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         Carl on a bench in the midday sun. A fly lands on his hand – it looks like the hand of a dead man. Pale, yellow skin, purple blotch of decay. He watches the fly’s erratic, mechanical movement, metallic-green robot spy. A sense of doom falls across him, obscuring his thoughts in a shade of unknown horror. The day ahead of him. A looming, long, lonely day. As though, at any moment, something terrible is about to happen. Constant fear.

         The sun throws its rays all over the park and Carl squints through his sunglasses. Watching a small boy playing in the grass with his mother looking on. He thinks of all the beatings the old man gave him.

         The boy, playing happily, unaware of the life that awaits him. He stops, struck still by the sight of his own shadow, as though he hasn’t noticed it before. There is fear on his face, and for a moment he stares down at the dark spectre. He turns away and flees, whimpering in fear. Carl watches the little boy trying to outrun his shadow, twisting this way and that, looking back as the black monster keeps up. He can’t escape it. The dark figure on the floor bears down on him and the little boy cries out in panic. Carl sees the despair in the little boy’s eyes. His mother sees it all and sits unmoved, a sly grin on her lips.

         Carl feels it deep. He looks up to the blue above and the dark cloud moving across it. On the field, blackness creeps across the grass towards him. It fills his heart and consumes him. He stands up and walks away, turning back for one last glance at the good-looking young mother with her child. Sat on the bench, short skirt, nice legs, but the darkness moves over her. It drowns him and pretty girls won’t help. There’s no hope.

         The woman looks him in the eye. A look of interest, but it changes to a mocking sneer. A knowing smirk. She can sense his unreasonable fear and knows his weakness. Knows he is afraid. He’s no better than her snivelling toddler. She looks away, unimpressed.

         Above, birds circle the sky. Rattle of magpie call scratches the day and a crow pecks at dead flesh. Silhouette hunters swoop on the rec below, where parcels of pleasure and pain are passed.

         As Carl nears the street, he pauses to look back. Cloud shadow travels over the park and where he’d sat is shaded in gloom. He turns back to sun street haze and walks on.

         
            •

         

         The morning had got off to a strange start. Carl’s brother had come back to life. Dean’s wife had shown up causing trouble again. He’d told her about herself and she’d driven away screaming. Carl woke up crying. Dean was still dead. When you hang yourself, you stay dead. Wiping the tears from his face, he briefly considered ending his brother’s wife. And he woke again, startled by the peace in his flat.

         Thinking about last night, Carl laughed. He’d drank to his brother with his sister and his father. It had been six months. Kate had found an old bottle of Cognac in the back of a cupboard, unopened. The old man thought it was shit.

         – Never heard of it. Someone give it me when you was a boy. Can’t remember who.

         Camus Napoleon Cognac. They cracked it open and it was beautiful. Went down like silk. The bottle was written in French. No alcohol volume, none of the legal information. Kate looked it up on the www. A rare Cognac, bottled in the seventies. The cheapest she could find it was two hundred and fifty quid. The old man, broke as fuck in an ex-council house.

         – Story o’ my fuckin’ life. Oh well. A good drink for Dean.

         
            •

         

         In the cafe, Carl orders egg, bacon and tomatoes, toast and a cuppa. The young girl with a smile-mask writes down the order and pours the tea.

         – Don’t cut the toast.

         – No, I remember. Where’s your brother?

         Carl has to tell the story again. How many times? He almost chokes on his words. The mask breaks and the waitress cries. Eating his food with the fog of a shattered mind, emptiness of stolen thoughts, staring into nothing. Smell of fried food. Tinkling of spoon in a mug. Finishing his tea, he looks at the paper on the table and sees an article about brutal gangland killings, wonders if it’s anyone he knows.

         Fucking morons knocking each other off.

         Paying for his food and the girl, so sad.

         – I’m so sorry for you. Your brother was nice.

         – Thank you.

         Outside, the road deserted. Like a mystic dream road, empty parked cars, strange silence. Bleak street, desolate heart. Grey, melancholy sky. He walks back to a lonely black van.

