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Prologue
All the days ordained for me were written in your book before one of them came to be. Psalm 139 v16.
He placed the book down on the only space on the sideboard, as he got his jacket from the back of the chair. He put it on as he looked around the cluttered room for his trusty flat cap to keep the chill from his bald head. Though it looked like fine day from the window he was sure, that at this time of year, the image was deceiving.
“Now where did I leave that cap this time,” he said aloud to himself, his accent speaking still of his origins in Eastern Europe. He made a mental note to himself not to forget the unusual looking tome he had left to the side.
“Ah there you are,” he said as he spotted his hat hanging where he usually left it, on the hook in the hall by the front door to his flat. After searching fruitlessly in his living room for a moment or two, before his memory flipped on and at the same time deleted his mental note.
As the years had past, his memory had become filled with holes. They weren’t gaping caverns of darkness, just momentary dark spots that quickly vanished. He placed the cap on his head, feeling a little annoyed at himself for not looking in the hall in the first place. He could remember when he was younger he’d never had a problem with his memory.
Images flashed before his eyes of the old Jew who had given him the book. With it his flight to England, to escape the darkness which was descending on his homeland and sending the world headlong into the Second World War. He was among the lucky, getting out just in time. He like so many others joined the fight against the evil. The RAF had been his choice in which to do this, as ground crew. It had given him a pride in his appearance that he still had all these years later.
He exited his flat into the public area of the block that had once been just one house many years before. As with many of the old Victorian houses around the area, it had been converted during the seventies to house students as well as anyone else needing cheap accommodation. Now it was run down with years of neglect, peeling paintwork littered the grubby carpet. This suited the old man, for it meant few noticed who lived where.
After a moment, fumbling keys, he had the door securely locked. He held the banister as he descended the poorly lit stairs to the ground floor. The high ceiling with its once ornate cornice and wide hallway told of grander times. As did the extra large front entrance separated from the rest of the hall by the portico, with its double doors, that always sat open. A half circular window above the large main doorway offered the only light, though years of filth gave the daylight a grey, dirty look.
As he opened the large heavy door bright light from the sunny January day flooded into the hallway for the short moment as he vacated the old building; his eyes quickly adjusting. The crisp Liverpool air still held a touch of winter chill to it. The small front garden showed the same lack of care the landlord showed to his flats. Refuse littered the small space either side of the path to the street; the gate sat permanently open, half off of its hinges. Black bags of rubbish rotted slowly in one corner, dumped by uncaring tenants, its unpleasant smells kept at bay by the winter cold.
He was onto the street within a few paces; then turned left. Hartington Road was a long wide street running from Croxteth Road to Smithdown Road. Across the street the houses backed onto the old Smithdown cemetery. He walked briskly, the bright sunlight seemingly giving him a more youthful spring to his step than you would have thought for a man of his years.
He turned onto Vandyke Street without noticing the slight change to the surrounding architecture of the Victorian housing and the new build on the corner or the suspicious looking figure that followed a few yards behind him. The day was cold even though the sunshine suggested more warmth than it was prepared to offer. Yet this mattered little to the old gentleman, as just being out of the damp confines that was his home always lifted his spirits.
Halfway down the street he began to cross to the other sunnier side and out of the shade. He reached in to his pocket expecting to feel the comfort of the old book that had travelled with him through the years since he became its guardian.
He stopped in the road on not finding it where he always kept it when he left the house. He began searching his other pockets in the false hope he had put it into the wrong one.
“Now where did I put it?” He was sure he had it before suddenly remembered putting it down. His heart sank at the thought of going back but he knew he must.
A car quietly gained speed toward the figure that had stopped suddenly in the road. The man didn’t look up, so lost in his thoughts. The car threw him up and over into the sunny gutter like an old sack of rags. The thud of the impact echoed off of the near by houses. The car continued to speed off onto Lodge Lane, its tyres screeching angrily at being force to turn right out of sight; joining the traffic as if nothing had occurred out of the ordinary, leaving behind its victim.
* * * * *
The emaciated figure crossed the street to the crumpled still form, left in the wake of the car. Though he had glanced around quickly to see if anyone was about, he missed a large dark figure emerging from a near by house. The shoddily dressed individual knelt down beside the old man, feeling safe no one would stop him. He stared silently for a moment; as if worried the old man might begin to move, before beginning to search the pockets when he was sure that the old man would offer no resistance.
“Hey, what do you think you’re doing?” A loud baritone voice came from behind, bringing the emaciated youth to a halt.
The thin man looked round, startled before jumping to his feet, like an athlete off of the blocks. He darted up the street in the same direction the car had sped, turning left into the lane just before he got to Lodge Lane.
The large man with dreadlocked hair that contrasted with his suit and Mera Peek jacket, reached into his pocket for his mobile to call the police, he could tell from just looking the old man was beyond help. The old man’s blood had pooled around his head like a halo; his eyes stared sightlessly towards the pavement, his leg twisted in a painful pose.
A door close by opened then another, as the neighbours came to see what had happened. To say how terrible things had become when you couldn’t cross the street in safety. To see if they knew who the victim was. To be seen doing their part in the great drama that had arrived to break up the monotony of their day.
Chapter 1
For a fire has been kindled by my wrath, one that burns to the realm of death below. It will devour the earth and all its harvests. Deuteronomy 32 v22.
Fire raged, jumping from one building to the next. Human torches added to the scene of devastation that surrounded him. The screams of the dying filled the air, grating his nerves. Sweat drenched his clothes and hair, causing them to cling uncomfortably to him. He felt it was somehow his fault but how? What had he done? He was nobody; he couldn’t possibly have done this. Yet still the feeling of guilt filled him with dread.
A fiery figure ran from a doorway of a building across the wide canyon street. Without stopping it somehow seemed to home in on where he stood. It turned in a wide arc towards him. He wanted to move, to run, yet couldn’t take his eyes from the approaching hellish vision.
