


	
	




13 Shots Of Noir

By

Paul D Brazill





All material contained herein copyright © Paul D Brazill 2009 – 2010. All rights reserved.





13 Shots Of Noir





Contents

The Tut

Anger Management

The Friend Catcher

The Ballad Of The Kid

The Man Behind The Curtain

The Final Cut

M

Mr. Kiss & Tell

Sins Of The Father

Drunk On The Moon

Everyday People

Stamp Of A Vamp

Thump

Acknowledgments

About the Author





The Tut

(Nominated for a 2010 Spinetingler Award)

After enduring forty-five years of a marriage that was, at best, like wading through treacle, Oliver Robinson eventually had enough and smothered his wife with the beige corduroy cushion that he’d accidentally burned with a cigarette two fraught days before.

Oliver had been, for most of his life, a temperate man and he had survived the sexless marriage—its colourless cuisine and half-hearted holidays—with a stoicism that bordered on indifference. But his patience had been stretched to the breaking point by Gloria’s constant disapproval of almost everything he did.

And then there was the “tut.”

The tut invariably accompanied Gloria’s scowl whenever Oliver poured himself an evening drink or smoked a cigarette. She would tut loudly if he spilled the salt. Or swore. Or stayed up late to watch the snooker. The tut, tut, tut was like the rattle of a machine gun that seemed to echo through their West London home from dusk till dawn until he reached the end of his tether.

Wrapping his wife’s body in the fluffy white bedroom rug, Oliver supposed that he should have felt guilty, depressed or scared—but he didn’t. Far from it. In fact, he felt as free and as light as a multi-coloured helium balloon that had been set adrift to float above a brightly lit fun fair.

Oliver fastened the rug with gaffer tape and dragged the corpse down the steps to the basement. As the head bounced from every step, it made a sound not unlike a tut and he had to fight the urge to say sorry.

He’d done enough apologising.

* * *

Oliver poured himself a whisky—at eight o’clock in the morning!—and it tasted better than any whisky he had ever tasted before. Looking around his antiseptic home, the sofa still wrapped in the plastic coating that it came in, he smiled.

Savouring the silence, he resisted the temptation to clean Gloria’s puke from the scarred cushion which had been the catalyst of her death. Taking a Marlborough full-strength from the secret supply that was hidden in a hollowed-out hardback copy of Jaws—Gloria didn’t approve of fiction and would never have found the stash there—he proceeded to burn holes in every cushion in the house.

And then he started on the sofa.

Oliver’s brief burst of pyromania was interrupted when he thought he heard a tut, tut, tut from the hallway. His heart seemed to skip a beat or two, but then he gave a relieved laugh when it was just the sound of the letter box, flapping in the wind.

* * *

Disposal of Gloria’s body proved much easier than Oliver would have expected. On a bright Sunday morning in April he hauled Gloria’s corpse into the back of his car, keeping an eye out for nosey neighbours, and drove towards Jed Bramble’s rundown farm, and the village of Innersmouth.

Jed was an old school friend and fellow Territorial Army member whom Oliver occasionally used to meet for a sly drink in the Innersmouth Arms’ smoky, pokey snug. He was also a phenomenal lush. The plan was to get him comatose and then feed Gloria’s body to his pigs. Oliver knew the farm was on its last legs, along with most of the livestock, so he felt sure that the poor emaciated creatures would be more than happy to tuck in to Gloria’s cadaver.

Perched on the passenger seat Oliver had a Sainsbury’s bag stuffed with six bottles of Grant’s Whisky. Just in case, he had a bottle of diazepam in his pocket, which he’d used to drug Gloria.

Just outside Innersmouth it started to rain. Tut, tut went the rain on the windscreen. At first it was only a shower but then it fell down in sheets. Tut, tut, tut, tut, tut.

Oliver switched on the windscreen wipers but every swish seemed to be replaced by a tut. He opened up a bottle of whisky and drank until the rain resumed sounding like rain.

Outside the dilapidated farmhouse, Jed stood with a rifle over his arm, looking more than a little weather beaten himself. His straggly hair was long and greasy and his red eyes lit up like Xmas tree lights when he saw Oliver’s booze.

* * *

The cold Monday morning air tasted like tin to Oliver as, hung-over and wheezing, he pulled Gloria’s body from the car and dumped it in the big sty. The starving wretches took to their meal with relish. Watching, Oliver vomited, but he didn’t try to stop the proceedings.

Back at the farmhouse Jed was still slumped over the kitchen table, snoring heavily. Oliver collapsed into a battered armchair and started to sweat and shake. He’d decided to stay with Jed for a few days, keeping him safely inebriated until Gloria’s remains were completely consumed. But as the days grew dark the tut returned.

The tick tock of Jed’s grandfather clock, for instance, was replaced by a tut, tut. The drip, drip, drip of the leaking tap kept him awake at night and became a tut, tut, tut. The postman’s bright and breezy rat-a-tat-tat on the front door seemed to pull the fillings right from his teeth. He turned on the radio but even Bob Dylan was tut, tut, tutting on heaven’s door.

* * *

The usually bustling Innersmouth High Street was almost deserted now. The majority of the local people were cowering indoors—in shops, pubs, fast food joints. Oliver walked down the street with Jed’s rifle over his shoulder. No matter how many people he shot he still couldn’t seem to escape the sound of Gloria’s disapprobation.

Tut went the gun when he shot the postman.

Tut, tut when he pressed the trigger and blew Harry the milkman’s brains out.

Tut, tut, tut when he blasted fat PC Thompson to smithereens as he attempted to escape by climbing over the infant school wall.

Oliver heard the sirens of approaching police cars in the distance and realised there was only one thing left to do.

Pushing the gun into his mouth he squeezed the trigger.

The last sound that he heard was a resounding TUT!

The End





Anger Management

I used to get angry all the time. Especially when I was a teenager. The ‘difficult years’, doctors used to call it. As if there could ever any other with a father like mine.

I’d see crimson, burn up like a volcano, rant, rave, spit, scream—the whole deal.

And sometimes I’d even black out. A switch would be pulled and I’d fall through a trapdoor straight down into the deepest well. Darkness all around.

It was after one of those ‘episodes’ that I came to with gigantic hands gripped around my throat, dangling me over the thirteenth floor balcony of some grimy tower block somewhere in East London. No recollection of getting there.

So, that was when I decided to channel my aggression. That’s when I joined The Squad.

First it was just the football; following the team to some hick northern town and screaming abuse at the bumpkins. But that was never enough. I knew there was more. I could smell it; taste it.

And then I met Tubeway, Slammer and Col. The Squad. They were a breakaway group from the mainstream hooligans. They called it ‘rucking and rolling’. Football hooliganism mixed with mugging. It made sense. This was the nineties and Cool Britannia had no place for the likes of us.

We we were the dispossessed, according to Tubeway. He liked to use words like that; flaunt his vocabulary and GCSE in Philosophy. The same Tubeway who used to listen to Hitler’s speeches without understanding a word of German.

Don’t get me wrong, I knew that they were tossers—just looking for excuses for being violent. I didn’t need an excuse, though. I knew that I liked to inflict pain; I needed to hurt. It was just a matter of when and who.

Then they introduced me to Mr Bettis—or Sweaty Betty, as he was known behind his back. He was like a giant pink slug. Col said he looked like Jabba the Hutt. I just nodded. I didn’t know what he was talking about. I didn’t watch films. I didn’t read books—I could barely read—and I didn’t like music. What I liked was violence.

Sweaty paid well. He told us to keep out noses clean. Become respectable. Invisible to the law. He’d contact us once a month with a name and a place. Maybe a picture. And we did what he asked. Sometimes we used Stanley knives. Or blowtorches. Or even guns.

I loved it. I was good. The best. I started to develop a sense of professional pride. I distanced myself from the others. They were a liability. Disasters waiting to happen, I thought. And I was right.

Tubeway had his neck broken by a transvestite in Clapaham. Col died of a smack overdose in a piss stained Wansworth squat. And Slammer got locked up for life, which I found ironic once I’d learned that word at my adult literacy class.

Oh yes, I studied. Learned to read and write. Learned history—enough to put Tubeway in his place without batting an eyelid. I learned aikido and kung-fu. I practiced yoga and I got married. And had kids.

I still worked for Sweaty but the jobs were few and far between; he only used me for the ‘prime cuts’, as he called them.

Everything seemed so right.

And then it all went pear-shaped as quick as spit disappears on hot pavement.

It’s been fifteen years since I joined The Squad and I suppose it’s taken its toll. I expect that I’m a tad jaded.

Which is why, I suppose, that the sounds and the yells of the man strapped to the tree in front of me have no impact on me. Don’t even ruffle a feather.

The golf course is empty, it’s dusk and like in the film Alien—yes, I started watching films, too—no one can hear him scream.

Time to continue the interview.

* * *

It always rains in the dreams. Always. Pours down in sheets. But in reality it was a burning, brandy-brimmed, summer morning.