         The client is already there when he gets to the car park. Carl pulls up in the space next to her car. Greek bird. Husband at it. So she said. Just needs the evidence. These lot are all the same. A bit wealthy. Bored wives, or husbands doing too much overtime. Wanting to catch their cheating spouse in the act.

         He gets out and greets her, detached manner. Some of the women try it on a bit. Flick of the hair, flirty eyes. Show a bit of leg.

         – Did you listen to it?

         – Never do. None of my business what’s on it. You pay me and I hand it over.

         Nobody wants to pay for a recording of nothing.

         – How much is it again?

         – Two hundred.

         She gives him the dough and he passes her the recording. Easy money. Give the client a bug to place somewhere to catch a betrayal. Park a motor outside with a voice-activated recorder. Leave for twenty-four hours. Collect, get paid, pass over the evidence. As many days as they want. They do most of the work themselves. He can still do small building jobs, refurbs, kitchens. He could work when he wanted. As little as possible. Carl was never a fan of hard work. He hated the thought of devoting his life to it. He was still trying to get used to being a part of it all. Society, life, the way things are. Having to fit in somehow.

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         Trying to relax in a bath, Carl feels the water tighten on his skin. Each bubble a universe of rainbow horror. He hates soap. Hates the artificial smell. The feeling of it shrinking on his flesh. Itching. The internal dialogue of a jumbled mind. Thoughts racing with a strange and twisted understanding, then lost in rambling disorder. Confusion of thoughts obliterated. Unable to slow down or hold on to any meaningful idea, Carl sinks his head below the surface. He sees himself, covered in blood, screaming silently. Eyes on fire. Chaos wells up, like an explosion building inside. He comes up for air to a still room, atmosphere of trepidation and the thoughts still racing, like a film on fast-forward. Carl feels a presence at the door ajar. A feeling of being watched. Looking up, he sees an eye at the crack, peeping. Cold creeps through his bones.

         – Hello?

         The dark figure moves away.

         – Who’s there?

         Nothing. There’s nobody else in the flat. He wonders if he is even really there himself. Shadow spreading out from the coved corner of the bathroom ceiling, reaching slow darkness of eclipse. Fear bloom in the gut, like smoke clouds billowing, billowing, billowing.

         
            •

         

         In the living room now; Carl wonders how he got there. He remembers the bath and then nothing. From that moment to the next in another room, hours later. No memory of what occurred between. Blank.

         He picks up the paper. Strange gangland killings. Unexplained deaths of villains. Police, no leads. Unusual deaths. Details leaked. Blunt trauma, followed by the removal of the heart, while victims are still alive. Hearts are missing. Murders look like savage attacks, ending with bizarre ritual sacrifices. Not what you’d expect from criminals bumping each other off. Usually done by shooting or stabbing. Sometimes it’s torture. But not like this.

         Door entry buzz of shattered peace and broken mind intrusion of outside coming in. Carl goes to the hallway and talks into the entry-phone receiver.

         – Hello?

         – It’s me.

         – Anna?

         – Who else? Let me in.

         Carl presses the button and hears the buzz and the heavy slam, then landing silence broken by the echo of high heels on stairs. He waits by the door, listening. The click of heels falls nearer and the door bangs. Carl looks through the spyhole, unsure if it will be Anna, or some trick played on him. It is her. He opens the door.

         – Alright?

         – I’m alright, what about you? What’s the matter? Did you forget I was coming?

         – Na, I just lost track of time.

         – Again? You keep saying that. Did you forget what you were doing?

         – I don’t know. Must’ve nodded off.

         Carl watches Anna hang her coat and put her bag down. Bending over, her skirt goes up, teasing at the top of her thighs just below the swell of her cheeks.

         – You should go to the doctor. You keep forgetting stuff.

         He puts his hand gently round her throat and gripping the windpipe, shoves her against the wall, lifting her onto her toes.

         – Shh. Your heels rise for me.

         Her face softens in a look of lust, eyebrows arch. He kisses her deep, lowering her back onto high heels, and lets go of her neck. Anna unzips her skirt and drops it with her underwear. She steps out of her knickers and stares defiantly, eyes alight.

         – I haven’t got time for your games.

         – I ain’t got time for your lip.