The road surface seemed too spontaneously combust in front of him, as it came for him. He could smell the acrid smell of cooking flesh mixed with the heavy choking fumes from the bubbling asphalt. The sound of shattering glass from the heat was just audible above the trumpet like roar of the blasting fire storm surrounding him.
He tried to shield his breath with his damp shirt. Still the smoke caught in his throat causing him to cough.
He tried to make his legs work but they refused to take him anywhere. He looked along the street; its flaming building impossibly tall, as the apparition grew closer, hoping for salvation. Its hands reaching out for him as a rasping, pain filled voice screamed its accusation, “It’s your fault.”
* * * * *
He woke, sweat trickled from his forehead; his sheet smelled of the dampness from his back. The nightmare still held him as his eyes scanned the darkened room, expecting to see the human torch. His heart crashed rapidly against his lungs, as he slowly realised it had only been a dream. Yet he still couldn’t put it to one side as the question remained. How was it my fault? And what had I done?
He sat up, wiping the moisture from his brow and his sandy wet hair from his eyes with a shaky hand. A clattering sound told him that his flatmate was in the kitchen. “Is the kettle on?” He called out; his voice still betrayed his Welsh origins. He struggled to free himself from the sheets, which had somehow knotted themselves around his lower legs during the night.
He had been living in Liverpool since taking up a course at the Uni five years earlier. He lasted the first year but dropped out when his gran had died suddenly. She had brought him up from the age of eight after his parents were killed in a car accident. She had meant the world to him and her passing had thrown a monkey-wrench into his life’s plan. Now he just coasted, as he called it, aimlessly from day to day.
“Already done,” came the reply in a strong scouse accent.
His jeans lay where they had been left, on the floor by the foot of the bed. Once they were on he vacated the room, grabbing then pulling on his other clothing as he went; leaving the curtains drawn, as his need to relieve himself was greater than the thought to allow daylight to glimpse the mess of his room. No need to scare the wild life, he joked inwardly.
After emptying his bladder he washed his face in the sink, using cold water so as to drive the last of the sleep away. He sniffed at his pits before deciding to give them a quick splash of water too. With the usual ritual the dream finally began to lose its hold on his conscious mind. After drying off on a grimy looking towel, he searched the window sill for antiperspirant to choke himself with. Once he was sure his torso was thoroughly coated in the spray he deserted the bathroom to find coffee to finish his morning habits.
“Hey Toby,” he said as he entered the kitchen. He made for the kettle sitting on the worktop nearest the door but he didn’t need to as his cup was already full of instant, waiting for him. In the sink sat a stack of unwashed plates, pots and other utensils. He could smell that they were going to have to do something about them or they would start to create a new life form soon. They could wait for now though, he thought. He looked around the kitchen, the tops of the units were in as much of a need of a clean as everything else and the bin stood overflowing, the wall behind it stained with the refuge that had missed the container on first throw. A solitary flie buzzed lazily over the mess.
“Hi Joe, what were you dreaming about?” Toby asked, as he sipped at his steaming cup.
Toby had been sharing Joe’s flat for the past four years, since Joe lost his grandmother. He’d been there in those dark months after the funeral helping Joe through his grief. Providing the drugs and drink that had helped dull his pain; helping him with the unemployment office and taking him out to earn extra cash legally or not, as the case maybe.
“Nothing,” he lied not wanting to remember the nightmarish vision that had awoken him. “Why?”
“You just seemed to be groaning a lot as I went to the can when I got up.”
“Must have been about that blonde babe last night but I can’t remember,” Joe shrugged his shoulders hoping his friend would leave it at that, even if he couldn’t really remember any blonde. He wasn’t sure why he didn’t tell Toby the truth, yet felt that it was better than reliving it for his flatmate’s enjoyment.
“What a shame I could do with a laugh,” remarked Toby, his dark eyes twinkling with mischief, taking another sip from his mug. He rubbed his hand over his short thick tight curly black hair, his eyes rolled back in their sockets as he stretched his back against the counter top.
“So, what we doing the day?” Joe asked as he lifted his cup from the counter.
“We’ve got that job on with Saku; he told us about it last night, remember?”
Joe’s mind raced for a moment as he tried to bring to mind the previous night. “Yeah, yeah,” his brow creased as finally some of their night at the Swan came back. “What was the job again?”
“Just helping him and his girlfriend emptying a flat up the road here.” Toby motioned with thumb.
“Oh yeah that’s right,” Joe pretended that he recalled what his friend was talking about, though the night before remained in the fog of the drink and drugs he’d consumed. “So when have we got to meet them?”
“In about half an hour.”
“So time for a spliff for breakie then,” Joe smiled widely as he carried his coffee to the living room. Toby followed close behind, happy at the idea. They were soon settled onto the sofa, with the joint quickly skinned up by Joe. He threw it to his mate to light.
“Cheers,” Toby said as he caught it then put it in his mouth as he produced a lighter from his pocket. He took a big drag as the flame brought the spliff to life, sitting back on the sofa after taking an ashtray from the coffee table. He only held the smoke in for a moment before coughing it back out as he cleared his chest of the night’s congestion. He had waited till Joe had got up for his first smoke of the day, knowing that his flat mate would be looking for a joint. Toby had been tempted to make one for him to get up to but decided when hearing him waking to just leave it.
“Don’t waste it, just pass it on,” Joe joked yet secretly yearned to have a toke himself.
“Only if it goes out,” Toby said after swallowing a mouthful of coffee. He took another lungful of smoke then sat back again, this time with his mug resting on the matted sofa arm next to him.
“How much are we getting for the work by the way?” Joe asked not sure if they had discussed it the previous evening though he was sure they probably did.
