stop it!’ shouted Charles, opening his eyes and forcing himself to look at his head in the mirror. ‘Alright, I ... I think I know who you might be.’
‘Well, permit us introduce ourselves, Charlesss’ hissed the voice on the right. ‘Just to clear up any doubts. My name is Tweed, Stephen Tweed. And I’m dead.’
Charles gave a low moan.
‘And I’m Colin Bale – and I’m dead an’ all – just two week’s short of my 21st birthday.’
‘Please,’ Charles sobbed. ‘Please, you must understand, I, I, had no idea about what DeVere did to you. I gave him twenty-five thousand pounds ... for each of you. A fair transaction.’
This remark caused Bale and Tweed to laugh aloud, a humourless, mocking laughter which echoed and reverberated through the corridors of Charles’s mind.
‘A fair transaction?’ said Tweed. ‘Of course, you get a new hairstyle; we get murdered. What could be fairer than that?’
‘Everybody’s happy!’ sang Bale.
‘He was supposed to pay you,’ said Charles. ‘The money was in used notes, just as you asked.’
‘We asked for nothing, Charlessss,’ said Tweed. ‘We never even spoke to our murderer.’
‘He caught us unawares,’ said Bale. ‘Punched our tickets before we even knew we’d bought them.’
‘Sent us to our account with all our imperfections on our heads.’
‘That, that bastard,’ said Charles. ‘He lied to me!’
‘Oh, poor you,’ said Tweed. ‘Look on the bright side. At least you’ve got us. Sorry we can’t offer an actual shoulder to cry on.’
‘Or a sympathetic ear,’ added Bale.
‘But we’re here for you all the same, Charlessss. Forever.’
‘No!’ screamed Charles.
‘What’s the matter, Charles?’ said Bale. ‘Don’t you like your transplants anymore? Why not? They’ve been such a success.’
‘Yessss,’ hissed Tweed. ‘The roots have grown soooo deeply into your head.’
‘Oh, please,’ Charles whimpered. ‘Please, I’ll get you removed and restored to your bodies. I’ll see that you’re buried and, and then, you can go to heaven or wherever it is you want to go to.’
They laughed again. ‘Oh, thank you, Charlessss.’ said Tweed. ‘We’d love to go to heaven. But not before you’ve sent your Doctor DeVere to hell.’
Charles stared into the mirror, his face contorted into a knot of horror and confusion. ‘W-what?’ he stammered. ‘What do you mean?’
‘We want you to avenge us, Charles,’ said Bale. ‘We want you to murder our murderer. An eye for an eye; a tooth for a tooth.’
‘Only then will any of us know any peace,’ hissed Tweed.
‘My God, I can’t do – ’
Charles was cut off as both of the voices in his head screamed, ‘Arrest me! I’m a murderer! I’m a murderer – murderer!’ The sound was agony, their voices, resonating in his skull like a dentist’s drill in a cracked and rotten tooth. Charles clamped his hands to his head, covering the mouths, but doing nothing to silence their voices – or the pain. 
‘Stop!’ he screamed. ‘Stop! I beg you, pleeeease stop!’
The voices fell silent as suddenly as they’d started and Charles sank to the floor, curling into a foetal position, his hands still pressed hard over the mouths on his head.
‘Kill Doctor DeVere, Charlessss,’ Tweed hissed, his voice unobstructed. 
Charles moaned and sobbed for a few moments, then he said, ‘I could have you removed. I can see another surgeon – ’
‘No you can’t, Charlesss,’ said Bale. ‘We’re much more than just hair and skin.’
Charles felt something tickling at the palm of his left hand, something that felt unpleasantly like the tip of a tongue. He pulled his hands away as though from a flame.
‘We go a lot deeper than that,’ Tweed continued. ‘Beyond the reach of the knife.’
‘Oh God,’ said Charles. ‘Oh, merciful God.’
‘It’s not God you want to be dealing with, Charles,’ said Bale. ‘It’s us, and the deal is: kill Doctor DeVere.’
‘And then?’ asked Charles. ‘Then what?’
‘We leave you, Charlesssss,’ said Tweed. 
‘What,’ Charles managed a snort of disbelief. ‘Just like that?’ 
‘Just like that,’ said Tweed. ‘A fair transaction, wouldn’t you say?’
Charles’s face twisted into a doubtful smile. ‘A fair transaction? Yes,’ he chuckled. ‘An eye for an eye.’
‘A tooth for a tooth,’ said Bale.
Charles began to laugh.
‘We’re glad you’re so amused,’ said Tweed.
‘Oh yes,’ Charles laughed. ‘I’m going to murder Conrad DeVere.’
Charles closed his eyes and the voices in his head joined in with his laughter, all of them laughing together as Charles fell away into blackness.
~~~~
For the remainder of the week, Charles remained locked within the darkened confines of his cabin. The ship’s doctor, contacted by a mildly distraught Victoria Barnes, called on him, but Charles refused to see him. He gave him the migraine story and assured him that he knew best how to deal with the problem. He told the doctor to leave the bottle of painkillers he’d brought just outside the cabin door, and then to please leave him alone. Reluctantly, the doctor had complied. Once he’d gone, a few moments passed, then there came the sound of a key turning in the lock. The cabin door opened a crack, and a chubby hand emerged and quickly snatched the medicine back inside. Then the door slammed shut and the key rattled in the lock with finality.
Some complaints were received from passengers adjacent to Charles’s cabin concerning screaming rows, day and night, furniture being thrown about, glass breaking, and so on. But these rows ceased once Charles was informed of the complaints.
On the seventh day, the ship entered the port of Piraeus on the Greek mainland and those passengers whose holiday had come to an end disembarked to make their way back to Athens airport. The captain and the ship’s purser made it their business to bid the richer of these departees a personal farewell. Among these was Miss Victoria Barnes – soon to be Mrs Victoria Hogg – and her new fiancé, the silver-haired owner of a chain of hardware stores in the English West Midlands. Also shuffling down the gangplank that day, with only the curtest of goodbyes, was Charles. In one hand, he carried his bulging suitcase, while his other hand was occupied with the task of keeping a straw Panama hat firmly fixed to his head. It wasn’t a windy day, nor was it particularly sunny, so why he should be so concerned with his headgear seemed quite odd to the captain. He exchanged a clandestine raising of the eyebrows with the purser and reflected that stranger things had, no doubt, happened at sea.
~~~~
It was 9:30 on a dark Monday evening when Charles’s plane landed on the rain-washed tarmac of London’s Gatwick Airport. He made his way through the arrivals lounge, looking like a man in the blackest throes of a hangover. His expression was grim, his complexion cadaverous. As he strode unsteadily through the crowds, Charles’s red eyes were fixed in an unblinking stare at the exit signs ahead of him.
One hand was pressed firmly to the now rather crushed-looking straw hat on his head; the other was clenching and unclenching at his side, as though it were missing the suitcase which now rotated, abandoned and forgotten, on the baggage carousel. Charles stepped out into the night and hailed a cab.
‘Ladbroke Grove,’ he instructed the driver, and gave the address of DeVere’s practice.
The cab pulled away into the rain and Charles slid shut the glass partition window between himself and the driver. He sat back and screwed his eyes shut as Bale and Tweed continued to grind their teeth together, a habit they had taken to shortly after their emergence.
‘Could you please stop doing that?’ Charles groaned.
Tweed’s teeth stopped grinding. ‘Why? Does it bother you, Charlesss?’
‘You know it bothers me,’ said Charles, ‘That’s why I keep asking you to stop doing it!’
‘You keep asking us to shut up,’ said Bale. ‘It’s almost like you don’t like having us around.’
Charles grimaced. ‘Look, why can’t you just please leave me alone? I beg of you. I’ll go to the police; I’ll turn in DeVere – and myself into the bargain. We can settle the whole matter legally.’
‘No. The legal processes of the world of the living have no meaning to us, Charlesss,’ said Tweed. ‘The only justice we’re interested in is death.’
‘That’s right. A couple of years in nick and then out for good behaviour – it doesn’t cut the mustard, Charles,’ said Bale. ‘We want DeVere dead. And we’re not alone.’
‘What?’ said Charles. ‘What do you mean?’
‘His other victim, of course, Wilkins. He can’t be here with us today, but he sends his best regards.’ Bale’s mouth smiled broadly, and Charles winced with the pain. ‘He’s waiting Charles; waiting on the other side for the good doctor’s demise.’
‘Waiting for vengeance,’ added Tweed. ‘As are we all.’
‘And so, I am to be the tool of your vengeance?’ said Charles.
‘Oh, very dramatic, Charles,’ said Bale. ‘Yeah, you’re our tool.’
‘And then, once he’s gone, you promise you’ll leave me?’
Tweed smiled, again causing Charles to squirm. ‘How can we welcome him to hell if we’re still stuck on you, Charlesss?’
‘As soon as that bastard’s heart stops beating, we’ll be gone from you in order to ... receive him.’ said Bale. ‘Reunited, as it were, in death.’