         Carl takes her arm and twists it up behind her back, grabs a handful of hair and frogmarches her to the living room. He pushes her over the sofa arm, face down, arse up, and kicks her legs apart.

         
            •

         

         Watching telly, aftermath bliss of fuck-dream-daze. Anna smoking and telling Carl about her day. The news is on and Carl sits forward to turn up the volume. The story about the murdered criminals.

         – Have you seen this?

         – Yeah. Anyone we know?

         – Dunno. Old Bill are trying to keep it hushed, but some little fucker leaked the gory details to the papers. No names though.

         – You seen any of that lot?

         – I told ya, I’m done with all them lot.

         – Alright. You just seem a bit preoccupied lately. You keep losing time.

         – I broke all my ties. I ain’t lying.

         – You can’t blame me for asking. You don’t seem right to me. Go to the doctor. You’ve been through a lot of stress.

         – I’ll be alright when me brain chemistry settles down.

         – I know, but on top of that, you’ve had your brother ’n all that. Just go and see someone. It can’t hurt. You never talk about it.

         – I don’t want to talk about it.

         – Suit yourself. I worry about you, Carl.

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         Papa Lou gets out of the black Benz and walks to a red front door. The Hunter watches ’til the last moment. Already knows there’s nobody else there. Papa Lou pushes the door open. The Hunter, out from the shadows, creeps under a mad moon in predator steps of cold calm. Papa Lou turns to see, holds down the jump and stays cool.

         – Come.

         He turns back into the doorway and The Hunter follows. Across the threshold, pulls the sawn-off head of a lump hammer from jacket pocket, swings it into temple. A sickening crack and The Hunter slams the door behind them as Papa Lou goes down, kufi skidding on the tiled floor. The Hunter removes a long coat, shoves it in a plastic bag and throws it to the corner by the stairs. Standing over prone man, snarling, fire through blood, like magic. Mind swimming in mad soup. One more hit for luck, a dull thud and Papa Lou lies stunned as The Hunter strips him. Shoes first, trousers and underwear yanked down and off, followed by socks. Shirt pulled open and sleeves tugged from arms. The big man nude, The Hunter kneels down by the moaning flesh on the floor. Blood mess from the head and face, lips opening and closing, no sound. Papa Lou struggles and grabs the smaller figure, but he is weak from the head injury and falls limp from three hard punches.

         The Hunter pulls a knife, drags sharp shiv across dark skin under bone cage, spilling red. Open cavern, hand in up to the forearm, warm viscera, finds pumping muscle and pulls out.

         Mad beat of held heart, as The Hunter bites into pulsing core and claret everywhere. Consumes the heart and feels the gold light come in, like a beam from heaven. Transformed into a god. Magician with a baboon head. The golden glow flow in the blood and The Hunter hisses like a cat as the power throbs through veins. The monster stands and roars, head thrown back, blood mouth bubbling. Visions of wild beasts killing and eating each other, an orgy of cannibalism. Sees its own face in the mirror change into a mask, malevolent grin of death and hunger. Ecstasy.

         The Hunter standing over a red-soaked bathtub, washing away blood, has no idea what the time is. Rinses the tub with shower head and wipes taps and everything touched. Walks back to hallway horror of smashed skull, open torso, and pulls the coat on. Rolls up the bloodstained T-shirt and puts it in the carrier bag. Driving across town to an estate with communal bins. Nobody about. The Hunter dumps the bag with the T-shirt and drives into the dream night, mad moon, cut like a peephole in the black above. Street lights blur and trail a strange orange glow on enchanted concrete vision.

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         Carl in the park, sitting on a tree stump staring at nothing. Grey clouds move fast above, give an impression the sky is leaving. Something bursts inside him. He looks down to silent movement of green blades and the grass blows a rhythm of waves. Smell of fields and the sound of a warm breeze. An abrupt awareness of being watched rudely interrupts Carl’s state of peace and he looks up at the large shrub in front of him. Is there someone behind it spying on him? No, it’s the bush watching him. Knowing. Seeing it all, deep inside. All the secrets too. All the pain, the lies, a frightened boy, through shoddy disguise of cool front, no cares and unafraid of anyone. Terrible moment of frozen bone fear in the marrow and burning through blood, as the bush takes on ominous aura of enemy entity. The air turns solid around him. Carl sits still, looking at the malevolent shrub expanding, as it looks back defiant, menacing atmosphere. He feels like something bad is going to occur.