“Not sure but probably about forty between us, enough for another night out if you like.” Toby let himself relax as the smoke began to have its effect.
“Sounds like a plan.” Joe put his feet on the coffee-table pushing some forgotten beer cans, half crushed, to the side; one fell to the floor clattering off of other discarded empty tins of beer.
“Could you be any more of a klutz?” Toby flashed his teeth at his friend as he took another drag on the joint before sharing it, “Here get your lips round that and stop making a mess.”
“What mess, I don’t see any, like,” Joe said as he took it, licking his lips in anticipation. He took another drink of his brew before indulging in his creation. Once he’d had his fill it was passed back to Toby as Joe swallowed the last from his cup.
The smoke was no sooner finished when the men checked the time. On seeing that their half hour was nearly up they pulled themselves from the sofa and quickly grabbed their coats as they left the flat.
As the two friends began walking down Hartington Road, a large white van passed them; then pulled up outside a house a few yards away. A woman got out of the passenger side followed by the driver from the roadside door. The two figures moved to the back of the vehicle, the small mousey woman gave the friends a wave on noticing them approaching. The man stopped for a moment to watch them before turning to open the large roller door at the rear.
“You made it,” the woman said, as the friends joined her and her boyfriend.
“Hey Alice, Saku,” Toby greeted them.
Joe mumble a welcome as he nodded his head slowly, though he knew them from working the odd job with them now and then over the years he had been in the city, he always felt a little awkward when Saku was around. He eyed Alice, admiring her slim shapely form. She noticed his gaze so smiled knowingly back at him, as Saku and Toby clashed knuckles together in respect.
Saku had known Toby from childhood and knew he could be relied on for the odd humphing and carrying. Though he could get others, the convenience of meeting Toby the night before with his hanger on was too good to turn down. He also knew that Joe had a bit of a thing for his woman but didn’t feel threaten; Alice would never give up her Asian stud, as she called him.
“So what’s the job?” Asked Toby though he already knew what he was there for.
“Just a bit of lifting and carrying, fifteen squid each in it for you’s,” Saku knew that Toby would want more but wasn’t about to let him think he was soft.
Toby sucked the air through his teeth, “That’s a little tight, like.”
“So what you not wanting the work?” Saku turned his head to the side but held his eyes on Toby.
“No, no we want the work but we just thought twenty five was closer to the mark like,” Toby knew he couldn’t go in at what he’d told Joe or they would end up with Saku sticking to the lower amount, if they were lucky. Joe listened to the bartering, keeping silent as he always did in this situation.
It was Saku’s turn to suck in the cold February air through his teeth, as he shook his head slowly, acting as if this wasn’t what he’d expected, when really it was. “Well, I don’t know,” he said then looked over to Alice, “what do you think babes?” He asked her, knowing that she would go straight for the middle ground, letting them get a start.
“Twenty sounds about right, I’d say,” she answered looking knowingly at Saku.
“Done,” Toby agreed before Saku could say anything. He held out his hand to seal the deal, Saku grabbed it; shook once, flipped their hands into a biker grip, slide their hands palm against palm, then formed fists and touched them together.
“Done,” Saku said, in final agreement to the deal.
A dark BMW drew up in front of the van, facing in the opposite direction. A large dreadlocked man in a business suit and a heavy Mera Peek against the chill air got out. He nodded towards Saku without saying anything. Saku looked nervously at Alice; trying to look casual he went to have a word.
“Who’s those two?” asked the man, as Saku got close enough to hear without the others listening in.
“Just some help, they can be trusted, like,” Saku said shrugging his shoulders noncommittally.
The man eyed Joe and Toby suspiciously for a moment which made Joe feel uncomfortable. Then he drew his gaze to Saku, “Remember if you find anything of interest to give me a call.” At that his mobile buzzed in his pocket.
“Yeah, yeah no prob’s mate, you know I will as agreed,” Saku said, as the man took out his phone and looked at the number calling him.
“Okay, just make sure you do ‘cause as I told you before I will make it worth your time,” he said, then turned away from Saku as if to dismiss him, as he answered the call but handed a set of house keys to Saku before he could leave.
Saku walked back the short distance to the others. A smile played across his face as he got close, though his eyes still betrayed his fear of the man.
“We good to go then babes?” Alice asked. She could see Saku hadn’t liked talking to the man with the keys, yet she knew there was money to be made from it. She had kids to feed and clothe, these things drover her more than Saku’s mistrust of someone. She also knew that Saku would overcome any fear where there was cash to be made.
“Of course, no worries,” Saku cheered, knowing he didn’t need to think of the man till the job was done.
A car slowed as it passed the group standing by the van. The two occupants stared at the four people. The BMW man glared back, a menacing look crossed his face. The car picked up speed again, heading towards Smithdown Road. The group watched as it went passed then sped up as it continued on.
“What’s their problem?” Joe asked eyebrows down.
“Just being nosey,” Toby said, as he looked to the others for conformation.
“Never mind let’s just get the job done, eh?” Saku said.
The group turned as one to look up at the building with its two ground floor bay windows either side of the large wooden, black painted door, which was in need of a fresh coat. As they approached the entrance, Joe glanced at the rubbish that littered the small front garden and the open gate sitting half off of its hinges.
Saku sorted through the keys the man had given him, looking for the right one to open the main door to the building. The BMW’s engine sprang to life then purred as the car drew off, leaving the group to the day’s task. Saku found a likely culprit, trying it in the keyhole he was rewarded with a click as it turned easily in the lock. The others filed in behind him into the portico beyond the large door. Dampness met their nostrils as the door closed behind them. The gloomy interior looked as uninviting as had the front of the building to Joe as he took in the dim hallway. He shivered inwardly unable to think why but put it down to the cold wet air.