In the dreams, there are no kids, either. Just a sinister, grinning man, who looks like my father, wearing a long black coat and carrying a carving knife.

And when I wake up, I feel released. Free. But then the cold light of day hits me between the eyes. Because there was no man in black. No pounding rain. Just two kids who got in the way of a hail of bullets. My own kids.

It all went black for a long time after that. Until I woke up drowning in sweat, booze, piss and tears. Stinking of shame, guilt and self-loathing.

And then it never went black again. It was an endless cold white.

I’ve heard it said that eighteen months of sleep deprivation can drive you crazy. Well I was mad after that anyway.

So now there’s a dead man in front of me, dangling from a tree, in an exclusive golf course, in the fresh morning dew. A slug of a man who looks like Jabba The Hutt. And he’s given me the name of the man who ordered the hit. The hit that resulted in the death of my kids.

Oh, I know. It’s just an excuse. A way of avoiding culpability. Just a reason to inflict pain. A reason to hurt. And to kill. And to keep on killing.

The End





The Friend Catcher

The morning after Charlotte killed her father, the air tasted like lead and the sky was gun metal grey. She spent the day just staring out of the window of her East London flat, barely focusing on the rows of concrete blocks being smudged by the Autumn rain.

The ensuing days of gloom collided with weeks and the weeks crashed into months.

And then it was Spring.

* * *

Charlotte put on her make-up, rubbed talcum powder on her thighs and pulled on her XL pink shell suit before heading off to cash her mother’s pension at the post office. As per usual, she slammed the door of the flat behind her and, as loud as possible, shouted:

‘Won’t be long, mum!’

Then, she took a deep breath and headed down the emergency staircase.

Charlotte had always been blessed—or maybe cursed—with an over-ripe imagination and, as she rushed down the stairs, she imagined all sorts of spectres, smack-heads and psychos lurking in the stairwell’s darkened nooks and crannies. Still, it was preferable to using the rickety lift, which broke down more often than not.

Sweating and wheezing, she reached the bottom floor and realised that she’d left her medication—her security blanket—at home. Not feeling able to climb the stairs to the twelfth floor, she reluctantly stepped into the lift. Just before the doors rattled to a close, The Friend Catcher pushed his way in.

* * *

Charlotte was finding it almost impossible to tear her eyes away from the pulsating boil on the side of The Friend Catcher’s neck since, despite its size and repulsive condition, it was a far preferable sight to the one dangling like a gigantic dewdrop from the end of the old man’s crooked nose.

Given the choice, of course, she would more than happily have looked at something more edifying but, unfortunately for her, there wasn’t much else to gaze upon in the piss-smelling, graffiti-stained, syringe-strewn lift where she and The Friend Catcher had found themselves trapped between floors.

The Friend Catcher didn’t seem perturbed at all. He just sighed and scrutinised the lewd and lurid graffiti that littered the wall.

* * *

The Friend Catcher had moved into a flat on the same floor as Charlotte’s parents in the 1980’s, at the time when all sorts of waifs and strays and odds and ends of society were being scattered across the capital as part of Mrs Thatcher’s Care In The Community campaign.

The strange-looking new neighbour—with his stoop, hawked nose, black fedora and greatcoat, looking like a long black shadow—quickly fed the imagination of the local children, Charlotte in particular. A situation that was heightened by the fact that, in archetypal serial killer fashion, the man kept himself to himself.

According to some of the kids, he was a vampire—although the fact that he was regularly seen in daylight pretty much scuppered that idea—while others speculated that he was, in fact, Jack The Ripper. Although his advanced age wasn’t quite advanced enough to support that theory.

However, it was his resemblance to a scary character in the film ‘Chitty-Chitty Bang-Bang’ that earned him the nickname The Friend Catcher, which, like most nicknames, stuck for years to come.

* * *

Eventually, he spoke.

‘Like flies in a web,’ he said, in what sounded like an Eastern European accent.

‘What?’ said Charlotte, whose legs were starting to ache.

‘We’re trapped like flies in a spiderweb,’ said The Friend Catcher as he rooted in one of his Iceland shopping bags.

Charlotte nodded. She was starting to sweat now and really wished she had the diazapam with her. She tried the deep breathing that the psychiatric nurse at the Mausley Hospital had taught her.

‘Here,’ said The Friend Catcher and he held out a bottle of some clear liquid with a label that Charlotte didn’t recognise.

Charlotte quickly remembered the stories had circulated of how he was actually a psychotic taxidermist who would snatch children from the street, drag them back to his flat and stuff them. She had visions of being drugged, filled with formaldehyde and being stuffed.

‘Relax,’ said the old man. ‘Polish vodka.’

Charlotte looked at the label and almost laughed with relief. She twisted off the cap and took a long gulp.

‘Your father used to drink it in the The Aversham Arms. I used to see your father in that pub a lot. Before his accident.’

* * *

Charlotte had a flashback to the night that Walter Hill had come home drunk from The Aversham Arms and, as usual, had started an an argument. An argument that had once again erupted into violence. Walter was an oak of a man who had no problems over powering his sick, stumpy wife and indeed this would have been the case had Charlotte not been there. She ran at her father, sobbing, and, with all of her weight, she slammed him against the wall. Falling on top of him, she held him down until he stopped breathing. The police accepted that he’d had a heart attack while drunk and left her to take care of her mother.

* * *

‘Yes, I was a pilot in the 303 Squadron. I flew in your Battle of Britain.’ said The Friend Catcher, pointing to a fading photograph on the wall of his musty-smelling flat.

‘Amazing,’ said Charlotte, who was admiring a picture of the then-handsome and young Tadeusz Koc as he stood beside a Spitfire Mk.Vb with Misia, the squadrons mascot. She was more than a little tipsy. Her mother had always said that she could get drunk on the sniff of a barmaid’s apron but she was so relieved to get out of the lift that she couldn’t resist the offer of a sit down and a drink in Tadeusz’s flat.

‘My wife and I lived near Borough market, on the High Street, for almost forty years until your government decided to gentrify the area and sell it off to yuppies,’ said Tadeusz. ‘When they sent us the official letter the…’

‘Compulsory Purchase Order?’ said Charlotte.

‘Exactly! Well, my wife soon became depressed. She died on the night before we moved out.’ Tadeusz swayed a little.

Charlotte could feel herself becoming tearful and small red dots started to appear before her eyes and her head ached.

‘But…that is the past and we have to be strong, eh? We Poles are strong people. And you are a strong woman taking care of your mother for so long.’

And then Charlotte started to sob.

* * *

The words tumbled out of Charlotte’s mouth like a gang of drunks staggering out of a pub at closing time; disorderly and unruly. She told of how her mother’s cancer had spread and she had become more and more ill.

Again and again, she had begged for Charlotte to stop the pain and so, one cold dawn, as she saw the red splashes spreading in front of her eyes and the dull headache become a sharper pain in her forehead, she smothered her mother to death against her breast.

Tadeusz sighed and nodded.

‘An unhappy life is a vice with a powerful grip,’ he said. ‘I am alone now. And each day, I feel more and more pain…emptiness. Just…just waiting for…release.’

And then, breathing heavily, Charlotte saw the red splashes spreading like a Rorschach test and she felt the sharp pain in her forehead, as if a stiletto heel had been slammed between her eyes and so she rose to her feet and hugged The Friend Catcher with all her strength. She hugged him until his life faded away, just like hot breath on a cold window pane.

The End





The Ballad Of The Kid

The sun was melting the tar-coloured night into morning as we reached the top of the hill. The Kid sat down against the windmill cradling the dying Dog in his arms. I looked out across the fields towards the beach where smoke rose from the burning car. Sirens screamed in the distance, melding with the sound of the seagulls.

The Kid was sobbing and whispering to Dog. I’d spent the last thirty minutes trying to convince him to leave Dog and come with me but it had been futile, like wading through molasses.

‘The police will be looking for us soon,’ I said. ‘You know what will happen if they catch us.’

The Kid nodded, sniffing. I’d never seen him cry before. Not when we killed The Statistics and not even when his parents were burned alive.

I flashed back to two years ago. The emergency services were attending a blaze at a tower block. I’d parked my car and gone to take a look, along with the other rubber neckers. The air was thick with smoke, panic and excitement. I took out my camera and snapped away. Near me, beside a vandalised post box, looking like a chimney sweep and holding a can of petrol, was a lanky doe-eyed boy of about ten. Beside him was a black mongrel. I took a bag of peanuts from my pocket and crouched down. The dog yelped and came up to me and started eating them.

‘Dog likes you,’ said The Kid. He stunk of smoke and petrol.

I knelt down and stroked the dog.

‘He doesn’t like everyone,’ The Kid said, his eyes drawn toward the burning building. ‘He doesn’t like me ma and da. They wanted to chuck him out in the rain.’

‘Where are your parents?’ I said, guessing the answer. The Kid nodded in the direction of the fire. Suddenly, a swarm of police arrived and I started to feel edgy.