‘And then you can be reunited with your toupee again,’ said Tweed.
Charles felt a wave of relief flow through him at the thought of his toupee. He clung to the thought, imagining it with him here now, so soft, so lifelike. As Bale and Tweed resumed the slow, relentless grinding of their teeth, Charles held his imagined toupee to his cheek, stroking it, singing softly to calm its fears as one might to a frightened child. ‘There, there,’ whispered Charles through his own gritted teeth. ‘Everything’s going to be all right.’
Charles was still singing his jittery, broken lullaby when the taxi driver tapped on the partition window to announce their arrival outside DeVere’s building. Charles opened his eyes and reached to check his hat was in place. Satisfied, he then set his face in a determined expression and threw open the door. He handed the driver a hundred pound note and waved away the offered change as he turned to look up at DeVere’s windows.
‘Ahhh,’ said Tweed. ‘The good doctor is in.’
‘Let’s go, Charles,’ said Bale. ‘Time’s a-wasting.’
Charles took the steps slowly, one at a time, until he stood outside the front door. He pushed the door buzzer next to DeVere’s name and waited, staring at the intercom and trying to ignore the excited chattering going on beneath his hat.
A few moments passed, then the intercom crackled as DeVere’s voice came through. The hissing of the tiny speaker failed to mask the annoyance in his tone. ‘Yes? Who is it?’
Charles leaned close to the intercom and spoke, ‘DeVere? It’s me, Mason.’
There was a moment’s pause, then, ‘Charles? What on Earth do you want?’
‘I ... I need to speak to you, DeVere. It’s very urgent.’
‘Well, I’m sorry, Charles, but I’m terribly busy right now. It’ll have to wait till tomorrow.’
That was when Tweed shouted from beneath the straw hat, ‘Busy easing London’s homeless problem, DeVere? Is that it?’
For a moment, the intercom hissed quietly, then DeVere’s voice came back; whereas earlier it had been characterised by irritation, now it was guarded, possibly even afraid. ‘Is there anybody with you down there, Charles?’
‘No,’ said Charles, willing silence upon his unwanted guests. ‘No, I’m ... alone.’
There was another pause then DeVere spoke again. ‘Very well, Mason. Come on up.’
The door buzzed and Charles, Bale and Tweed pushed it open, stepped into the hallway, and began to climb the stairs.
~~~~
DeVere ran back into his operating theatre, tearing his bloody apron from around him as he went. There was no time to hide all the signs of his crimes before Mason got up to the office; he’d just have to shut it all in here and wait until the stupid fool had left. He ran over to the washbasin and snatched up a small bar of soap. He turned on the tap and thrust his gore-streaked arms beneath the flow of water, rubbing the soap frantically between his hands and over his wrists as the water carried the traces of his most recent atrocity down the drain in an incarnadine swirl.
There came the distant sound of a fist striking the door of the front office. DeVere grabbed a towel and dried his hands. He wondered again at what it was that he’d heard Charles say down there about London’s homeless. Could it be that he knew? Could he have connected the face in the paper with his own? If so, what was this? Surely the fool didn’t hope to blackmail him? No, the man was richer than royalty. What then? He closed the door to the theatre and hurried up the hall to the front office, rolling down his shirtsleeves and buttoning his cuffs as he went. Once in, he closed the door to the hall and took a moment to compose himself. He smoothed his hair, checked his appearance in the mirror, then walked calmly across to the front office door and opened it.
DeVere had no time to think, no time to raise his hands in front of him to try to stop or hinder Mason – the man was upon him as soon as the door was opened. Soaking wet, wearing a crumpled white suit and a ruined straw hat, Mason charged him like a mad bull. DeVere cried out as he fell back onto the floor. Mason followed him down, diving upon him like an over-zealous lover, panting and spraying DeVere’s face with spittle. DeVere shrieked, grabbing ineffectually at Mason’s arms and trying to throw him off-balance. Mason didn’t even blink. He seized DeVere by the throat and squeezed.
‘Hello, DeVere. Remember us?’
DeVere grabbed at Mason’s hands and struggled to break his grip. The part of his mind that wasn’t ablaze with panic fixed on the pronoun Mason had used – us. What did he mean by that? The question fell apart in his thoughts as Mason began to shake him violently. The tattered hat fell from his head, and DeVere’s mind struggled with the sight that it’s falling revealed. The hair and skin that he had so carefully grafted now hung in ragged flaps from a scalp that looked as though it had been flayed. 
DeVere gave up pulling at Mason’s hands and reached up to claw at his face, trying frantically to connect with the man’s eyes. Mason responded by holding his head up and out of reach. Then suddenly, Mason winced, and DeVere watched with a mixture of horror and professional fascination as blood began to spurt in thin gouts from either side of Mason’s scalp. More blood flowed in rivulets through what remained of Mason’s hair transplant, running over his face and spreading down onto DeVere’s scrabbling hands. 
‘Why did you do it, DeVere?’ Mason shouted, ‘Why? I gave you money for the donors! Why did you have to murder them?’
DeVere felt a darkness reaching for him, rising like cold water around his consciousness. He felt the strength draining from his arms and the pain in his throat ebbing away as a sense of euphoria began to overcome him. His hands fell from Mason’s face as darkness began to close over him. It wasn’t unpleasant, and he watched with a sense of disconnection as Charles Mason leaned close to him, as if to whisper something. He’s checking to see if I’m dead, he thought.
Am I dead? 
He felt Mason’s grip ease a little. 
DeVere snatched a breath. Mason’s hands closed tightly on his throat again, but DeVere, animated by a final surge of adrenalin, grabbed at his blood-soaked face, and finding slippery purchase, sank both of his trembling thumbs into his attacker’s eyes. Mason howled in agony, releasing DeVere’s throat and tumbling back, his vision burned behind a red and black cascade, and from somewhere beyond that cascade he could hear DeVere coughing, choking, gasping for breath. From the right-hand side of his head, Tweed screamed. ‘You bastard, DeVere. You murdering bastard! Did you really think you could get away it?’
‘What did you do with our bodies, DeVere?’ cried Bale. ‘What did you do with the wastage: the bits you couldn’t sell on to someone else?’
DeVere managed to get to his feet, massaging his throat. He ignored the questions and aimed a vicious kick at Charles’s face. ‘How did you find out, Charles? Read about it in the papers, did you? Hardly a flattering likeness but obviously good enough to arouse your suspicions.’
Charles spat blood, his vision beginning to clear. ‘So it is true then, you did kill them.’
DeVere’s mouth twisted in a sneer. ‘Of course. But what’s it to you? You’ve got your new hair, haven’t you? I have to say it looks as though you’ve been taking rather rotten care of it. What have you been doing, Charles? You’re obviously not using Head and Shoulders.’
‘Conrad, please, call the police and turn yourself in.’
DeVere laughed. ‘And why would I want to do that, Charles, just as I’m on my way to my first million and a one-way ticket to Brazil, far away from this insufferable existence as your pet surgical stooge? I can be a proper surgeon again. What do you think of that?’
‘Please, Conrad, the police, call the police – ’ Charles was cut off by another kick to his face. He screamed with shock and rolled into a foetal position, his arms thrown protectively over his face.
‘Will you shut up about the bloody police, Mason? I’m surprised you didn’t bring them here yourself.’ DeVere wiped the blood from his shoe on the seat of Charles’s trousers. ‘In fact, that’s odd. Why didn’t you? Why didn’t you just call the police yourself?
‘They wouldn’t let me,’ said Charles, keeping his arms crossed over his face.
‘What? Who wouldn’t let you? What are you talking about?’
‘Tweed,’ Charles snuffled, ‘Bale and Tweed.’
DeVere frowned, confused. He hadn’t known his first two victims by name, though he had subsequently read about their identities in the newspapers. Obviously Charles had done so too.
‘You don’t mean – ’
‘That’s right DeVere, you murdering bastard,’ came a strange, hissing voice from Charles, ‘Bale and Tweed, all the way from Hell, and we’re taking you back with us.’
DeVere stared at the wadded bundle of arms and legs at his feet. The voice had definitely come from Charles, but it hadn’t sounded anything like him. Perhaps his nose was bleeding into his throat and he was gurgling through blood and snot. Evidently, the man had suffered some kind of mental breakdown.
DeVere laughed nervously. ‘I see, Charles. Guided by voices, are we?’
‘They’re here, DeVere,’ said Charles. ‘Here with me, in my head.’
‘Oh dear,’ said DeVere, shaking his head. ‘That must be quite uncomfortable for you.’
‘What did you do with us?’ came the strange, hissing voice again.
DeVere shook his head. ‘The million dollar question, hmm?’ He smoothed his hair back into place. It was too bad that Mason had to die. He was high profile and directly connected to him. Still, there were ways and means. He smiled. ‘Very well, Charles, you say you’d like to know what I did with the bodies?’
‘Yesss, tell us.’
‘Oh, I’ll go one better – I’ll show you.’ DeVere extended a hand. Charles, his face still enveloped by his arms, didn’t notice. DeVere sighed. ‘Oh, come on Mason, do you want to know or don’t you?’
Charles warily lowered his arms from his head. His eyes were closed and wet with blood.
‘Can you see all right?’ asked DeVere. 
Charles opened his eyes, blinking. ‘We can see just fine,’ he said, taking the offered hand and getting to his feet.
‘Ahh – “we”. I see. It’s we now, is it?’ said DeVere, leading the way over to the open hallway door. ‘Well, come on then, all of you, and I’ll show you what became of the rest of your bits.’
DeVere opened the door and walked down the short hall. Charles followed, grimacing at the suffocating smell that filled the windowless space. A chemical odour, redolent of hospitals – sweet, antiseptic, and yet there was something else beneath it. Something that reminded him of his own battery farms, something charnel. Charles stopped and steadied himself against the wall, trying to ignore the grinding of Bale and Tweed’s teeth and stay focused on DeVere, who now turned to him from the door at the end of the corridor.
‘You’re looking at bit peaky Charles, what’s the matter? Lost your curiosity all of a sudden?’
‘Come on Charles,’ Tweed hissed. ‘Don’t go to jelly on us now.’
‘Yeah, shake a leg, Charles,’ said Bale. ‘Don’t you want to know what that bastard’s been up to?’
‘No!’ Charles moaned.
‘Sorry?’ said DeVere.
‘Does this hurt, Charles?’ said Bale, and he bit down on his tongue.
Charles screamed and clutched at his head. ‘No – oh stop it, stop it!’
DeVere watched in astonishment. This was worse than he had thought – Mason had gone completely insane. He took a step towards him. ‘Charles?’
‘No!’ said Charles, holding up a hand to stay DeVere. ‘Go ahead, DeVere, I’m coming.’
Bale stopped biting his tongue and smiled. ‘Attaboy, Charles, now get going.’
Charles steadied himself and walked on down the corridor, the smell thickening around him as he approached the last door, a foul, sulphurous odour. He stopped, eye-to-eye with DeVere. ‘Go ahead doctor, open it.’
DeVere laid his hand on the door handle and opened the door.
Charles had seen and experienced a lot in the last week, yet somehow none of it had prepared him for the horror that waited beyond that door. On a metal operating table in the centre of the room lay a dismembered human torso. The head was still attached, but the lower half of the face was mutilated mess; the beard had been removed, sliced away to expose the raw, wet muscle and sinew beneath. The man’s jawbone showed white in some particularly hacked places and his yellow teeth grinned in a grotesque rictus at the bright lights positioned above. The arms and legs had been removed. One arm lay where it had fallen beside the operating table, reaching out to Charles from a pool of blood on the white floor tiles. It was one of many such pools, and Charles noticed bloody footprints tracking everywhere around the room. His eyes followed the tracks along the bloodiest trail to a metal table covered with a scattering of surgical instruments. They included numerous serrated-edged tools, among them a large hacksaw, its teeth dark and clogged with gore.
Charles felt faint and looked away, following footprints again, this time to a large aquarium on a table against the far wall. The water inside looked like it had been drawn from the Thames – dirty, far too dirty for any fish to live in. Perhaps DeVere was keeping eels?
‘Forgive the mess,’ chuckled DeVere. ‘But this is what happens when people drop in unannounced. Why, I barely had time to wash my hands, let alone tidy up.’
Charles felt his stomach give a lurch. He belched.
‘Manners, Charles,’ said DeVere. He walked over to a small table beside the corpse and lifted what looked like small, flattened roadkill. It was the dead man’s beard. ‘What do you think, Charles? Fancy a new look?’
‘You’re mad, DeVere.’
DeVere laughed. ‘I’m mad? You charge in here trying to strangle me – driven, you say, by the collective will of a couple of dead men you believe are living in your head – and you call me mad? Really!’
‘What did you do with us, DeVere?’ came a voice from Charles. ‘What did you do with our bodies?’
‘Oh, I’m sorry, I forgot. That was the purpose of this little tour of ours, wasn’t it?’ 
DeVere dropped the beard back into the tray and strolled over to the instrument table. He picked up the hacksaw, smiled and returned to the corpse. He took hold of the toe of the dead man’s left foot.
‘This little piggy went to market, eh Mason?’ DeVere pressed the blade of the hacksaw to the toe joint, and with one deft stroke, severed it. The foot dropped back onto the table with a dull metallic thud. DeVere tossed the toe lightly into the air and caught it as he walked over to the aquarium. ‘You know Charles, there are few things these days which the thoroughly unscrupulous former medical professional cannot procure on the black market.’ DeVere held the toe over the murky liquid. ‘Large quantities of sulphuric acid present little difficulty. You just have to know the right people.’
DeVere dropped the toe into the liquid and immediately it began to churn and fizz, surging around the toe like water around an Alka Seltzer tablet. Charles felt something inside his head recoil with rage. Both of the mouths on his scalp clenched their teeth, trembling with a fury that suddenly broke from him in two deafening screams. Charles instinctively threw his hands over his ears, but this gave no relief from the terrible sound. He pushed his hands up the sides of his head, clamped them over the screaming mouths and staggered backwards, dimly aware that he too was now screaming like a bedlamite.
DeVere saw his chance. He turned and reached into the pocket of his jacket where it lay draped over the back of a chair. He withdrew a small brown bottle and a handkerchief. Quickly, he splashed a generous quantity of the contents of the bottle onto the handkerchief. The smell of the chloroform rose to his nose, oblivion tickling at his senses. ‘Goodnight, Vienna’, he whispered, skirting around the room and up behind Charles.
Charles was howling, trapped in the private vortex of Bale and Tweed’s rage and misery, when he felt DeVere pounce against his back. He felt bony arms encircle his neck and then something soft and wet pressing against his nose and mouth. Charles opened his mouth and tasted chemicals. Chloroform! The realisation shone momentarily and then began to fade like a light in the fog as the sharp edges of the world began to soften and blur.
‘DeVere, you bastard!’ came a wet but strangely un-muffled voice from Charles. DeVere pushed the handkerchief harder against Charles’s mouth. He could feel the impression of the man’s lips and teeth trapped beneath his hand, so how could he possibly be speaking? Suddenly, Charles threw his great weight backwards into DeVere, sending him crashing down to the floor. DeVere, desperate for the chloroform to take effect, held on to Charles as he fell, bringing the big man down on top of him. DeVere managed a momentary howl before the air was knocked out of his lungs.
‘Kill the bastard!’ screamed Bale.
DeVere’s handkerchief fell from Charles’s face and Charles rolled clear, coughing and heaving deep lungfuls of air.
‘Now! While he’s down!’ hissed Tweed.
‘Kill him, Charles!’
Charles crawled groggily towards the table of surgical tools. He could hear DeVere moving and scraping behind him.
‘Come on Charles,’ said Bale. ‘He’s getting up!’
‘Forget the silverware, use that!’ said Tweed, directing Charles’s eye to the severed arm.
‘Oh my God,’ said Charles.
‘Use it!’ Bale and Tweed screamed in unison.
Charles reached out and took the severed arm by its hand. He heard the voice of his own mind wailing in revulsion at its cold, lifeless touch as he closed his fingers around it. Then he heard footfalls running on the tiles behind him. He didn’t think; he acted, whether at his own direction or at someone else’s. He swung the severed arm in an arc, twisting with the swing and watching as the ragged shoulder muscle caught DeVere under the chin. Blood burst from the limb in a red and black gush that flew through the air, along with the scalpel that had, a moment before, been clasped in DeVere’s hand. DeVere crashed into the operating table, grabbing at it to stop his fall and upsetting it, pulling the corpse down with him as he fell. 
‘Now!’ said Tweed. ‘Finish him!’
‘An eye for an eye!’ shouted Bale.
Somewhere, Charles could hear his own voice repeating, No! No! No! But it was drowned beneath Bale and Tweed’s screams for vengeance. Charles staggered across the room, his hand-stitched Italian loafers slipping and sliding on the bloody tiles before he dropped his full weight down onto DeVere, his knees crashing onto the doctor’s shoulders and pinning him mercilessly. DeVere groaned and thrashed beneath him, barely able to breathe.
‘Please! Charles! For pity’s sake – I helped you! I only did what you wanted me to – pleeease!’ DeVere wheezed, all trace of cool superiority gone and replaced with frightened desperation.
‘I never wanted any of this,’ said Charles, shaking the severed arm in front of DeVere’s face. ‘I never wanted murder!’ Charles took the limb by the wrist and elbow joints and held it over DeVere’s throat. 
DeVere’s eyes were mad with fear. ‘This is murder, Charles, can’t you see that? If you kill me, that makes you a murderer too – you’ll be no better than me.’
Charles snuffled and began making a weird, keening noise. He held the amputation poised and trembling over DeVere’s throat, seemingly lost in an almost trance-like state. A moment passed and DeVere thought he sensed doubt in Mason. The man was confused. Whatever strange new wiring was crackling in his head, it seemed it had somehow shorted out. 
DeVere swallowed and tried to steady his breathing. The tattered remains of the beards grafted to Mason’s scalp flapped in front of his forehead as he continued to keen and whine. They began to drip blood onto DeVere’s face and it was only a supreme effort of self-control that he managed not to scream. He tried to relax his expression into some semblance of a smile. Then, with his best shot at professional cheer, he whispered. ‘Charles?’
Charles’s eyes blinked and came into focus. Then a voice, one of the voices that Charles seemed to be playing ventriloquist with, shattered the stillness like a brick through a plate glass window. ‘KILL HIM, CHARLES!’
Another voice joined in, two voices chorusing impossibly together. ‘Kill him, kill him, kill him!’
Charles brought the severed arm across DeVere’s throat and pushed down. He watched with eyes that he knew he shared with others as DeVere’s tongue began to swell and protrude from his gaping mouth; he watched the frantic eyes as they darted about in desperate hope of some impossible salvation; and he felt the arms pinned beneath him thrashing about for something – anything – to grasp at. They settled on the wet folds of Charles’s trousers. Charles paid no attention as, for the first time, he noticed a watch on the wrist of the severed arm. The second hand still moved beneath the cracked and blood-smeared surface. Ten thirty-three, and – Charles tilted his head to get a better look – seventeen seconds. Is that all? he wondered; and the part of his mind still inhabited solely by Charles Mason marvelled at the way time had flown since he’d landed at Gatwick Airport. That part of his mind now drifted away completely from the man dying beneath him and took refuge in the precise movements of the watch. Charles even managed to ignore the voices that screamed from his skull, over and over, the same thing: ‘Die, DeVere! Die DeVere! Die! Die! Die!’
Finally, Charles felt DeVere’s last desperate spasm of struggle pass, and the body beneath him eased into stillness. Charles looked down at DeVere’s face. The dead man’s eyes stared at him with what appeared to be a look of confusion. Charles threw aside the arm and allowed himself to go slack, rolling off the body and coming to rest against the other, dismembered, corpse. He felt nothing. He was past caring now, past the fear, the horror, the revulsion. He was just tired.
‘Are you happy now? He’s dead.’ 
Bale and Tweed made no reply.
Charles frowned, irritated by the silence. ‘Well? You’ve got your “eye for an eye”. Now go – begone! Get back to Hell to greet him or whatever it is you want to do.’
Charles waited for the taunting response, but it didn’t come. He listened intently to the world without and within himself.
There was only silence.
Charles raised his hands to his head and carefully began to trace his fingers through the ruin of his scalp, trying to locate the mouths. Their beards, the transplants, were coming apart from him – almost physically crawling away from him. But inside, were Bale and Tweed gone? He ignored the pain as he pushed and groped through the tangled, gory mess, prying at what had – until recently – been mouths, but now were just wounds again. He felt a wave of relief pass through him and he laughed, nervously. Terrible wounds, that’s all they were. Wounds that needed the attention of a surgeon, yes, but only wounds, only –
The wound under his left hand smiled. ‘Sorry Charles,’ said Bale. ‘Change of plan.’
‘No,’ whispered Charles. ‘No!’
‘Yessss, Charles,’ said Tweed.
‘You said you’d go! You said you’d leave when DeVere was dead – an eye for an eye! Well, he’s dead, and you – you have to go now! We had a deal!’
‘A fair transaction,’ chuckled Bale.
‘Yeeesssss!’ screamed Charles, struggling to his feet. ‘A fair transaction!’
Tweed answered with a calm, unemotional, ‘No.’
Charles was incredulous. ‘What?’
‘We won’t go, not yet.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Who killed DeVere, Charles?’ asked Bale.
Charles winced as the mouths on his head smiled. ‘What? I – no – you – you did. You killed him! I was your tool, but you – you killed him!’
Tweed laughed. ‘Oh, but we’re dead, Charles, how could we have murdered anybody? Surely you must realise that you are DeVere’s murderer.’
‘No,’ Charles whispered.
‘Yes, Charles. You are a murderer. Just like DeVere said you would be. You two are just as bad as each other.’
‘Like two peas in a pod,’ said Bale.
‘No!’ Charles shouted, a note of hysteria in his voice now. ‘No, you did it, you killed DeVere.’
‘Turn yourself in, Charles,’ said Bale. ‘There’s a phone in the other room. Call the police and tell them what you’ve done.’
‘Then we’ll be even,’ said Tweed.
‘No, no!’ cried Charles. ‘I didn’t do it, I never killed anyone! You did it, you used me!’
Suddenly, Bale began to scream in a voice that went through Charles like an axe splitting rotten wood. ‘Police! Police! I’m a murderer!’ Tweed joined in.
‘No!’ screamed Charles, ‘Please, stop it! Leave me alone!’ He clapped his hands over their mouths, and felt teeth snap and bite at his palms. He screamed and pulled his hands away. ‘You monsters! Monsters!’ He looked down at his palms where blood was beginning to trickle into the impressions left by their teeth.
The dead men continued their chanting, over and over. ‘I’m a murderer – murderer!’