Chapter 2
For the worker deserves his wages. Luke 10 v7
Joe looked around the living room. It was tidier than his and gave the air of the owner having just popped out for a moment. There wasn’t the same smell of damp that had filled the stairway of the communal area of the building. Some stairs directly across the room from where he stood in the doorway led down to an open door and the kitchen. He could just make out some of the units on the far wall.
“Are you just going to block up the door or are you going in there?” queried Toby behind Joe.
“Yeah, yeah,” Joe said as he moved farther into the room. He noticed a strange looking book sitting amongst some clutter on a sideboard, which stood along one wall. He picked it up to see inside. The leather looking cover seemed hard; it also seemed heavier than it looked, with an extra wide spine that was hinged about an inch and a half from the edge. Etched into it was one word, though it didn’t seem right, BVBLOS though there seemed to be other symbols marked along the edge of the volume, though these were barely discernable. He opened it to see inside but couldn’t make sense of the scribbles that he supposed were words. To his eyes it looked like gobbledygook or the scrawling of a toddler. He was curious though and as he looked it gave him a strange feeling that ran down his spine like a warning, which he couldn’t explain.
“What’s that you got?” Toby asked, breaking the spell that the book held over Joe.
“Some sort of diary or something,” Joe held it to Toby to have a look hoping he might have a clue to the scribbles.
“What is it?” Alice cut in, taking the offered volume. She had a glance, as Joe had, at the interior then shrugged her shoulders, Saku looked over her shoulders.
“Let’s have a look?” Saku said casually, as he reached forward to take it from his girlfriend. His mind raced as did his heart. A thought crossed his mind that this could be it, the item the man that hired him wanted. As he studied the hand writing he dismissed the idea for it was clear in his eyes that it was just some child’s diary. His sister had one; he remembered how she had used some secret code to stop anyone reading it, just like this one. He handed it back to Alice then started sorting the contents of the room in his head so he could empty the flat in the quickest of time. No time for that kind of shit, after all I got to find buyers for this junk, he thought.
“Yeah, I think you’re right, some kind of diary. Here you can have it if you want,” Alice said, after having another quick look over the book; then handed it back to Joe who wasn’t really sure if he wanted it, though it seemed to hold his attention.
“Let’s have a look,” Toby took it from Joe before he could say anything. He flicked through the pages to the middle before he lost interest in it. “Looks like one of those cheap nineties diaries you got for Christmas from your Nan,” he commented as he held it back to his friend.
“Yeah, probably. I’ll just leave it here for now and get it later maybe, like.” Joe put it back where he had found it. The idea of keeping it strangely pleased him but he didn’t know why.
Saku went down the stairs to the kitchen. He stood on the last step, had quick surmise of the contents before ascending the steps back to the upper room. “I’ll just check the bedroom then we’ll get a start on moving the bigger items into the van. Alice can you empty the cupboards and have a look over what’s in there for me?” he motioned in the direction of the sideboard, “I check the room whilst I’m there.” He didn’t wait for her reply knowing his girlfriend would keep safe anything of value she found.
“Okay,” Alice answered to Saku’s back as he left. “Do you two want to empty the kitchen units whilst I look through the sideboard?”
“No prob’s like,” Toby replied for himself as well as Joe. Both the men descended the stairs into the small square kitchen, leaving Alice to her appointed task in the living room.
“You check those cupboards and I’ll check under the sink,” Joe said after taking in the layout of the room. The cooker sat in one corner and the units form an L from it, round under the window, where the sink gave anyone standing at it a view of the back gardens of Vandyke Street. A fridge stood beside the doorway, offering a little more worktop space.
“Okay,” Toby agreed as he stepped over to the double unit facing the door, as Joe open those he had chosen to search. The room filled with the noise of the rattling of pots and pan as Joe began pulling out the things stored below the sink. He stacked them into the washbasin that still sat in the sink, waiting for a use.
“We’re going to need some boxes. I’ll go see if Alice has any in the back of the van,” Toby said after checking inside the cabinets.
“Good idea,” Joe didn’t look up as he spoke.
Toby vanished back up the stairs. Murmurs drifted down but were met by deaf ears, as Joe continued taking out cleaning fluids with accompanying utensils. He sat them onto the draining board. He noticed his friend hadn’t actually taken anything from the units he’d been looking in, as he finished his own task. He turned to emptying those cupboards too, which was quickly done. Plates, cups and Tupperware were piled onto the worktop by the time Toby returned, with bags instead of boxes.
“You put all that stuff in the bags and I’ll check the fridge and bin the shit,” Joe said turning to face the small cooler. He lifted the refuse bag out of the dustbin by the side of the fridge as he opened it. He peered in at the mouldy contents, giving an inward shudder at the thought of his new task. It reminded him that his own flat needed a good cleaning. He pushed the thoughts of disgust to one side as he knelt to make a start on what had once been milk. “You fancy some cheese?” He joked as he held up the carton.
“Ewe, no way mate. How long do you think that’s been in there for?”
“No idea but its congealed and started to grow fur by the looks,” Joe screwed up his face showing his own repulsion, mirroring Toby’s expression. He tossed it into the bag in his right hand without further comment.
“I’m glad it’s you emptying that and not me, like,” Toby said as he glanced past Joe into the open fridge.
“Yeah, well I think I got the short straw.”
“It was your choice,” Toby gave a chuckle as the smell of decaying food touched his nostrils.
“You can use the bin to put the plates in. It’ll make it easier to carry down to the van,” Joe reached over the door of the fridge and handed it to Toby.
“Great idea Einstein.” Toby gave a cheesy grin as he took the offered container. “I’ll leave the pots in the basin we can carry them out that way, like.”
“Good idea Batman,” it was Joe’s turn for friendly sarcasm.
“I thought so,” Toby always liked the last word which was fine with Joe as he continued dumping the wasted food.