‘I’ve got to go,’ I said. As I walked away, Dog started barking.

‘But Dog likes you,’ said The Kid.

And then I had a thought. This could be a great development opportunity for The Project.

‘Do you want to come with me?’ I asked.

‘And Dog?’ answered The Kid.

‘Of course,’ I said and I saw the traces of a smile.

I’d started The Project about a year after I was laid off and a couple of months after Bev did a runner. Those times are a bit murky but I think it all started one wan November morning when I was driving back from taking photos of a motorway pile up on the A142.

A tall red haired man was hitchhiking near a Little Chef Reaturant.

I remember pulling over—the radio was playing that Pogues Christmas song—and I remember him getting in the car but I don’t remember killing him or chopping him up and putting him in bin bags. As I say, my memory is a swamp these days.

After that, it became a semi-regular thing and I even started recording the details of The Statistics, as I came to know them: hair, sex, age, race, etc.

With The Kid and Dog in tow, it made collecting The Statistics even easier. People see a man with a kid and a cute dog and they automatically feel safe. Yes, The Project had been going swimmingly until today when a hippy woman took a screwdriver to me and Dog and scrambled out of the car.

The sun was like a gold doubloon, the sky was blue and I felt something I hadn’t felt for a long, long time—sadness. I had to get a move but The Kid just wanted to spend Dog’s last moments on earth with him.

‘Drink this,’ I said to The Kid and gave him the juice laced with sleeping pills that I kept for The Statistics.

I stroked Dog and headed down the other side of the hill to look for a car. I was draped in a dark cloak of gloom. I’d miss that dog.

The End





The Man Behind The Curtain

It was shortly after the pitter-patter of tiny feet had been drowned out by the rat-a-tat-tat of the debt collector’s knocks that Carole Parker considered killing her husband. But it wasn’t until many years later, when her daughter Kate had grown up and flown the nest, that she actually decided to do it.

Carole had barely been out of her teens when Doctor James Parker, as glimmering and sophisticated as a Brandy Alexander, swept through her hum-drum life like a tornado, picked her up like Dorothy and plonked her in an Oz that bore more than a passing resemblance to Chiswick, West London.

As the years trundled on, however, James’s gambling and drinking habits ballooned to the size of the Hindenburg, his mood swings and behaviour grew more and more erratic and Oz turned out to be no place like home.

Carole’s initial, overriding feeling of disappointment eventually melded into a hate that slowly marinaded until it congealed into a cold, hard contempt.

* * *

Carole, who had been studying Chemistry at Durham University when she met James, found that she couldn’t safely rely on him for an income and she eventually took a part time job at Bogajski’s Veterinary Practice in Holland Park, an upmarket joint that pampered the pets of B and C-list celebrities. Every day, a bottle of chloral hydrate that nestled on a shelf at work had stood out like the lone, beautiful whore in a rundown brothel, teasing and tempting Carole. The years had stretched out like a long summer shadow until, at last, she spiked a bottle of Mortlach—James’s favourite whisky—and headed home.

* * *

Carole got off the 94 bus at Turnham Green and glimpsed her reflection in the newsagent’s window. Her heart sank like the Titanic. As she looked at the frump in the window she remembered overhearing a couple of shiny, happy WAGs talking about her as they sat in the vet’s waiting room.

‘Not bad looking but a bit on the drab side’, the northern one had said.

‘Dowdy and past her sell-by date,’ commented the other, in a grating Estuary accent.

‘About time for a make-over,’ they giggled.

It had hurt but Carole could hardly disagree and she’d been depressed for days after. What had happened to the vivacious young woman who used to light up a room like a firework display? She’d been drowned in a flat cocktail of debt and drudgery but there was still a spark, she knew.

Well, she thought, with James out of the way—and his insurance money in the bank—there would be a rebirth. A phoenix from the ashes. A flush of excitement burst free like a champagne cork but by the time she stood at the gate of her semi-detached house that excitement was waning and being replaced with fear. Fear of prison if she was caught. Fear of what Kate would think. And then the guilt, the doubt and the panic hit her like a tsunami.

Then she saw the car. A big grey BMW that was parked outside her house looking like a shark that was waiting to strike.

* * *

‘There are, of course, myriad negotiation techniques,’ said Detective Sergent Frank Walker, in a voice not dissimilar to that of the tiger in the Jungle Book film. ‘One of the most popular is a two-hander, as it were, known as the good-cop/ bad-cop. But I, however, am here alone today and I am as far from a good cop as you can imagine so I think I’ll just stick to the Corleone method.’

Carole was focused now. She looked at James but he just looked pathetic, like a scolded schoolboy. His face was bleeding and snotty and the fingers of his left hand hung limp. With his shaking right hand, he signed the contract as Frank Walker hovered over him like Godzilla over a flattened Tokyo. James was a big man—he’d played prop forward for Durham University—but Frank was bigger, with a face that looked as if it had recently been scrubbed by a Brillo pad and big, big hands, one of which held a big, shiny bloodstained Glock 29. The moment that James signed the paper she could feel her life slipping away like dishwater down a plughole.

‘Congratulations,’ said Frank. ‘You are now the proud owners of…well…life.’ He grinned like a game show host, pushed the deeds to the house in the pocket of his Armani jacket and then indifferently threw an IOU towards James.

‘I do believe we should have a little snifter to celebrate, don’t you?’ said Frank, putting a CD into the player. ‘I think Doctor James here is certainly in need of a little hair of the dog that fucked him up.’

Carole went over to the drinks cabinet. She took a swig of Glenfidich before passing the bottle over to James, who gulped it down like a drowning man gasping for the last breath of air.

Puccini’s Tosca blasted out as Frank looked at a photograph on the wall: Carole and Jimmy on honeymoon in Las Vegas, looking full of life and future.

‘Those were the days, my friends, eh?’ said Frank, turning and spotting Carole’s Sainsbury’s bag. ‘And is that a bottle of Mortlach, I spy? I hope you’re not keeping the good stuff for yourself.’

For the next few minutes, Carole seemed to step out of herself as if she were watching a film. She poured the Mortlach for Frank and let it all happen. About halfway through Tosca’s third act, as church bells rang, Frank started babbling, puking and convulsing and, by the late evening, he was dead.

* * *

Outside The City Barge, a bustling pub overlooking the Thames, the speakers were blasting out an old Eddie & The Hot Rods song. A jet ski cut across the water and Carole flashed back to the previous month when she and James had dumped Frank Walker’s body and BMW in the river’s murky water, somewhere near the Isle of Dogs.

A small aeroplane left a trail of white foam across the vivid blue sky. Carole smiled to herself as she showed her friends the shiny red shoes that she’d bought from Harvey Nichols with one of James’s many credit cards.

‘I think I saw your husband looking out of the window again today,’ said Sarah, a mousy woman with mousy hair. ‘Is that all he does these days? He seems to peek through the curtains whenever I park near you. Is he turning into a Peeping Tom?’

Carole laughed. That really was all James did now. Snoop. He was at the window day and night waiting for reprisals from Frank’s cronies. Reprisals that she doubted would come.

If anyone missed Frank Walker or thought that he’d been murdered, she doubted that they would suspect a boring suburban couple like her and James. And if they did, well, she had that big, shiny gun in her handbag, just in case.

‘Oh, pay no attention to the man behind the curtain,’ chuckled Carole as she drained her glass of Pimms and lemonade. ‘Same again?’

The End





The Final Cut

They say that you can tell a lot about someone by the way that he looks and that you can always judge a man by his shoes. I thought about this as I looked down on my ancient, scuffed, brown brogues and immediately felt even more out of place in the trendy Soho bar than I had when I first came in.

The bar was stiflingly hot and cluttered with a collection of hipsters and arseholes. I sat at a small table by the window watching the streamers of steam rise from my overpriced coffee. Beside me, a fading French film star with a sandblasted face slurped his espresso with all the enthusiasm of an ex-con in a bordello.

Coldplay were droning on over and over again and it took me all of my resolve not to run out of the place and keep on running. Fight or flight, I think they call it. Outside, the cloak of darkness had draped itself over the city and swallowed the moon. A tall, redhead woman in a screaming blue dress oozed into the bar like mercury and stood before me. She nodded and I stood and nervously held out a hand.

‘Patience,’ I said, shaking hands weakly. ‘Long time no see.’

‘Georgy Porgy,’ she said. She looked me up and down and grinned smugly. She clicked her fingers toward a waiter and sat down. I sipped at my coffee as she fiddled with a cigarette.

‘Were there many at the screening?’ I asked.

Mr Wu’s screening room was just up the street and I could see a murder of critics swooping past the window, crawing and cackling. Patience broke into a grin.

’Oh, yes,’ she purred.

‘And?’ I said.

‘I’ll be back in a tick,’ said Patience, standing abruptly.