‘Nooo!’ Charles wailed. He punched at his tattered skull, but it had no effect, the voices wouldn’t stop. They were getting louder and louder. Charles looked around for something to gag them with, something to stuff into their mouths and silence their screaming, shouting holes once and for all ... then his eyes fell upon the aquarium. The acid bath. Charles let out a wail that became a long, twisted laugh, but it was almost inaudible beneath the lunatic shouting that filled the room, bouncing off the tiles and resounding around without end.
Charles stumbled over the bodies on the floor and staggered to the tank. He laid his hands cautiously, almost reverently, on the glass and stared at the foul, untroubled liquid within. Bale and Tweed roared and shouted, gnashed and spat, while slowly, Charles’s expression rippled from a grimace into a smile. Then he laughed; a laugh that spiralled into a scream in order to be heard over the clamour in his head.
‘Won’t leave me, eh? Won’t honour your side of the bargain? Well this is my head, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to share it with you two bastards any longer!’ 
Charles gripped the tank by its rim and pulled himself forwards, plunging his scalp into the acid. The pain struck him with incredible force and he felt the muscles of his back convulse as every reflex in his body attempted to pull him clear of the agony. But Charles could still hear the screams of Bale and Tweed, tormenting him. Even though their mouths were submerged beneath the hissing, bubbling, blood-clouded turmoil, he could hear them screaming. And it was this that tightened his grip on the edge of the tank and held him fast. Even as the tendrils of acrid smoke rose around his darkening world and the voices became choked and broken, Charles could hear them screaming, and he wasn’t pulling out until he heard them stop.
****
 



 
Dessert
Duncan yawned and looked down at Bobbin – the mongrel terrier they had bought his daughter, Katie, for her fourth birthday – as the dog ceased his tireless snuffling in the grass and began to circle what Duncan supposed to be a particularly appealing spot. Bobbin’s circling behaviour then accelerated into the curious spinning ritual that always ended in his squatting to make his toilet.
‘Good boy,’ said Duncan. He could now drag the dog back to his apartment and resume watching TV. From where he now squatted, Bobbin glanced up anxiously at Duncan. Duncan looked away. They understood each other: Bobbin didn’t like to be watched. Duncan could understand that. 
A few moments later, the sound of grass being raked by paws indicated that Bobbin had finished.
‘Come on then,’ said Duncan, tugging at the dog’s lead.
Bobbin obliged, giving up his half-hearted turd-burying ritual in favour of continuing the walk.
They were in Norfolk Square, a small quadrant of three-storey town houses that enclosed a square of lawn. Duncan and Bobbin were walking towards the edge of the lawn when a voice behind them caused them both to stop.
‘Oi!’ 
Duncan and Bobbin looked back. A man was standing in the middle of the lawn where Bobbin had just left his toilet. 
‘I think you’ve forgotten something.’
Duncan looked the man up and down. He was a big fellow; shaven-headed and red-faced, wearing a donkey jacket, jeans and Wellington boots. 
‘I don’t think so,’ said Duncan.
‘Oh no?’ The man indicated the stool resting in the grass at his feet. ‘Your dog did this, didn’t he?’
A nutter, thought Duncan, either that or an over-zealous council worker. ‘He did.’
The man strode over. Duncan stepped back a pace and Bobbin wagged his tail, happy to have a new companion.
‘Well then. I think that makes it yours. So, I expect you’ll be tidying it up?’
Duncan stared in disbelief. ‘Pardon?’
‘I said,’ the man leaned in close, his breath vaguely redolent of onions. ‘I expect you’ll be tidying it up.’
‘But I can’t do that,’ said Duncan. ‘It’s … it’s dog shit. It’s not tidy-able.’
Bobbin started sniffing the man’s Wellington boots. Duncan pulled him back.
‘Correction. It’s your dog shit.’
‘Well, I don’t want it.’
‘Correction. We, the residents of this square, we don’t want it – yet it’s always us what get to take it home on the soles of our bleedin’ shoes.’ He raised an accusing finger to Duncan’s nose. ‘So whether you want it or not, my friend, it is yours. Your dog’s shit is your responsibility, and you are going to dispose of it.’
‘How?’ said Duncan, aghast. ‘What do you expect me to do with it?’
‘Well, don’t you have one of those little plastic bags?’
‘What little plastic bags?’
The man put his hands on his hips. ‘You don’t even know what I’m talking about, do you? I bet it’s never even crossed your mind that your dog’s shit might not actually be welcome anywhere.’
Duncan hadn’t, but he felt it would be unwise to say so.
‘Have you never noticed the signs up around here?’
‘I, I can’t say that I have,’ Duncan lied.
‘Well, let me bring you up to date. It’s illegal to let your dog shit in a public place. You can be fined up to two-hundred quid. So, what you have to do when you take Mutley here out for walkies is …’
Bobbin barked at the word “walkies”. He looked up, wagging his tail. 
The man continued, ‘... is take a little plastic bag out with you to pick up the dog’s poop as soon as he’s pooped it.’
‘Well,’ Duncan shrugged. ‘I haven’t got a little bag with me.’
‘That’s a pity.’
‘Yes, it is. But I shall certainly bring one with me next time. Thanks for pointing all this out, I’d hate to get fined two-hundred pounds.’
‘Don’t mention it.’
‘Well, we must be getting back,’ he looked his dog. ‘Hadn’t we, Bobbin, eh?’
At the sound of his name, Bobbin looked up and wagged his tail. Duncan tugged lightly on his lead and they turned to go. ‘Good-night.’ He gave the man a cursory wave.
‘Where do you think you’re going?’
Duncan stopped and looked back with a curious smile. ‘I’m sorry?’
‘Where do you think you’re going?’
‘Er, I’m going home.’
‘Haven’t you forgotten something?’ 
Duncan chuckled nervously. ‘I don’t think so.’
‘Well I do.’ The man pointed at Bobbin’s gently steaming stool.
Duncan’s face contorted with disbelief. Was this guy serious? ‘Oh, come on!’ 
The man stepped up to Duncan and gripped the front of his anorak with both hands. Duncan made an involuntary noise as felt himself yanked forwards; his heels left the ground as the man pulled him close.
‘Now listen,’ the man’s onion-breath was eye-wateringly ripe up-close. ‘Either you pick it up and dispose of it properly, or I treat you like a dirty dog and rub your ignorant nose in it. You get me?’
Duncan nodded.
The man released him. ‘So, what’ll it be?’
Duncan looked around to see if anyone was watching, not because he was hoping for someone to intervene, but because he was worried about there being any witnesses to his shame. They were alone.
The man folded his arms. ‘Well?’
Duncan straightened his anorak where the man had handled it, tugging out the creases and smoothing the fabric down. Then he cleared his throat and walked back to where the turd rested. The grass and earth that Bobbin had kicked up barely covered it. He looked at Bobbin and wished he and Susan had bought Katie a Rottweiler.
Bobbin looked at him and wagged his tail.
‘Come on,’ said the man, taking a step closer so as to loom over Duncan.
‘Look,’ Duncan dragged his fingers through his hair. ‘I’ve had a really lousy day. My wife’s, my wife’s had to go to hospital, and ...’ He looked at the man, expectant of some kind of sympathetic expression. There was none. ‘I,’ Duncan continued, ‘I think my kid’s taking drugs at school. Crack probably. I’m sick with fear and worry.’ None of this was true, but it seemed worth a try. ‘Please, give me a break, eh? I promise it won’t happen again.’
‘I know it won’t, mate. Think of this as the dessert to the day’s earlier courses of hard luck.’
Duncan narrowed his eyes. You bastard, he thought. You unbelievable, fucking bastard. He shook his head as if he pitied the man his lack of humanity. Then, with all hope now extinguished, he lowered himself to his knees. 
Bobbin came up and sniffed his face. His tongue lapped at Duncan’s cheek.
‘Oh, fuck off,’ Duncan shoved him away. 
‘Don’t get cross with the dog. He’s done nothing wrong.’
‘Not from where you’re standing. But I can assure you, things look very different from my point of view.’
‘Stop whining and get on with it.’
Grimacing, Duncan reached out and closed his fingers slowly around the turd. It was still body-temperature. He noticed how it clung to the grass, reluctant to leave now that it had settled into its new home. The awful smell hit him and he turned his face away. ‘Oh, Jesus!’ He looked up at the man.
The man smiled back at him.
Breathing through his mouth to avoid retching, Duncan turned back to his disgusting task. Despite its grass-clinging tenacity, he managed to pick up ninety per-cent of the turd. He got to his feet and held it out for the man the man to see. ‘There. Happy now?’ 
The man looked at the messy patch of grass between them, then back to Duncan. ‘You missed a bit.’
Duncan’s jaw dropped. ‘You’re not serious?’
The man’s smile widened.
Duncan looked at his filthy hand. The fucking swine. He’s bloody well loving this. He’s laughing at me. Laughing at me! Fuck! Fuck and damn. I should never have co-operated with him in the first place. He thinks I’m his now, like this is a prison, and I’m his – his bitch.
Before Duncan knew what he was doing, he had done it. When he recalled the incident later, he could only remember that one second the turd had been in his hand, the next, it was in the man’s eyes. 
The man had been caught entirely unawares. He roared and staggered back, blinded by the mess. 
Duncan turned and ran, Bobbin happily bounding beside him. 
Duncan called back over his shoulder, ‘Think of that as your just desserts, mate. Eh?’ When they reached the corner of the Square, he looked back. The man was clawing the muck from his eyes and bellowing obscenities at the top of his lungs. Duncan grinned, then ran on, yanking Bobbin away from an interesting smell and racing him all the way back to the corner of their street. Breathless, he stopped and slumped against a wall. He bent forward at the waist and put his hand to his chest. His heart pounded in a way it hadn’t done in ages. He really ought to get more exercise, maybe start jogging or something. He straightened up and looked back the way they had come. There was no sign of the man. 
Duncan laughed. A sense of triumph – of almost primitive delight – filled his heart. He had overcome the aggressor, defended himself and his … he looked at Bobbin and mentally sought for the right phrase. Faithful companion? 
The dog looked up at him, tongue hanging out and panting happily.
Yes. Duncan smiled. Faithful companion. ‘Here’s mud in your eye, eh Bobbin?’
Bobbin inclined his head slightly.
‘Never mind.’ He looked at his dirty hand. ‘What’ll Susan make of this?’ 
Bobbin barked.
‘That’s right, she’ll be so proud of us, won’t she? She might even give us some little baggies to bring with us next time we go out for walkies.’
The word “walkies” triggered another bark. 
Duncan jerked Bobbin’s lead in the direction of home. ‘Come on, mate.’ He checked his watch. ‘Ah, Who Wants to be a Millionaire?’ will be on soon. We should just get home in time to wash up before the questions start.’
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Poacher’s Cottage
‘So, what’s this story that I’m going to enjoy so much, then?’ said Jim Deacon as he and his boss, Ken Chase, pushed their way into the smoke and lunchtime crowds of the Pig and Whistle.
‘Wait until we’re settled,’ said Ken. ‘Here,’ he handed Jim a twenty pound note. ‘Get me a lasagne and chips and a pint of Fosters. I have to go for a piss. Cheers mate.’ He turned and made his way in the direction of the gents’ toilet.
Jim went to the bar, sighing at how Ken’s bladder always needed emptying the moment they entered the pub – just after 1 p.m., the time when the bar was at its busiest. He wove himself into the crowd and raised Ken’s twenty-pound note to a point where the bar staff might notice its subtle twitching and fluttering among the many others that twitched and fluttered before them. A short time later, after Jim had managed to place his order and extricate himself from the crowd, he made his way towards where Ken was relaxing at a table by the window. As he approached, Jim noticed that Ken was admiring the contents of a copy of one of the more downmarket tabloid newspapers that someone had left behind. ‘Who’s on page three?’ asked Jim as he sat down opposite the older man and set two pints of Fosters onto the table.
‘I dunno,’ said Ken, smiling. ‘But the birds on page nine and ten aren’t bad.’ He turned in his seat and held the paper open to reveal a riot of female flesh.
‘Put it down, Ken,’ said Jim, embarrassed. ‘You’ll offend someone.’
Ken gave a short laugh and tossed the paper onto the seat beside him. ‘What’s so offensive about the female form? It’s only girls showing off what God gave them.’
‘Yeah, but it’s you showing off what God gave them is what I’m worried about. Waving pictures of naked women all over the place – you’ll get us barred, you will.’
‘Oh, don’t be such a prude,’ chuckled Ken. He held his pint across the table. ‘Cheers.’
Jim clinked glasses and took a sip. ‘So, are you going to tell me this story or what?’ 
‘Oh, yeah,’ said Ken. ‘Poacher’s Cottage.’
‘Poacher’s Cottage? Sounds pretty. I think.’ 
‘It is. Pretty bloody haunted.’
Jim started slightly. ‘Really?’
‘Oh yeah, mate. As haunted a house as any I’ve ever heard of.’
‘Blimey. So what’s the deal, then?’
‘We’re selling it. That’s the deal. Ghosts and all.’
Jim raised his eyebrows. ‘Well, that should be a challenge.’ He held up a small imaginary frame. “Two-bed cottage with gas-fired central heating and nice views of surrounding countryside; reduced for quick sale due to the nightly moaning of the restless undead”?’
Ken smiled. ‘Er, no, but you started out nicely.’ He broke off as the barmaid came over with two plates of food.
‘Lasagne and chips and a cheddar ploughman’s?’ the barmaid announced brightly.
Ken looked at the girl with open admiration. ‘Yeah. Thanks, love, the lasagne’s for me.’
‘And I’m the ploughman’s,’ said Jim.
The barmaid set the plates down before them. ‘Here we are then. Enjoy.’ She smiled and turned back to the bar. 
Ken stared at her retreating behind. ‘Would you?’
‘Would I what?’ said Jim, picking up his knife and fork. 
‘Her. Eh?’ Ken nodded after the barmaid. ‘Would you?’
Jim looked at the girl, then back to Ken. ‘She’s a bit young for you, mate.’
‘No, mate. She’d do me nicely, she would.’
‘Tell that to your Maureen,’ 
‘Like she’d give a monkey’s,’ said Ken, upending the dimpled vinegar bottle and sprinkling liberal quantities all over his food. 
‘Of course she would. She’s your wife.’
‘No mate, she’s past caring. I tell you, as long as Maureen’s got her Smirnoff and her fags, I could be shagging that bird on the living room carpet and she wouldn’t even notice.’
Jim watched with his usual thinly-veiled horror at the excesses at Ken’s appetite for condiments. The pungent aroma of vinegar arose from the hot chips like C.S. gas as Ken, now brandishing the salt, began shaking out a small snowstorm over his lunch. Jim pointed to a chip at the edge of his plate. ‘I think you missed one.’ 
Ken shook salt onto the chip. ‘Oh, thanks. Anyway, enough of my festering marriage, I was telling you about Poacher’s Cottage, wasn’t I?’
‘Yeah. Go on.’
Ken picked up the ketchup and squeezed out a thick red line over his chips. ‘Well, it’s just come onto the market. I’ve already managed to get some viewers lined up and champing at the bit to see it.’
‘Who’s the seller?’
‘Oh, some bloke. His mum was living there, but now it seems she’s gone and popped her clogs, so he’s getting shot of it.’
‘What did she die of? Ghosts scare her to death or something, did they?’
‘Hypothermia,’ Ken managed to say through a mouthful of food. 
Jim nodded, understanding. ‘Well, last winter was a cold one.’
‘Yeah, but she died at the end of May.’
Jim’s knife stalled in spreading a knob of butter onto his roll. He looked up. 
Ken smiled. ‘Weird, eh?’
‘Yeah.’ Jim took a bite of his roll. ‘So, what’s the story?’
‘Well, the old woman had been living in the family home in Fleisham along with her husband, but after he died, the place suddenly felt too big. You know how it is.’
‘Yeah, and there’s the council tax to think of as well.’
‘Exactly. Anyway, she and the son decided to sell it. With the money they got for it they were able to buy a flat in Brighton for him, and a nice little cottage just outside Rainwood Village for the old girl.’
Jim nodded. ‘Poacher’s Cottage?’
‘That’s the one. So anyway, the mum moves in and she loves it. Or at least, she did at first.’
‘Oooh. Is this the bit where it starts getting spooky?’
Ken gestured with his fork at Jim’s face: a lump of lasagne quivered with emphasis. ‘Oh yeah, mate, very bloody spooky.’
‘Well, go on then.’ 
‘So, the mum starts complaining that the house is too cold; freezing in fact. Of course, the son thinks it’s just her old age and tells her to turn the heating up. She says she’s done that and it’s still too cold. So, he gets her an electric blanket and a fan heater, but she’s still not happy. She reckons the whole house is like a meat locker.’
‘I’ve heard of that in haunted houses,’ said Jim, ‘A cold spot. It’s a focus of ghostly energy.’
‘Well, according to the old dear, the whole house is a bloody cold spot. She tells the son she wants to move; says the house is haunted. But he thinks she’s just being hysterical.’
‘He sounds like a nice guy. Has he ever thought about becoming an estate agent?’
‘Ken smiled sourly. ‘Oh ha-bloody-ha. I take it you like your job?’
‘Sorry, mate, couldn’t resist it. Anyway, you were saying?’
‘Yeah,’ Ken took a sip of his pint. ‘So, the mum decides to hire one of those psychic medium characters to check out the – er, um, what do you call it?’
Jim shrugged. ‘Vibes?’
‘Yeah. Vibes will do. She gets in a medium to check out the vibes.’
‘And?’ 
‘Well, he has a bit of a walk around, touching stuff, feeling for the vibes, you know?’ Then Ken leaned across the table confidentially. ‘And guess what happened?’
Jim slowly forked a wadded leaf of lettuce into his mouth. He shook his head.
‘He said that there were troubled spirits there.’
‘Meaning the place was haunted?’
‘Yeah.’ Ken nodded. ‘Very bad vibes.’
‘I see. So what happened then? She told her son, I presume?’
‘Oh, yeah.’
‘And?’
‘Well, at the time he thought it was all a load of bollocks; he told her to stop wasting his money on psychic con-men and get herself a cocker-spaniel or something. Then a month later, she was dead.’
‘Blimey.’ 
‘Of course, the son was beside himself with grief. He blamed himself.’
‘Quite right too, by the sounds of it.’
‘Yeah, well, once she was dead and the cottage reverted to him, he decided to do a bit of research into the place.’
‘Better late than never. I take it he didn’t like what he found?’
‘No, he didn’t.’
‘It’s a shame he didn’t do that earlier, eh?’
‘Yeah, well, there you go. There’s nothing quite as fascinating as your own fuck-ups in retrospect, is there?’
‘You should get that printed on a plaque and hang it over the office door.’
Ken paused in his chewing and raised a disapproving eyebrow. ‘You’ll go too far one of these days, sunshine.’
‘Sorry, mate. Anyway, how come this seller is being so honest with you about all this? I’m surprised he isn’t keeping it to himself.’
Ken shrugged. ‘He says that as far as he’s concerned, he’s fucked up once already with that place and he doesn’t want to fuck up again – not his words exactly, but that’s the gist of it. He’s putting it on the market and he wants the truth known up-front. Feels hiding the truth would be bad karma or something, bearing in mind what he knows now.’
‘So, you’re going to pass this on to the potential buyers then?’
‘The hell I am. I want to sell the place, don’t I? All that karma stuff is a load of bollocks!’
Jim smiled, unsurprised. ‘No chance of you getting bitten by the bug of human conscience then.’
‘Ha! No mate,’ Ken chuckled. ‘He’d break his fangs trying to bite my arse and no mistake. Show me an estate agent with a conscience and I’ll show you an estate agent who’s going out of business.’
Jim nodded. ‘So tell me, then. What did this guy’s research reveal?’
Ken leaned in over his plate again. ‘Well, it turns out that more than one person has come to a sticky end in Poacher’s Cottage.’
Jim leaned in to meet him. ‘Really? Go on.’
‘First of all, there’s the bloke the place is named after – the poacher himself. It seems that about a hundred or so years back, this poacher comes home from a hard day’s poaching, and finds his missus shagging another man. Now, the last thing you want to be holding in your hands in a situation like that is a double-barrelled shotgun, but this fella – being a poacher just in from work – that’s precisely what he’s got.’
‘He shot them?’
‘Yep, and then he reloaded his gun and turned it on himself. Literally blew his head off.’
‘Bloody hell.’
‘Yeah, and there’s more.’ Ken took a sip of his lager, smacked his lips, and went on. ‘After the brains were picked out of the ceiling and the blood washed off the walls, the place was sold on. Another couple moved in.’
‘And what happened to them?’
‘To him,’ Ken corrected, ‘the man of the house. Seems he developed an allergy to something, but they couldn’t figure out what it was. Shortness of breath, asthma attacks. They grew more and more severe until eventually he wheezed his last. The wife moved out shortly after. She reckons he was allergic to the house itself.’
‘Or perhaps it was mould,’ said Jim. ‘An old place like that could well be mouldy, and mould can trigger asthma – I should know, I get asthma, as you know. All sorts of things can kick it off: mould, cats –
‘Yeah, alright, Sick Note. Listen, do you want me to go on with this or do you want to give me a full inventory of your allergies? 
‘Sorry, Ken. Go on.’
‘Right.’ Ken pushed his plate aside and reached into his jacket for his cigarettes. ‘So, next was another couple, around the time of the Second World War. They built themselves an Anderson shelter out in the back garden. Then, after no one hearing or seeing anything of them for a week or so, the local copper went round on his bike and had a look for them. After finding nothing in the house, he went outside and down in the shelter, where he found them pair of them stone cold dead. Course, the rats had been tucking into them for a while by then and if it hadn’t been their house, the poor old bobby would never have known them.’
Jim had been about to take a bite of his roll, but he lowered it back to his plate. ‘Oh lovely. So what sent them down there? An air raid?’
Ken shook his head. ‘There were no air raids round here, Jim.’
‘So why’d they go there?’
Ken lit his cigarette and shrugged. ‘Sheltering from something else?’
‘Blimey.’ Jim reached over and took a cigarette from Ken’s pack. ‘Why didn’t they leave? Was the door stuck?’
‘If it was, it must have been stuck bloody tight. They died of suffocation.’
‘Gas?’
‘Where from? It was an air raid shelter, not a coalmine!’
‘Bloody hell.’ Jim looked around Jim’s side of the table for his lighter. ‘Have you got a light?’
‘I thought you were giving up, asthma boy.’ Ken passed him his lighter.
‘Cutting down. So, is that it, or is there more?’
‘Nope, that’s pretty much it. The shelter couple had a son in the army who’d been away fighting. When he came back, he moved into his wife’s family home. They tried to sell the cottage, but no one wanted it. Word had got around locally – gossip, rumour, you know? It became known as the village haunted house. No-one from round that part of the world would go anywhere near it. So it got run down, the grounds got overgrown. Stayed in their family for generations, always on the market, but forever unwanted. Until our chap comes along looking for a place for his mum. He’s a stranger to the area, sees it on the local estate agent’s books going for next to nothing. He snaps it up; thinks he’s found a bargain. Sure, it needed a lot of work and modernisation, but at that price, he could afford it.’
‘More was the pity, eh? So, whereabouts is it?’
‘You know Saint Stephen’s church on the old Rainwood road?’
Jim nodded.
‘Well, you drive down as if you’re heading into Rainwood Village for about a mile, then you turn left, like you’re going down to Fernley Bottom, and Poacher’s Cottage is the first place you pass on the right-hand side.’
‘Really? That’s nice area.’
‘Oh yeah, it’s a great part of the world, round there: quiet, lovely views all around, and just a short drive to the local village with its shops, pubs, restaurants, and the major rail link to London.’