“How’s it going down there?” Saku’s voice inquired from the top of the stairs.
“Nearly finished,” Joe called back glancing up at the figure above.
“Good, can you both give us a hand getting some stuff down to the van?”
“Yeah,” the two friends were only to glad to leave the last of the kitchen for later. Joe closed the cooler as Toby past him then took the stairs several steps at a time. Joe quickly followed.
Soon the friends, with little help from their employer, were man handling the larger pieces of furniture to the transport. They heaved and puffed as they strained to get the unwieldy items out to the main hallway, being careful not to damage them. Before long the little flat was cleared of the things Saku thought he could sell on or those he and Alice wished to keep. He also had a carrier bag of books that might interest the man that had given him the job.
They gathered in the living room after checking the flat one last time to be sure they had missed nothing of potential value. Joe’s eyes were drawn to the journal as Alice handed Toby the money owed them. The book seemed to hold his attention again, to the point that he heard nothing of the discussion, lying discarded on the floor when they had removed the sideboard.
“Hey, you alright,” Toby nudged his friend once the money had changed hands and the pleasantries over.
“Eh,” Joe came back to the real world, once his gaze drifted from the book. “Is that us then?”
“Yeah, but don’t forget your book now,” Toby teased, having seen what Joe had been staring at.
“You still want it, it’s yours,” Alice added as Saku smiled unsure why anyone would want such a worthless item, though he was amused by the thought.
“Why not?” Joe shrugged as he took the few steps to retrieve the book. He didn’t know why but he needed to have it.
“Well we’ll see you’s out,” Saku said, knowing he didn’t want to leave Toby and his friend in the flat. He knew that before he had a chance to hand the keys back that the flat would be stripped of its copper piping and boiler. If he saw them leave they wouldn’t be likely to return till the next day so making it someone else’s problem.
“Well thanks for the graft, mate,” Toby said as they reached the front gate. Saku offered his fist which Toby touched with his own. He repeated the gesture for Joe who followed Toby’s example.
“Remember if anything else comes up we just stay up the road here,” Toby always on the look out for an opportunity knew Saku could send work his way if it were convenient. That was as long as there was something in it for him.
“Of course mate,” Saku nodded, knowing that if things kept up as they had recently, that he was sure to call on his old acquaintance.
With half the day gone the friend retreated to their flat. Their bellies were protesting at having nothing since the previous day. Coffee gave off a cloud of steam as they sat back to consume toast ladened with sandwich filler. The rest of the afternoon was spent in the haze of cannabis smoke.
Chapter 3
Consider the ravens; they do not sow or reap,
Yet God feeds them. Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life? Luke 12 v24-25.
Saku drew up behind the BMW. Collecting the bag of old books from Alice; he stepped out of the van. The passenger door was pushed open for him as he approached it.
“Get in,” commanded the man at the wheel. Saku did as he had been instructed, leaving the door wide. “Shut the door.”
Saku hesitantly closed it then heard the unmistakable click as it locked. His mind raced.
“Did you find any interesting looking books?”
“I don’t know but we found these. I thought you might be interested in one of them,” Saku hoped that one of the stack he had would be of value to the man. The man had been a little evasive as to what exactly he was looking for. The plastic container rustled as he handed the bag over.
“No!” He threw the books behind him onto the rear seat after glancing at them. Saku wished the door was open so he could make a dash for it, as the man sat quietly staring forward. Saku felt an icy chill run down his back from the perceived malice.
“The only other books were a bunch of paperbacks and some diary from the nineties or seventies or something,” Saku said, to break the silence.
The man looked slowly round at Saku, his head moving machine like. “And what did you do with it?” His words were as devoid of emotion as were his eyes.
“One of the lads helping us took it, really though it was just like the one my sister had back then,” Saku felt a sinking feeling in his stomach. “I can get it back for you if that’s what you’re after.”
“Where does he live?” The man’s cold stare seemed to bore into Saku for a moment, forcing him to look away.
“Just up the road on Hartington from the flat,” Saku wished he hadn’t taken Alice’s advice to take this job, yet knew he wouldn’t have turned it down even if she had been concerned about it. The promise of money always drew him and she had pointed out that they would be making money from both ends. “I can get it back for you.”
“No.”
Saku was stumped. He felt butterflies in the pit of his belly. The man just sat for a bit staring out the front windscreen as if he was coming to some sort of decision. Suddenly he turned to face Saku again as his hand reached into his coat. Saku held his breath unconsciously.
“Here, for your trouble. I’ll see to it from here, understand.” The man’s cold dark eyes held Saku’s once again; making his hair rise at the back of his neck. “And don’t say anything to your friends, right.”
“Yeah, what ever you say.” Why would I? Saku thought.
“Here,” the man said, pushing a small roll of notes into Saku’s hand. “Now out.” The lock on the door clicked.
Saku gripped the money tight as he fumbled for the lever to release himself from the man’s presence. No sooner was the door closed and the man drove off. His nerves still jangled as he got into the drivers seat of the van.
“Well,” Alice asked, as Saku rested his head against the steering wheel.
He straightened as he passed the roll to his girlfriend, without his usual deduction. She looked at him for a moment, though she didn’t say anything, as she could tell from his actions that he was rattled.
* * * * *
“You want another!” Toby shouted, trying to be heard over the music from jukebox.
“Why not, my good man!” Joe cried back, trying to sound less drunk than he felt.
The Swan was crowded as usual making it warm enough for people to have stripped down to their tee-shirts. Toby took the empty glasses with him to the bar.
“Hey, hey Joe,” a slim figure of a girl sat down on his lap. “I haven’t seen you in here for a bit.”
“We were here last night, though we’ve been drinking up at the Brewery recently a lot. In fact we’re going up there after here if you fancy joining us,” Joe smiled, happy to see Francine.
