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Interview Room 2


This sort of guy, the way he jangles his keys, you just know he’s sexually frustrated. This sort of guy, if this was in a bar, he picks at the corner of his beer label and peels it up till it rips. He flips cardboard mats off the edge of the table and tears them without thinking. This sort of guy, if this was in a bar, he eats complimentary peanuts when he’s not hungry and jiggles his left foot up and down like a street drill.


Today and here and now, this is not in a bar. Where this is, you’ve got to assume it’s underground. This place, with the guy and his keys, with the woman prodding me along from behind, the thing is: lack of windows. The thing is, strip lights, meaty walls. Cables and pipes on the inside.


This place, you’ve got to assume that thing with the air, that stillness, that heaviness, it means we’re buried. You’ve got to assume it’s rock and soil behind every breeze-block, worms and moles headbutting at concrete. You’ve got to assume, somewhere, there are stairs going up.


This place, when you shout out loud, eats up the echoes like soundproofing. This place, down here, everything is migraine-noisy.


So these two goons, this man and this woman, these two pinstriped nightmares in smart worksuits and polished shoes, these two fashion-corpses with name badges and matching socks, with jangling keys and shoving hands, they lead me to a door that says ‘Interview Room 2’.


Heavy-arsed hinges, hardcore locks. Opening, it groans like a whale.


The funny thing is, seriously, I have no idea how long I’ve been underground. Down here you’ve got to assume they turn lights on and off at the same time every day. You’ve got to assume they feed you three times during Lights On, and they’re not just messing with your head.


They could, you know. Disrupting diurnal rhythms. Fucking with your circadian cycles.


The funny thing is, underground, until these two robot-suits, these dead-faced smuganauts, these paid-to-be-grim authority machines, until they came and fetched me from my cell, I hadn’t seen another human being since I arrived.


Whenever that was.


Given why I’m here, you have to wonder what sort of sick bastard ends up in Interview Room 1.


Down here, underground, these clockwork thugs, these law-chimps, these smarm-monsters, they cluster round and do that shove-in-the-small-of-the-back thing. This is like you’ve seen on American police shows. This is propelling me out of the corridor and through the door.


‘Sit,’ the guy says. The guy with perfect teeth, this sexually repressed gimp, this floppy-haired public-school disgrace to the gene pool, his name is Jason Durant. It says so on his badge. I recognise him from somewhere, and I think maybe he visited me in hospital. I can’t be sure. I don’t know how long ago that was.


He doesn’t look like a Jason.


He looks like a Paul, maybe. Or a Jim.


Or a Sam. He looks like a Sam.


Scratch that. What he looks like is an arsehole.


In Interview Room 2, if you want to know, there’s a smell. This smell, it’s from every school hallway you were ever in, every doctor’s waiting room, every public toilet, every terminal-patients-only-easywipe-walls-AIDS-zombie-in-the-corner hospital ward. This smell, it’s something to do with magnolia paint and breeze-blocks and linoleum floors. It’s something to do with cheap detergent and plastic chairs and forgotten urine and Confused Old People, et cetera et cetera.


Listen. That smell, seriously, what it’s mostly to do with, just so you know, is this: a complete, one hundred per cent lack of hope.


I’m sitting in a plastic chair. Not on it, you understand. It’s that kind of chair. Down here I’m sitting without any handcuffs, without a light in my face, without a packet of cigarettes and without a mirror.


I expected a mirror. A big one.


‘You’re Michael Point?’ asks Jason a.k.a. Jack a.k.a. Jim a.k.a. Sam. This is from the other side of the table, with him and the woman facing me. This is him still fiddling with his keys in his jacket pocket.


I expected a mirror, a big unnatural one-way-glass mirror, because where else will the sergeant stand to watch? Or the little guy, you know the one, with wide-rimmed glasses and old-style recording gear? And a clipboard. In movies, he’s always got a clipboard, that little rat-man.


There’s always a mirror. Only, look, not in Interview Room 2.


‘Call me Mike,’ I say. ‘Aren’t you going to record this?’


The thing with there being no mirror, also: there are no cameras.


And Jason, all sexually frustrated, all hitching curtains of hair out of his face, he looks across at his colleague. Her name badge, it’s sort of hard to read on account of being right next to her boob. I keep getting distracted. Her name badge, I think it starts with an ‘A’.


Jason says, ‘Yeah. We’re recording this. We’re recording everything.’ And he waves a hand, like maybe I’m an idiot for not noticing the cameras and microphones poking from the walls. Like maybe only a complete fuckwit would ask a question like ‘Aren’t you going to record this?’ Like maybe out of all the pond slime that’s sat in my seat, across the table from him in Interview Room 2, no other stupid moron has ever voiced such a twat-brained query.


Only I still can’t see the cameras and microphones.


‘So, Mike,’ he says, and he smiles. I told you already he has perfect teeth. ‘Why don’t you tell us what you do for a living?’


And I figure: fuck it.


So I tell him.




Chapter One


Today is Wednesday. Today I’m delivering pizza.


Yesterday I was a minicab driver.


On Monday . . . let’s see. On Monday I was busy. On Monday I was a delivery man. Also, a jogger. On Monday night, I bought groceries and walked them back and forth outside this gigantic grey apartment block. Up the street. Round the roundabout. Back down again. Monday was hardcore.


Already I’ve had three different careers in this town. I only got here on Sunday.


This could be anywhere. This could be Bristol or Birmingham or Brighton. It could be Edinburgh. Maybe Norwich, maybe Guildford, maybe Exeter. Maybe this is Cardiff or Southampton or Bradford or Swindon or Liverpool. Nottingham, even.


Get a pin. Fetch a travel atlas of the UK, flip open to any page. Jab that puppy in there. Anywhere you like, maybe that’s where I am. Maybe that’s where I’m delivering this pizza. Maybe that’s where, yesterday, I sat out in the car park and waited for my fare.


With pizza delivery, the clothing is important. Don’t try to emulate one of the big chains. Not Dominoes or Herbies or Papa John’s. You choose one of those, you might bump into another employee, which, let me tell you, is awkward.