‘Yeah, you don’t need to sell it to me, mate. What are you asking for it?’
‘Top whack. Same as you’d be asking for anything else like that in that area. Sell it in no time.’
‘And to hell with the ghosts, eh?’
‘Too right. At the end of the day, Jim, that’s just rumour and nonsense as far as I’m concerned. Now, if the house had damp or dry-rot, then maybe we’d have something to contend with. But ghosts? No problem. As far as we’re concerned, if it doesn’t offend the eyes, the ears or the nose, then it’s not coming between us and the maximum possible asking price.’
‘But what if the buyer learns of the history of the house afterwards? Say, from a neighbour? Won’t they be pissed off with you? I mean, they might even try and sue you for withholding information about the place?’
‘What can they do? If it doesn’t show up on a surveyor’s report, then as far as I’m aware, they haven’t got a leg to stand on. I mean really, can you imagine what it would be like if we were legally obliged to reveal every bit of gossip and local folklore attached to a property before we sold it? Jesus Christ, we’d never sell anything!’
Jim sipped his pint. ‘Well, I suppose. But it still seems … I dunno, dodgy.’
‘Dodgy is the name of the game we’re in, Jim. If you can’t take a bit of dodgy, you should get out of estate agency and go into something more wholesome.’
‘Like what? Arms dealing?’
Ken smiled thinly. ‘You just can’t help yourself, can you?’
‘Sorry boss. But seriously, though, what if your new buyer does – say – die?’
‘So what?’ Ken shrugged. ‘Everybody dies.’
‘Yeah, but, you know – it’s like the curse of Poacher’s Cottage, isn’t it?’
Ken laughed. ‘You’ve been watching too much Scooby Doo, mate!’
‘Yeah, I wish.’ Jim stubbed out his cigarette and resumed his cheese roll. ‘Still, when you think about it, that could work out in your favour, couldn’t it? You could be onto quite a steady earner here.’
‘How so?’
‘Well, you sell the place; a bit later, the buyer dies. You sell it again; the next buyer dies, and so on. You could wind up selling it every other year.’
‘Yeah,’ Ken chuckled. ‘Or maybe more often than that, though I’d probably have to cut the ghost in for a share of the profits.’
‘A phantom partner, eh?’
‘The best kind of partners to have mate: dead ones!’ Ken raised his glass. ‘Cheers – here’s to Poacher’s Cottage. And long may it return to our sales window!’
Jim clinked his glass. ‘Cheers.’ They drank, both of them draining their glasses. Then, Jim glanced towards the bar. The queues had died down. He turned back to Ken. ‘Do we have time for another?’
Ken looked at his watch. ‘Fuck it; let’s have another. Lindsey’ll be able to manage on her own for a bit longer.’
‘Right. Same again?’
‘Same again, mate,’ said Ken, handing Jim his glass. Jim took it and set off for the bar leaving Ken to sit back and settle his attention, once again, amidst the riot of female flesh in the discarded, but well-thumbed tabloid.
~~~~
It was almost a year later when Jim entered the office of Ken Chase Properties and thrust a copy of the local newspaper over Ken’s desk. 
Ken looked from Jim to the paper then back to Jim. ‘Yes?’ 
‘Page seven.’
Ken put down his pen. ‘Is this your excuse for being late?’
Jim waggled the paper. ‘Page seven. Check it out.’
Ken took the paper and opened it at page seven. After a moment, he looked up at Jim.
‘Eh?’ Jim raised his eyebrows. ‘What do you reckon to that, then?’
Ken returned his attention to the newspaper and read on in silence. 
Lindsey, the office secretary, looked up from behind her PC. ‘What’s going on?’ 
‘Nothing,’ said Ken.
‘Nothing?’ Jim exclaimed. ‘That’s the couple that bought that Poacher’s Cottage place off you last year!’
Ken looked up and shrugged. ‘So?’
‘So?’ Jim snorted in disbelief. ‘They’re dead, Ken!’
Lindsey’s hands went to her mouth. ‘Oh, my God! What happened?’
‘Say’s here they committed suicide,’ said Ken. ‘Nothing remarkable about that.’
‘Oh, come on, Ken,’ said Jim. ‘That cottage? You remember the stories about that place, don’t you? The other people that died there? The ghosts?’
‘Ghosts?’ said Lindsey. ‘What ghosts?’
‘Oh it’s just a load of bollocks, Linz,’ said Ken, tossing the paper into his out tray. ‘Jim’s just getting all excited over nothing.’
Jim shook his head, taking the paper and passing it across the office to Lindsey. ‘I don’t think so, Ken. It’s exactly like what we were saying in the pub last year when this place first came on the market, about what would happen if the new owners went and died. Well, here they are: dead.’
‘Oh, don’t get hysterical, Jim,’ said Ken wearily. ‘It’s first thing Monday morning. I’ve got about a million things to do before midday and so have you. Why don’t you just make yourself a nice cup of tea then settle down with the Wellington Street sale? In fact, you can make us all a cup of tea. Right, Lindsey?’
‘Where’s these dead people you’re going on about?’ said Lindsey, turning though the pages of the newspaper. 
‘Page seven,’ said Jim. He came around alongside her and pointed to the article. ‘Here, see? There’s a picture of them.’
‘Oh, yeah,’ said Lindsey, seeing the picture and the headline: Couple in Gas Suicide Pact.
‘See that cottage? The one they’re standing in front of in the picture? We sold them that place a year ago. It’s a haunted house!’
‘Bollocks,’ said Ken. 
‘Oooh,’ said Lindsey, reading the article. ‘And now they’re dead. How dreadful! Didn’t it bother them? The fact that it was haunted?’
‘They didn’t know,’ said Jim. ‘We neglected to tell them.’
Lindsey looked up over the newspaper. ‘You didn’t tell them? You kept something like that a secret?’
‘Of course we did!’ said Ken, pushing his seat back and getting to his feet. ‘You don’t go around advertising every cock and bull story you hear about a place, do you? Jesus Christ, every house has a history. This very office is probably standing on land that’s had plenty of blood spilled on it at some stage in history.’
‘Is it?’ said Lindsey glancing at the floor with a worried expression.
‘Well, I don’t know, do I?’ said Ken. ‘But I wouldn’t be surprised. Maybe there was a battle here once, Romans, Vikings, Normans, Roundheads – think about it! There have been battles, murders, duels and executions all over this country, but you don’t see ghosts everywhere, do you?’
‘Well, no,’ said Jim, ‘but –’
‘But bollocks!’ said Ken. ‘There are no more ghosts in Poacher’s Cottage than there are in your house, or mine, or anybody else’s.’
‘Yeah, but still,’ said Lindsey. ‘You might have told them. I mean, how couldn’t you?’
Ken threw up his hands in a gesture of hopeless defeat. ‘I don’t know what to tell you!’ He shook his head. ‘It’s business, for God’s sake!’
Lindsey had returned to the newspaper story. ‘It says here that the husband, a Mr Evan Collier – ooh, I remember that name – it says here that he and his wife, Rachel, gassed themselves.’ She grimaced. ‘Oh, my God. They were found in each other’s arms in the kitchen. The oven door was open and the room was filled with gas. No suicide note was found, but police are not treating their deaths as suspicious.’ She lowered the paper. ‘So they just sat in the kitchen together and gassed themselves? That’s horrible. Why would they do such a thing?’
‘Yeah, and no note either,’ said Jim. ‘It’s funny, you know? They never seemed suicidal to me. What about you, Ken?’
‘Why are you asking me? Do I look like a psychiatrist?’
‘Oh come on, Ken. You remember telling me about the old lady who died of hypothermia in May, and that couple in the war who suffoca – ’
‘And this leads you to conclude what?’ Ken interrupted. ‘That some Poacher’s ghost sat the pair of them down and stood guard over them with his shotgun while his phantom wife and her lover locked all the doors and windows and turned the gas on?’
‘You shouldn’t speak ill of the dead,’ said Lindsey. ‘It’s not nice, especially when they died as awfully as these poor people did.’ 
‘I’m only saying what Captain Paranormal here’s thinking, aren’t I?’
‘I didn’t say anything about poachers and shotguns,’ said Jim. ‘All I’m saying is ...’ At the sight of Ken’s reddening face, he faltered. He hadn’t expected Ken to be quite so resistant to what – to him, at least – was an uncanny, if not downright scary turn of events. However, the last thing he wanted was to push things to a full blown argument on a Monday morning. He sighed, went over to his desk, and sat down. ‘I just think it’s all a bit … creepy. That’s all.’
‘So it’s a bit creepy. But don’t get things out of proportion, mate. It’s a coincidence, that’s all.’
‘Sure,’ said Jim, leafing through some papers on his desk without looking up. ‘It’s just a coincidence.’
‘Good!’ said Ken, rubbing his hands as if he were washing them clean of the subject. ‘Now then, who wants a nice cup of tea, eh? I’ll make it.’
‘Are you sure you remember how to?’ said Lindsey.
‘Less of the cheek, Linz. Do you want a cup or not? I won’t offer twice?’
‘Yes, please.’
‘Jim?’
Jim looked up from his papers and nodded. ‘Yeah. Thanks.’
‘Right then. So, how does everybody take it?’
‘No sugar for me,’ said Lindsey.
‘And I take one,’ said Jim.
‘Okay,’ said Ken, disappearing through the rear office door in the direction of the kitchen. ‘Excellent. Three cups of tea coming up.’
~~~~
It was later that day when the call from Canada came. Lindsey picked up the receiver and spoke in the bright and cheerful manner that Ken insisted they use when answering the phone. 
‘Ken Chase Properties. How may I help you?’ 
For a moment, all she could hear was a quiet hiss on the line and a number of faint clicking sounds as if the call was being routed through a series of switchboards. Then a voice came through. It sounded distant, unclear.
‘Could I speak with Mr Chase, please?’ 
‘Sorry,’ said Lindsey, ‘could you speak up please? It’s rather a bad line.’
‘I’m calling long-distance,’ said the caller, raising his voice a little. ‘I’d like to speak to Mr Chase, if he’s available.’
Lindsey looked over at Ken, who sat playing Solitaire on his PC. ‘One moment please. Can I ask who’s calling?’
‘My name is Collier, Richard Collier. It’s concerning the sale of my late brother’s house.’
Lindsey’s breath caught in her chest for a second, then she said, ‘Could you just hold on a moment, Mr Collier?’ She put Collier on hold and called over to Ken. ‘Ken? It’s the brother of that poor dead man on the phone.’
Ken frowned. ‘Eh? What poor dead man?’
‘That suicide couple in the paper; it’s that man’s brother! He’s in Canada.’
Jim’s face suddenly appeared over his computer monitor. ‘Collier?’
Lindsey nodded. 
Jim looked at Ken. 
Ken beckoned to Lindsey with his hand as if summoning Collier in person. ‘Put him through.’
Lindsey transferred the call and put the receiver down. Ken’s phone rang and he picked it up. ‘Hello, Ken Chase speaking. Can I help you?’
‘Mr Chase?’ ‘My name is Richard Collier. I’m calling regarding the property of my late brother.’
‘Oh, Mr Collier. We were just reading in the local paper about your brother’s tragic … passing. May I say how sorry we all are for your loss.’
‘Thank you, Mr Chase. I’m in Canada at the moment, but I’ll be over to England shortly to arrange my brother’s funeral.’
‘Yes, yes of course.’
‘I’ll also be handling the closure of my brother’s various interests and affairs, including the sale of his house.’
Ken smiled and sat up. ‘Well, we’d be delighted to help in any way we can, Mr Collier, any way at all. 
‘Thank you. I know my brother purchased the property through you, and, well, I’d imagine that you’re reasonably well acquainted with the place.’
‘Oh yes, very well acquainted Mr Collier.’
‘Very good. Then I imagine you’d be the best qualified estate agent in the area to sell it on again?
‘We’d be delighted, sir.’ Ken winked at Jim. ‘I believe we still have the property on file somewhere on our database. I’m sure we can make everything go very smoothly for you.’ 
‘Thank you, Mr Chase. I’ll arrange with my brother’s solicitor to have the keys dropped around to your offices later today or tomorrow. I’d be grateful if you could pop out to the house in person to check it over? Naturally, we’d like to get it on the market as soon as possible.’ 
‘Of course, Mr Collier. I’ll get out there just as soon as I get the keys.’
‘That’s very kind of you. Well, I’ll no doubt see you shortly.’
‘Of course. Once again, my deepest sympathies to you and your family.’
‘Thank you, Mr Chase. Goodbye.’
‘Goodbye, Mr Collier.’ Ken lowered the receiver back onto its cradle and looked up at Jim and Lindsey, who were both watching him in silence. ‘Well, how about that then, boys and girls?’
‘What?’ said Lindsey.
Ken nodded at Jim. ‘Remember we were saying about Poacher’s Cottage coming back onto our books again within a year?’
‘Oh no, Ken,’ said Jim, almost in a whisper.
A smile rose onto Ken’s face, spreading out as it always did when he scented imminent and considerable profit. 
‘Oh yes, Jim. Oh yes.’
~~~~
The next morning, Ken opened the door to the office and bent down to pick up the post. Besides the usual assortment of mail and circulars, there was a plain, unmarked white envelope. Ken separated it from the rest of the mail: it held something small and flat. He smoothed the envelope between his finger and thumb and smiled as he felt the unmistakable shape of a key. It had to be Collier’s, most likely dropped off by his solicitor sometime yesterday evening. Ken considered his schedule for the day ahead. He should be able to get out to the cottage later on today. It would be interesting to see what the Colliers had done to it over the past year, before they – the thought stalled in his mind. He cleared his throat and looked out of the window at the high street that was gradually coming to life outside. Then he found himself humming an amorphous melody that gradually became, This Old House by Shakin’ Stevens. The song cheered him, dispelling the growing shadows that had been stretching across his mind from thoughts of Poacher’s Cottage.
He looked at his watch. ‘Yes, just after lunch should be a good time for that little visit,’ he said, and tossed the mail onto his desk. Then he picked up his mug from beside his keyboard. It still held some dregs of tea and biscuits from yesterday. He swirled them around and started whistling along with the tune in his head as he went off to kitchen to put the kettle on.
At just after 2 p.m., the stillness of the afternoon outside Poacher’s Cottage began to resonate with the distant bass line of Level 42’s, Lessons in Love. The song grew louder, slowly smothering the birdsong and the chirruping of grasshoppers as the Range Rover that bore the blaring eighties compilation drew nearer. It finally drew up outside, slowing down and easing onto the grass verge in front of the house. Ken took off his sunglasses and looked out of the open driver’s window at his now re-acquired cash cow. He smiled, switched off the engine, and got out. 
The peacefulness of the cottage’s setting struck him immediately. The sounds of nature, strange to his urban ears, ebbed through the shimmering summer haze. He took a few steps back, allowing himself a good view of the property. In their short tenure, the Colliers had evidently been very busy out here. Even at a glance, Ken could see that the place had been much improved. The hedge, which last year had been growing out of control, was now cut back and squared-off at chest height, making it possible to see the front garden. Last year, that too had been overgrown. He remembered trying to make it sound charming to people who came to the view the house by describing it as a “wild flower garden”. But now, there’d be no need for charming euphemisms: the manicured lawn and beautifully populated flowerbeds spoke for themselves.
Ken pushed open the little wooden gate and started down the path. He looked at the flowerbeds and imagined the Colliers tending them, wiping the sweat from their brows, then stopping for tea or maybe a glass of lemonade. He could see them smiling at their work, loving their home. It wasn’t an image that sat comfortably with their apparent suicide pact. 
Ken shook his head and fished the key from his pocket. The front door shone with a recent coat of red paint, and next to it, at eye-level, a little hand-painted sign had been fixed that read, “Poacher’s Cottage”. The skin at the back of Ken’s neck prickled. He didn’t like the sign, even though there was nothing tacky or offensive about it. Then he realised that it wasn’t the sign that was making him feel uncomfortable, but the name itself. The sign would lead to questions; questions he had no desire to answer. They should rename the place and bury it’s gruesome past once and for all. He made a mental note to have the sign removed, then pushed the key into the lock and opened the door. 
Inside, he was again struck by the amount of work the Colliers had done. All the old hall carpeting had been torn up and the floorboards fully restored. The walls of the hall had been painted white and pictures of the Colliers and other people – presumably family and friends – now hung at regular intervals along its length. Ken looked at one of the pictures of the couple smiling out from one of the prints. It was a queer business, all right. You never knew what fate might have in store around the corner.
He wandered through into the kitchen and looked at the cooker; just a clean, white kitchen appliance waiting for a new owner to come along and use it. Again, Ken felt the skin at the back of his neck prickle. He turned away, glad to look out the window to the back garden. Like the front garden, it had been lovingly tended, and the blossoms of myriad flowers now blazed in the sunshine. 
He glanced back at the cooker and sniffed. Could he smell gas, or was that just his imagination? 
Suddenly, from upstairs came the sudden sound of a door slamming shut. Ken jerked around towards the hall behind him.
‘Hello?’ 
Nothing stirred but the motes of dust drifting through the sunlight. It had to be a window open upstairs. Probably left that way to keep the place aired by ... he wanted to finish, “by an estate agent”, but realised he couldn’t. But still, it had to be an open window, and his opening of the front door had created a draught. Yes, that was it. It was a perfectly logical explanation ... and yet he found he couldn’t seem to move from the spot. 
‘Come on, Ken,’ he said aloud. ‘You have to check this out: an open window can lead to rain damage. Don’t want a bloody great puddle in the middle of the master bedroom, do we?’ 
He forced a carefree chuckle and started for the hall. He walked around to the foot of the stairs and looked up to the landing above. Feeling slightly foolish, he called, ‘Hello?’ There was no reply so he added the requisite, ‘Is, is anybody there?’ He listened: somewhere in the house a clock was ticking, but there was no other sound.
He took a deep breath and began to climb the stairs one at a time. He walked with heavy steps, making his footfalls as audible as possible in order to warn anyone who might be hiding – however unlikely that was – that he was coming. 
When he reached the landing he looked around. All the doors facing onto the short hallway stood closed; there was no way of knowing which of them had just banged shut. He checked the window at the top of the stairs: it was securely fastened. Then he turned and looked down to where the hallway ended in deep shadow. The door there was almost in darkness.
Ken licked his lips, his mouth was dry. It was cold up here, much colder than downstairs, which had been pretty chilly too. He wondered why that might be, why a small house with plenty of windows on a sunny day in July might be cold. He didn’t know, but for some reason, his heart was beating faster. He managed another carefree chuckle, though it sounded a little less carefree than the one he’d forced earlier. That’d be the stairs, he thought. Coming up the stairs has got the old ticker going a bit faster, nothing weird about that. He turned to the door nearest him and laid his hand on the brass doorknob. Immediately he drew it back again: it was cold - Jesus, it was like ice. Why? Why was it so bloody cold in here? Damp? He sniffed and touched the wall. No, it had to be that open window. Find the window, close it, and that’ll be the end of the cold. He grasped the doorknob and opened the door. 
Inside was a bedroom, it was in keeping with the traditional style that the Colliers had applied throughout the house. The window was closed. A double bed filled most of the room; the headboard against the far wall was bordered on either side by two small tables, each with its own little reading lamp and one with a telephone. Was it the master bedroom or a guest room? He couldn’t remember exactly. He went over to the window: it was locked. He checked it for draughts but there were none. He turned to continue to the next room. Then the telephone rang.
Ken looked at the phone as if it were a thing suddenly materialised from another world. Who the hell could be phoning here? A friend of the Colliers who hadn’t heard the bad news? Or maybe it was for him: the office calling about something perhaps? No, they’d call his mobile. The phone continued to ring. He decided he may as well answer it; after all, he had every reason to be there. He walked over and picked up the receiver.
‘Hello?’
For a moment, all he heard was a hiss. Then a voice came through, distant and vague. ‘Mr Chase, how good of you to drop by.’ Ken recognised the caller as Richard Collier. He felt some of his tension leave him. 
‘Mr Collier. How are you? I’ve just arrived here at the cottage not five minutes ago. Did the office tell you I was here?’
‘No. I haven’t contacted your office.’
‘Just good timing then,’ said Ken, with professional cheeriness. 
‘No, Mr Chase. I saw you arrive.’
The line hissed quietly in his ear for a moment as Ken tried to make sense of what the man was saying. ‘I, I’m sorry, Mr Collier. Did you say you saw me arrive?’
‘That’s right. We all saw you arrive.’
Ken suddenly felt a sense of unease rising through him like cold water. ‘We?’
‘Yes,’ said Collier in the same cool, relaxed tone. ‘We: myself, my wife, and the others.’
Ken suddenly felt the need to sit down. He lowered himself slowly onto the bed. ‘But you’re in Canada, Mr Collier. You can’t possibly have seen me.’
‘Oh, I’m afraid that was something of a little lie, Mr Chase. You see, I’m not in Canada. And I’m not Richard Collier. In fact there is no Richard Collier. We made him up.’
‘You …’ Ken struggled to comprehend. ‘Well, who are you? Where are you?’
‘I’m downstairs. I’m talking to you from the phone in the lounge. And we’ve met before, I’m surprised you don’t recognise my voice – we spoke so often last year when you sold us this house.’
The receiver slipped from the Ken’s hand and landed softly on the bed. The speaker was still just audible: ‘My name’s Evan Collier, Mr Chase.’
‘No,’ Ken whispered.
‘Yes. You remember me, surely? We got to be quite friendly at one stage. At least I felt that was the case. But perhaps it was just a professional courtesy on your part. You told us so much about this place. Everything in fact ... except that it was haunted.’
‘No,’ Ken got unsteadily to his feet. ‘This is a joke.’ He felt reassured as he heard himself denying the man. ‘You’re trying to scare me, Collier: phoning from Canada or wherever you are, playing some kind of sick prank. What the hell for? To get some kind of pathetic revenge? Well, it won’t work, you hear?’ He grabbed the receiver and shouted into it. ‘You hear me, Collier?’
The dial tone buzzed quietly in his ear. 
Ken slammed the receiver back onto its cradle and gave a loud, contemptuous laugh. ‘Ha! Thought you’d scare me, eh? Well you got that wrong didn’t you, mate! Eh?’
Then he heard a footstep on the stairs. It was precise and deliberate, just as his own footsteps had been earlier as he sought to warn away imaginary prowlers. Another step sounded, then another. Ken stared wide-eyed through the open door to where the stairs rose to the landing. The footfalls were growing unmistakably nearer.
‘Who’s there?’ shouted Ken. He got to his feet and took a few steps closer to the door.
A reply drifted back to him, ‘It’s me, Mr Chase. Evan Collier.’ The voice was the same as the one on the phone, but now it wasn’t filtering through the hiss of time and distance: it was coming from the stairs.
‘No. That can’t be … that can’t – ’ His voice trailed off as he saw a man’s head rising slowly into view on the stairs, the sandy hair was parted at the side and going slightly thin towards the crown. Ken recognised the hairstyle immediately – hadn’t he seen it just a short while earlier in the photographs downstairs? A wig. It’s someone in a wig. Jim?