“Maybe, I’ll need to see what Louie says, you know what he’s like.” She brushed a lock of her long dark hair from her face, as she beamed a wide grin at Joe.
“Louie will do what ever you decide and you know it, like,” Joe grinned as eagerly back. He’d always been a little jealous of Louie have such a looker as Francine. He’d met them and become friends when they used to stay in a neighbouring flat in his block a couple of years earlier. Though when they moved to better accommodation they had drifted apart but still when they met it was like they were still neighbours.
“Joe, long time, no see.” Louie was awkward looking at the best of times but even more so when he’d had a drink.
“Hey bud, yeah I was just saying to your girl that I’ve been drinking up at the Brewery.”
Louie nodded blankly back at Joe.
“Yeah he was wondering if we’d like to join him and Toby up there after this drink,” she stood looking her boyfriend in the eye with a pout set on her lips ready convince him that it was the best idea since sliced bread.
“Why not, makes a change from just boozing here,” he shrugged his shoulders. Francine kissed him quickly on the mouth surprised by how easy he had agreed to the change of venue.
“Here you go mate,” Toby said as he sat a pint in front of Joe, “you can get the first one in at the Brewery.”
“Oh, it’s like that is it,” Joe smiled mischievously up at his friend, who grinned back as he rounded the table to grab his seat, which Joe had been guarding for him; with a foot.
“Hey Toby, you not speaking like,” Louie prodded Toby as he past him.
“Louie, you here again and still with Frannie.”
“Less of the Frannie,” she hated being called that and Toby knew it, he just loved needling her with it from time to time. If it had been anyone else she might have hit out at them, not Toby though he was just too loveable a rogue for her to get offended by him; even if she still had to tell him off with a frown.
The group of friends chatted as they drank their beverages about what they’d been up to recently, which amounted to much of the same old, going to lectures, studying or making money to spend it on a good time for the couple. Once glasses were emptied they struggled through the crowd out into the crisp night, heading up the gentle slope of the back street toward Berry Street where the Brewery sat with its welcoming bright lights offering more alcohol for the group to consume.
As they entered Toby noticed the dreadlocked figure that had talked to Saku that morning sitting at the bar. The man glared at them as they entered, his eyes seemed cold, soulless. Toby dragged his gaze from him with a shiver, which he tried to hide.
“You okay?” Francine asked.
“Uh, yeah just the cold from outside,” Toby answered as the friends pushed through the throng to find a corner to settle into; finding only standing room.
“I’ll get the drinks, what’s everybody wanting? The usual?” Joe asked but didn’t wait to get a reply.
“I’ll give you a hand,” Louie said, following Joe through the crowd to the bar.
Toby watched as the pair elbowed their way to the bar, finally pushing to the counter next to the dreaded figure. Toby again felt uneasy yet didn’t know why. This was increased as he saw Joe talking to the man, as if they were old friends, as he tried to get the attention of the busy staff behind the bar.
“You alright?” Francine asked, bringing Toby from his observation.
“What? Yeah, fine…” he found himself lost for a moment.
“You just seemed miles away there,” she gave a half smile.
Toby returned it with a great big grin, “What could be wrong? I’m out and about with my mates having a blast.”
“A blast or just getting bombed?”
“That as well,” he laughed out loud.
“Nothing new then?” She teased.
“Wha-a-a-t?” He tried to look innocent which only brought her to laugh as loudly as he had, whilst pawing him softly with her hand.
Joe and Louie fought their way to where the other two stood waiting. Once the drinks were delivered to the waiting hands, Joe turned to Toby, “We might need to slow up a bit mate.”
“What the funds running low?” Toby asked, “Don’t worry I’ll do a bit of swooping if we run out, like.”
“No you will not,” Francine scolded Toby for the suggestion; “if you get stuck for a drink then I’ll get you one, ok.” She looked at them sternly, though they knew it was just a front, until they nodded compliance. “Good,” she smiled before giving them both a hug. Louie just shook his head at the scene, thinking about who would get them one when they ran out of cash.
“So why didn’t you call, I was waiting for it,” a very attractive brunette said, as she grabbed Toby’s arm and swung him around. Her attractive features spoiled by the angry glare.
“Oh, sorry but I lost my phone,” Toby couldn’t think of what else to say. He barely recognised her, only remembering a drunken night of passion at hers and a hasty retreat in the morning some weeks before, still half canned, the usual thing for him.
“Have you got a new one?” The woman insisted her dark eyes not so angry looking now, unsure if he was telling the truth yet not wishing to trust him.
“No, not yet…”
“I got my phone here if you want to give me your number?” Joe offered knowing it would wind Toby up, who in turn flashed him a warning glare.
“You give me your number, that way I can make the call to you and you can pass on the message to him,” she said, though knew she wouldn’t be making any call to either of these asses. She just wanted to think that somehow she was getting even by making them wait for the call as she had for Toby’s. She smiled warmly at Joe when he gave her his number.
I wouldn’t mind if she were to phone me, he thought. Though he knew from previous experience, that that wasn’t likely to happen.
“So who was that?” Francine asked, cocking one eyebrow up.
Chapter 4
And you demanded payment from me for whatever was stolen by day or night. Genesis 31 v39
They both looked at the door to the flat. It sat ajar, telling them that they’d been broken into again. Anger flushed into their minds for a second, to be replaced with the dread that their space had been violated for the umpteenth time in the last year. There was no point in getting angry about it, as it was just one of the things that happened in the inner city.
Joe moved towards the door, reaching out slowly, he pushed it open cautiously. “Hello, anybody in there!”
“What you like?” Toby said shaking his head as Joe half grinned back at him. Toby pushed past him and through the door into the flat. He knew whoever had broken in was most likely long gone.
“Well you never know,” Joe said as he followed his friend into to the living room. “Fucking kids,” he said as the anger boiled inside again as he saw the paint daubed on the walls. The furniture was turned upside down and the three piece suite was slashed to reveal the foam innards.