The one place this isn’t, the one place this couldn’t be, is London. I don’t work in London.


This is what you could call a Rule.


For the record, this is a town called Bracknell. But, really, truly, it could be anywhere.


Pizza firms like red. They like blue. They like baseball caps and Aertex shirts. They like name badges. Also bumbags for tips and change. Also chewing gum. Chewing some chewing gum is a good idea. Apart from the name badge and the gum, you can pick up the kit from a charity shop for a fiver. The name badge, you make yourself.


Bracknell is what happens when a capital city runs out of room.


Bracknell is what happens when London has been bombed to paste by the Luftwaffe and needs a place to lick its wounds.


The way I look at it, Bracknell is the twentieth century’s urban carcinoma.


Also, check out Milton Keynes. Also, Hatfield, Peterborough and Harlow. Corley. Northampton. These places are all what you might call secondary tumours.


A tumour, which the Americans spell without a second ‘u’, is a patch of cells that don’t want to stop. A tumour is your basic cellular workaholic. A tumour is cell division gone wrong. A tumour is where your body gets impatient. A tumour is evolution on speed. Abnormal or morbid growth, the dictionary says.


This is a metaphor. Bear with me here.


The gum, you buy at a local petrol station. This is important. Being seen, being recognised, is important. This isn’t about stealth. This isn’t about wearing black and bursting through windows. This is about misdirection.


Abseiling off the roof? Fine. Cool. Very Hollywood. Very stealthy. But how the hell did you get up there? Huh? You think Mrs Gibbs in flat 3A, on her way out to the bingo-rama, is going to smile politely at the balaclava-wearing ninja as he wanders past on the stairs? You think that evil shit of a dog, the one being taken out by Mr and Mrs Mudharki from 5C, the one on its way down for an evening crap in the car park, is going to wag its tail and dribble at the spicy aromas of Mr Suspicious-looking-SAS-wannabe as he sprints on by? Shit, no. He’s going to bark.


Yap.


Whatever.


The answer is pizza.


Sometimes you get a tumour wrapped up in a layer of fat. Like a snowball, only greasier. Sometimes the tumour can’t keep growing, on account of having nowhere to grow to. So what it does is relocate. It ‘seeds’.


This is called metastasis.


The gum, by the way, is just for appearances.


Think of that fat, that white capsule of soggy shit, that surrounding, suffocating bundle around the tumour, as suburbs. Think of the fatty layer as street after street after street of identikit houses with identikit cars. Think of that grease-thick spooge as two point four kids, stable middle-tier managerial job, firm Christian values, keep-your-perversions-in-the-cupboard Johnny Everyone.


A city, like, say, London, can’t grow when it’s wrapped up in fat. It’s got to relocate. Start a new colony.


Welcome to Bracknell.


The upshot is, Bracknell has no old buildings. Bracknell has no local history. Bracknell might as well have been dropped out of an army helicopter, prefab.


Insert slot A in shopping mall B. Score along the jagged pedestrian-path, then fold.


In Bracknell, the stones have no sense of weight. In Bracknell, there’s not much to respect. In Bracknell, everyone’s what you might call equal.


In Bracknell, equality is like suspicion. Everyone’s eligible.


In Bracknell, you want to avoid the stares and glares, you drive a minicab.


You deliver parcels.


You go for a jog.


You buy groceries and walk them home.


You deliver pizzas.


On the way up to the eighth floor, I nodded at the old lady. On the way up, the dog smelled the pizza and wagged its stubby little rat’s-arse of a tail. On the way up, I smiled and said hi to the mutt’s owners.


I said hi to the girl in the petrol station when I bought gum. On the way up, I’m chewing it.


These people, maybe, will remember me. It’s important to be polite.


On the eighth floor, flat 8A is empty. Mr Whatever-the-piss-his-name-is, with the steroid-shoulders and the moustache, he works evenings.


On the eighth floor, flat 8C is empty. Little Miss Single-parent makes a point of heading out with her kid every evening. Two hours, sometimes three. My guess is, swimming lessons. Piano lessons. Cinema. Junk food. Ice skating. Bowling.


My guess is, your-daddy-left-us. My guess is, he’s paying maintenance and she’s spoiling the kid rotten. My guess is, it’s none of my business.


On the eighth floor, flat 8B is not empty. On the eighth floor, I use the pizza box to jam open the lift. On the eighth floor, I rummage in my bumbag. In America, these are called fanny-packs.


There is no money in my bumbag.


In my bumbag there are several bits and bobs. There are two narrow rods, which look a little like hacksaw blades. There are two pairs of flesh-coloured latex gloves.


On the eighth floor, in flat 8B, someone is watching TV. I can hear the EastEnders theme tune.


In my bumbag there are two matchboxes which do not contain matches. They rattle a little when I shake them.


EastEnders is a soap opera about a community of miserable, melodrama-prone men and women living in a miserable, mythical part of London’s East End. Remember the tumour thing? The East End is Bracknell’s spiritual home.


In my bumbag there is a fixed-barrel Ruger Mk II .22, with a disposable silencer which I made myself. It’s easier than you might think.


I also made the pizza-company name badge, which says my name is Kristoff. My name is not Kristoff.


The two rods which look like hacksaw blades – guess what? They’re hacksaw blades, filed away in interesting patterns along each long edge. One is called a torsion bar. The other’s an insert bar. A more effective lock pick you will not find.


In the matchboxes are spare bullets, just in case.


I’m not here to deliver pizza.




Interview Room 2


It’s important you understand how simple this all is.


Back in Interview Room 2 – remember that? – I’m telling Jason Durant and his scowling partner, hey, it’s simple. I’m saying, there’s no mystery, no hidden agenda, no deep-rooted social psychosis. There’s no Freudian psychoanalysis bullshit, no externalised self-loathing manifesting as destructive tendencies, and there are no – no – no strings attached.


What I’m telling them is: it’s nothing personal.


What I’m telling them is: It’s. All. About. The. Money.


It’s like my personal little mantra.


‘Have you ever heard’, I ask them, ‘of George Bernard Shaw?’