As she got up, she clicked on a zippo before walking outside into a bustling Dean Street. The flustered looking waiter, who only minutes before had looked at me like I was something a stray cat had dragged in, beamed at me as he placed a bottle of overpriced mineral water on the table. My stomach was churning. I knew Patience was loving every second of this. Patience had always had a sadistic side- which she’d regularly shown during our marriage – that had probably helped her media career enormously.

‘Fuck it,’ I said, as I saw her yammering away into her mobile phone and holding court with a bunch of obsequious wannabe media stars. I went up to the bar and ordered a large scotch. Three years of sobriety down the Swannee river.

‘George Boy,’ slurred a voice behind me, as I gulped down my drink.

I turned to see a heavy-jowled, hangdog man in a well-worn tweed jacket and faded green combat trousers.

‘Blake,’ I said and nodded. ‘Were you at the screening?

‘Free food and drink, George Boy, of course I was there!’

In the past, it had grated on me when Blake called me George Boy but now it was welcome as a pair of old slippers.

‘G & T?’ I said.

‘Gin makes you sin, George Boy, so, why not?’ he replied.

I finished my drink and ordered another one before we sat down. Patience swept in from outside in hail of laughter before sitting down and eyeing my drink and Blake disapprovingly.

‘So, what’s the SP?’ I said. They say that directing your first film is more painful than giving birth but I think waiting for the first reviews is as excruciating as possible.

‘Puerile adolescent drivel,’ said George. ‘Mindless flash-trash worthy of Eighties Hollywood at its most vacuous. I absolutely adored it!’

He downed his drink in one and waved over to the barman. I felt relieved alright. Blake was a bit of a cult figure and had his acolytes who would go to see anything he recommended. However, a good review from Blake didn’t automatically go hand in hand with box office success, unfortunately, and I’d invested so much money in the film I really needed a smash. I had a handful of banks and a couple of dangerous loan sharks looming over me like vampires waiting to strike.

‘Patience? What did you think?’ I said, expecting the worst.

Patience’s opinion was much more important than Blake’s. She had a hugely influential weekly film show that she’d taken over after the long time host had been murdered by an embittered fading film star. It was said that she could make or break a film in twenty-five words or less. She downed her drink and patted my hand as she got up.

‘Don’t give up the day job, Porgy,’ she said and walked toward the door. ‘Oh, and remember that the school fees are due next week. Ta ta,’ she sang before blowing me a kiss.

That was it. I knew she’d scupper me. I ordered more booze and drowned in the well of misery.

* * *

‘They say an artist should diversify,’ I said, my voice echoing around the empty cosmetics factory. ‘Never get stuck ploughing the same furrow, they say, eh?’

I wiped my bleeding nose on the sleeve of my Concorde Security Services uniform and swigged from my bottle of Grant’s.

‘You need to be in touch with the Zeitgeist, they say.’

I pulled back the blinds. The factory car park was deserted as it always was late at night. That’s why I preferred working the night shift. It gave you time to think. To plan.

‘And the Internet has changed so much. They say that there are so many niche markets that have opened up in the last few years.’ I switched on the halogen light and checked the camera’s tripod. ‘But I’m sure that this is just like teaching your granny to suck eggs. You’ll know all about this, eh, Patience?’

Patience said nothing. I’d gagged her and strapped her to a metal chair in the middle of the room. The floor was covered in black bin liners that ripped as I paced up and down.

‘Take snuff films, for example,’ I said, before taking another swig. ‘I’d always assumed that they were urban legends and perhaps they were but not now. Not in this day and age. There isn’t a big market, I’ll admit, but there are those who are willing to pay a lot. And celebrity snuff? Well…even a B-list celebrity like you can attract an interested buyer.’

I paced, swigged. Paced. Swigged.

‘They say it’s a cut-throat game, the film business. It really is, too. Oh, sorry. I know how you hate puns. So, let’s go to work…’

I switched on the camera, pulled on the rubber Mel Gibson mask and walked towards Patience, knife in hand.

Cut.

The End





M

Freddy looked at the razor with the same mixture of contempt and relief that he’d felt sincehe first started shaving at twelve. He smothered his body with shaving foam and then glided the blade down his arms, legs, back, gut – everywhere. He’d done it so many times that he didn’t need to concentrate, he just focused on the night in front of him, savouring the buzz that the can of Kronenburg and the spliff had given him.

A song corkscrewed through Freddy’s mind; a song he’d known for almost as many years as he’d been shaving. M’s song. The first time he’d heard it, it had been like lightning hitting a plane; like a kick in the eye with a stiletto heel. M’s first big hit and he was hooked immediately. He become a fan and then an obsessive.

And it wasn’t just M’s music. He bought her books. He saw her films – derided though they were. He even bought her perfume. His bedroom had been like a shrine to M for so many years and he couldn’t believe that tonight –because of some freak accident—he was actually going to met her. And more.

Salty O’ Rourke, mournful in his black suit and top hat, took the money and closed the

heavy door behind Freddy, who walked to where M lay, carrying a bottle of her favourite champagne and a single red rose. She was naked except for her jewellery, her crimson lips and bottle blonde hair standing out against the snowy white skin and the lavender cushions that she lay on.

Freddy placed to rose on her breasts, popped the champagne cork and made a toast. To us, he said. As he crawled on top of M, he felt the chill of the room and her cold, hard skin against his raw, flabby flesh.

Tonight, he felt, would be like the very first time for both of them.

The End.





Mr. Kiss & Tell

A Peter Ord Investigation

ONE

The last time Billy Kirby hit his wife, he’d picked up a kitchen bench and slammed it against the back of her head. Dusty had immediately reacted by slashing at Billy with a knife she’d been using to gut the fish that he’d brought back from the docks. She must have hit an artery, it seems, because blood spurted out like a geyser. So much so, that Billy panicked and ran a quarter of a mile to the General Hospital, they said, just in time.

When Billy got back home two days later, Dusty was gone, along with their five-year-old son Nick. This time he didn’t go looking for them.

As the years trundled on, Billy Kirby, alone in his two bedroom Housing Association flat, like so many other lost souls, turned to Mecca. Come rain or come shine, come hell or high water, every Monday and Friday afternoon Billy was in the Mecca Bingo. And on Wednesdays he was in The King Johns.

’Poundland’s next to Poundworld, across the road from All 4 A Pound’, I said to Billy. He was examining my business card. I’d got my niece, an art student, to do it on the cheap. The loop of the P had been made into a deerstalker hat and the O was drawn to look like the lens of a magnifying glass. I’d thought it was pretty impressive. Until I sobered up.

It was just after opening time. I was having a break from my store detective’s job at Poundland and I was meeting a prospective client. Billy.

‘Near Greggs, then?’ he said. He stretched his arms out wide and yawned. He was over sixty but still an oak of a man.

‘There are more Greggs’ in this town than there are cockneys at a Man United game, Billy. Everywhere’s near Greggs’ I said.

Patsy, the pasty faced barmaid brought over a Full English Breakfast for Billy and the vegetarian version from me. I was on a bit of a health kick. I’d even been on the waggon for two weeks.

‘It’s still a heart attack on a plate,’ said Billy looking down at my food.

‘From little acorns,’ I said.

I looked out of the window as snowflakes started to fall like confetti. A motorcade of buggies stuffed with chubby kids rolled past the pub and up the ramp toward the granite shopping centre.

‘YTS shoplifters,’ said Billy with a grin. I nodded and smiled.

‘So, when did you last hear from them?’ I said, as I cut into my Tofuburger. Billy shrugged his shoulders and stuffed a burned black sausage into his mouth.

‘Donkeys,’ he said, his mouth full.‘Sometime in the last century, to be a bit more precise.’

’Are they in the town?’

‘I heard she’d buggered off to her cousin’s in Hull.’

‘Hull hath no fury like a woman scorned.’ I said, smirking a little.

Billy didn’t laugh.

TWO

When I decided to become a Private Investigator, although I certainly didn’t have any romantic illusions that the job would bear any resemblance to the lives of Messrs Marlowe and Spade, I had, a least, a smattering of hope that there may be a little silver screen glamour to the job. Over the years, however, that hope and I had barely been on nodding terms.

So, it wasn’t a great shock to find out that I’d have to take on sideline jobs here and there. Store detective, for example. And a Santa Clause. In Poundland.

The beard was itching and the suit stank of fish. I assumed that Richie Sharp, manager of Poundland, had got it from his Uncle Glenn. Glenn used to work on the fish quay and, for many years, was Santa at the kids’ Xmas parties at the Boilermaker’s Club—until he’d got hammered one year and started telling the kids which of their mothers he’d shagged. And how.

‘Yo. Ho ho,’ I hollered , with all the dignity of a Tibetan Monk awaiting execution.‘Who has been a good boy or girl? Who wants to see Santa?’ I had to shout because a dance mix of Wombling Merry Christmas was being played at full volume for the one hundredth time.

A little girl with a snotty noses came up, jumped on my knee and nearly winded me. She was just ten. Stone.

‘And what’s your name?’ I wheezed.