“Cunts,” Toby added as he kick a cushion that bled foam squares as it sailed across the wreckage of the room. He shook his head as he became overcome with dismay, dulled only by the alcohol he’d consumed.
Joe backed out of the living room back into the hall, slamming the door to the rest of the building, as he did. The lock was forced back into place with the force, securing it for now. He needed something calming to drink. As he entered the kitchen he stepped on something soft that squished underfoot. “Oh god!” He cried, as with a flick of a switch brightness suddenly revealed what he had stepped in. Food from the fridge freezer was scattered everywhere. Broken eggs mixed with semi frozen chips and milk soaked bread stuck to the bottom of his trainer. He was glad most of their plates and stuff were still stinking up the sink.
“For fuck sake,” Toby said from behind him as he came to have a look at what Joe was shouting about. “Bastards,” he said, his own anger resurfacing at the sight of more wasteful destruction. “The little bastards!”
“Thank fuck I get paid tomorrow,” Joe said as he scraped the sole of his shoe on the door jam. Once cleaned he headed to check his room followed by Toby, as he also wanted to check to see what damage his sleeping area had suffered. Their eyes were met by the same wanton mess that had greeted them on arriving home.
“The shits’ have pissed on my bed, the filthy little fucks!” Toby’s voice echoed through the flat to Joe’s ears.
Joe checked his mattress to find it dry. Relief spread through his mind at not having to go through Toby’s revulsion. As he glanced around the mess of his room he realized that this was his disorganized clutter, that by some stroke of luck his room had survived untouched. He shook his head in amusement as an almost smile crossed his lips momentarily, disappearing as the grimness of the situation settled in on his reality. He heard the rush of water as the WC was flushed.
Toby appeared at his door. “Fuck did they not leave anything untouched,” he said as he looked around at the mess. “They even left a prissy in the toilet, I flushed it away.”
Joe just shrugged not wishing to compound how bad Toby must be feeling. He knew his friend wouldn’t know how bad his room was normally because there was never any reason for him to be in Joe’s room or vice versa. Their rooms were the one place that they always kept as their private space. In past break-ins their rooms had mostly went untouched. Previously it had be just quick grab and run rather than this major turn over, though the friends always joked that they didn’t have anything worth thieving.
“So what you want to do?” Joe looked round at his friend as he spoke.
“Well you get your brew money tomorrow so it isn’t worth getting the police, is it?”
Joe thought for a moment before he answered, “Well we are already loaned out so no hope of another for a month or two.”
“Yeah so lets just clean up then?”
“Nothing else for it but you can sort your own bed,” Joe didn’t fancy helping Toby with that, “I’ll start in the kitchen.”
“Thanks,” Toby hated the prospect yet knew he had little choice if he was to get to bed sometime.
“We can leave the living room till the morning,” Joe just wanted the work done so he could get some sleep and forget about the messed up ending to a good night out.
Chapter 5
Rescue from the hand of his oppressor the one who has been robbed. Jeremiah 22 v3.
Joe didn’t know where he was as he looked for away to the outside. All he knew was that he didn’t want to be in this maze of corridors that he was running through. Behind he could hear heavily thunderous footfalls of something very large. Every so often they stopped. to be replaced by a loud snuffling sound as if whatever was coming behind him, was trying to get his scent. He could almost feel its breath on his neck.
Sweat, driven more by his fear than the activity of his search, ran in rivers down his back. His eyes stung from the streamlets on his face. His arm came up to try to wipe his brow dry, yet no sooner had he done so than more stinging liquid formed and ran into his eyes, to temporary blind him. He blinked hard two or three times, slowing his pace just for a moment.
Tears now joined the salt laden juices as the sounds from behind got closer. Now he knew that he could feel its hot breath brushing his neck. He picked up his pace but it had his smell in its nostrils now and he somehow knew it would get him.
Laughter erupted from the creature that pursued him, a deep rasping sound full of malice. It chilled him to his bones. Still he pushed his legs to drive him on to the next junction. He threw himself right, into the next passageway, as he heard it closing on him.
* * * * *
Thump, he hit the floor, awaking suddenly face down; a small groan escaped his lips. Beneath him he could feel a book pressing into his flesh through the entangling sheets that cocooned him, the edges pressing into his flesh painfully. Silence met his ears as he drove the dream from his mind, trying to steady his breathing at the same time. His heart slowed gradually as he freed himself from sheets, like some a new life form emerging from it chrysalis. He rolled clear and away from the discomfort of the object below him. The sheet spread out under him as the cool room air chilled his sweaty body, its pungent odour reached his nostrils, his brow creased at it.
He stared up at the ceiling whilst he took a large breath before sitting up. He grabbed one edge of his sheet and used it to dry the moisture firstly from his face then his chest. Still the dream threatened to come back into his thoughts, he stood taking the sheet with him then tossing it onto the bed. His eyes caught sight of the strange book he had found the previous day.
“How did you get in here?” He asked himself, as if to question the volume. His mind threw up the simple answer that it had to have been the intruders. Yet he wasn’t sure, as he hadn’t seen it the night before when he had finally gotten to bed. Then again, he surmised, with the mess of this room it’s not a surprise.
* * * * *
He had been up for almost an hour by the time Toby finally decided it was time to show face to the new day. Joe put on the switch to the kettle to boil the water for another coffee for himself, as well as one for Toby. He had found the jar the previous night lying in a corner with a little of the now precious powder still inside, the rest mixed amongst the debris of their food. Unfortunately no milk had survived, though the sugar had somehow escaped intact; he added an extra spoonful to each cup to make up for the lack of the white stuff.
The boiling kettle clicked its switch as Toby entered the kitchen. “You’re up early this morning,” he said, with a yawn stretching his face.