Ken heard himself laughing. ‘Oh, very good, Jim. You had me going there for a minute. You fucki – ’ Ken’s words dried up in his throat as the man on the stairs stopped and looked up to face him.
It was Evan Collier. 
A guttural whine sputtered from Ken’s throat. ‘N – no!’ 
‘This isn’t a place for the living, Mr Chase,’ said Collier as he came up the few remaining stairs. ‘He doesn’t like to be disturbed.’
Ken took a step back. He opened his mouth and managed to whisper, ‘Who? Who are you talking about?’
‘The Poacher. You see, this is his cottage. No one else may … live here. My wife and I couldn’t have known that. But you knew, didn’t you, Mr Chase?’
‘No,’ Ken shook his head and continued to back away. ‘No, I didn’t know. I didn’t know.’
‘But you did,’ said Collier as he came into the room. ‘They know you did. They’ve told us all about you.’
‘What?’ Ken suddenly felt one of the night tables against the back of his thighs. ‘Who are you talking about? Who are “they”?’
‘The others. The others who have died here, and who still remain.’
Ken shook his head emphatically. ‘This isn’t happening! This isn’t real!’ He felt his way around the wall, stumbling past Collier and out to the top of the stairs, ready to descend in a headlong plunge to the front door – when instead, he froze.
At the bottom of the stairs, Collier’s wife stood looking up at him. He had forgotten her name until yesterday, when the newspaper story had jogged his memory. It was Jane. She smiled faintly at him, as if she had heard her name in his thoughts. Beyond Jane Collier were others. Ken couldn’t see them clearly as they were farther back in the lower hall. As though taking their cue, they began to move towards the stairs. He looked again at Jane Collier. She was walking up the stairs towards him now, the faint smile still playing on her lips. 
‘No,’ Ken whispered. 
‘You can’t sell this place again, Mr Chase,’ said Collier coming out of the bedroom. ‘We won’t let you.’
‘No!’ Ken screamed. He turned from the stairs and made to run to the door at the opposite end of the hall. But he stopped as he saw the door handle turning. 
Who could be – ? 
The door began to creak open, and from behind it, a darkness began to pour into the hall like black smoke. Ken sagged against the wall, groping for a door handle, an escape, but unable to take his eyes from where the far door now yawned wide onto a room that seemed to hold nothing other than a living, pulsating darkness. Ken stared, certain now that he must’ve gone mad, as tendrils of the darkness began to merge and coalesce into a long shape, like a limb or a shaft of some sort. It wavered unsteadily as if it were balancing a gathering weight then it struck the doorframe, scraping against the paintwork; it was solid. It swayed out again rising, rising to point at his face, and Ken found himself staring at the twin black barrels of a double-barrel shotgun.
‘No. No ...’ His hand found a doorknob and tried to turn it, but it wouldn’t move. Behind him, he could hear the stairs creaking under the weight of others approaching. Ken couldn’t tear his eyes away from the far end of the corridor, where now, beyond the barrels of the gun, another shape began to form in the darkness. It came slowly forwards, the gun swaying before it like a blind man’s cane: the emerging shape of a man, but incomplete.
Ken turned and grabbed the door handle with both hands. He twisted it savagely in either direction. But it wouldn’t open. ‘Fuck!’ He forced himself to focus on the door handle, he had to focus on it, because it was real, and what was coming out of that far room couldn’t be real. Because it didn’t have a head. 
It didn’t have a fucking head!
‘Open!’ Ken screamed. He threw his shoulder against the door. ‘Open, you fucking basta-!’ The door crashed open and he collapsed into the room. He scrabbled around and launched himself at the door, slamming it shut.
He pressed himself flat against the wood, braced for the assault. He listened for sounds of the gathering dead, but all he could hear was his hammering heart.
‘Oh please! In the name of God, leave me alone!’ Ken screamed. ‘I won’t sell it. I promise you, Collier. I won’t sell it!’
There was no reply. Ken shifted around so his back was to the door. He was in a child’s room. A cot that looked brand-new sat in the middle of the floor: several cuddly toys stared at it from where they had been arranged against one wall. They too, looked new, as though they had never been played with. 
Ken looked at the door handle: there was no lock. He needed something to wedge against it. He reached out and managed to grab the cot. He dragged it over and shoved the headboard tightly beneath the handle. As he did so, he felt the temperature of the door begin to drop. Then there came a light knock upon it. 
‘Fuck off!’ he screamed. 
There was a thump against the door, followed by another in a different place. Then the door began to rattle and shake as many hands began to fall against it. 
Ken turned and ran to the small sash window. It was locked. He cursed as his trembling fingers scrabbled at the catch. It was stiff, but he managed to twist it open. He pushed up on the lower window, trying to get it open, but it wouldn’t move. 
‘Come on! You fucking bastard!’
He smacked repeatedly at the frame with the heels of his hands, but the window was fixed fast. ‘Shit!’ he screamed, trying to block out the hammering and rattling behind him.
He pulled down at the top window but it was as unyielding as the lower one. Then he heard the cot scrape against the floorboards. The door creaked and the cot scraped again as it was pushed slowly into the room. ‘No!’ he cried. 
He couldn’t look behind him. He took a step back from the window and kicked at the lower pane, shattering it in an explosion of glass and wood. He wrapped one of the curtains around his fist and began punching out the remaining shards of glass from the framework. Behind him, he heard the cot topple over as the door swung in. Still, he didn’t turn back. He thrust his head outside and looked down. Directly below was a garden shed. His heart soared. It was only a short drop. He could do it easily. 
Jane Collier spoke softly, almost musically behind him. ‘You found the baby’s room, Mr Chase.’
Assured of his escape, Ken chanced a quick glance back into the room. He noticed for the first time the rounded shape of her belly beneath her long cotton dress. She smiled and ran her hand over her swollen middle. ‘I can still feel him kicking. Would you like to feel, Mr Chase? Just here?’
Ken realised he was crying when he heard his piteous reply: ‘No! Please, no.’ He felt a weakness pulling him down as other people, dead people, began to enter the room behind her.
‘You can’t leave, Mr Chase,’ said Jane Collier. ‘We can’t let you sell the house again.’
‘No,’ Ken sobbed, shaking his head and turning to the broken window. ‘I’ve got to go.’ He bent forwards and grabbed the windowsill. Then he felt a light, icy touch fall upon his neck, and he screamed. He launched himself out of the window. The shards of glass still embedded in the frame tore at his shirt and flesh, as if the house were trying one last time to snare him. But it failed. He fell. He was free of them. As the shed roof rushed up to meet him, a feeling of euphoria sang in his heart, and for the briefest moment, he laughed. 
He had won.
~~~~
It was nearly sunset when Jim pulled up outside Poacher’s Cottage. When he saw Ken’s Range Rover parked on the grass verge outside, he felt his bowels turn to ice. He’d been desperately hoping that Ken was off down a pub somewhere getting drunk; that maybe he’d switched his phone off or perhaps had it on silent mode and didn’t know it was ringing. But that was impossible: Ken never switched the phone to silent mode, and he always answered it – provided he was able to. 
At first, when Ken hadn’t come back to the office that afternoon, Jim and Lindsey had made jokes about how the ghosts at Poacher’s Cottage had probably chased him up a tree. They’d called him, but he hadn’t answered, so they’d called his home. Maureen had answered, she’d sounded drunk, but she was able to confirm that Ken hadn’t returned home since leaving for work that morning. That was when the jokes had stopped. They’d rung the other clients that Ken had scheduled for attention that afternoon but no one had seen him.
Jim got out of his car and looked at the cottage. The dark windows looked back at him across the gathering shadows in the front garden.
Jim raised his hands to either side of his mouth and shouted, ‘Ken!’ 
There was no reply.
‘Ken? You still here, mate?’
Some birds were singing, but otherwise all was silent.
Jim cracked his knuckles and pushed open the garden gate. The sun was setting behind the house and as he walked up the path into shadow, Jim felt a distinct drop in temperature. It was enough to cause him to stop and call again. ‘Ken!’
He looked at each of the windows in turn, hoping to see a sign of life flicker behind one of them. Then he remembered there were signs of other things he might see, so he reached into his pocket and took out his mobile phone.
He selected Ken’s number and called him. He pressed the phone to his ear. After a moment, he heard the call connect. At the same time, in his other ear - distant, yet distinct - he heard a phone start ringing. He held his phone away from his head and listened. He hung up. The ringing stopped. He phoned Ken again. The ringing resumed.
‘Oh, shit. Ken?’ Jim cried out. He began to move, following the sound of the ringing phone around the side of the house. ‘Ken!’ It grew louder, until finally he rounded the corner of the house and saw the shed. 
The ringing was coming from inside.
‘Ken?’
He saw the hole in the roof, broken timbers slanted into it at crooked angles and shattered tiles lay in the grass. He looked up to the smashed window above the shed. ‘Oh, fuck! Ken!’ Jim ran to the shed. He yanked the door open, dislodging more tiles; they fell inside, either clattering down to smash on the floor, or landing softly on the body that lay twisted beneath the yawning hole. 
Somewhere on the body, the telephone was ringing. Jim hung up and the shed fell silent. He stepped inside and saw the face.
‘Oh, fuck.’ Jim’s voice trembled. ‘Oh, no, mate.’ He started to reach out a hand towards the garden fork that jutted awkwardly from Ken’s body, then stopped. Ken’s dead eyes were staring at the fork, his face frozen in an expression of horrified disbelief. 
Then Jim was staggering backwards and out of the shed. He turned and ran back around to the front of the house; in a moment he was down the path and out of the gate, scrabbling with his car keys for a moment before he realised he hadn’t actually locked the door.
‘Shit!’ He yanked the door open and fell into the driver’s seat, jamming the key into the ignition and starting the car. He slammed it into gear and floored on the accelerator. Clots of grassy earth flew from under the wheels as the car roared out and onto the road, careening left and right before straightening up and speeding away; away from Poacher’s Cottage, away from whatever had driven Ken out of the window, and away from that garden fork. 
Because no matter how he had fallen through that shed roof, there was no way he could have fallen onto the fork, rolled over, and rammed it’s prongs down deep into the floorboards beneath him. 
No way in Hell.
****
 



 
Give Me a Hundred
Benny shifted uncomfortably in the back seat of the cab. The concealed replica handgun tucked into the waistband of his jeans jabbed at his genitals every time the car flew over one of the myriad speed bumps that ran the length of the road. Obviously a high incidence of idiocy in the area, he thought, as they bounced over another.
‘You get a lot of joy riders around here, do you?’ he called to the driver over the sound of the engine.
‘Oh yeah, Slough’s all boy racers. Up and down like lunatics day and night, they are,’ returned the driver over his shoulder.
‘I appreciate your driving so fast,’ said Benny. ‘It’s very important I get to the station to catch the London train at three. There’ll be a big tip in it for you.’
‘No problem, mate. You got business in London, ’ave ya?’
‘Yeah, serious business. The future of a lot of people depends on my being in Ealing on time.’
‘Don’t you worry about it, mate. I’ll get you there.’
Benny smiled at the sweaty, balding landscape of the driver’s head before turning his attention to the window and the world outside. It was a hot July afternoon, and people ambled about the streets clad in all manner of brightly coloured tracksuits. Why, he wondered, was sportswear so attractive to the least sporty people? He watched a large woman emerging from a newsagent’s dressed in a tracksuit that clung to her like cling-film on a warm roast turkey. She looked up and straight at him. He smiled, but then realised that she couldn’t see him, she was just looking at the traffic. He turned away and noticed that they’d stopped. He sat up – the gun prodding his bladder as he did so – to look over the front seat. The traffic ahead was solid and unmoving. ‘Shit!’ 
‘Sorry ’bout this mate,’ said the driver. ‘Must be an accident, innit?’
Benny fell back into his seat. ‘Is there another route we can take?’
‘Not to the station, not now we’re on this road.’
‘Fuck. Fuck and bollocks.’ Benny looked about at the cars that now surrounded them, pressing in like a herd of cattle, the exhaust fumes cloying with the smell of slowly melting tarmac. His watch told him it was one-fifteen: he had to re-think his transport strategy or else Phil and the boys would be marching into an Ealing betting shop demanding money with their fingers pointing at the cashier through the pockets of their jackets.
Then he saw the pub. Pubs have phones. He’d been meaning to buy a mobile phone for ages now, but he could never get the documentation together.
‘Tell you what, mate,’ he said to the cabby. ‘Just drop me here.’
‘You sure?’
‘Yeah, I’ll make other arrangements. How much do I owe you?’
‘Er,’ the driver checked the meter. ‘Three pound.’
Benny pulled a crumpled fiver from his jeans’ pocket and passed it over. ‘Cheers. Keep the change.’
The driver thanked him, and Benny got out. He weaved his way through the idling cars towards the welcome gloom of the pub. The sign that hung limp and peeling over the door denoted the place as being, The Haystack. He went inside.
The place was deserted, save for a barman and a couple of drinkers perched on bar stools. Benny looked about, his eyes finding it difficult to make out details as they adjusted from the fierce sunshine of the world outside to this sunken, gloomy interior. Slowly, the place revealed itself: the threadbare chairs and carpeting, the sticky table tops with their dirty ashtrays, the smell of stale beer and staler smoke. Benny looked for a phone. His eyes fell upon a crudely illustrated, hand-made poster that informed him that he could enjoy strippers here every Tuesday lunchtime. Fortunately, it wasn’t Tuesday.
‘Yes, mate,’ the barman called out.
‘Do you have a phone I could use?’ asked Benny.
‘Phone’s only for customers, mate,’ said the barman.
Benny groaned inwardly. ‘It’s an emergency.’
‘Not to me, it’s not.’ The comment caused a stirring of amusement among the drinkers.
‘Okay,’ said Benny, swearing under his breath. ‘Gimme a vodka and soda.’ He walked over to the bar and stood between the two drinkers.
‘Ice and lemon?’ asked the barman.
‘Thanks,’ Benny nodded. ‘Now, can I use the phone?’ He noticed that the two drinkers who were propping up the bar were staring at him. He tried to ignore them.
‘Of course,’ said the barman. ‘Since you’re a customer.’
Benny smiled thinly. ‘Where is it?’
‘Over there.’ The barman indicated a pay phone fixed to the wall over in the corner.
‘Thanks,’ said Benny. He managed to walk three steps before the barman’s, ‘Oi!’ stopped him. He looked back.
‘That’ll be one-pound-forty,’ he said, placing the vodka on the bar.
Benny walked back and placed two pound coins on the bar. He then turned and went to the phone, ignoring the whispered remarks and not-so-whispered laughter that trailed in his wake. He picked up the receiver and dialled Phil’s mobile number. After a moment he heard the connection followed by a tone, then Phil’s voice.
‘Hello?’
‘Phil? Benny. Listen, I’ve got transport problems, I might be a bit late.’
‘What? What do you mean, transport problems?’
‘There’s been an accident or something; traffic’s gridlocked. What I’m sayin’ is I might miss the train. But if I do I’ll get a taxi – all the way in.’
‘Whoa – hold on a minute. Where are you?’
‘I’m still in Slough.’
‘For fuck’s sake, Benny, what are you playin’ at? Move your fuckin’ arse.’
‘I will – I am. I just thought I’d better let you know, in case I was late. I didn’t want you to think I’d run out on you or something.’
‘Yeah, alright. But anyway, did you see Pinky? ’Ave you got the gun?’
‘Yeah I’ve seen ’im, I got it.’
Phil’s tone eased a little, ‘Whatsit like? Does it look real?’
‘Well, it’s got me fooled, mate. It’s a big automatic. That alright?’
‘Perfect,’ Phil sounded as though he were smiling. ‘’Ere, what did old Pinky say?’
‘Not a lot. He was stoned, he wasn’t really with it.’
Phil laughed, ‘Ahh, that sounds like Pinky, alright.’ Benny listened as Phil spoke away from the receiver to the others. ‘It’s Benny. He’s got the shooter. Says Pinky’s off his fucking face, as usual.’ Benny heard their cheery approval; they sounded as though they were in a car.
‘Alright, Benny,’ said Phil coming back to the phone, ‘just hurry the fuck up – leave it too late and the old cunt’s liable to get busy. And we don’t wanna go into an off-license full of numpties if we can help it.’
‘Don’t worry, Phil, I’ll be there.’
‘Sweet,’ said Phil. The line went dead.
Benny replaced the receiver and went back to the bar. He picked up his drink and downed it. As he put the glass back on the bar he asked, ‘Where’s my change?’
‘What change?’
‘The change from my two quid. This was one-forty; I gave you two quid. Where’s my change?’
‘Did he give me two quid?’ the barman asked the two drinkers at the bar. ‘I don’t remember.’
‘I didn’t see no money, Jack,’ said one. ‘I ain’t seen ’im pay nothin’ at all.’ 
‘Me neither,’ said the other man.
‘That’ll be one-forty then, my old cocker,’ said Jack, all smiles.
Benny wasn’t in the mood for this; it was hot, he was late for a hold-up and he had a large replica handgun digging him in the testicles. In fact, he realised, he could really do with removing that gun for a bit, and sticking it somewhere more comfortable, like under this sweaty smartarse’s nose. Benny sighed, lifted his loose shirt up over his belt, and slowly withdrew the gun. Its silver finish glinted in the pin-spot lighting above the bar. He pointed it straight into Jack’s face. Suddenly, Benny was the only man smiling.
‘No, my fucking old cocker, I believe that one was on the house.’
Jack was looking cross-eyed at the gun barrel. ‘On the house, y-yeah, on the house.’
‘So, I think you owe me two quid then … Mate.’
Jack backed away to the till and fumbled open the drawer. He scrabbled out a handful of coins and handed them over to Benny. Benny held the gun steadily on Jack’s face as he picked the coins from Jack’s sweaty palm.
Then the drinker on his right spoke, his voice assertive, though slurry with alcohol. ‘Hang on. That’s a replica.’
All eyes shifted to the man, who sat looking sceptically at the gun and clutching a half–drunk pint of lager.
‘Oh yeah?’ said Benny, swinging the gun so it came to rest on the rubicund tip of the man’s nose and applying a gentle pressure that caused it to whiten. ‘What makes you so sure?’
‘Where’d a twat like you get a real gun from?’ His slurry voice completely lacked fear. 
Benny laughed. ‘You’re pissed, mate.’
‘It’s a fake!’ shouted the man, and he swatted the gun from his face.
This seemed to restore Jack and the drinker on Benny’s left to something of their former selves.
‘I hope for your sake that is a real gun, sunshine,’ said Jack. He reached beneath the bar and his hand came up holding a baseball bat. The drinker to his left, a wiry man with greasy hair and an Indian ink tattoo of a star on his neck, eased himself up from his bar stool.
‘It’s a toy!’ shouted Red Nose. ‘It’s a fuckin’ replica!’
Benny tried to laugh but it came out as a cry of alarm as Jack suddenly swung the bat at him. He jumped back, the bat whooshing a few inches in front of his face. He dropped his coins and took the gun’s handle in both hands, aiming straight into Jack’s face. The tattooed drinker on the left was now edging towards him. Benny took another step back and swung the gun to bear on him. ‘Stay back!’ he shouted, ‘I got no problem shooting the lot of you fuckers, so don’t try anything stupid, okay?’
The tattooed drinker scowled and took another step forwards. ‘Oh? So what do you expect us to do? Lie down and count to a hundred?’ 
Benny stepped back, but kept the gun trained on the man’s face as he moved between him and the barman. 
‘Twat him, Trev,’ said the drunk on the right. 
Trev laughed. ‘Come on, you prick,’ he beckoned to Benny with both hands, ‘Let’s ’ave ya. You fuckin’ ...’
For a second the gloom of the bar was completely dispelled by the flash of flame that spat from the heavy-calibre weapon that Benny’s shaking hands had been pointing into Trev’s face. The roar of the gunshot shattered the silence, and it was with ringing ears that they all watched Trev’s now headless body topple backwards through a mist of blood. If there had been any brains in Trev’s head, Jack was now wearing them on his shirt and face.
For a moment, Benny was too shocked to comprehend what had happened. Then it dawned on him. That stupid pill-head, Pinky, had got his goods mixed up. Somewhere, maybe right now, someone was trying to shoot their way out of a tight spot with a very impressive, but very non-lethal, replica. His body remembered to breathe and he gasped a breath. Then he laughed. He looked at Jack and then to the drunk on his right. ‘So!’ Benny shouted. ‘It’s a fake, is it, Sherlock?’ He laughed and swung the gun to bear on the red-nosed drunk, who flinched and fell off his stool.
‘P-P-Please,’ stammered Jack. ‘Don’t kill us. Take the money. Take everything in the till.’
‘Oh, shut up!’ said Benny. ‘I only wanted to use your fucking phone! Now look what you made me do!’ He waved the gun at Trev’s remains. ‘Well, I’m gonna go now. And you’d better not do anything stupid like trying to phone the police, or I’ll be right back in here and kill the fucking pair of you, you got me?’
Both men nodded.
‘Good.’ Then Benny remembered something Trev had said before he lost his head. He laughed, and there was a hint of hysteria in his voice. ‘You have to count up, yeah? You have to give me a hundred.’
Both men nodded again.
‘Well, go on then! Close your eyes!’
They closed their eyes. 
Benny stuffed the still-warm gun back into his jeans. ‘Right then … Go!’ 
Together, unsteadily, Jack and the other man began to count. ‘One. Two. Three ... ’
****
 



 
The Exterminators
‘Shit!’ Henry Malleck spat milk and cornflakes all over the breakfast table. He sprang to his feet, sending his chair spinning over behind him.
His wife, Maureen, looked up, unsure whether or not Henry was having a heart attack. ‘What is it?’ 
Henry pointed to his cereal. ‘In there! I saw it. It moved!’
‘Your breakfast moved?’
‘It moved! Like a cornflake up and started swimming for it.’
‘You gotta stop drinking so late at night. You’re getting up drunk.’
‘I tell ya, it moved, Maureen.’ Henry was staring intently at the cornflakes.
‘There! C’mere! C’mere! You don’t believe me? Look for yourself!’
Maureen got up and hurried around the breakfast table, her slippers flapping on the linoleum. She stood beside Henry and followed his pointing finger into the milky depths of his breakfast. Her mouth fell open. ‘Oh, my God.’ Before her, incredibly, a cornflake was swimming around among its soggy fellows. She turned to Henry. ‘I don’t believe what I’m seeing.’
They both watched, dumbfounded, squinting in disbelief as the cornflake swam to the edge of the milk and began to clamour at the sides of the bowl.
‘Henry,’ gasped Maureen. ‘It’s trying to get out.’
The cornflake’s frantic struggles sent small ripples through the milk. Henry and Maureen leaned closer. ‘Oh, dear fucking Christ!’ shouted Henry. ‘It’s not a cornflake! It’s a bug!’
‘A bug?’ said Maureen.
‘A bug! A fucking cockroach!’
‘That’s not possible, we got that Roachseal stuff put in three months ago. And anyway, I never saw a bug that looked like a cornflake before.’
‘It’s a roach, Maureen. It must’ve been in the cereal box. Lookit.’ Henry grabbed his spoon and fished the thrashing cornflake out of the bowl and onto the table.
‘You’ll kill it, you dufus,’ said Maureen. ‘The world’s only living breakfast cereal, and you have to go and kill it with your big spoon!’
Suddenly, without warning, the cornflake shot off across the table and disappeared among the condiments. 
‘You see!’ shouted Henry. ‘It’s a cockroach!’
‘IT’S A COCKROACH!’ Maureen confirmed, climbing up onto a dining chair. ‘What are you standing around for? Kill it!’
Henry ran to the other side of the breakfast table, determined to get to the roach before it escaped. He hunkered down so his eyes were level with the edge of the table. His dressing gown hung open around him and he distractedly hitched up his pyjama bottoms, which had begun to slip down over the wide contours of his behind. ‘I don’t see it.’ 
‘Maybe it flew away,’ said Maureen.
‘We’d’ve seen it,’ he said dismissively. He looked beneath the table. ‘Where are you, you little bastard? C’mon, come to papa.’
Then something on the table caught his eye: the toast moved. Was it under the toast? Maybe it was going to make off with a piece of toast, take it back to its nest for lunch. ‘Oh no you don’t,’ said Henry leaning over the toast. ‘No roach is getting any of my breakfast menu.’
‘What are you talking about?’ said Maureen from her perch on the chair.
‘It’s trying to steal the – ’ Henry stopped mid-sentence, his mouth open as he realised the roach wasn’t under the toast; it was on the toast. 
‘Holy shit, Maureen,’ he whispered. ‘Look at this, willya?’
‘What am I looking at now?’
‘The sonofabitch is camouflaged. He’s camouflaged himself like toast.’
‘Don’t be insane, Henry. Cockroaches can’t camouflage themselves. That’s chameleons. No way that cornflake was a baby chameleon, you don’t get chameleons falling out of corn flake boxes.’
‘Well how do you account for this, then? He’s standing on the toast, and he’s – he’s all brown and buttery. Just like a minute ago, he was all yellow and milky.’
‘He’s probably got butter on him, Einstein. That’s what happens when you roll around on buttered toast.’ 
Henry shook his head. ‘No, it ain’t on him. He’s on it. But he looks like the toast he’s standing on. Come and see.’ 
Tentatively, Maureen got down from the chair to see better what Henry was pointing at. She leaned forward till she had the same view as her husband. Then she whispered, ‘Jesus, Henry, you’re right. He is camouflaged.’
‘You see?’ said Henry, delighted. ‘I told you, didn’t I?’
They both looked back at the cockroach. It stood on the toast, its antennae moving in slow irregular circles in front of its head. The shell of its back was coloured brown, exactly matching the toast beneath it, and with a very definite buttery streak across the middle. 
‘He doesn’t seem too interested in us,’ said Maureen. ‘Do you suppose he’s wondering whether we’ve seen him or not?’
‘How do I know? Maybe he’s just sitting there, eating toast, thinking, “What the fuck are they lookin’ at? Can’t a bug eat breakfast in peace around here?”
‘Do you think so?’
‘I don’t know, do I? What am I – a bug expert? Do I look like an exterminator?’
‘Maybe we should call the exterminator?’
‘What, for one bug?’
‘Maybe there’s more.’
‘That’s impossible. We got the Roachseal, didn’t we? The exterminator said we’d have no more problems with bugs. No, this bug must have come in with the cornflakes.’ 
‘But what if they found a way in around the Roachseal?’
‘They couldn’t have. The exterminator put that shit around the doors, the vents – ’
‘What about the drains? Maybe they came up the drains?’
‘Nah, they did the drains.’
‘Well then, maybe the Roachseal just doesn’t work.’
Henry gritted his teeth. He didn’t like to think that their expensive anti-roach precautions could so easily have been breached. But the evidence was staring back at him from atop the toast. ‘Dammit! I knew that shit had to be too good to be true. Chemical repellent? What a crock! Wait till I get a hold of that exterminator company.’
‘They’ll have to come out under guarantee,’ said Maureen. ‘It won’t cost us nothing.’
‘It better not.’ Henry stepped to the side to see the cockroach from another angle. Then an idea occurred to him. ‘Hey, maybe we should be contacting the museum or something.’
‘What? What are you talking about, museum? It’s not dead. Museums only have dead things in ’em. You’re thinking of a zoo.’ 
‘I mean the bug department. Entomology. Maybe this is a new species. I mean, I never heard of a camouflaging cockroach before, did you?’
‘No.’
‘So maybe we should phone the museum, or the university or something.’
‘Will they kill it?’
‘Sure, maybe. I don’t know. I imagine they’ll put ’em in a lab or something and study ’em.’
‘What do you mean, “them”? I thought you said he was on his own?’
‘Well if this guy found a way in, he could have a whole load of bug buddies with him and, well, we just can’t see ’em.’
‘Why not?’
‘Coz they’re camouflaged.’
Maureen climbed back onto the chair. ‘Jesus Christ, Henry, forget the eggheads. Call the exterminators.’
Henry and the cockroach continued to admire each other for a few moments before Henry straightened up and adjusted his pyjama bottoms, ‘Okay, okay. I’ll call the exterminator. Like you say, it’s under guarantee.’ 
‘And if it is a new species, the exterminator’ll know.’
‘Yeah,’ Henry looked up at her. ‘But then – think about it – he gets all the glory for finding it and we get doodly-shit. Huh? Did you think about that? This bug could be money, Maureen. This could be our ticket to fame and fortune.’ He straightened up, and with his hands, projected the illustrious title as he announced, ‘Cockroachius Malleckius. You like that? They’d name it after us. How about that, huh? A cockroach with our name on it.’
‘That’s a beautiful image, Henry, but I’m not convinced. And anyhow, even if the exterminator does say it’s a new species, he can’t claim it as his; it’s in our apartment.’
Henry considered this. ‘Yeah, you’re right, it is in our apartment.’
‘And if it isn’t a new species, wonderful – he can nuke the bastards, and I can go back to standing on the floor like a normal person.’
‘Okay,’ said Henry. ‘I’ll call him from the office.’
‘You’ll what?’ shouted Maureen. ‘And leave me up here on the chair? Alone? At the mercy of an army of invisible cockroaches?’ She shook her head. ‘Uh-uh! You’ll call him right now!’
‘They won’t be open yet. And anyway, c’mon, there’s only one damn cockroach you, idiot. Get down off that chair and have some coffee. It’ll calm you down.’
‘I can’t get off this chair until you do something about that bug.’
‘Oh, for crying out loud.’ Henry took his empty coffee mug, upturned it, and swiftly brought it down onto the toast, capturing the cockroach beneath. ‘There. Happy now?’
‘Are you crazy? He’ll eat through that toast in no time and then he’ll be out and runnin’ around all over the place again.’
‘Maureen, the toast is on a plate. Unless he’s got a pickaxe in there with him, he’s going nowhere. Now, can I get ready for work?’
Maureen climbed down from the chair. ‘There’s no need to be sarcastic, Henry. It may be a new discovery, but it’s still a goddam cockroach, and they frighten me.’
‘I know, honey, and that’s why I’m gonna phone the exterminator when I get into work.’
Maureen smiled and ran over to him on tiptoe. ‘Ohhh,’ she giggled. ‘A bug with our name on it. Isn’t it exciting?’
‘Yeah,’ said Henry, surrendering to his wife’s hugs. ‘It’s a thrill a minute. Now where’re my pants?’
~~~~
It was 10 a.m. when Henry finally got through to the pest control company. 
‘Hello, Mr Sandman, Jerry speaking. How can I help you?’
‘Yeah,’ said Henry. ‘What’s been keeping you so long? I’ve been trying to get through for the last half-hour.’
‘We’re very busy at the moment, sir. Awful lot of bug problems in the city right now. Probably the weather. Bugs like the warm weather.’
‘Yeah, well they’re sure enjoying themselves in my apartment,’ said Henry. ‘I found one taking a swim in my breakfast this morning.’
‘Okay, I take it we’re talking about cockroaches here?’
‘Yes we are. And in an apartment you supposedly made bug-proof with that Roachseal crap of yours.’
‘Roachseal is guaranteed to repel roaches where it’s applied, sir, but you know it has to be renewed every year. How long you had it?’
‘You put it in three months ago.’
‘Did you get the full coverage? Doors, air vents, drains?’
‘Yeah, we got the full coverage.’
‘Well, then you’re roachsealed.’
‘So how did he get past it? Was he wearing a disguise? A moustache?’
‘Well, mister, cockroaches are smart things, they find a way. Maybe you got roaches in the walls and they found a crack somewhere.’
‘Well, what the hell is the point of Roachseal if it don’t seal like it’s supposed to?’
‘Hey, we didn’t decorate the whole of your apartment with the stuff, we just do the obvious access points. It could have come in through a crack somewhere.’
‘Yeah? Well my apartment doesn’t have any cracks. It must have beat the Roachseal.’
‘I seriously doubt that. Roachseal repels roaches, they can’t go near it. It’s chemicals – what a faceful of ammonia is to us, Roachseal is for bugs. When they come up against it, they just turn around and go some place else.’
‘Oh yeah? Well, tell that to the bug I found this morning. He didn’t seem too repelled, in fact he didn’t seem to be a cockroach at all. I think I got a new species.’ 
‘Don’t tell me,’ said Jerry. ‘It’s invisible.’
Henry sat bolt-upright. ‘How’d you know that?’
‘We’ve had a lotta calls in the last twenty-four hours with people saying they’ve got invisible or camouflaged cockroaches. We’re rushed off our feet down here with invisible bugs.’
‘What, so you already know about them?’ said Henry, failing to keep the disappointment from his voice. 
‘Yeah. We’re calling it the chameleon bug. It might have been a new species yesterday, but today it’s old news.’
‘Is that so?’
‘Yes, sir.’ Jerry chuckled. ‘You know, cockroaches are amazing creatures: they’re very adaptable. It’s like, eventually they evolve defences to whatever we put in their way. They just get tougher. You gotta admire them, really.’
‘So are you telling me these admirable sonsabitches have evolved a way around your Roachseal shit? Is that what you’re saying? Because I paid a fortune for that crap.’
‘No, not yet anyways. But one day, yeah, they’re bound to.’
‘Good, coz I want one of your guys to come around and re-do that Roachseal treatment for free, as per our guarantee.’
‘Well hold on a second, sir. If you’ve only got one insect, that’s not exactly an infestation.’
‘Hey, I’m talking about the one bug I can see. I don’t even wanna think about the ones I can’t!’
‘But – ’ 
‘No buts, buddy. I know my rights. I got a bug that don’t care nothing for your Roachseal pinned down on a slice of toast back home, and if I don’t get satisfaction, I’ll be taking it, and your contract, to my lawyer first thing tomorrow morning.’
Jerry sighed. ‘Okay, okay. Where do you live?’
‘82-09, Thirty-Fourth Avenue. On the third floor.’
‘Oh, right. I should have guessed. You know you’re right in the middle of this thing? Nearly all these calls are from your neighbourhood. I got a couple a guys working over in your building right now. Come to think of it, I haven’t heard from neither of ’em all morning.’
‘Yeah, well, it’s like I told you, the bugs are camouflaged. Maybe your guys just can’t find ’em.’
‘The Roachseal would explain why you haven’t needed to call us sooner; normally when a building goes down with bugs like this, everybody knows about it pretty quick.’
‘Yeah, well we’re clean-living people. If more people lived like us, maybe there wouldn’t be a bug problem.’
‘And people like me would be out of business. Okay, we’ll get someone there as soon as possible to re-do your Roachseal and kill your bug.’
‘Okay, thanks, a lot.’ Henry gave his full address and phone number then hung-up. He thought of the chameleon roach swimming in his cornflakes and shuddered. ‘Admire ’em.’ He shook his head. ‘Admire ’em, my ass.’
~~~~
It was just after noon when the doorbell rang. 
Maureen had been curled up on the couch with her feet tucked protectively beneath her all morning. Henry had rung after speaking to the pest control people and told her the exterminator would be round sometime today. He’d explained they were at the centre of a bug outbreak – which would account for the screams she’d been hearing in the building all morning. It was comforting to know she wasn’t the only person who’d been standing on her dining chairs. She pressed the mute on the TV remote and Jerry Springer fell silent. She looked down at the carpet to see if the pattern was moving at all. When she was convinced it was bug-free, she lowered her slippered feet to the floor. Then, cautiously, eyes down before her, she made her way to the front door. She looked through the tiny convex lens of the peephole. Outside, distorted by the fisheye lens, a man stood in a blue boiler suit and cap. At last – the exterminator. She sighed with relief, slipped the chain, and opened the door.
‘Thank God you’re here!’ she cried. ‘I don’t know if my husband told you, but you’re up against a new kind of bug here today.’ She stood aside and beckoned him into apartment. The exterminator said nothing; he was standing in the shadows of the hall looking down at the floor. Maureen frowned, he was probably looking for bugs, she thought. Then he took a slow, unsteady step over the threshold. 
‘It’s okay,’ she said. ‘I checked the floor. We’re okay there. Come on, lemme show you.’
She turned and led the way into the apartment. 
‘We first saw them here,’ Maureen pointed to the kitchen table. ‘My husband found one swimming in his cornflakes. But you wanna know the weird thing? You couldn’t see it – not clearly, anyway.’ She turned to the exterminator and revealed the astonishing truth: ‘Because the bug was camouflaged.’ 
The exterminator swayed slightly, his head still lowered.
‘Oh,’ said Maureen, disappointed. ‘He told you already, huh?’
The exterminator continued to inspect the carpet. 
Maureen looked closely at him. Was he drunk? What were those dark wet stains on his overalls? ‘Are you okay?’ she asked, her head on one side as she tried to fathom his condition.
Slowly, the exterminator raised his head. And in that moment, Maureen figured out the man’s problem. 
She screamed.
~~~~
It was seven o’ clock in the evening when Henry stepped into the elevator from the lobby of his building. He’d had a lousy day. He was tired and hungry; all he wanted was a beer and whatever Maureen had managed to cook for dinner. What he didn’t want was to find her still on a chair, or worse – you never knew with bugs – to find the place sealed-up with tape and a skull and crossbones on the door due to fumigation. 
The elevator came to rest at the third floor. The bell pinged quietly and the doors rolled open. Henry stepped out and sniffed. So far so good: no fumes. He walked down the corridor. As he approached his apartment, he frowned. What the hell was this? The front door, far from being taped shut, stood ajar. 
‘Maureen?’ He approached the door and pushed it open. The apartment was dark. ‘Maureen?’ 
No reply.
He looked around: the TV was on in the lounge – he could see the glow from the cathode tube, but where was the sound? ‘Maureen?’ He walked into the lounge. Besides the TV being silent, there was nothing out of the ordinary. At least the TV was still here, so he knew they hadn’t been burgled. He walked around and looked into the kitchen area. 
Maureen was standing in the shadows at the far end of the kitchen.
‘Maureen? What are you, deaf?’
She said nothing.
‘Maureen?’ He entered the kitchen then stopped suddenly. On the floor on the other side of the kitchen table, a pair of booted feet lay in a pool of dark liquid. ‘What the … ’ he whispered, ‘What the hell is going on here?’
Maureen took as step towards him into the silvery light thrown from the TV. She shimmered from head to toe, as if she were composed of water and the movement had caused a ripple to run through her.
Henry moved away from her and around to the other side of the table. He looked down and saw the rest of the body on the floor. It was a man in the blue coveralls of the pest control company. He too was shimmering; his face was red and black, like raw meat. 
‘Oh my God! Maureen, what have you done?’
He looked back to Maureen, who now turned slowly to look at him. Henry felt his legs weaken. He staggered back against the worktop, his mouth open in unbelieving horror as she came apart before his eyes, disintegrating into a swarming darkness that flickered in the light from the TV as it rushed towards him.
Henry’s scream was cut off as the cockroaches flew into his mouth and throat. He tried to close his mouth, but they were as a solid thing. He reeled, staggering backwards, tearing at his face, his eyes and mouth. He could feel them entering his ears, and he spun, crashing into a chair and losing his balance. The last pain he felt was the merciful release of his head striking the floor.
Henry’s body twitched and spasmed beneath the amorphous suffusing cloud of cockroaches. They clattered and whirled around him until his movements finally ceased, and they were able to settle.
Then, as the insects began to feast, the image of Henry’s agonised face slowly emerged upon the canvas of their myriad backs. It shimmered, like a flat sea after the struggles of the drowned are past, and nothing but the breeze is left to gently ripple the surface.
****
 