This is fidgeting like maybe I could use a smoke. I don’t smoke.


I say, ‘He was a playwright.’


They look like maybe they already knew.


‘So?’ the woman says. The way she’s sitting, with both elbows on the table, it makes her blouse sort of ruck up in between each of its buttons, like a mountain range with its valleys fastened down. I shouldn’t be staring at her blouse. I should be Answering Questions and Paying Attention.


The point is, I can see her bra. In Interview Room 2, I feel like a twelve year old catching a look.


Her saying ‘So?’, that’s the first time she’s spoken.


‘George Bernard Shaw’, I say, oh-so-very-fucking-matter-of-fact, ‘said the people who get on, they’re the ones who get up and look for the . . . the circumstances they want. And if they can’t find them, they make them.’


I’m pushing the envelope labelled ‘Smart Arse’ here. I memorised that line years ago and I still misquoted it all to hell. I memorised that line in some dusty schoolroom with the same grey-yellow walls and the same fruity hospital ward detergent stink as Interview Room 2. That line appealed to me even then.


Borrowed wisdom. Give it a go.


Try casually dropping some double-clever quote into conversation, like you thought of it yourself. Try getting around the fact that people write things differently to how they say them. Try blagging your way through a discussion where everything’s already been said before, and everyone knows it.


‘What’s your point?’ the man says. Jason Durant. With his eyes, he’s telling me that he doesn’t give two self-removed foreskins for George Bernard Shaw, socially viable life-goals, or whether I, his captive, his piece-of-shit prisoner, his man-in-the-crosshairs, feel stupid or clever.


Jason Durant, I do not like one little bit.


The thing with borrowed wisdom is, pretty soon there’ll be nothing else. Pretty soon it’ll be that you can’t say a single thing that hasn’t been acid-etched on someone’s gravestone before.


One day we’ll run out of music.


You borrow too much wisdom, you forget what originality is.


The way I see it, at least I told them I was quoting from memory.


I still haven’t looked at the woman’s name. Her name badge is two inches from the lacy edge of her underwear.


‘The point is,’ I say, staying focused, ‘I’ve always known what I want.’


‘And what’s that?’


I smile, like our boy Jase must be thick not to get it. He pulls that shit on me, I pull it on him. This is karma.


‘Money,’ I say. And I smile wider. I smile and tell him things are oh-so-much, much simpler when what it all boils down to is basically deep-rooted personal avarice.


The woman’s bra, that tiny matinée-performance sneakpeek it’s treating me to, it puts me in mind of a doily. The kind you’d maybe put a drink down on, in some mouldering old lady’s home.


Speaking of which . . . ‘Could I have a glass of water?’ I ask.


Doilies are to old age what pornos are to adolescence. Cats too. I think of old ladies, I think of doilies and cats. I think of so much cat shit everywhere that little old Beryl, or Maude, or whoever-the-hell-she-is, she’s slipping about in it like a drunken slag at an ice-disco. I think of little Agnes or Mavis or Ethel, I think of her stumbling about, smelling of soap and piss and cat food, and I think of her brittle hip popping right out. Then it’s ambulances, operations, artificial joints, cyborganic grannies, blah blah blah.


Doilies and cats. Doilies and cats are to ancientness what erections are to puberty.


You’ve got to wonder how much money the excretion habits of the feline population of the UK is costing the NHS.


Me, I’m more a dog person.


In Interview Room 2, as the woman huffs and stands to fetch a drink, as her blouse creeps open a fraction more, as the perfect camber of a perfect breast sears itself across my eyes, I’m remembering how it felt to be twelve.


If these guys ask me to stand up any time soon, I’m in trouble.


And look, I know. A grown man shouldn’t be struggling against the disobedient behaviour of his prick in response to nothing but a frilly bit of underwear.


It’s just that this is probably the last real boob I’ll ever see, and if you don’t mind, I’d sort of like to enjoy it.




Chapter Two


In Bracknell, the tall man in flat 8B on the eighth floor, the man who weighs too much, with receding hair and a microwaved curry planted neatly on his lap, the man who pissed someone off, his final message to the world goes something like this: ‘Nuh.’


Apartment blocks are a pain in the arse.


For a start, you’ve got your noise issues. Breeze-block-cavity walls will stop a .22 hollowpoint without trouble, but what they won’t stop is a big sod-off bang. You’d better hope the neighbours are watching John Wayne flicks with the volume on full, or you’d better know they’re out.


The neighbours are out. Trust me.


I know they’re out because I was here yesterday. Yesterday I was a minicab driver, remember? On Monday, the day before, I was a delivery man. Also a jogger. On Monday night, I bought groceries nearby and took them home. Several times.


I’ve clocked up more minutes on the pavement in front of this big ugly building than the pigeon-shit that calls it Home.


This building, this stack of shoebox cages with packing-crate window boxes and eau-de-urine stairwells, I know like the palm of my hand.


The neighbours are out. Take my word for it, OK?


This tall bastard, he’s so into EastEnders he doesn’t even hear the door-lock go. This tall bastard, he doesn’t even notice I’m here till the trigger’s halfway home. This tall bastard, his curry is so bright with artificial colours it glows. It hits the rug between him and the TV like a monosodium-glutamate supernova. This tall bastard, his eyes bug out like an over-inflated sex dolly.


The neighbours are out, but. But down a floor, up a floor. That’s a different issue.


Vertical neighbourhoods. I told you already, apartment blocks are a pain in the arse. With apartment blocks, if you want to shoot someone, maybe right in the face, or in the heart, or just maybe in the leg, whatever, then you’re going to need some specialist equipment.


This tall bastard, he says, ‘Nuh,’ and the curry’s already seeping into the shag pile.


To construct your very own homemade silencer, you will need:


a square yard of strong and flexible matting: fibreglass for preference


a foot of ¼-inch car-brake line


a powerful epoxy resin, with the mashed-up-horse hardener


a drill rod or cut dowel to fit the inside dimension of the barrel snugly (this is important)


a foot of 1½-inch PVC piping with a pair of end caps


six small wood screws


a couple of sandpaper sheets


two ¼-inch, or smaller, drill bits


razor blades, elastic bands, masking tape, rubber gloves, a spare


afternoon and somewhere private


This is all in books. This is all over the Internet like acne. Borrowed wisdom. Here’s one I made earlier.