         His attention is caught by a dark cloud in the blue above, moving a sly shadow across him. He gets up to leave, but it’s too late. Two men sit down on a bench by the path. They look at Carl and he thinks they might be somehow involved with the watching bush. He walks back to the van, looks around, gets in and drives away.

         Nothing was going on back there.

         – Nothing was going on back there.

         Carl says it out loud and repeats it several times.

         You’re an idiot.

         – Fuck off!

         He raps his head with his knuckles.

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         Two nude girls twirl on a stage, kiss and sway. Wind their hips. Lit bright, super trooper beam in the gloom. Slow, seductive dance. Audience dark, unlit. Sitting at small tables. Shadow faced. Anonymous. Mesmerised. Pretty waitresses bring them drinks. Anna watches the dance. Another girl finishes counting up the till. Anna goes behind the bar to stand with her.

         – Good night tonight?

         – Not bad.

         – All alright then?

         – Yeah, all good. Nothing out of order.

         The bouncers step aside to allow a group of men through the door. Anna watches them walk through and stand at the back in the shadows. Ominous presence. Several large men. Anna recognises one of the silhouettes as Mick. He nods at her and she waves back.

         The show finishes as the spotlights darken and the girls leave the stage. The dim wall lights brighten. A tall woman appears at the centre and announces the end of the night. The audience cheer and whistle.

         – Thank you for coming, I hope you enjoyed the show. Please make your way out of the building.

         The guests slowly stand and shuffle out into the night. Five men at the back remain standing. A waitress brings them drinks. Anna takes the cash from the girl at the till, walks to a door at the side and goes into the small room behind it. She opens a safe and puts the money in it.

         Mick and his entourage walk over to the door. Mick knocks.

         – Come in.

         The men all go in. Anna is standing at a desk with the five men crowded around her in the small room. The men are all staring at her. Mick steps closer.

         – I promised the lads a girl tonight.

         Anna looks at Mick. She is wary of his close proximity and being surrounded in the small room, but doesn’t show it. Relaxed face, cool smile.

         – I’ll fetch some of the girls. They can choose.

         – They’ve already chosen.

         Anna looks round at the smiling faces. Leering grins. There’s no way out. The big man by the door pushes it shut and locks it.

         
            •

         

         At home, Carl looking out the window, trying to remember how he got there. Calm stillness of quiet flat. The sky turns mauve and breaks up into patterns. As he stares through it, the small fragments spread out from the window frame into the room with him, and Carl sits there watching them dance and turn in the air around him. He looks at the space before him and the furniture is just visible through the jumbled shapes of colour. The pattern fades out and the room fades in, clear, as though it had always been there, without interruption. Carl feels out of place. Like he’s just appeared in an alien world. Odd and awkward, a sense of foreboding. A distant telephone rings in the quiet. A door slams somewhere in the block. Then peace again.

         Silence shattered by buzz of telecom, every cell on edge, and Carl answers with a hatred of everything outside of him.

         – Hello.

         – Open the door.

         – Who’s that?

         – It’s Mick. Open the fuckin’ door.

         What does he fuckin’ want?

         Carl reluctantly presses the buzzer and waits. As he hears the footsteps approach, it’s clear there are at least two people, maybe more, and Carl feels doom coming his way. He looks through the spyhole and in the corner of the landing, a shadow spreads across the floor towards his door. Mick’s face appears with two others behind. Tom and Frank.

         What’s he got them pair’a cunts with him for?

         The door bangs.

         – Open up, ya prick.

         Carl turns the door handle and Mick shoves it into him and pushes past.

         – Alright, Mick?

         – No. Do I look happy?

         – Dunno. What’s up? Hello boys.

         Tom and Frank don’t reply and stare Carl down.

         – What’s up? I heard you’ve been snooping around.

         – What d’ya mean?