 
The Haslet Technique
‘Listen, this is crazy, you want money? You can have it. I mean, it’s no secret – I’ve got cartloads of money – I won the bloody lottery, didn’t I? Oh, but then you know that, don’t you. That’s what this is all about, isn’t it? Lucky Jim Haslet? Rollover Jim, that’s what they were calling me at work for the few days before I quit. Oh, I saw the lads right; few hundred quid here and there, big round of drinks down the pub on my last day. Oh, yeah. I’m not tight, not me, not Rollover Jim. So, that’s what I’m saying, you understand? I’ll see you right. Just let us go, eh? No need for any police, just business, between us. Whadderyer say?’ 
The stocking-masked man on the other side of the transit van responded curtly. ‘Shut the fuck up, Lucky Jim, or your missus gets carved, all right?’
Jim nodded, quickly. ‘Yeah, yeah, don’t worry old son, I see what you’re saying, I see what you’re saying.’
The stocking-masked man, who was holding a kitchen knife to Mary’s throat, seemed to relax a little. Mary’s eyes, wide with terror, were locked onto Jim’s. Tears ran down her cheeks in slow unbroken streams. He tried to reassure her, reaching out to touch her hand.
‘No touching!’ snapped the knifeman.
Jim withdrew his hand quickly. ‘I’m sorry. Please – don’t hurt her.’
‘I won’t hurt her, or you neither, s’long as you shut up and do what I say.’
‘You say that son, but what if this van goes over a hole in the road or something? You might cut her by accident.’
‘I said I won’t cut her, didn’t I?’
‘All right,’ said Jim, leaning back against the metal wall of the van. He looked into Mary’s eyes and said soothingly, ‘Just relax, sweetheart. Everything’s going to be all right.’
Mary couldn’t respond; the knifeman’s gloved hand had been clamped over her mouth since their abduction a short while ago. They had been coming home from the pub when this terrible van had pulled up alongside them and stopped. They’d had a few drinks and were a little tipsy, but not drunk. They’d thought maybe the driver would wind down the window and ask for directions. They’d seen no reason for caution. Then the door had opened, and the man with the stocking over his face had jumped out from the passenger side brandishing a kitchen knife. He’d made straight for Mary, and Jim – being Jim, always the gent – had moved to stop him and the man had punched him in the stomach, doubling him up. Before Mary could go to his aid or even scream, the man had her from behind; one hand over her mouth, the other holding the knife up to her throat. In this manner he’d forced them into the back of the van. Once they were inside, he’d pounded on the side panel of the van, the driver had put his foot down, and now, here they were.
‘I don’t wanna hurt either of you. I’m not a murderer. I just want you to help us out is all,’ said the knifeman.
‘Well like I say, old son,’ said Jim, ‘I’d be only too happy to give you all the money you want ...’
‘NO!’ shouted the knifeman, with such vehemence that Mary screamed beneath his all-muffling hand. ‘I’m no robber, I don’t want your money.’
Jim was confused. This man had kidnapped them at knifepoint, knowing that they had recently won twelve million pounds, and now was refusing his offer of money. ‘What do you want then?’ he asked, trying to push away mental images of rape and murder.
‘I seen you on the telly,’ said the kidnapper. ‘Read about you in the paper, about what you said you did – how you picked your numbers, like.’
‘Oh, yeah?’ said Jim. He knew it had been a bad idea to share his unorthodox means of number selection with the nation.
‘Well, me and the missus, we tried it, didn’t we? Tried it on Wednesday and on Saturday, and what did we get?’
Jim shook his head.
‘Fuck all!’
Jim shifted, uncertain as to what to say.
‘What do you make of that then, Rollover Jim? Your fabulous technique? It did shit for me.’
‘I don’t know what to say, mate. All I know is, it worked for me.’
‘Well that’s what I’ve been thinking, y’see. It didn’t work for me, and it probably don’t work for nobody else neither, but it works for you, don’t it, Jim? It works for Lucky Jim Haslet?’
Jim had been afraid for both himself and Mary ever since this nightmare began, but the knowledge of his recent wealth had acted as a stabiliser to his fear. After all, money could buy you out of a fix like this, couldn’t it? That was the way the deal worked: kidnap – pay – release. However, now that it was becoming apparent that a bag full of cash wasn’t the way out of this van, but some kind of re-run of his winning number selection technique was, Jim began to feel really afraid.
‘You want me to select your numbers for you, don’t you?’
The kidnapper stretched the stocking with a smile. ‘Riiight, Jimbo. Y’see, I reckon you’ve got a gift. A talent. I reckon you’ve got some kind of a … a magic arse. Y’know what I mean?’
Jim nodded. He knew. He knew he was in serious trouble.
The van lurched a little and then stopped. There was a knock on the wall from the driver’s cab.
‘Alright, Jim,’ said the kidnapper. ‘See those pillow cases by the spare wheel?’
Jim looked in the direction indicated and saw two pillowcases. They were folded, like they were straight out of an airing cupboard.
‘Chuck one of ’em over ’ere. Gently like, you wouldn’t want to surprise me now, not with this knife up against yer wife’s throat. Know what I mean?’
Jim knew. He gently tossed one of the pillow cases across to the knifeman.
‘Good boy. Now, get the other one and stick it over yer ’ead, like you’re in the Ku Klux Klan.’
Jim hesitated.
‘Go on, ya twat, I’m ain’t gonna hurtcha.’
Jim pulled the pillow case over his head and sat still. He heard the kidnapper tell Mary he was going to do the same to her. Mary, her mouth free from the kidnapper’s hand for the first time since their abduction, called to Jim in a voice he barely recognised.
‘It’s alright, love,’ he said from beneath the pillow case. ‘Do as he says and we’ll be home before you know it.’
He heard Mary acquiesce, then the doors of the van opening. 
‘All clear?’ asked the kidnapper.
‘Yeah,’ replied another voice. A woman.
‘Go and open the front door,’ said the man. ‘Alright you two, step out of the van. We’re going into me ’ouse. An’ if you try to make a run for it, Mrs Jim here gets this knife in her guts, d’you hear me?’
‘Yeah, don’t worry, old son,’ said Jim. ‘We’re not running anywhere, are we, Mary?’
‘No. No Jim.’
They made their way out of the van and were led by the kidnapper through a garden gate, the hinges of which, Jim thought, could do with a drop of oil. 
‘Easy does it,’ said the kidnapper, leading them both by their upper arms. ‘We’re coming to a step now, so be careful.’
Jim looked down through the open end of the pillow case. He saw the step, took it, and then stepped through the door into the lighted hallway. There was a doormat, then an off-white carpet covered in dark dog hair. The smell of dog rose thickly into the pillow case, and something else – a sweetish smell, a subtle yet potent blend of fried food and nappies.
Behind him, he heard the front door close.
‘Alright, take off yer pillow cases.’
Both Jim and Mary did as they were told, and whether it was at Jim’s instigation or Mary’s, or whether it was just a mutually spontaneous reflex, they moved quickly into each other’s arms. It was a desperate embrace, comforting, reassuring, and brief.
‘Oi! Pack it in. I told you, no touching.’ The kidnapper drew Jim away by the top of his arm.
‘All right, all right, son. We’re just scared is all,’ said Jim. ‘You can understand that, can’t you?’
The kidnapper seemed to thaw a little, perhaps because he was in his own home. ‘Yeah, well, like I say, you got nothin’ to worry about as long as you do what I want. Now, get on into the front room there, the pair of you.’
Jim and Mary exchanged a quick glance before going into the indicated room.
It was just like a million other such front rooms the length and breadth of Britain: a tatty looking three-piece suite was arranged around a TV set and DVD player, a coffee table stained with myriad coffee rings stood in the middle of the room, and against the wall was a sideboard, also stained with coffee rings. The carpet, red with a fine coating of dog hair, was strewn with an infant’s toys. On the sofa sat a woman. She wore jeans, a T-shirt, a cardigan and, stretched over her head, a stocking. Jim wondered if it was from the same pair as the one worn by the knifeman.
‘Sit down,’ said the man.
They did so: Mary in one of the chairs, Jim on the sofa next to the stocking-masked woman.
‘Now. If I understand it correctly from the Sunday News,’ said the man, who remained in the doorway. ‘You use ketchup to mark the numbers. Is that right?’
Jim felt sick. He nodded. ‘Aye, that’s right, tomato.’
‘Any particular brand?’
Jim shook his head.
The man crossed to the sideboard, picked up an old copy of the Sunday News, opened it, and began to read aloud. 
Jim closed his eyes and sat with his head hung down. He listened as his kidnapper recited the story which had earned them an additional, and entirely unnecessary, few thousand pounds. He wished, dearly wished, that he’d kept his mouth shut. It wasn’t like he’d needed any more money – the jackpot win had made him a multi-millionaire – but he and Mary had agreed, as part of the stupid number selection ritual he’d concocted, that if he won, he’d go on TV to do the lottery show. That appearance had netted him a handsome pay cheque, but it had also drawn the attention of the Sunday News. Lured by the cryptic references he’d made on the lottery show to his secret number selection technique, the newspaper had offered him yet another unneeded but very attractive financial incentive to give them an interview and reveal the secrets of the Haslet Technique. What the hell? he’d thought, what difference did it make? It was all a load of nonsense anyway, and it was just the sort of story the Sunday tabloid thrived on. Give the country a laugh, he’d thought. So he told them. The country had had a laugh, he had made some money, and now, here he sat, along with Mary, prisoners of what could be a homicidal maniac in some dingy house having his ridiculous ritual read back to him.
Jim cursed silently. Why, oh why, had he been so stupid? It won’t change us, they’d said, none of that fancy stuff for us. We’ll just go on being the same old Jim and Mary: same house, same friends, same pub in the evenings for a game of darts and a few pints. Okay – a new Jag, a holiday in the Caribbean – but that comes with the territory, doesn’t it? 
Jim looked up at the kidnapper as he rambled falteringly over the stupid article that had led to their being here. If I ever get out of this bloody place alive, he thought, I’ll let the money change me alright. I’ll get us a big house with a big fence and a bunch of vicious dogs to run around the grounds all day, just dying to sink their teeth into any stocking-faced nut-case daft enough to try and kidnap us; give ’em the sort of mauling I’d like to see this bloody idiot get right now.
Having finished the article, the kidnapper lowered the newspaper. ‘So, Jim. Ready to find my lucky numbers for me, are ya?’
‘I, I suppose so. But there’s no guarantee it will work again, son. I mean, I could just have been lucky, you know?’
‘Yeah, well, so far mate, your luck’s been a few million times better than mine, ain’t it? I mean, look at this place. You know it’s not just ourselves. We’ve got a little ’un to feed, and the dog – and on what? I’m on the fucking dole and ’er,’ he indicated the silent woman on the sofa. ‘Well, she can’t work, can she? She’s got to look after the kiddie.’
Jim shook his head, ‘I suppose not, son, no.’
‘I mean, what are you two? Fifty-odd? Me an’ the missus are just twenty-two, both of us. You were probably all right before you won the lottery, but us, we’re fucked. We’ve tried everythin’, every way to select six numbers we can think of, none of ’em works, and the scratch cards? Don’t talk to me about scratch cards, fucking rip-off things they are.’ He turned to the woman on the couch. ‘How much we spent on scratch cards this week, Linz?’
Linz shifted, perhaps uncomfortable with this use of her name. ‘’Bout twenty quid.’
‘See? Twenty fucking quid. And what have we got to show for it? Absolutely fuck all.’
‘I’m sorry, son,’ said Jim, figuring sympathy was the safest way to proceed.
‘So you’ll help us, Jim?’ said the man. ‘You’ll get your magic arse out and find our numbers?’
Jim saw no option. ‘’Course I will, lad. If there’s any luck left in my backside, it’s yours.’
‘Fucking brilliant! What do you need, then?’
‘Er, well, a pen and paper, a teaspoon, a saucer and a bottle of ketchup.’
‘We’ve only got Tesco Value ketchup,’ said Linz.
‘Like I say, the brand’s not important, love.’
‘Well, you ’eard ’im, girl,’ said the knifeman, ‘Get out in that kitchen and get the stuff.’
Linz got to her feet and walked from the room. The man went to the sideboard and got a piece of paper and a pen – no doubt prepared in expectation of Jim’s compliance. He gave them to Jim. He’d put the carving knife down on the sideboard and left it there, perhaps more relaxed now that Jim had seemingly warmed to his cause. Jim uncapped the felt pen and began to write numbers, one to forty nine, in random order over the sheet of paper. Mary watched for a moment before turning nervously to the kidnapper.
‘Excuse me?’
He looked down at her. ‘What?’
‘Do you think I could borrow your bathroom?’
Linz walked in with the bottle of sauce, the spoon and saucer. The man nodded to her. ‘Take this lady up to the bog will you, love?’ Then a thought occurred to him. He went to the sideboard, picked up the knife and handed it to Linz. ‘Better take this. If she gives you any trouble,’ he looked at Jim, ‘use it on her.’
‘Come on, love,’ said Linz to Mary. ‘It’s upstairs.’ She led Mary out of the room. Although she’d taken the knife, it was obvious by her gentle manner that she had no intention of using it. 
Jim put the pen and paper down on the coffee table and looked at the kidnapper. ‘Well, that’s the first bit over with.’
‘Now what?’ asked the man.
‘Well, last time, I got Mary to do the ketchup thing. It was just a bit of fun between us, really. I think I only did it to give her bit of a laugh, you know?’
‘Yeah? So what? We wait ’til she gets back from the bog, is that it?’
‘Well we could do, but to be honest, I’d be a bit shy about bearing my behind in front of your missus, and since, well, since it’s your jackpot we’re playing for, I was wondering if you and I could do it now like, while the ladies are out of the room?’
The kidnapper considered for a moment then smiled beneath the stocking, ‘Yeah, that’s understandable, innit. Sure, whatever suits you, Jim.’
Jim got up and removed his coat. ‘Right, take that bottle of ketchup and squeeze a blob onto the saucer.’
The kidnapper did as Jim instructed. Jim loosened his belt, unfastened his trousers and let them drop to his ankles. ‘Now, get that spoon there and rub the back of it in the ketchup so you get a good dollop on it.’
The kidnapper followed Jim’s instructions. He watched as Jim turned his back on him and began to pull down his underpants. This was a moment he had long dreamed of. As he rubbed the back of the spoon in the ketchup, he asked, ‘Why ketchup, Jim? Why not some other sauce, or paint or something?’
‘I don’t like ketchup,’ said Jim. ‘I felt like I was making some kind of sacrifice to the gods of good fortune by daubing me arse with something I personally can’t stand.’
The kidnapper could only gawp at the logic. ‘Yer fuckin’ weird, Jim mate. Y’know that, don’t you?’
‘Aye,’ said Jim. ‘Weird and rich, son, weird and rich. I can see why you might think I’m daft – but as I say, it was more for the wife’s amusement than anything else, y’ know what I mean?’
‘No, not really. Anyway, you want me to ... er ... blob this on your arse then?’
‘That’s right.’
‘Whereabouts?’ The man bent forward with the saucy spoon poised behind Jim’s behind.
‘Wherever you like, son. It’s your jackpot.’
The kidnapper thought for a moment, then dabbed the spoon on Jim’s left buttock, leaving a ketchupy print. Jim gave a little gasp; it was cold. The kidnapper apologised. Jim told him not to worry and carry on. When there were six blobs of sauce across the spread of his bottom, Jim told the kidnapper to put down the spoon and give him some room. He then shuffled around so the backs of his knees were against the coffee table. ‘’Scuse me, son,’ he said as he lined his bottom up with the sheet of paper. The kidnapper moved aside and sat down on the sofa. Then Jim gently lowered his backside onto the paper. He now sat face to face with his kidnapper. He smiled. Through his stocking mask, the kidnapper smiled back. Then Jim reached behind himself with both hands to pin the sheet of paper down as he got up again. He turned around, and both men looked at the paper. Six numbers were now partially or totally covered in ketchup.
‘There’s your winners son,’ said Jim.
‘Fuckin’ hell. Seven, nineteen, thirty-two, forty-eight, twenty-six, and what’s that one?’
‘It’s a twelve,’ said Jim.
‘Oh, yeah. Twelve. Magic.’
‘Now, do you have a cloth or something?’
The kidnapper looked up from his numbers. ‘Eh?’
‘I’d like to wipe this sauce off of me arse before the ladies get back.’
‘Oh, ’course. Hang on a sec.’
The kidnapper left the room and Jim heard him open the door to another. Then he heard a bark and the excited snuffling of a dog. Jim tensed, his hands moving instinctively to cover his genitals. Then the voice of the kidnapper, shouting a name, ‘Joe!’ There was the sound of a claws scrabbling over linoleum and then suddenly the heavy, muscular form of a boxer dog came barrelling through the door, straight towards Jim.
‘Oh fuck!’ cried Jim, cupping his genitals tightly and shuffling quickly around, turning his back to the dog. 
‘Joe!’ called the kidnapper from the other room.
Joe paid no attention; he sniffed excitedly at Jim’s hand-cupped genitals. Jim froze, not wishing to further excite the animal. He spoke to it in tones he hoped betrayed no fear. ‘Good boy, Joe. Who’s a good boy, then?’
Joe’s interest had moved to the blobs of ketchup on Jim’s bottom. He sniffed and lapped at them, his stump of a tail wagging as he did so.
The kidnapper entered. ‘Joe! Stop it!’ Joe stopped it and turned to look at his master.
‘Fuck me, I’m sorry Jim, mate. I was trying to keep the bugger locked up in the other room, but he managed to get past me.’ He took Joe by his studded collar and handed Jim a tea towel.
Jim took it and forced a chuckle through gritted teeth. ‘That’s alright. He’s a fine specimen. Boxer, is he?’
‘Yeah, fuckin’ stupid thing, ain’t ya?’ The kidnapper knelt and began to ruffle the dog’s ears. ‘He was a present from me mum and dad on me eighteenth birthday, weren’t cha, eh?’
‘Lovely,’ said Jim, wiping ketchup and dog drool from his buttocks. From the hall, he could hear the voices of the women as they came downstairs. He quickly pulled up his trousers and underpants.
Mary entered first. Jim was relieved to see she was smiling. ‘All done, Jim?’ she asked.
‘Yes, love, all done.’
Linz came in behind her, her stocking mask not concealing the fact that she too was smiling. ‘Showed Mary here the baby,’ she said to the kidnapper.
‘She’s beautiful, you must be very proud of her,’ said Mary.
‘Yeah, we are,’ he said, getting to his feet. ‘Now, thanks to Jim ’ere, we might be able to see that she gets off to a good start in life.’
‘Oh,’ said Linz. ‘Have you done it?’
Jim stood aside and let Linz look at the paper with its reddened numbers.
‘Is that it then?’ she asked. ‘Are they our winning numbers?’
‘I hope so, love,’ said Jim. ‘I’d hate to go through this every Wednesday and Saturday night for the rest of me life.’
Linz laughed. ‘Would you two like a cup of tea or anything?’
‘Er, I don’t think so, pet,’ said Jim. He raised his eyebrows at Mary.
‘No,’ said Mary. ‘If it’s all the same to you, we’d like to be getting back.’
‘I’ve got a few beers in the fridge if you’d rather ’ave a beer, Jim,’ said the man.
‘No, really. I think it’s time we were in bed.’
There was an awkward moment, then the man said, ‘Look, I know we’ve taken you against your will, and it’s really out of order an’ all but I’d be really grateful if you wouldn’t mention it to the law – especially if we win an’ all.’
‘Of course not,’ said Jim sympathetically. ‘No harm done, and I can see how much you need the money. You don’t have to worry about the law, son.’
‘Thanks, Jim. I mean, I’d have asked you nicely like, but if I had, I don’t think you’d have come, y’know?’
‘No, I can’t say an invitation to bare my backside in a stranger’s front room is one I’d have rushed to accept.’ Jim chuckled. ‘But as I say, no harm done.’
‘Cheers mate.’ The kidnapper extended his hand. Jim took it and shook it. They all shook hands then, Mary with Linz, Jim with Linz and Mary with the kidnapper. 
‘Okay,’ said the kidnapper. ‘Could you both put yer pillow cases on, then? Just so’s you don’t see where we live, like.’
Jim and Mary did as they were asked, and the kidnappers lead them outside.
‘Stay there, Joe, you stupid bastard,’ Jim heard the man say. Then he heard the front door closing. A moment later they were with the kidnapper in the back of the van again, and he gave them the okay to remove their pillow cases. Linz – presumably – then started up the van and they drove away.
They got out of the van at the same spot where, about an hour or so earlier, the kidnapping had taken place. Under the street lights, the kidnappers shook hands with the Haslets and thanked them again. Then the masked couple got into the cab of the van, waved, and drove away.
Jim and Mary, their arms around each other’s waists, waved back until the van was gone. Then they turned to each other.
‘They were a nice couple, really, weren’t they?’ said Mary.
‘Yeah,’ said Jim. ‘Not a lot unlike us when we first got married.’
‘Oh? Speak for yourself,’ said Mary. They walked in silence for a few moments then she said, ‘Did you get the licence number?’
‘A768 MPP.’ 
‘Good,’ said Mary taking his arm and starting quickly down the road. ‘When we get in we’ll call the police. Sodding bastards, I’ve never been so scared in all my life.’
‘I know love, me neither. Fuckin’ pair of nutters. He actually believes those numbers are going to come up on Saturday; that my arse is fuckin’ magic.’ Jim shook his head. Then he said, ‘Y’know, love, I was thinking back there about what we said about not letting the money change us.’
‘Yes?’
‘Well, do you fancy moving away from here? Going somewhere like the Canary Islands – get a bit of sunshine an’ all that? We’d still be the same people an’ all, just livin’ somewhere else.’
‘Jim Haslet,’ she said, stopping to look squarely at him. ‘I thought you’d never ask.’ 
****
 