‘Hannah- Lee,’ she said, picking her nose.

‘And what do you want for Christmas, Hannah -Lee’ I said

‘A Litre Bottle of Diamond Star. Me mam won’t share her’s with me anymore,’ she said, wiping snot all over my Santa suit.

A dishevelled figure stuck his head into the converted cupboard that acted as ‘Santa’s Ghetto’ and nodded at me. I pushed Hannah-Lee away and give her a bag of cheap, Made In Taiwan, tat. ‘Merry New Year,’ I growled.

I looked at the line of kids starting to head towards me and was instantly reminded of Children Of The Corn.

‘I’ll see you in King Johns in five minutes. What are you gargling?’ said Brynne Wetherall aka Brynne Ladan, a journalist and and booze hound of my acquaintance.

‘A pint of wife beater,’ I said

‘I thought you were on the waggon, Ordy?’ said Brynne

‘I’ll be throwing myself under a waggon soon enough, if I don’t get a drink,’ I said.

THREE

Oscar Wilde once said that only a fool doesn’t judge by appearances. And I was sure that I didn’t look a lot like most people’s idea of a private eye. Just an average looking bespectacled man in a suit and tie. More like an cheap accountant or cut-price solicitor, maybe. Which was good for the job, I’m sure.

But if you asked anyone to describe their idea of a sleazy hack then Brynne Lahden would surely fit the bill perfectly. Lank hair, hanging down like rats tails. Red nose. Waxy raincoat and, of course, permanently pissed.

We were sat at a red Formica table at Keith & Babs Key-Babs. Brynne was taking sips from a bottle of Grouse and sweating like Gary Glitter in an ophanage.

‘Computers, Ordy,’he said as he threw the red cabbage into a waste paper bin that was overflowing with the stuff. ‘Big Daddy is watching you.’ He pointed to the CCTV above the door. ‘Piece of piss to find anyone these days.’

‘Well, he’s certainly up with the readies. Best paying job I’ve had for donks ‘

‘Won the pools, has he?’

‘Naw, he used to work on Seaport Docks.’

‘Ah. Compo?’

I nodded. ‘Aye. And a tidy piece of compensation it is, too. He’s got cancer on his lungs. Isn’t sure of how long he’s got to live so…’

‘He wants to make amends.’ said Brynne.

‘Indeed.‘ I said.

Brynne threw the rest of his kebab in the bin and we headed out into a cold December night. The High Street was pretty much deserted and I noticed that, once again, someone had stolen the ‘U’ from the Poundland sign. I resisted the temptation to buy a tin of spray paint and write ‘Pondland – Shops for Pondlife’ across its metal shutters but it was a struggle.

FOUR

Hull was once named one of the crappest towns in Britain on the grounds that it ‘smelled of death’. But whoever compiled that list had obviously never been to Swanland Village. Whether Swanland was actually a part of Hull was a matter for estate agents to argue over but a very nice place it was indeed.

And the palatial home of Dusty Kirby, now Mrs Lillian Hope, and her offspring , didn’t look a lot like a tenament block. It was a massive mock-Tudor detached house decorated in a style so chintzy that Stevie Wonder would consider it tasteless.

Nick Hope had grown into a less ugly version of his father. He was leaning over a full size snooker table and concentrating on potting a pink. I’d watched him play for the last half hour and he was good. His opponent was Vernon Reeves, a balding old booze hound who I remember being a snooker superstar when I was a kid. Nick was trouncing him.

It wasn’t long before Nick cleared the table. He shook hands with Reeves and handed him a wad of cash. Reeves lit up like the Oxford Street Christmas Lights and was out of the door in a flash.

Nick walked over to a small bar in the corner of the room.

‘Right, now he’s gone we can have a drink. And talk shop,’ said Nick. He poured out two large whiskies and brought them over to the round card table where I sat.

‘I assumed that you drank whisky. What with you being a private eye, and all,’ he said, handing me a glass. The assumptions that people make!

‘Oh yes, ‘ I said, a little too enthusiastically. The best thing about stopping drinking was always starting up again.

Nick glanced at my business card, smiled and put it in the top pocket of his Ralph Loren shirt.

‘So, business is going well then,’ I said, looking around the room.

‘You could say that,’ said Nick. ‘Recession or not, there’s always a place for snooker halls. And a few amusement arcades, too ,eh?’

‘I’m sure,’ I said. The whisky was good. A lot better than the stuff that I usually bought. I could get a taste for it if I made the right money.

‘Oh, yes. The scaffolder’s lap tops are always popular with people who have no dosh!’

‘Yeah, I saw a lot of them around the town. Stardust Lil’s.’

‘Yeah, our mum runs them. Keeps her busy and up to date with the gossip.’

‘Is your mother around?’ I said. ‘I think we should discuss this with her here.’

Nick looked at a watch that wouldn’t have looked out of place on Michael Douglas in Wall Street.

‘Give her about five minutes. I sent her a text to tell her that you’re here. She’s a bit surprised. More than a bit, to be honest.’

‘Surprised, I’m friggin dum-friggin- founded!’ said a husky voice from behind me.

I looked around and saw what was possibly the shortest and definately the most suntanned woman that I’d ever seen.

‘Cocktail!’ she barked and Nick leapt to his feet and headed over to the bar.

Lily Hope threw off her high heels and almost disappeared as she sank into a red leather armchair.

‘So, what’s the story Jackanory?’ she said.

FIVE

Another difference between the world inhabited by the silver screen private eyes and mine is the murky area of ethics and loyalty to your client. After I got back from Hull I met Billy and gave him Dusty and Nick’s address. And I took my payment with no felings of guilt. I’d done what he’d paid me for, after all..

If I did have a twinge of guilt, however, it would have been over the fact that Lily and Nick had paid me not to tell Billy that they’d be waiting for him when he turned up in Hull. With a kitchen bench. Or two.

Ethics? Somewhere nears Suthics, I think.

The End





Sins Of The Father

Father Tim Cook had sat through confession waiting for the juicy bits much as, when he was a kid, he’d sat through some dreary BBC Sunday evening costume drama hoping to see a bit of tit.

Although his hip flask of rum had dimmed the glare of the self-pity that he regularly had to endure, it was really only the lurid details of the sinners’ sordid shenanigans that blew his cassock up these days.

The hot August evening had long since waned and Father Tim was outside St Martin’s locking up as a shoeless Mad Mack shambled toward the church sporting a split lip, bloody feet and a torn AC/DC t-shirt.

Now, even on his best days Mack wasn’t exactly what you would call a handsome man and looking at at him bathed in the light from the stained glass windows Father Tim once again doubted whether the Good Lord had, indeed, created Mad Mack in His image.

‘I need to confess something,’ said Mack, spitting and spraying blood.

‘Mortal or venal,’ said Father Tim.

‘Venal, I think,’ said Mack.

They went inside and Tim nodded toward the confessional, laying down a path of paper towels.

‘Walk on this lad, it’s a right pain in the whotsit getting blood from mahogany,’ said Father Tim.

‘I feel a bit like Kwai Chang Cain,’ said Mack, chuckling nervously.

‘Sharpish, lad’ said Father Tim, looking at his watch, ‘Antiques Roadshow’s on in a minute.’

* * *

‘Bless me Father, for I have sinned,’ said Mad Mack ‘It’s been five weeks since my last confession.’

‘Go on, ‘ said Tim, leaning his head against the lattice grid and closing his eyes.

‘Well, it all started when I went up north,’ said Mack.

‘Aaah,’ said Father Tim, nodding ‘The north. Where up north exactly? Birmingham? Sheffield?’

‘Oh, no. The real north, ‘said Mack. ‘Fucking Newcastle.’

Tim coughed.’Language’.

‘Sorry Father,’ said Mack, crossing himself.

‘Anyway, your Uncle Frank sent me to collect some money from this Champions League whiz-kid who owed him a fortune from back in the day and using my well known negotiation techniques…’ he tapped the cold Glock under his arm, ‘everything went without a hitch. I booked myself into a Travellers Inn for the night, knocked back a few pints of Newcastle Brown, had a few spliffs and slept the sleep of the just. But the next day, on the A1, just outside Leeds – and I really hate Leeds by the way—the car broke down. Of course, it was a ringer- one of those mish-mash jobs from Anarchy Al- and I was up sh…the creek without a paddle. I could’t exactly call the AA – well not that AA- and I didn’t want to run the risk of being spotted by the filth. So, like Felix The Cat,I picked up my bag of tricks and set off hitchhiking. Two hours later, there I was, trudging along the motorway with a hroat like a nun’s knickers, trying to hitch a lift and feeling well sorry for myself. After a bit, this big flash camper van thing pulled up. You know, those American ones?’

‘Oh yes,of course,’yawned Father Tim, taking out his Nokia phone and starting a game of Snake.

‘So,I got in and behind the wheel there was this big, red-faced bloke who introduces himself as Eddy Hill and poking her head from the back was this well tasty Latino looking bird who he said is his wife, Luba.’