         – Take ’im in there, I don’t like standing in the hall.

         Tom grabs Carl’s arm and steers him into the living room. Carl’s flesh prickles at the atmosphere and he knows it’s not a friendly visit.

         – Sit down.

         Carl sits, aided by an encouraging shove, and the other three men stand over him. They distort, growing in size before him. Features enlarged. Square faced. Heavy brow, predator eyes.

         – Now what’s all this I hear about you snooping?

         – I dunno what you’re on about, Mick.

         Carl is trying to think what he’s done to invite this unwelcome visit. Perhaps he has spied on a friend of Mick’s.

         – Don’t fuckin’ lie to me, cause I’ll hurcha. A little birdie told me that you were snoopin’ on naughty girls and boys playing away.

         – Oh that? Yeah, well, you know. I gotta eat, ain’t I?

         – So you’re a dirty little snooper then, ain’t ya?

         Carl shrugs a nod.

         – So, Snoopy. You got buggin’ devices, right?

         – Yeah. That’s all I do. I just record and sell ’em the recording.

         Mick rubs his chin and looks out the window thoughtfully. He turns back and smacks Carl in the face with a hammer-fist.

         – Ah, what’s that for?

         – When you stopped doing work with me, I thought, I’ll keep an eye on that one. Never know what the mad little cunt’ll do next. But I heard you got yourself straightened out and I’m thinking, he’s done alright. But now look. Now you gone and got yourself in trouble, ain’t ya?

         – Why?

         – Why? I don’t know why. That’s just how it goes, son. You can’t escape yourself, can you? You know what your biggest fuckin’ problem is?

         – What?

         – You’re seein’ it every time you look in the mirror, son. It’s you. You can’t get away from you. Have you seen the news, the killin’s?

         – Yeah. What’s it all about?

         – Fuck knows. Nobody knows. Two of ours, three Africans, a couple of Yard boys, a few Turks, five of the blacks down the way, one of the Pakis. Even the Irish. No one knows who’s doin’ it. All blamin’ each other. The Old Bill don’t know nothin’. Ain’t got a clue.

         – What are you gonna do?

         – No, what are you gonna do? That’s what you should be askin’.

         – Why?

         – You’re goin’ back to work, son.

         – No, I’m done.

         – Don’t you fuckin’ tell me what’s what. I’m tellin’ you. You’re the one who worked with everybody. You’re the lone ranger. You’re the fuckin’ Snoopy. I tell you what you’re gonna do. You’re goin’ back to work with everyone. You’re going to use your little nosey devices and stick your snoopin’ snout into everything and find out what’s fuckin’ happenin’. What’s the matter? You don’t look keen.

         – I don’t want to get involved.

         – Tom.

         Tom leans over and punches Carl in the side of the head. Frank drags him out of his seat and holds him while Tom gives him a few digs. Frank lets go and Carl crumples and folds up on the floor. Mick puts his foot on Carl’s face and pushes down with all his weight, crushing him into the floor. Carl resists the urge to fight back. He can’t win.

         – You’re gonna do it, or you’re gonna get it. Understand?

         – Yes.

         – Good. Now, here’s a little treat to get you back into the swing of things.

         Mick lifts his foot off Carl’s cheek and signals to Frank. Frank chucks a bag of light brown powder on the floor, next to Carl’s face.

         – Don’t do it all at once.

         When he hears the footsteps getting quieter on the stairs, Carl pulls himself up and wipes the blood across his mouth.

         – Cunts.

         He picks up the bag of powder and throws it at the door. He tries to think through the blurred haze of a punched head. Blank mind of stress-broken thought and no answers come. No way out. He gets up and walks over to the little bag. Looks about a quarter. He picks it up and lobs it in the bin and sits down on the sofa. Then he gets up again and fishes it out the bin and puts it in a drawer, slams it shut. He sits down and puts his head in his hands.

         – Fuck sake.

         Carl looks up to the ceiling and holds his hands stretched out, like Jesus on the cross.

         – I’m tryin’. I’m really tryin’ hard. Can’t you just toss me something good? Anything?

         He drops his arms by his sides, still looking up.

         – Cunt.
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