 
Night Crossing
On a chill night in the spring of 1958, the Cargo ship Glenmalloch sounded its foghorn as it had done every ten minutes for the last 12 hours and edged slowly onward through mist towards Spain. The ship had left the Algerian port of Oran the previous morning carrying a cargo of fresh fruit, dates and tobacco; it also carried seven passengers, the majority of whom were in their cabins getting ready for dinner. However, two passengers stood alone at the stern. The men were dressed in formal black suits. The taller man appeared to be in his late thirties, while the shorter, who also wore a black overcoat, looked about ten years older. There was an attitude of stoical regret about both men, as if misfortune had recently come to visit and was now reluctant to leave.
‘I’m so sorry, Lord Underwood,’ said the shorter man as he extended his hands to take the body of the cat. 
Underwood handed him the corpse and sighed. ‘Never mind, Flinch. I know you did all you could. Let’s just forget about it, shall we?’
‘I know you’re not fond of – ’
‘Really Flinch, forget it,’ Underwood drew his watch from his waistcoat pocket and flipped it open. The second hand wasn’t moving and he tapped gently at the scratched face. The hand began to move. He smiled. ‘What time do you have, Flinch?’
Flinch dropped the cat over the side of the ship and checked his wristwatch. ‘It’s just after eight-thirty, sir.’
‘Hmm,’ Underwood adjusted his watch, wound it and put it back in his pocket. ‘And what’s our current speed? Any idea?’
‘Five knots, sir.’
‘Five knots?’ 
Underwood looked over the side and down at the sea. The ship’s slow-churning wake confirmed Flinch’s report. 
‘It’s the fog, sir. A necessary precaution, I’m told.’ 
Underwood ran a finger along the hand rail and looked up at the single red and black funnel as the fog horn again sounded its low, two-note warning. ‘I see. So what does that make our estimated time of arrival?’ 
‘We should reach Malaga in about two hours, sir.’
‘Oh damn. I’d hoped we’d be there by now.’
‘Yes, sir. It is regrettable.’
‘Oh well, never mind, eh?’ Underwood began to reach for his cigarette case when he noticed the blood on his hands. ‘Oh, dear. Do you have a hanky or something, Flinch?’
Flinch pulled a white handkerchief from the breast pocket of his jacket and passed it to his master without a word.
‘Thank you.’ Underwood wiped the blood from his hands and then inspected the soiled handkerchief. ‘Sorry, Flinch,’ he handed it back. ‘I’ll get you a replacement when we reach port.’
‘Very kind, sir,’ said Flinch, folding the handkerchief in such a way as to conceal the bloodstains before popping it back into his pocket.
Underwood reached into the inside pocket of his jacket and took out his silver cigarette case. ‘Fag?’
‘Oh, don’t mind if I do, sir.’ Flinch accepted one of the proffered cigarettes and took out his lighter. He extended the flame to Underwood, who leaned forward to meet it. 
For a moment, the flame illuminated a pale, handsome face, though one with an impression of being somewhat undernourished; the cheeks were sunken beneath high, sharp cheekbones. His hair was dark, parted from the left and fashionably slick with Brylcreem that shone in the light from Flinch’s flame. 
His cigarette lit, Underwood stepped back. Flinch lit his own cigarette and slipped the lighter back into his pocket. ‘Everything go all right with the car?’ Underwood asked. ‘I didn’t really notice earlier on.’
‘Everything’s fine, sir. It’s lashed securely to the cargo hatch. Not that there’s much chance of it rolling around the deck in this weather.’
‘No indeed. What about the other things? How’s the move going?’
‘All very well, sir. Most of it is, as you know, coming by sea in the next few months. Until then, we’ll have to make do with what’s already in the house.’
‘You mean you’ll have to make do, such things are hardly my concern.’
‘No, sir.’ There was a note of regret in Flinch’s voice and he looked down at his shoes. He noticed a spot of blood on his left toecap and he took out the already-stained handkerchief and bent to wipe it off. He gave the shoe a brief, cursory polish before rising again with an air of complete composure.
‘Don’t worry, Arthur,’ said Underwood, smiling. ‘It’s got everything you could possibly need. You’ve been in touch with Senor Hernandez?’
‘Yes, sir. His handwriting is a little cryptic, or perhaps just his turn of phrase, but he reports everything is ready and awaiting your arrival. Other members of the Sect are making themselves very useful in the area. Besides Hernandez in Ronda, we have Senor Lago, a notary in Almacena itself, and a retired couple who are going to be helping out around the house and estate.’
‘Good show.’ Underwood took a drag on his cigarette. Then his eyes narrowed as, over Flinch’s shoulder, he noticed a figure in the shadows further down deck. ‘I say, have you noticed anything queer about any of the other passengers?’
Flinch frowned. ‘No sir.’
‘No one asking any questions?’
‘No. Might I ask why, sir?’
Underwood watched as the figure, perhaps sensing he had been seen, receded into the mist. ‘Don’t look now, Arthur, but I think we’re being watched.’
‘Watched, sir?’
‘Yes. Chap about twenty yards behind you, wearing a bowler hat.’
Flinch nodded slowly. ‘I think I know the fellow, sir. I caught his eye once or twice this afternoon.’
‘No contact though?’
‘No, sir. Not a sausage.’
‘Hmmm, I see.’
‘Is he still there, sir?’
‘No, he’s gone.’
Flinch turned to look but there was nothing other than the mist. He reached into his pocket and a second later the blade of his flick-knife snapped open. ‘Shall I ask to see his ticket, my Lord? Perhaps punch it?’
‘That won’t be necessary, Flinch. They’ll be serving dinner soon and I’m sure you’d rather murder a nice steamed steak pudding, hmm?’
‘I’m not overly hungry, sir. I ate a most satisfying luncheon.’
‘Did you, indeed? Well, I’m famished. So, why don’t you toddle off now and get yourself ready for dinner, okay?’
‘But what about the snooper, sir?’
Underwood smiled. ‘Oh, don’t concern yourself with him. I think I might seek him out myself. Perhaps he’d like to join me for dinner?’
Flinch nodded and closed the blade of his knife. ‘Right you are then, sir.’ He bowed slightly before turning and walking off in the direction of his cabin. 
Underwood watched him go, and then rubbed his hands briskly together. The mist was chill and damp and he wished he’d had Flinch bring him along a warm coat. Still, he’d soon warm up. He slipped his hands into his trouser pockets and struck out in the direction in which he’d seen their observer skulk off a few minutes earlier.
His search was brief; as he turned the corner, he almost ran straight into him. The man started and Underwood held up his hands in apology. ‘Oh. I do beg your pardon. I was just out for a vigorous stroll around the deck. I didn’t expect anyone else to be about; it’s such a dismal evening.’
The man in the bowler hat laughed nervously. ‘Oh well, no harm done.’ He made as if to continue, but Underwood laid a hand on his arm.
‘I say, pardon me, but have we met before somewhere?’
The man frowned. ‘I don’t think so.’
‘You’re English, aren’t you?’
‘Well, yes, but, er ...’
Underwood smiled. ‘I know, England’s not exactly a goldfish bowl, is it? But I was just thinking perhaps we’d met in Algeria. You know, ex-pats, small communities?’
‘I’m sorry, I’m not an ex-pat.’ 
‘Oh, really?’
‘Yes, I’m afraid you’re mistaken. Good evening.’ The man again attempted to walk away.
‘So, are you here on business or pleasure?’
The man stopped and turned back. ‘If you must know, I’m travelling on business.’ 
‘Ahhh, I thought as much,’ Underwood chuckled. ‘I do hope you don’t mind me being so forward, but as soon as I saw the bowler I thought, ah, there’s a fellow Englishman.’
‘Really? Well, congratulations.’
‘Thank you. May I ask what business you’re in?’
‘Carpets.’
‘Oh? How interesting.’
‘Not really. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m late for dinner.’ The man turned and walked on.
‘I mean,’ Underwood persisted, walking after him. ‘It’s interesting because I thought you may be something else. A detective perhaps.’
The man stopped. He answered without turning. ‘Oh?’
‘Yes. I wondered if perhaps you might be following my companion and I?’ 
The man turned and looked back. He frowned. ‘Whatever gave you that idea?’
‘Oh I don’t know, just the way you were watching us earlier on. I thought perhaps you might be a sleuth of some sort, perhaps from Scotland Yard.’
The man smiled uncertainly. ‘You have a vivid imagination, sir.’
‘Yes, I do.’ Underwood strolled up to the man and extended his hand. ‘My name’s Underwood.’ 
The man looked at the hand for a moment before taking it. ‘Jenkins. Harry Jenkins.’
‘Of the Yard?’
‘No, nothing so grand, Mr Underwood.’
‘It’s Lord Underwood, actually. Sorry, I should have mentioned that earlier. I keep forgetting; you’ve no idea who I am.’
Jenkins raised his eyebrows. ‘Oh, a Lord, eh? I didn’t notice a Lord on the passenger manifest.’
‘Really, Mr Jenkins? Why were you looking at the passenger manifest?’
‘I, er, I always like to know who I’m travelling with. It pays to know.’
‘Oh yes, always on the lookout for a potential carpet sale eh?’ Underwood took out his cigarettes and opened the case to Jenkins. ‘Fag?’
‘Thank you.’ Jenkins took one and reached into his coat pocket for a box of matches. ‘So, er, as I was saying, your Lordship. It’s strange, you not being on the passenger manifest. I’d have thought you’d have been at the top of the list, being a member of the aristocracy and all.’ He struck a match and cupped it for Underwood.
‘I like to keep a low profile when I’m travelling, Mr Jenkins,’ Underwood lit his cigarette. ‘I asked for my name to be kept off the list and the shipping company obliged. The captain and crew are well aware of my being here.’
‘I see. So, no red carpet treatment for you when you came aboard then?’
‘No.’
‘But they must have given you some kind of a welcome, surely?’
‘Of course.’
‘They did? Oh. It’s just that I didn’t see you come aboard, sir. I saw your friend alright, the undertaker chap, and I watched as they winched that hearse of his aboard. But I didn’t see you anywhere.’
‘Ah, so you are watching us, then, Mr Jenkins.’
Jenkins chuckled. ‘Well, a hearse swinging in a net isn’t exactly everyday cargo, your Lordship. A number of us were watching it, not just me.’
‘Yes. Yes, I suppose it is a little unusual.’
Jenkins nodded. For a few moments the two men stood silently smoking; regarding each other like chess players with cool aplomb. Then Jenkins dropped his cigarette and ground it out underfoot. ‘Well, I think I’d better be getting along, your Lordship. I don’t want to be late for dinner. Nice to meet you and er, thank you for the cigarette.’ Jenkins touched the brim of his hat and turned.
‘Yes. Nice to meet you too, Mr Jenkins.’ Underwood watched the other man walk for a moment before flicking his cigarette away and calling out. ‘Oh, Mr Jenkins?’
With an air of annoyance, Jenkins stopped and turned back. ‘Yes?’ 
Underwood took a step towards him, moving into a pool of light from an overhead bulb. His sunken face fell into the shadow of his brow, yet his eyes shone, reflecting light from some unseen source. ‘Come here.’ His tone was casual, but firm.
Jenkins swayed slightly with the gentle motion of the ship, his eyes held by Underwood’s. Then he walked slowly back to where he was bidden. When he stood face to face with Underwood, he stopped.
‘What is your business?’ asked Underwood.
‘I’m a detective.’ Jenkins’ tone was flat, devoid of emotion.
‘A police detective?’
‘No. I’m self-employed.’
‘Who hired you?’
‘Mr and Mrs Haverlay, of Knightsbridge, London.’
‘Why?’
‘Their daughter was murdered in Oran by an Englishman, believed to be a gentleman or perhaps a confidence trickster posing as a member of the aristocracy.’
‘And you believe me to be this man?’
‘Yes.’
‘Do you have any evidence to support your belief?’
‘Some people have described you, named you as being a likely suspect.’
‘But nothing more concrete?’
‘No. Not relating to Miss Haverlay. But I have since linked you to other murders in Algeria and Tunisia.’
‘Have you now?’
‘Yes.’ 
‘And you suspect me of being – what? A homicidal maniac, is that it?’
‘Yes.’
‘And have you shared your suspicions with anyone else?’
‘No. I’m waiting to catch you in the act.’
‘Are you, indeed? And then what, you’ll come to the rescue I suppose?’
‘Yes. I’ll arrest you.’
Underwood smiled. ‘Really? Are you armed? You’d better be.’
‘I have a pistol.’
‘Show me.’
Jenkins opened his raincoat and revealed a revolver in a shoulder holster.
‘Well, well, you’re quite the man of action, aren’t you Jenkins?’
‘Yes. I was a commando in the war.’
‘It was a rhetorical question, Jenkins, I don’t want to hear your life story. Tell me – and this is a real question – which is your cabin?’
‘Cabin 14.’
‘Sharing?’
‘No.’
‘Very good. Why don’t you take me there and offer me a little something to drink before dinner?’
‘I don’t have anything to offer you. I don’t drink alcohol.’
‘Really, Jenkins,’ said Underwood taking the detective lightly by the arm, ‘who said anything about alcohol?’ 
~~~~
Underwood opened Jenkins’ cabin door and flicked on the light. He looked around then beckoned Jenkins to follow him inside. Once the detective was in, Underwood closed the door and locked it. It was a small room with two bunk beds fixed to the wall. The top one was undisturbed but the one beneath had been slept in. There was also a chair and a table. On the table was a briefcase, an ashtray and various papers. A single porthole looked out over the sea. To the right was a door. Underwood opened it and found a tiny shower room with a washbasin, a toilet and a shower stall. He turned back to Jenkins. ‘Take off your hat, coat and shoulder holster and gun and put them on the bed there.’ 
Jenkins did as he was instructed. 
‘Now roll up your sleeves.’
Jenkins obeyed.
Underwood turned on the light in the shower room. He motioned for Jenkins to enter. ‘In here, please.’
Jenkins stepped past Underwood and into the room. There was only enough space for one person to stand at a time. 
‘Get into the shower stall.’
Jenkins did as he was told. 
Underwood inspected the items around the washbasin. He saw what he was looking for. The safety razor was slippery with soap scum and Underwood grimaced. ‘Oh dear, you really ought to rinse this out more thoroughly, Jenkins. You know you could get an infection if you were to cut yourself with this?’ He turned on the hot tap and rinsed the razor under the slow gurgle of water, washing away the soap and beard detritus before carefully unscrewing the head and removing the blade. He held the razor blade up between his finger and thumb. ‘Hmm, looks a bit old. Obviously detective work isn’t paying too well, eh Jenkins?’ 
‘I – ’ Jenkins began slowly.
Underwood cut him off. ‘Oh, it’s alright old chap, just another of those silly rhetorical questions of mine.’ He looked to where Jenkins was standing facing the wall of the shower. ‘Turn around, will you?’
Jenkins turned around.
‘Now, sit down.’
The detective sat in the shower tray, his legs protruding out onto the floor and his trousers riding up his ankles to expose gartered black socks. 
‘Are you right or left handed?’
‘Right-handed,’ said Jenkins.
‘Okay,’ Underwood handed him the razor blade. ‘Take this and open the veins across your left wrist.’
Jenkins took the blade, pressed it against the pale underside of his left wrist and then, without hesitation, drew it slowly across, slicing down, deep into the flesh. Blood erupted around his fingers. Jenkins, his face impassive, continued to draw the blade until it fell away from the wound. Then he looked back to Underwood for further instruction. 
Underwood reached out and took the bleeding arm. He held it so blood sprayed over the shower walls for a moment, then pushed the hand inwards against the wrist joint to staunch the spurting arteries. He then positioned himself on top of Jenkins’ legs, leaned into the stall, and brought the wound to his mouth. He hesitated for a moment to smile at the detective, then, opening his mouth, he eased the man’s hand back. Blood gushed into Underwood’s mouth. He closed his lips about the wound and let the blood surge around his tongue. He parted his lips and let it spill over them as he savoured its taste, its heat, its richness before finally closing his eyes and beginning to drink. 
He was hungrier than he had realised; the cat had done little more than appease the gnawing hunger within. And now, as the blood began to fill his stomach, he felt his strength returning. His dull headache began to disperse and clarity returned to his thoughts. He held Jenkins’ arm a little more tightly around the wrist, lessening the flow for a moment before letting the flow again and then relaxed his grip, giving himself a second rush of blood. 
Tempting as it was to play with his food until his victim was dead, Underwood knew there was still work to be done. He gasped as he tore the wound from his lips. Blood continued to pour and he again staunched the flow by pressing the hand in against the wrist. He looked at Jenkins, who was watching him with mild interest. 
Underwood licked his lips. ‘Now, Mr Jenkins, dip your finger into the blood and write, “Forgive Me”, just there, on the shower wall.’
Jenkins, his movements weak and trembling, rubbed his finger in the blood that seeped down his arm, and began to write.
Underwood waited patiently. When Jenkins had written the M in “Me”, he could wait no longer: he opened the wound and resumed drinking. He watched as Jenkins unsteadily continued to write, determined, it seemed, to complete his message before finally relaxing and letting his hand slide down the wall.
Underwood continued to drink until Jenkins’ pulse was so weak as to signal the imminence of his death. Then, he relinquished his meal and lay the arm down beside the body so that the remaining blood would flow down into the drain. Then, feeling suitably sated, he stood up to examine the scene of the poor detective’s apparent suicide. He smiled. If he did say so himself, it was a work of art. With an air of satisfaction, he wiped his chin on the back of his hand. ‘Well, thank you for dinner, old boy. But now, I’m afraid I have to go. The ship docks presently and I have to be in my coffin and ready for the off.’ 
Whistling fragments of a Bing Crosby tune that had recently been haunting him, Underwood went to the basin and washed his hands and face with a small cake of soap. Afterwards, he had to clean the blood from both basin and soap as well. Once the area met with his satisfaction, he dried himself with the hand towel and neatly hung it back on the rail. Then, as he stepped over Jenkins, making sure that he wasn’t trailing bloody footprints behind him, he said, ‘As you so rightly observed, Mr Jenkins, I’m not on the passenger manifest. But, had you checked further, you would have noticed I am listed among the cargo... as deceased.’ 
~~~~
Thirty minutes later, Flinch found his master at the bow of the ship, gazing towards the distant horizon. Without turning, Underwood said, ‘Hullo, Flinch. How was dinner?’ 
‘Very nice sir. Steamed steak pudding with peas and slightly lumpy mashed potato. And you?’
‘Oh, a chap called Jenkins. Turns out he was a detective. But yes, very tasty.’
‘A detective, sir? Should I be concerned?’
‘No. Anything he had on us I bunged out of his porthole, along with his gun.’
‘What about the body, sir? Do I need to do any cleaning up?’
‘No, poor fellow made his own quietus.’ Underwood smiled. ‘At least, that’s what it looks like.’
‘Oh. Very good, sir.’ 
Flinch joined his master at the rail. Ahead of them the fog was thinning. A full moon shone like a smudged thumb print on the sky, its light reflecting on the surface of sea as if painting a silver path to their destination. Underwood pointed to a distant lighthouse that winked at them from the blackness. ‘Look: land. It won’t be long now. You must be quite excited, eh?’
Flinch tried to smile. ‘I, er, I daresay life in Almacena will be very interesting, milord.’
Underwood looked at him. ‘Is that all? I thought you’d be thrilled.’
‘Well, yes, but,’ Flinch looked down at his shoes, ‘I just wish you’d reconsider, sir. I mean, it’s not as though you’d be in any danger, not in Spain of all places.’
‘It has nothing to do with danger, Arthur. It’s more a matter of,’ Underwood sighed. ‘Exhaustion. What with the last war, that business in New York, the Suez affair. I need a rest, old man. Surely you can understand that?’
With a tight smile, Flinch nodded. ‘Yes, sir.’
‘I mean, it’s a pity we couldn’t be going to the United States, California perhaps, but we both know that’s quite out of the question. And you say you’ve no desire to go to England, even if we could?’
‘No, sir. The weather’s so bloody grim. I’d like to see a bit of sunshine, you know?’
‘Er, actually no, not really. But you’re right, yes, you could do with a spot of sun; you look positively ghastly.’
Flinch chuckled. ‘Well, it comes with the job, I’m afraid, sir.’ 
‘Well, you’ll soon be able to remedy that, eh?’ 
‘Yes, sir.’
For a few moments they stood in silence. Then Underwood said. ‘Shame about the ship’s cat.’
‘Yes sir.’
‘Still, never mind, eh? I’m sure they’ll find another one.’
‘Oh, yes, sir. No shortage of cats in the world. Especially in ports. It’s the rats that attract ’em.’
‘Yes. Wherever there’s a plentiful source of prey there’s usually a predator.’ Underwood took out his watch. It had stopped. He tapped the glass and the second hand began to move again. ‘I say, Flinch. Do you have the right time?’
Flinch looked at his watch. ‘Ten past ten, sir. Time we were getting ready, perhaps.’
‘Yes,’ Underwood looked to where the lights of Malaga now glittered on the horizon, ‘though I think I’ll have one last fag before I get back in the coffin.’ He reached for his case.
‘Oh no, sir,’ said Flinch, ‘My flash.’ Flinch took out his packet of cigarettes and offered them to Underwood.
‘Thank you, Flinch. What would I do without you?’
‘You never need to worry about that, sir,’ said Flinch, flicking on his lighter. ‘Of that you can rest assured.’
Underwood accepted the light and both men turned to face the dark, oncoming land on the horizon. The first breaths of a warm wind drifted to them across the sea and Flinch sniffed. ‘Do you fancy you can smell oranges on the breeze, sir?’ 
Underwood smiled. ‘Sorry Flinch. But all I can smell is blood.’
Flinch chuckled. ‘Oh, very good sir. Very droll.’ 
****
 