Father Tim leaned forward, concentrating on getting the top score on his phone game.

‘So,’ continued Mack ‘Eddie put on a bit of music – Roundabout by Yes, classic—and passed over a bit of happy talc and before you know we’re chatting away. Well, just outside of Milton Keynes, Luba shouted that lunch was ready and we pulled up at a lay-by near those concrete cows. I hate them cows almost as much as I hate Leeds. Now, when I got in the back Luba was laying flat on her back, legs akimbo, on a zebra striped bed and she was all dressed up in sussies and that, like Joan Collins in The Bitch. I looked over at Eddy and he just grinned and nodded towards his wife. Now, you know, I’ve never been what you’d call lucky in love, and I’m not the best card player either, so, I pulled off my shoes and socks and before I knew it she was on her knees doing come blow your horn. And then I spied Eddy and he’d got a camcorder on his shoulder. And then it dawned on me that it was one of those ‘Dogging’ things I’d read about in the Sunday papers. You know what Dogging is Father?’

‘I know,‘ said Father Tim, distracted from his phone game.

‘Dogging is a euphemism for engaging in sexual acts in a public place or watching others doing so. A lot of these activities appear on the Internet, on ‘You Tube’ and the like.’

‘Spot on,‘ said Mad Mack ‘Now,normally I wouldn’t care less but if it did end up on ‘You Tube’ and your Uncle Frank found out—well the…stuff really would hit the fan.So, I told Eddy to put the camera down but he just shook his head and kept filming. So we argued a bit and scuffled a bit and then, before I know it, him and her had pushed me out of the back of the van and driven off. And they took my bag, my gun and the money with them. And my best Nike’s. Now,who knows what’ll happen if they go to the police…’

* * *

‘Exactly how much money are we talking about here, Mack?, said Father Tim, looking concerned.

‘ About fifty grand but it’s the coppers I’m worried about. ’ve been caught on Candid Camera. Anyway,the thing is, I was hoping you’d absolve me off my sins before I go and tell your Uncle Frank. And maybe put in a good word with him for me? ‘

Father Tim shrugged.

‘Have you told anyone else about this?’

‘Not a word,’ said Mad Mack.

Father Tim nodded.

‘Dominus noster Jesus Christus te absolvat; et ego auctoritate ipsius te absolvo ab omni vinculo excommunicationis…’said Father Tim.

If Mad Mack was shocked when he saw the shining barrel of a Glock .29 pointing at him through the lattice grid, he was unable to react before Father Tim Cook muttered:’Sic transit Gloria friggin’Gaynor,’ and blasted Mack’s brains all over the confessional, producing a more than passable Jackson Pollock.

Cleanliness is next to Godliness, thought Father Tim as he scraped the blood from his dog collar. It was a good job today’s Antiques Roadshow was a repeat.

The End.





Drunk On the Moon

ONE

It’s happened to most people at one time or another. Maybe after a birthday party or a fight with the wife.

You wake up throbbing with gloom and aching with guilt.

Memories of the previous night trample all over your thoughts with dirty feet. Nausea curdles away inside you. Your mouth’s like the bottom of a bird cage and Keith Moon is playing a drum solo in your head.

You peel back your eyelids and and shards of sunlight slice through the blinds. Your bedroom looks as if it’s been redecorated by winos.

You stagger to your feet and stumble into the migraine bright bathroom to puke. You’re sweating, shaking and pins and needle acupuncture your body.

Your clothes are torn and covered in blood. And then the waves of memories come flooding back like a tsunami.

And then you put your head in your hands and you weep.

Like I say, it happens to most people every now and again. But to me it happens every month. Three times a month to be precise.

And it happened again last night.

TWO

The oil slick of night was melting into a granite grey day and dark, malignant clouds were spreading themselves across the morning sky as a battered yellow taxi with blacked-out windows spluttered to a halt in front of my apartment block.

I pushed past an over-dressed Russian woman who struggled to control a black umbrella which fluttered and flapped like a big black bat trying to escape from her grip. Ignoring her protests, I grabbed the handle and opened the door.

I shuffled into the back seat of the cab as Duffy, the driver, blew his nose on a Santa Clause napkin and threw it out of the window. Duffy’s face was so acne scarred it looked like a chewed up toffee apple and his spidery quiff was dyed black as ink. Not what you’d call a sight for sore eyes.

‘Shitty, morning, eh, Roman?’ said Duffy.

‘I’ve had better,’ I said, slumping against the car door.

Duffy hummed along to Mel Torme’s ‘Gloomy Sunday’, struck a match on the no smoking sign and lit up a Cuban cigar.

‘The Velvet Fog,’ said Duffy. I said nothing. ‘His nickname is The Velvet Fog.’

I ignored him as he ran a red light.

‘Twilight time,’ said Duffy, his face was sweating despite the fact that the cab was as cold as the grave.

‘That’s what we used to call this time of day, Twilight Time. You know, like the song?’

And then he was silent again, apart from his teeth grinding and the clicking sound that his jaw made.

The taxi snaked it’s way along the sea front, past pubs, greasy spoons, sex shops and kebab shops before stuttering to a full stop outside Duffy’s Bar. The rain fell down in sheets and the fading street-lights shimmered, reflected in the taxi’s windscreen.

Duffy got out, pulled up the metal shutters and opened up the bar.

* * *

As Duffy switched on the lights, the jukebox burst to life. Howling Wolf snarled out ‘I Ain’t Superstitious’ as I nestled on my usual bar stool, calmly contemplating the double whisky that Duffy had placed in front of me. The ice cubes seemed to shimmer, glimmer and glow in the wan light. Twilight time, indeed.

I briefly turned my gaze outside. The wet pavement reflected Duffy’s Bar’s flickering neon sign, as a gangling scarecrow rushed across the street.

Tall and with long black hair, Detective Ivan Walker flew in out of the storm like a murder of crows, bringing rain and a waft of autumn leaves behind him.

Swathed in scarves, he wore a tattered long black raincoat which flapped in the breeze.

He took the stool next to me and put his badge and his Colt Anaconda on the bar. Duffy poured him a death black espresso.

‘Twilight Time again, Roman.’ he rasped in a voice like broken glass.

‘So, I heard,’ I said.

Howlin’ Wolf ended and was replaced by Dusty Springfield.

‘The White Negress,’ said Duffy, looking up from his National Geographic. ‘That was her nickname. It wasn’t racist.’ He was a mine of information, he really was.

I took in Walker’s appearance.

His face—almost angelic—was latticed with scars. On the side of his neck was a burn mark shaped like a pentangle.

My hands were shaking and I slurped my whisky .

‘Hair of the dog that bit you?’ said Waker, as I poured myself another drink.

I said nothing. It was a tired old line but not as tired as I felt. But then, two nights on the prowl will do that to you.

‘Tough couple of days, then?’ said Walker.

I shrugged.

‘It a dog’s life, eh?’ said Walker

I ignored him, closed my eyes and let the booze wash over me.

‘Did you boys hear about the murders last night?’ said Walker.

‘Can’t say I did,’ said Duffy.

‘Really?’ said Walker. ‘It’s been all over the news.’

‘Don’t follow the news,’ said Duffy. ‘Depressing.’

‘Oh, this is a good one, though. A couple of Ton Ton Philippe’s boys were sliced up and ripped to pieces outside The Pink Pussy Club.’

Duffy and I ignored him but I knew Walker well enough to know that he wasn’t just here to chat.

‘And?’ I said, eyes still closed.

‘Oh, don’t get me wrong, these boys were scum. They work for that Haitian barnpot for fucks sake. I mean good riddance to them and a round of applause to whoever did it. Yeah, but we’ve not much to go on, though Although, it looks to me like they were ripped apart by a pack of dogs. Maybe the even same ones that took out Ice-Pick Mick McKinley last month.’

‘Ah.’

‘But…’ I heard him shuffle in his pocket.

‘We did get one possible lead. We found this in the remains of one of the chewed up hands that had been severed and thrown across the alley.’

I heard the metal scrape across the top of the bar and I knew what it was.

I opened my eyes.

Next to my whisky was a blood splattered badge. My detective’s badge.

‘Let’s be careful out there, officer Dalton’, said Walker as he knocked back the coffee, patted me on the back and headed out of the bar.

‘Bollocks,’ said Duffy, drinking vodka straight from the bottle. ‘Ton Ton Philippe!’ He shook his head. ‘You’re playing with the big boys now, Roman.

As the White Negress sang ‘I close my eyes and count to ten.’ I did the very same thing. Only, I made it up to one hundred.

THREE

The City’s brilliant neon cast dense shadows that tried to mask its sordid secrets but a stench still permeated the alleyways and the gutters and the bars. Of course, the stink overpowered some people, smothered them. But not me. I just took a deep breath and breathed in.

I’d worked as a cop in the city for twenty years; robbery, vice , homicide. But that all changed when I stumbled into what sounded like typical drunken bar brawl and I ended up in something far, far from typical.