Good for four hundred rounds, give or take, and your upstairs-downstairs neighbours needn’t know a thing. This tall bastard, his brains look like clay mixed with cat food.


I always think of spitting at times like this. A glob of saliva hitting a hard surface. A hand slapping a book on a desk. Bubblegum popping.


Spwk-spwk-spwk-spwk


That’s what your silencer does. It’s not like in the films. It’s not like the popular Hollywood impression that a muffled weapon makes the same noise as an industrial crop-sprayer.


Ffft-ffft-ffft-ffft


That noise is what could affectionately be called wrong.


I shoot this gangly pituitary freak four times. Twice in the head, twice in the chest. He dances, he bulges out his eyes, he slaps back into his sofa like liquid, and he deposits his primary yellow curry like a sacrifice at my feet.


On the TV, generic EastEnd fishwife number 1 shouts at generic EastEnd fishwife number 2. This is the bit where distractions count, so I’m glancing at the soap-opera action, I’m checking out the pictures on the wall, I’m looking through cheap Venetian blinds at Bracknell. I’m looking at everything except the cooling puddle of meat on the couch.


He looks sort of comfortable.


Maybe.


With apartment blocks, the second problem is ooze. If you leave your kitchen sink to overflow, sooner or later Mr Patacharia downstairs gets himself a runny ceiling. Sooner or later he’s going to wake up in the night with something dripping on his forehead, like piss out of plaster.


And yeah, maybe he switches the light on, and what’s falling on his head is water.


Maybe it’s not.


The point is, if you shoot someone in an apartment block, you’d better be able to stop him from bleeding everywhere in a hurry.


Option number one is this: stick the tall bastard in the bath.


Mr Tall-where’s-the-back-of-my-head-gone-bastard, he’s a shower person.


He does not have a bath.


‘Shit.’


Rugs. Rugs are good. You wrap a guy up like a fajita and maybe stick him on the sofa. Keep him high. Let your basic everyday gore splatter go brown and crusty before it even gets to the carpet. Think of this as a premature coffin. Think of this as a scaled-up drip tray from beneath your expensive gas barbecue. Think of this as a pancake for a tall, balding, crispy shredded duck.


Think of this as sleeping bags for the dead.


While I’m looking for a rug, I’m thinking: 240lb? 250lb? Big-boned, mate.


Mr Tall Bastard, he has no rugs.


‘Shit.’


Let me tell you, you want to make sure you don’t get manhandled by some unscrupulous mercenary Dispenser of Human Termination after you’re gone? Here’s a tip: cancel your gym membership.


For picking up a body – an unpiloted one, I mean – see also: lifting a sleeping cat. See also: wrestling water.


Shifting this tall bastard is going to be tough. Shifting this dead, bleeding piece of ex-human is going to make me wish I’d brought along a woodsaw. I hate killing fatties.


A duvet. A duvet is as good as any rug to catch drips. Improvise. That’s the name of the game.


On the carpet, the tall bastard’s brain-spooge is mixing with the curry sauce. Suddenly, I’m back at nursery school, mixing yellow and red to make . . . to make a sort of bubbly, swirling brown, except all speckled by bits of skull.


This tall bastard, this man-monolith, this tree wannabe, guess what? He has no duvet.


He’s a sheet man. Sheets are no good at all.


‘Shit.’


So I’m standing over him and swearing, and I’m feeling the time slide by like I’m on a rollercoaster, and I’m wondering what his face looked like before I put two .22 hollowpoints right through it, when it happens.


This tall bastard. This tall bastard moves.


Oh yeah . . . the hollowpoint thing.


What you do is, you widen the cavity at the top of each round with a pillar drill. If you do this too fast and you’re lucky, maybe you’ll just lose a finger or two.


Curiosity killed the cat, right? Well, impatience killed the hitman, but only after it was through pulling out his teeth and crapping in his mouth.


This tall bastard, when I say moves, I don’t mean the whole ‘contracting muscles’ thing. I don’t mean the moaning, farting, soiling-your-dead-self thing you see in films. Just for the record, that stuff doesn’t happen as often as you’d think.


I mean moves. I mean his eyes open. There’s not much left of them – all gristle and pus – but, oho yes, they’re definitely staring.


Not just staring, you understand. Staring at me.


I move, they move.


‘Shit.’


So you’ve drilled the hole bigger, and now you’ve got a bullet which is basically a syringe. Conventional wisdom says, fill it with poison. Take a small lump of melted wax and seal the hole. Load it into a clip, and hey presto! Instant lethal injections. Makes sense, right? That way the client’s dead whether he’s K.O’d or winged. Only, here’s the trick: what is poison?


This tall bastard, this messy piece of offal at my feet, he should be the happiest corpse in the world. He should be out like a light. He should be crotching through fairyland, whether I shot him in the head or the leg. This tall bastard has enough unnatural fluid clogging his veins to O.D. a dinosaur.


For the record, there’s a hole like a volcano where his forehead used to be. For the record, poison or not, this tall bastard should not be moving.


He’s moving. He’s watching me, the bastard, and oho yes, oho yes, I am getting freaked.


Poison. One drop and you’re dead.


Listen: if you’ve ever been food poisoned, you know it’s not that simple. One man’s instantly lethal death juice is another man’s hospitalisation-followed-by-kidney-failure-and-dialysis. One man’s screaming, choking anaphylactic shock is another man’s mild headache.


Listen: the seeds of the castor bean plant Ricinus communis can be broken down into two separate poisons. Ricin is a potent cytotoxin. That means your cells go to hell like salt in the bath. RCA is a potent hemagglutinin. That means your blood gets sticky like treacle and all your veins burst in the back-up.


All in books. All on the Internet.


This tall bastard, he blinks like his eyelids are still even there, and blood pours out of his mouth like he’s gargling on soup.


This is very irregular.