The adventure of Underwood and Flinch continues in the novel, Underwood and Flinch. 
The ebook and print versions of the novel will be available in 2013.
 
 



Thank you for reading 
Hall of Mirrors: Tales of Horror and the Grotesque
Collected Edition.
 
For more information and author updates, please visit: MikeBennettAuthor.com
 
Mike Bennett at Amazon.com (Kindle)
 
Mike Bennett at Smashwords (Nook, Kobo, iBooks, Sony etc)
 
Also available by the same author:
 
One Among the Sleepless (a novel)
 
A killer has come to town. The victims are connected; each pointing to the next, as if in answer to the question:
 
Who is The One? 
 
Is it Peter Reynolds: mild-mannered office clerk pouring petrol through his neighbour’s letterbox in the middle of the night?
 
Is it Wayne Dolan: a man whose sexual fantasies about his neighbour spiral into dangerous obsession when he learns of her secret life as a dominatrix?
 
Or is it Gaz: leader of three friends who love nothing more than sex, weed and partying? All women are easy prey for his charms. All except Sally. And the one who doesn’t want him, is the one he has to have – whether she likes it or not.
 
Mick Nixon has to find the connection, because people are disappearing. And if he and Sally are ever going to share more than just lunch, he’d better hurry up, or they could be next.
 
A dark, funny, and at times horrific ride, One Among the Sleepless is a thriller set just below the surface of suburban existence. You’ll laugh, you’ll cry, you’ll throw it through your neighbour’s window tied to a house brick!
 
“A tale that’s harder to put down than a delicious bad habit.” Walt Kolenda. Examiner.com
 
A dark humour which is compulsive reading. Nothing is predictable but everything is constant in its entertainment value.
D.J. Hammond.
Amazon.co.uk review of the original paperback edition of
One Among the Sleepless.
 
I just can’t get enough of this book! It is fantastic, filled with absolutely everything – comedy, romance, death, and a nice healthy dose of sexual activity. Ok…perhaps healthy is pushing it a bit… I didn’t find one dull chapter in this weird, raunchy, thrilling novel.
Ella. Podiobooks review of the podcast of One Among the Sleepless
 
Extraordinary! Absolute and unbridled genius. This novel, unrelenting in wit, humor, style and story offers just a glimpse at Bennett’s unique brilliance.
Jake Slatnesky. Podiobooks review of the podcast of One Among the Sleepless
 
An interesting bunch of characters: the goofy stoners, the regular single girl who happens to be a dominatrix, and a pretty regular guy who proudly rides his chopper bicycle – even though he's an otherwise normal full-grown adult. But there's also the dim girl who'll do anything (yes anything) for the attentions of the guy of her dreams. And finally, there's a smelly homeless big guy with mirrored sunglasses and a conviction that out there somewhere is “The One” who he must let nothing and no-one get in the way of him “helping” ... I love this story.
Kevin FirstPersonShow.net
Amazon.co.uk
review of the original paperback edition of
One Among the Sleepless
 
Here you have a tale that will cause smiles, tears, laughter, shock, unease, horror and ultimately satisfaction. The pictures in my head were vivid and detailed as this story sped along and I am left feeling that I have lived with these people.
Brella-Owul. Podiobooks review of the podcast of One Among the Sleepless
 
It has everything, drama, suspense, humour and oddity; plus all the naughty bits. It’s a real human interest piece with a healthy dose of murder & bondage.
Onion Petal.
Podiobooks review of the podcast of One Among the Sleepless
 
Mike Bennett is a f**king genius. All the characters are not only personified to a scary realism, but shamefully relateable. Glen is the best supporting character since Harvey Keitel in Pulp Fiction.
Cincy Loves Bennett. Podiobooks review of the podcast of One Among the Sleepless
 



Table of Contents
Salvation
The Grave
Trolls
The Green Man
Wet Velvet
A Lovely Pair of Browns
Hair and Skin
Dessert
Poacher’s Cottage
Give Me a Hundred
The Exterminators
The Haslet Technique
Night Crossing
also by Mike Bennett


cover.jpeg
AR W | 27T SH o, &0 TR SN & Sy
ML ATE I M D WAL C I ALC T A Cad DA SRS,
“ee and eaa 5 @

Y

TS PN VN {Lo
RS N 00 8 R 3 ) SIS -

I

r“"“

& @ em— 6 6 xn & &0 e 5

i ¥ 1 :
2\ AEWAS T ATWAS 1A2VAE ¥ g ARy Yhlelae 4
- AR X TENE SEIRASN G N AN S Rf!a‘.ﬂvmll.,\r&m.(.