It was way past midnight and a full moon grasped the sky. I sat half –asleep in my car outside The Playhouse at the bottom of Banks’ Hill. I was on a stake-out looking out for Ice-Pick Mick McKinley, a rat faced coke fiend who had told me that he had a wad of information of Ton Ton Philippe, the Haitian gangster whose control of The City was spreading like a cancer.

Suddenly, a sickly stew of screams and howls clung to the wind and drifted down to my car.

The moonlight oozed across The City’s dank cobblestones like quicksilver; creeping between the cracks, crawling into the gutters. I got out of the car and slowly walked up the hill, my breath appearing in front of me like a spectre.

As I got closer to Duffy’s Bar, I shivered, pulling my long black overcoat close to me and carefully pushed open the large oak door.

Checking my pistol, I stepped into the bar.

The room was suffocating in red velvet and leather. Chandeliars hung from a mirrored ceiling and half eaten corpses littered the wooden floor. And around them, feasting, were some sort of creatures – half—man, half—wolf.

Instinctively, I fired off a round of bullets but the creatures didn’t flinch. They just crawled towards me, snarling and growling.

Then I noticed Duffy on top of the oak bar lighting a rag that he’d stuffed in a bottle of booze. He threw it at a jukebox near the creatures and it exploded like a volcano.

The next few moments were a flash of fireworks and explosions

As the smoke subsided, the wolf creatures were in front of me. And then they pounced.

FOUR

I awoke in a antiseptic stinking hospital, with Walker beside me eating grapes and playing sudoku. He told me that after the explosion one of Duffy’s silver chandeliars had crashed down on my attackers who had somehow struggled from under it and crawled away.

The corpses of three half-naked bikers were found in an alleyway by Walker and his boys a short while after. Long haired, bearded weirdos, he said. From out of town.

Me? Well, they said I was lucky to be alive. Ravaged, was the word they used. So, I was given long term sick leave to recover.

And I embraced my sick leave as well as most chronic workaholic cops and filled my days and nights watching reality television, eating junk food and getting drunk. Until the end of the month that is, when a full moon filled the autumn night like a big silver dollar. And then?

Well, then, I just got drunk on the moon.

The End.





Everyday People

Brendan Burke was a creature of narrow habit and come rain or come shine, come hell or high water, he always ate meat on Fridays, even though, around the time of his seventieth birthday, it had begun to play havoc with his digestion.

‘Rebellion,’ said Brendan to Tony Amerigo. ‘Rebellion against the shackles of my Catholic upbringing.’

‘Power to the people,’ said Tony, raising a clenched fist.

Tony had been a butcher since leaving school, as were his father and grandfather, but business hadn’t been so good since the influx of supermarkets selling cut price cuts of meat. Curmudgeons like Brendan were a godsend for Tony.

Brendan put the meat in his checked shopping bag and headed off.

‘Post office, next?’ said Tony.

‘As per usual,’ said Brendan. The social kept trying to convince him to have his pension paid into the bank but Brendan dug his heels in, stuck to his guns. He hated banks and enjoyed his trips to the post office, the centre of the local tittle tattle. ‘And then I’m off to the naval club, though I still don’t know if I’m an inny or an outty’.

He chuckled to himself and was still chuckling when a lime-coloured scooter jumped a light and knocked him arse over tit.

* * *

‘Jeezus, don’t send for her!’ said Brendan. Skye, the featherlight social worker that hovered over him – looking like a delicate flower next to the mountain of a man- had suggested phoning his daughter, Sue, in London and getting her to come and take care of him for a while. He’d barley been in the hospital a week, discharging himself after complaining about missing two drinking sessions at the club.

‘She’s worse than her bloody mother was for fussin’ and fannying around,’said Brendan.

‘Well, you do need a carer, Mr B,’ said Sky.

Brendan shook his head as he looked at her. She was sparkling and fresh, from somewhere down south—home counties, maybe. How could she possibly have a clue about anything?

‘Do you know anyone?’ she asked.

Brendan just stared at her nose stud with disgust.

* * *

Barry Sweet had ducked into his flat as soon as he saw the social worker enter the building. He’d seen her before in the record shop where he hung around. She’d bought a Janis Ian CD and had tried to made conversation about it but it wasn’t exactly his cup of cocoa. Neither was small talk.

Barry was a bit off a mouse, who kept himself to himself, although it would have surprised most people to know that he loved to listen Sly Stone, Bootsy Collins and Funkadelic. These were what blew his skirt up. Along with taxidermy – his flat was cluttered with pigeons,rats, even a leathery black bat -collecting funk on vinyl was the centre of his life.

When Brendan moved into the flat opposite, Barry was a bit worried that the old man would complain about the noise but after talking to him a couple of times he relaxed . Brendan was as deaf as a post.

He was listing to Sly Stonet and changing into his ASDA uniform when he heard the scream and the bang. He stuck his head out of the door and saw that Brendan’s door was was open. And then he heard coughing, choking.

‘Are you alright Mr Burke?’ he said. No reply.

He went to Burke’s door and knocked.

‘Mr Burke?’ said Barry, louder this time. He went into the flat and saw Brendan doubled over and red faced.Barry ran towards him.

‘Are you alright?’

Brendan looked up with tears in his eyes. Tears of laughter.

‘Sorry… Sorry, Sweety,’ said Brendan. Barry blushed. He hated that nickname.

‘Couldn’t resist.’ He wheezed. ‘I just wanted her to piss off, so…’ he coughed. ‘So, I grabbed her knockers. The stuck up little cow soon scarpered then.’

‘So, you’re okay,’ said a blushing Barry.

‘Aye,’ said Brendan. ‘Do us a favour and pass us that bottle of vodka from the mantelpiece and get two glasses from the kitchenette.

Barry wasn’t much of a drinker but he thought needed to calm down before heading off to work.

He poured the drinks.

‘A toast,’ said Brendan.

‘Na zdrowia, as Polish Andy used to say. To your health.’

Brendan downed the vodka in one and Barry did the same but it burned like molten lava.

* * *

After a week or two it was decided that Barry would be Brendan’s carer. He’d do the shopping, cash his pension and pop in now and again to keep an eye on him.

Barry started to like drinking with Brendan and the carers’ allowance that he received meant that he could give up his job at ASDA. In fact all was tickety boo until November.

* * *

Tony Amerigo’s voice was like a dripping tap to Barry and the woman at the Post office was even worse. Still, he endured and managed to pop in to the record shop before lunchtime to buy Parliament’s ‘Up for the down Stroke.’

‘Pricey stuff this,’ said John, the owner of the shop. ‘Been saving up your pennies, Sweety?’ Barry ignored him and headed back home.

* * *

‘The Post Office was packed again,’ said Barry to Brendan, as he put the shopping bags on the orange, plastic, formica table.

Brendan said nothing, of course. He’d said nothing since he’d broken his neck falling out of the bath on Bonfire Night. Barry still liked these evenings, though. Steak, vodka and a bit of Bootsy playing in the background. He glanced over at Brendan’s massive frame as he unpacked the rest of the shopping and thought that he really should have bought some more formaldehyde.

The End.





The Stamp Of A Vamp

Alison Day was a mousy woman who had barely been scuffed by the wear and tear of life until the day she met Lulu, the effect of which was like lightning hitting a plane.

The Autumn night draped itself over the city, and the moon bit into the sky as Alison rushed home from her usual Wednesday evening yoga class. She felt edgy and fumbled for her keys as she heard the click, click, click of high heels on the wet pavement. She turned. On the corner of the street, beneath a blinking street lamp, a woman was smoking a cigarette. Her silhouette seemed to appear and disappear like warm breath on a cold window pane.

The woman was tall and, like Alison, in her early thirties with wan looking skin, a slash of red lipstick across her full lips and her black hair cut into a Louise Brooks bob. She was wearing a red PVC raincoat and shiny black stiletto heels and Alison suddenly felt very dowdy with her green cagoule, Gap jeans and mousy, unkempt hair.

The woman slowly sauntered towards Alison-and in a muddy foreign accent, said:

‘Keep looking at people like that and you’ll be in for a good tongue lashing.’

And then she collapsed in heap at Alison’s’ feet.

* * *

‘Would you like a cup of tea?” said Alison, “I have…’

‘Something stronger, maybe?’ purred the woman as she sat up from the sofa.

Alison rummaged in a cupboard and found an unopened bottle of absinthe.

‘How about this?’ she said.

The woman smiled and lit a Gauloise cigarette.

‘My name is Lulu,’ she said, filling two shot glasses with absinthe. ‘Drink with me, eh?’

As the night hurtled on, Alison got drunk and in the process told Lulu her life story, such as it was. Lulu seemed fascinated by Alison’s idyllic, picture postcard childhood in Yorkshire and her job at Bermondsey Library. Lulu revealed little about herself, however, except that she had come from Bucharest shortly before the revolution and that she was married to a nightclub owner called Nicholas.