A single milligram per kilo of bodyweight of either RCA or Ricin will kill you. The common castor bean plant is easy to get hold of. This, ladies and gentlemen, is the dream poison.


Provided you don’t mind waiting two days for your client to apply boot-to-bucket. Provided you don’t mind convulsions, abdominal pain, bloody diarrhoea, tail-diving blood pressure, rhubarb rhubarb rhubarb. Unpleasant, to be sure. But not exactly hasty.


This tall bastard, you don’t get much hastier than two holes in your head and two in your chest. He hasn’t got the hint.


What you should be looking for in your poison à la mode is: supply, effectiveness and compatibility. You’ve got be able to get the stuff. It’s got to kill quickly – like maybe faster than it takes to get some poor gutshot goon to the police. And it’s got to kill everyone. Healthy, sick, immunodeficient, veggie, vegan, lactose-intolerant or not.


And here’s the problem, people, honestly: there really isn’t that much in the world that’ll actually do that.


Thallium rat poison: takes hours. Easily detectable due to gastrointestinal symptoms and paresthesiae of hands and feet. If it’s detectable, it’s treatable. All in books. All on the Internet. Borrowed wisdom.


Sodium Cyanide. All but impossible to get hold of. Trust me on this.


Compound 1080: same problem. Only place it’s still used as a commercial pesticide is New Zealand and, unless you have the time to nip round the world every time you get a job, that’s where it stays.


Hydrobromide of hyoscine. Rare, expensive, ineffective.


Then you’ve got your basic home-grown old-wives’ favourites: mistletoe, jasmine, yew, daphne berries . . . All as effective as papal porno.


This tall bastard, oh god. This tall bastard, he’s got nothing on the back of his skull. It’s all gaping open like wet lips, like someone cut open a womb, like a rotten watermelon. It’s broken like an ostrich egg with spaghetti inside.


This tall bastard, shit . . . this tall bastard has a hole through each side of his chest. His shirt started off white. Now it’s pink.


This tall bastard, let me make this perfectly clear, he’s dead.


He opens what’s left of his mouth, and – seriously, I’m not shitting you – he talks.


‘That’, he says, through so much blood and paste that it hangs off his chin, ‘was out of order.’


For the record, his eyes burn red. For the record, his fingers are too long.


Arsenic, right? Everyone’s heard of arsenic. Death’ll take two hours or two days, depending on how good you are at breathing puke and hanging on to your kidneys. Either way, 2.5 mg of Dimercaperol every four hours for two days, and welcome to a Brave New World of witness parades, artists’ impressions, court testimonies and a whole lot of trouble for yours truly.


Arsenic can kiss my arse.


This tall bastard, he tries to stand up and calls me a cunt. His left eyeball hits the floor like a water balloon, and behind it, where it came from, there’s only brightness and red.


You kill people for a living, you get used to seeing some nasty shit. (Actually, that’s not true. You get used to ignoring some nasty shit.)


But when it’s thrashing about and calling you names, when it’s oozing over the carpet like Niagara Falls, let me tell you: it’s sort of tricky to ignore.


With poisons, I spent a long time thinking it through. It’s not like you can just test things.


What I did was, I went to Birmingham.


This tall bastard, he crashes about like he’s having a fit. He moans and shouts and stamps his feet, and all the time his face is falling off. All the time there’s gore swinging under his bottom lip.


This tall bastard, his pointy little fingers slap my shoulder as he swings round, and suddenly I’m back with it. I’ve been in shock, maybe. I’ve been a rabbit-in-the-headlights. Maybe.


This is realising I can’t be dreaming, on account of how I’m still awake.


Tall bastards don’t stand up and call you a cunt when they’re dead. It’s not normal. It’s reasonable you’re going to be alarmed when it happens.


Only now he’s slapped me one round the face. Only now I’m back in charge. I’m thinking it through. I’m cool as a cryogenic cucumber. Scratch that. What I am is this: Aware.


Aware, say, of the red puddle round his feet. Aware he’s stamping and moaning so loud, he’s oozing so much, he’s bashing the walls every time he moves, that – listen – someone is going to notice. Stealth is out the window.


Vertical neighbourhoods. Shit, shit, shit.


In London a gram of white heroin – this is clean shit, straight from the joyous, liberated farmers of Afghanistan – comes in at around £80. In Glasgow, maybe it’s sixty, maybe it’s forty. Depends who you ask. Depends what you want. Depends who you know. In Birmingham, it’s £25 a gram.


This is a tangent. Bear with me here.


This tall bastard, he’s getting better. He’s got a new eye. The hole in his head just closed up, and the slime on his chin, it’s un-sliming. You ever seen one of those gross-out Mondo documentaries, where they get the stop motion camera to record a decomposing human body? The collapsing head, the rictus grin, the peeled-back lips, all of that? If you’ve ever seen one of those, then play it in reverse. That’s what’s happening to this tall bastard.


He looks like a balloon, re-inflating. He looks like a jigsaw, finishing itself off.


What he looks like, most of all, is a 250 lb exploded ogre putting himself back together, piece by piece.


He staggers forward, and I’m moaning in my throat. He thumps into me – jelly bear hug and shit there’s blood everywhere – and my hands are round his neck. It’s warm and slippery and he’s gasping, and the hole in his head is gone.


I’ve been in this room five minutes already. I should be long gone. I should be clean. I should be the Fonz. Instead I’m late, I’m covered in blood, I’m panicking, I’m about to piss myself if this zombie doesn’t get out of my face, doesn’t stop shouting, doesn’t stop living.


Stealth. Yeah. Yeah, right.


Your average heroin user gets through somewhere between 50 and 80 milligrams a day. You want better statistics than that, good luck. Different supplies, different metabolisms, different purities. Hardened user or beginner? Intravenous? Intramuscular? Smoke it, eat it, stick-it-up-your-arse?


You ask Mr Holy-shit-where’s-my-life-gone addict how many times he sticks a hollow tube into his flesh and pumps it full of rendered Diamorphine, how much he uses, how pure his supply is, and what you don’t get is numbers. What you don’t get is hard facts.


What you get is ‘Whatever it takes.’ What you get is ‘Why do you wanna know?’ What you get is ‘Leave me alone.’


Not much is precise, with heroin. Same as poison, see?


Listen. What’s precise is this: if you’re a first timer, 500 mg will kill you in minutes. If you’re a frequent user, 1800 mg will microwave your brain and detonate your heart.


Conventional wisdom says I should fill my hollowpoints with poison.


Heroin’s cheaper.


What I’m getting at is this: this gangly bastard, this overweight piece of human cholesterol, this stringy wedge of fuckwitted big, four bullets means he’s carrying 4000 mg of pure skag.


China White. Aunt Hazel. Chiva. Smack. Brite.


All dissolved in lemon juice. All mixed up in citrus squeezings, which keeps it liquid. Heroin, normally, you’ve got to heat it up to dissolve it.


In bullets, heat is a stupid idea.


This tall bastard, he’s choking and staggering. He’s grunting and shouting, though the bleeding’s stopped. He’s a slippery bastard, and I’m strangling him like he’s done me wrong, like he’s my enemy. I’m dancing with him, and every footstep goes squitch squitch squitch. I’m wedging the heels of my hands up under his wattles and I’m squeezing like he’s made of sponge. I’m waiting till his face goes red and he dribbles, and I keep squeezing. This, for the record, is the most awkward kill I ever made.


You want to know what awkward is? Awkward is buying £500 of pure Afghan Poppydust from a smug Brummie kid when you don’t know the latest street slang, the latest crap euphemism.


Number 4. Mud. Hero. Polvo. Dog. Al Capone. AIP. Whatever.


This tall bastard, I shot him four times. This tall bastard, he’s had a hundred quid of top-notch nastiness mashed into his blood.


This tall bastard, he should be the happiest stiff in the world.


Dead people shouldn’t be allowed to come back to life. They shouldn’t be allowed to regrow the bits I blew off. I feel very strongly about this.


It takes five minutes. It takes using my hands. This has never happened before. It takes wringing his tall neck until his windpipe crackles.


He goes down and I watch. I watch and I’m daring him to try resurrecting again. I watch maybe ten minutes, just waiting for the Lazarus skit. The messiah thing. The on-the-third-day-bullshit. Tall bastard.


At some point I realise I’ve gone mad.


At some point I realise it’s a hallucination. Obviously.


What I’m thinking is: be cool. What I’m thinking is: go through the motions. Pick up the spent shell casings. Take a shirt from his cupboard, put it on. Bundle the bloody rag you wore on the way up into a sports bag from under his bed, and take it with you. Disassemble the gun and replace it in the bumbag. Switch off the TV.


Wipe your face down.


Don’t look at the body.


Don’t look at the body.


Close the door behind you. Pick up the pizza in the door of the lift.


Don’t run. Never run. Just walk. Nod and grin and walk.


What I’m thinking is: get the fuck out of there.




Interview Room 2


In Interview Room 2, the woman is back with my water. She’s brought it in a little paper cup. You know the kind, with the conical bottom, so either you drink it quick or it soaks through the recycled paper and wets your crotch. Crap little paper cups like this, the one thing you definitely can’t do with them is smash them on the table and use the jagged edge to fight your way to freedom. Crap little paper cups like this, they’re an insult to dramatic convention.


The woman, she sits and passes it to me without a word, and I’m thinking that at some point, maybe while she was out of the room, she’s adjusted her bra or her blouse or whatever. Suddenly the secret little peek hole is gone.


Bugger.


When she came in, the door squealed like a pissed-off pig.


Right there, maybe she notices me copping a look, because suddenly she’s doing this thing with her eyebrow – just one of them – that makes her look like she’s had a stroke and only half her face is working.


For some reason I’m suddenly wanting to say ‘sorry’.


Just in case you didn’t catch it, I kill people for money. Ogling tits should not be the end of the world.


I let it go. The way to look at it is, down here, down amongst the rapists and pimps and murdering crackhead sickos, she should be used to it by now. I shift my eyes as if I’m looking at her name badge.


Her name is Anna.


Her partner, Jason Durant, this coiffured Aryan Nazi pigshitter, who, from the look of him, definitely is a part-time pervert bondage freak, has more pressing things on his mind. I’ve just finished telling him the Bracknell story, hand movements and all, and his mouth hasn’t closed yet. Crap little paper cups like this one, it turns out they’re perfect for miming a strangulation, and my fingers are still wrapped around the soggy cone, held up for the moron to see.


His eyes are bugging out like someone pushed a tyre pump up his arse.


‘So . . . just to . . . reiterate,’ he says, like it’s for the benefit of the recording devices I still can’t see, ‘you admit to murder?’


I choke on my water, like in a cartoon, and it’s only down to some quick lipwork that I don’t douse these two goons, these two bright-eyed bastards, with spittle-spray.


He’s just heard me tell the sodding Bracknell story, and he’s fixating on that?


‘Didn’t you hear me?’ I say. ‘The bloke came back to life! He had holes in him. Fucking holes. Blood everywhere.’ More hand movements, another twitchy eyebrow from Little Miss Disapproval.


Jason Durant, this leering little arsewipe in a pinstripe suit, he waves it all aside.


‘Murder,’ he says, clinging to it.


He thinks I’m mental.


He thinks I’m cerebrally diseased. He thinks my frontal lobe is an ulcerous mess with damaged synapse pathways and degraded neural connections. He thinks I’m gaga. He thinks I’m some sort of hallucinating psycho.


Ahahaha.


‘I’m serious!’ I say.


‘Murder,’ he repeats, like he’s an icebreaker cutting through frozen bullshit. He counts on his fingers. ‘Then you’ve got breaking and entering, possession of a grade A narcotic, firearms offences . . .’


Un-be-fucking-lievable.


Some people, people like our man Jason Durant, you just cannot hold a rational conversation with. Some people will listen to the best joke in the world then correct you on your grammar. Some people will read the best book ever written, then complain about the title.