‘You know,’ said Alison ‘ I hardly ever drink. My friends say that I can get drunk on the sniff of a barmaids apron.’ She giggled.

‘This is the first time I’ve drunk absinthe.’

‘Makes the heart grow fonder,’ said Lulu, licking the rim of the glass and holding Alison’s gaze.

At some point during the night Alison woke up in bed, in a cold sweat, with no recollection of getting there. Lulu, naked, was smoking and gazing out of the bedroom window. The tip of her cigarette glowed bright red and then faded to black.

* * *

In the morning, as slivers of sun sliced through the blinds, Alison awoke and saw that Lulu was gone. Memories of the night before fizzed like champagne bubbles as,on the bed, she saw a business card for Vamps Gentleman’s Club in Shoreditch. Written in red lipstick, was a phone number.

Vamps was suffocating in black leather and red velvet. It was cluttered with noisy groups of brash City Boys and semi-naked young women who wandered around with beer glasses full of money. The DJ played ‘Goldfinger’ as a statuesque blond, wearing only a pair of angels’ wings, crawled up and down a glistening pole.

Alison sat on a large black sofa next to Lulu, who was dressed in a red leather nun’s habit with a gold pentagram dangling from a chain around her neck. Tearing the label from her beer bottle she moved in close to hear Lulu speak.

‘I suppose marriage to Nicholas was a marriage of convenience.‘ Lulu said. ‘I wanted to stay legally in England and he wanted…well, a pet. He promised me a job in a West End nightclub and I ended up here. But the worse thing is, he makes me have sex with other dancers. Business partners.’ She downed her drink in one.

‘Can’t you leave him?’ said Alison, red faced.

‘If I leave him, I’ll be deported and that will be that’, she said. Alison blanched..

As Autumn trudged on into Winter, Alison and Lulu’s meetings became more frequent and murderous thoughts hovered over them like a hawk ready to strike its prey until one night Lulu eventually said, ‘Okay. Let’s kill him.’

‘You see, ninety nine percent of the human race are just here to make up the numbers,’ said Nicholas, in a voice stained with nicotine and brimmed with brandy. He was an elegant, handsome man in his sixties. He indifferently smoked a large cigar, the smoke rings floating above his head like a halo or a crown of thorns.

‘They’re just cannon fodder. Don’t you agree?’

Alison couldn’t agree or disagree. She couldn’t say a thing and she couldn’t move.

The plan had been simple enough. She was to go to Vamps on New Years Eve and ask about work as dancer. When the place closed she’d accept Nicholas’s inevitable invitation to go to his office for a night cap with him and Lulu. They were to poison him and dump his body in the Thames along with the drunks who tottered into the river’s dank and dirty water at this time of year.

But after the first couple of drinks she realised that she was paralysed. In the oak and leather armchair she was like an insect trapped in amber.

The clock struck twelve and the room was lit up by exploding fireworks. Lulu and Nicholas’ eyes glowed bright red and then faded to black.

‘Happy New Year,my sweet ,’ said Lulu. ‘I hope you like your present.’

‘I’m sure I will, darling ‘, said Nicholas, ‘I know how difficult it is to find fresh meat in these decadent times’. He chuckled and seemed to float from his chair.

As Nicholas sank his fangs deep into her neck, Alison felt pain greater than she had ever felt before. She wanted to cry, to scream, to tear herself apart but she could do nothing except listen to the sound of fireworks and Lulu’s cruel, cruel laughter.

The End





THUMP

THUMP.

There.

THUMP.

There it is again.

THUMP.

I told you. No, shh. Listen…

THUMP.

Did you hear? Listen. No….

THUMP. THUMP. THUMP.

There! You must have heard that!

THUMP.

See, I told you but you didn’t believe me, did you? She’s down there.

Of course I’m sure it’s her.

What do you mean?

Eh?

It stand to reason doesn’t it? When was the last time you saw her, eh?

THUMP.

See, what I reckon is… Shhh! Toby’s coming back. Neck that and let’s get a couple more pints in while he’s here.

Hows the match, Toby? Aye… Aye. Well there’s still time ,eh? Game of two halves and all that.

Yeah a couple more pints of Nelson please Toby… Ta.

Many in the other room? Oh, aye, him. Well he’s attached to the place like it’s an umbilical cord,eh? Tight as a gnats twat, though,eh?

Ta much.

Good CD this. Love a bit of Simple Minds, me. Could you turn it up a bit before you go back, Toby. Ta.

Aye, pain in the arse having to go outside for a cig but what can we do eh? The law’s the law.

Oh, ey Toby. Keith here was asking after your Lisa. Said he hasn’t seen her for a bit. I said a bit of what? Ha, ha…

Ey, ey, ey!

Ey, only joking mate. Sorry! No offence. Just making conversation, like.

Aye.

She still in Jockland then?

Aye, well as long as she’s alight then. Yeah. Yeah.

Aye.

Aye.

Aye, we’ll give you a shout if anyone comes in.

Right.

Shh… Wait…

Right.

THUMP.

See. Told you. It’s her, Keith.

It is.

Think about it. She was always hanging around here in them jeans so tight you could read her lips. You could see Toby’s face when anyone tried chatting her up.

Aye, only natural. But you know, the little green—eyed idol and that…

What? But she hasn’t been in for…

… Yeah, I know. I know he said she’s off with her aunt in Scotland but it’s not what I heard. I heard she was banging that Gypsy bloke that was sniffing around her and…

Yeah, I know. Only sixteen, but old enough to bleed old enough to breed, eh?

THUMP. THUMP.

Now you must have heard that?

See, that Gypsy bloke, you remember him, all gold, tattoos and hairy arms? Aye. Pentagon medallion dangling round his neck.

That’s the lad….

Shhh… Ahh, Don’t You Forget About Me… this is the stuff… Simple Minds biggest hit, you know? Broke them in the US of A…

Yeah, well Toby was ever so protective, eh? That lad must have been forty if he was a day…

May to December relationships, eh? Call it what you want Keith, I doubt Toby was too impressed. They reckon he covered Lisa’s neck with some nasty love bites… Yeah, she was smitten and that. Walking around like she was hypnotised. Spaced out, like…

Nah, doubt she touches the wacky backy, all fitness and health and safety, her.

Anyway, I reckon that he’s got her down there like that Fritz bloke in Austria. Remember him? Had his young un locked up in the basement for donkeys years?

Probably banging her himself. Can’t say I blame him, mind you…ey, ey, no need for you to get all touchy as well…only a bit of a…

What? Go where? The filth? Grass him up?

Not on your nelly, Keith. I’m many things but I am not a grass. Anyway, I think they’re still looking for me for that B&E at the gas works. Nah, you see, I’ve got a…

Hold on… Wait for the next song to start…

THUMP.

See?

THUMP.

See?

Ahh, Promised You A Miracle. Love this one. Classic.

Naw, my plan is to get down there after he closes up the pub and see if she’s there, just to be certain, like…. yeah, I’m sure she is…and then phone the press…

The papers!

You know, The Mirror, The Sun, News Of The Screws and that…and get them down here when we set her free. I reckon we could make a fortune selling the story.Telly. Book deal. Films. The lot, Keith. The lot.

What? The lock? Do you know who you’re talking, to Keith?

Piece of piss. Easy peasey, Japenesey. We get in through those double cellar doors at the back of the pub. The ones that the brewery use to deliver the booze.

Yes!

He’s only got a daft padlock on there, I can pick that in no time, you know that.

Yeah, we’ll do it tomorrow might after he closes up.

* * *

You tosser. I can’t…

Of course we need a friggin torch.I left me night vision goggles at home…nah, that was a joke, Keith. Honestly some people…

Well, at least we’ve got that full moon dangling there. Should give us a bit of light…

A what? A gibbons moon? If you like, Keith, if you like…

Right, now slowly, slowly…shh, don’t wannna frighten… Jeesus, you reek. How many slices of that garlic bread did you tuck into?

Nah, can’t stand the stuff. Don’t like foreign food, do I?

Right here we go. Steady on the ladders. Soon as we see her we phone Col at The Gazette.

THUMP.

What was that?

THUMP.

Ehh? Sounded like a bird flapping around?

THUMP.

… yeah…maybe a scream…sure of… Yeah, I can see it.

THUMP.

Hold on, it’s landed in the corner… who the…?

Nahh, it’s her. It’s Lisa… well of course it’s her.

Alright, Lisa love, only me and Keith…eh up!

Lisa, love, don’t you think you should get some clobber on? Eh, Lisa? Bit nippy down here for…

Ey, you’re eyes don’t half look red… What the fu… Lisa, no offence, normally I’d love a snog but…

THUMP. THUMP. THUMP.

Ey, Keith, where the fuck are you scarpering to? Get your neck back here…

Aw jeez, Lisa! No…

THUMP. THUMP. THUMP.

Aaaaaaah..

THUMP.

THUMP. THUMP. THUMP.

THUMP.

The End.
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