Some people will sit and listen to you saying how, shit, look, a dead man, an actual dead piece of meat, sat up, bled everywhere and called you a cunt, and still go off on one about the most ridiculous and irrelevant detail they can latch on to.


‘Murder,’ Jason says. ‘You’re paid to kill people. Correct me if I’m wrong.’


If I wasn’t down here in Interview Room 2, or outnumbered, or recovering from being shot twice by an Armed Response Unit, I’d fucking have him, that squinty-faced perfect-toothed slice of mullet-haired wank.


‘That’, I say, ‘isn’t the point.’


The woman leans forward.


Anna, she-of-the-perfect-tit, smiles.


‘Tell us the point, Mr Point.’




Chapter Three


From the block of flats in Bracknell to the travel lodge off the M4. Rental car. Window down, music playing, make-sure-people-notice-you-loud.


Hard stuff. Sledge hammer bass-beats you can’t buy from a high street store. This stuff, this angry sonic leprosy, this eardrum-bleeding throb, you have to track down to backstreet empires of LPs and unlicensed porn. This is to ‘dance’ what atomic war is to A Frank Exchange of Views.


I fucking hate dance music.


Oom-chkka-oom-chkka-oom-chkka


The gun I’ve stripped down to parts, like a platter of shrapnel in a plastic bag on the passenger seat, and every couple of minutes I’m losing another chunk out the window; bouncing off into the bushes. The sports bag with the bloody shirt, it hits a ditch and sinks. Maybe someone will find it. It doesn’t matter. It’s all his blood.


I lose my shoes five miles from each other. Footprints, sticky blood, chewing-gum residue. These are the forensic expert’s closest friends. I have spare shoes in the glovebox.


The music, it makes the air shiver like a shotgun.


I’m trying not to think of dead fingers flexing. I’m staying away from imagining eyeless sockets oozing open. I’m keeping my mind well away from zombies using the c-word.


Oom-chkka-oom-chkka-oom-chkka


It helps, a little.


You don’t listen to this shit for relaxation or enjoyment. You don’t listen to this shit because it makes you want to dance. You listen to this shit to stay focused. To get aggressive.


To make sure people remember you.


Oom-chkka-oom-chkka-oom-chkka


Slow down through towns. Let them see you. Make eye contact. Smile.


Gangs of pre-pubes in mock-Burberry caps and puffer jackets. Nu-Goths on street corners, trench coats and blue-rinsed hair. Indies and townies and slags.


Teen clans. The tribal nations of youth.


Let the little fuckers hear you coming.


Oom-chkka-oom-chkka-oom-chkka


Hard guy in a car. Loud music.


Oom-chkka-oom-chkka-oom-chkka


Smile. Smile. Then drive off.


They’ll remember you, maybe. But they’ll get it wrong.


The gun, every time I stop at traffic lights I’m running a rat-tail file down the barrel, losing the ballistics marks, changing the signature. At the motel I lose the stock in a rubbish bin out the front. From here, you can hear the motorway like a pulse.


This is how it feels to be a blood clot, watching other cells rush by.


This is how it feels to be a foetus. Muffled life.


I like motels.


At the reception I smile at the walking acne-monster on the desk and pick up my key.


‘Have a good evening, Mr Rose.’


My name is not Mr Rose.


‘Thanks.’


Smile. Smile. Nod and grin. Let them remember you. Let them see you.


Does this defy the logic of criminal mentality? Does parading about with my face hanging out get me a black mark in the Big Book of Villainous Stupidity?


No. No, no, no. Ladies and gentlemen, let’s hear it for the human brain.


(Crowd goes wild.)


My pal, the evolved organic computer. My good mate, the Human Face Perception Mechanism. This is a Borrowed Wisdom phrase. This is a dull-science term which means ‘the ability to recognise people around you’. This is the one tentative shambolic little feature of the human calculator that stands between me – a sicko antisocial mercenary bastard – and anonymity.


In my motel room, I wipe down every surface for prints. To the best of my knowledge I haven’t taken off these uncomfortable latex finger-condoms in here, except to sleep and wipe my arse. To the best of my knowledge, my good friends in the British constabulary do not have my fingerprints, photograph or DNA profile on record anyway.


The thing is, nobody ever got caught being too cautious.


The thing is, all you need in this job is assiduousness and anal retention.


See also: a certain moral lassitude.


The thing with the human brain is, you learn its weaknesses. You learn the flaws and oversights of that lump of spaghetti sloshing inside your skull, and in my line of work you can meet people’s eyes and smile, smile, smile. And never be seen again.


In my motel room, I pack carefully. More haste, less speed. My mother used to say that.


Anyway.


In my motel room, I’m checking there’s nothing left behind. I’m checking there’s nothing in my bag that shouldn’t be there. I’m checking the bed’s made and there’s no reason for the maid to pay special attention. No curious stains on the sheets. No pubes in the plughole. No calling cards. No giveaways. Nothing memorable.


The hardworking individuals of the Thames Valley Police are renowned for their enthusiasm, integrity and devotion. It would be remiss of me to make life too easy for them.


The thing about the Human Face Perception Mechanism is, Photofits. The thing is, Identikit. The new thing is, E-fit.


Sign of the times. Stick an ‘E’ in front of any word: instant modernity.


E-Fit stands for Electronic Facial Identification Technique. What happens is, Little Miss Braces in the petrol station, little Miss Pregnant-by-the-age-of-fifteen, who sold me chewing gum before I killed the client, who smiled and nodded and grinned, she sits down with an officer maybe a week or two after the event, and she tries to make my face.


Little Mrs Whoever-the-hell, the one with the stinking dog who passed me on the way into the lift, on my way to shoot her upstairs neighbour through his face, she scrolls through nose after nose, chin after chin, smile after smile.


Little Mr Acne, the minimum-wage junkie working the motel lobby, who really does believe my name is Mr Rose, he points and he clicks, he drags down a new cheekbone, a new eyebrow, a new hairline.


These are the agents of my destruction, and I’ve smiled at every one of them.


It’s all computers, these days. Used to be artists. Used to be chunks of photos on cardboard, put together like jigsaws. Used to be transparencies, one laid on the next. New methods, new techniques, same problem: people don’t see faces. What they see is features.


I check out of the motel at nine o’clock that night, though I’ve already paid for the extra night. This is one of the many measures I take in my working life which I – cutely, don’t you think? – refer to as JICs. Just In Cases.


If the pus golem thinks it’s weird, walking out early, he doesn’t say so. Maybe he’ll remember it when the PCs slide by. When the forensic units set up white tents in the car park. When he’s asked the same question thirty times.


This will maybe happen days from now. This will maybe happen weeks from now. Depending on how well I’ve covered my tracks, this will maybe not happen at all.


Even so, every siren on the motorway, every sonorous banshee wail in the distance, my heart’s heating up like the music in the car.


Oom-chkka-oom-chkka-oom-chkka-oom


Driving, the leather seat feels like dead skin against my back, and already I’m seeing clotted wounds, ruptured meat. How many cows die to upholster a car? How many vegetarians wear leather shoes? How many butchered heifers stand right up, brains sliding from spike-driver holes, and call the slaughtermen cunts?


Not many, I’m guessing.


I peel off the false moustache before the sweat unsticks the glue.


When the fine men and women of the nipple-headed-uniform seek witnesses to this most heinous of crimes, when they’ve done the piece-by-piece search and found the chunks of gun lying in fields, playgrounds, pisshole-ditches, laybys, bus lanes, gutters, hedgerows, when they’ve tracked me from the murder scene to my motel, when they’re pursuing their enquiries with vigour and enthusiasm, this slab of sticky horsehair gumming up my top lip will become my own personal Jesus Christ.


Out of the motel. Lights and motor sounds, like an arthouse installation.


Oom-chkka-oom-chkka-oom-chkka-oom


I switch off the stereo. Out here on the motorway, on the carcinogenic arteries of the motorised nation, there’s no one to impress with angry beetz. The road has its own rhythms. The road breathes traffic and shuddering air.


Back to Features. Let’s role play.


You meet a guy in the street. Let’s say he bumps into you. Let’s say he’s using a crutch and his aluminium almost-leg whacks you one in the shin. Let’s say this embittered walking injury is so monged on his own inferiority he doesn’t even apologise. Let’s say this self-hating bastard is so down with wallowing in disability he doesn’t feel the need to act like a civilised human being.


Give him a good hard glare. I dare you. I know how it works. Ooh dear, he’s disabled, you mustn’t say anything, poor soul, blah blah. Cut that shuffling troll to shreds with razor blades out of your eyes, then walk on. Feel better? Karma fully restored?


OK. So. What did he look like?


Was he a caucasian male with oak-brown hair going to grey central parting and the first vestiges of a bald patch, approximately sixty years old, five feet ten inches, wearing a shabby blue raincoat with a rubber hood and toggles, a chequered shirt and black corduroy trousers with faded patches over the knees, one polished black work shoe and one waterproof sock, whose face comprised an unbroken Greco nose, sallow cheeks, brachycephalic brow, disproportionately thick lower lip, minor gap between front teeth, hornlike black eyebrows in unsettling incongruity to the hair, attached-lobes, shadowy bags beneath both milky-blue eyes, and a pronounced scar running between his colossally flared nostrils and the upper edge of his mouth . . .


Or was he a miserable old shit with a crutch and big fucking hare-lip?


On the motorway between Bracknell and London I wind down the window and listen to the air drumming inside the car. The speedometer’s touching seventy on the nose – maybe a fraction over – and I’m slipping right down the middle lane. This atmosphere-percussion, this thwub-a-thwub-a-thwub, it’s keeping me awake like a hammer to the head. Dance music has nothing on this.


On the motorway, I’m reaching up and scratching my face. On the motorway, a little piece of my face comes off.


This may sound obvious. This may sound like the first thing you learn at your weekly classes in Vicious Murder 101. But you know what?


It works.


Photofit, Identikit, E-fit, these things will never accurately create an image of my face. Why not? Because people don’t see faces. They see features.


Let’s pretend I come back to Bracknell in a month. I’m seeing here-there-and-everywhere posters. Pieces of white rain-damp paper taped to lamp-posts, with POLICE NOTICE in big serious letters, and a man staring at me with big, serious eyes.


MURDER.


This man, his face is an amalgamation of bland features borrowed from the memories of those who created him. He is an E-fit gargoyle meant to look like me.


HAVE YOU SEEN . . .?’


This man, he has a moustache like a slug on his lip.


CALL THIS NUMBER WITH INFORMATION.


This man, the girl in the petrol station couldn’t exactly remember his eyes, but, wait, weren’t they . . . weren’t they a little like that guy in that film, you know the one, with the hyperintelligent killer crabs and the sex-scene on the submarine?


This man, the woman on the stairs caught a good look at him, and his chin put her in mind of a schoolteacher she once sucked off during detention.


This man, the spotty goblin in the motel would swear blind he got those eyebrows right, bang on the money, stake-his-life-on-it, and if maybe they have echoes of his mate’s girlfriend’s dad’s drinking-buddy’s brother . . . coincidence, right?


On the motorway, a police car streaks past me, all whirligig lights and breathless sirens. High-speed disco.


On the motorway, my heart goes thwub-a-thwub-a-thwub along with the air in the window. Ohoyes, even me. Even now. Sweaty palms. Dry mouth like gargling on cocaine.


Trying not to think of dead men and bloody faces and strangling hands.


The cop pulls off at the next junction.


This man, the man in the poster, the staring bundle of poorly segued features and bulging eyes, it’s like someone took a marker pen and drew a big black blob on his cheek.


REWARD FOR INFORMATION LEADING TO THE ARREST OF . . .


This man, it’s like a pigeon took a shit on every single sheet of paper, right below his eye, up against his nose.


This man, he has a mole.


A big mole.


You know the kind.


This is the kind with three or four little hairs – little wiry bristles, like Satan’s pubes – poking from the top. The kind no one would ever be rude enough to mention, would ever dare refer to in conversation. The kind where people keep accidentally saying the word ‘tweezers’ in the middle of sentences, then going red.
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