“Yeah,” came the simply reply.
“Have you been in the living room yet?”
“No, almost but then just thought I’d stay in here and have my coffee,” Joe said, screwing up his face at the thought of clearing the mess.
“Well we can always leave it till after we’ve been to the hole in wall and got the shopping in,” Toby suggested, equally dreading finding out the full extent of the wreckage left in the wake of someone else’s party. He’d half hoped that Joe might have done it, seeing he was up before him.
“Sounds like a plan,” Joe agreed. His hand slid against the book that now lay on the worktop. It lay open from his attempted study of it whilst he’d consumed his earlier cuppa.
“That the diary you got yesterday? Where you find that?”
“In my room when I woke up,” Joe glance down and around at it.
“Didn’t you leave that in the living room?” Toby looked uneasily at the volume with a strange curiosity.
“I can’t really remember,” Joe lied, not wanting to think about where the intruders had been.
Toby drew his eyes away from it, mumbling something incoherent as he took a sip of his steaming brew; bring a smile to Joe’s lips as he drank a little of his own.
“So what you going to do with it?”
“No idea,” Joe shrugged his shoulders, “but it seems to have been written in different languages and by different people; then it just stops about two thirds through.”
“Like a sort of signing in book,” Toby put forward.
“Could be,” Joe pursed his bottom lip, “it would be nice to know though, like.”
“Well unless you can learn to read what ever it’s written in you’ll not find out,” Toby tossed his head side to side comically.
“Suppose,” Joe said, taking a larger swallow of the cooling beverage. The bitter taste of the instant soured the look on his face for a moment before being swallowed. They stood in quiet contemplation charging their spirits with the caffeine refresher.
“So we going in to town or what?” Toby asked as he sat his now empty cup on the unit top.
“Why not? By the time we get down town we can jump in to the Brewery for a jar before doing the necessary,” Joe nodded as he pulled out his mobile phone to check the time.
“Sound,” a grin spread wide across Toby’s face at this idea, “you getting some smoke tonight?”
“I was thinking about that by the way you got any left over?”
“Should have some in my jacket,” Toby said as he made for the hall to get the weed, to get a quick smoke going and the day off to a better start. His only hope being that it wouldn’t have an end like the night before.
Joe finished his coffee as Toby took the last puff on the joint. Then the two friends got their jackets on. Toby checked the damaged lock as he left the flat to make sure it would at least make the door appear to be solid. He made a mental note to get in touch with the landlord.
Joe found himself wandering back into the kitchen and retrieving the old book, storing it in the deep inner pocket of his coat, which he used when shoplifting when times were hard. He didn’t know why, it was as if some force had guided him to do it. He shook the idea out of his head, as the book pulled his jacket slightly askew on his frame.
“You coming or what?” Toby called from the communal hallway.
“Yeah, yeah,” Joe said, as he appeared from the flat pulling the door closed behind him.
“What were you doing anyway?”
“Nothing,” Joe answered as they made their way down the stairs. Buzz, buzz, buzz the sound of their doorbell chased after them. “Lucky were on our way out.”
“You mean lucky for me,” Toby grinned.
“Cheeky shit,” Joe countered, “You’d think you were the one that answered the door, like.”
“Well when you put it like that, I do get the door more than you,” Toby joked.
“As I said, cheeky shit,” Joe laughed back, “Anyway it could be that little bit of stuff from last night, you know the one that gave me,” he emphasised me, “her number.”
“Don’t you mean you gave her your number,” Toby chided.
“Same thing.”
As they reached the front door, the sound of the buzzer sounded again from the flat above. Joe turned the handle and pulled opened the house to the outside world. Standing on the step, pressing on the doorbell was the dreadlocked figure from the previous night at the bar.
“Joe, good to see you,” he smiled yet his eyes remained emotionless, “have I called at the wrong time?”
“Yeah mate, we’re just on our way out,” it was Toby that spoke, surprised at the visit.
“Oh, could I give you a lift somewhere?”
Joe was taken aback for a moment by the offer. “That would be good, don’t you think Toby?”
“Great,” Toby said unenthusiastically.
“Good, good,” again the eyes didn’t show the grin on the man’s face, “so where are you off to?”
“Just heading into town for some shopping, like,” Joe said warmly, only too happy at the idea of not having to walk or grab a bus.
“Well how about if I drop you both off at Lime Street Station?”
“Brill!” Joe cried out a little too loudly at the good turn of fortunes and followed his new friend to the car. Toby trailed along to the rear unsure of this stranger.
“I’m sorry to have turned up so early. I should have known that you would be busy but I just thought, as I was passing, that I would drop by to have a look at that old book you spoke of last night,” the man said, he started the engine to the car as Toby pulled the rear door closed.
“Oh yeah, you said it sound interesting,” Joe remembered the conversation he’d had at the bar as he tried to get the barmaid to notice him. He wasn’t sure how they had gotten round to talking about the book, they just had.
“Yes, it quite intrigued me,” the man said, “An old diary you told me. Imagine the secrets it might hold of someone’s life.”
“I’ve got it here if you want a quick look see?” Joe reached into his coat.
“Not while I’m driving, maybe I could drop by sometime later, if that is alright with you?” The car turned left onto Smithdown road heading for Upper Parliament Street.
“We’re not too sure when we’ll be back, like,” Toby commented from the back seat.
“Yeah, we should be in tonight, like,” Joe didn’t see Toby scowling as he spoke but the man saw in the rear view mirror, he said nothing.
“Well maybe, I will have to see.”
“Yeah well you know where to find us if you do want to drop by,” Joe shrugged as he watched the car in front absently as they carried on toward the city centre.
Chapter 6
From then on Judas watched for an opportunity to hand him over. Matthew 26 v16.
The black hackney pulled up behind the large white van outside of their flat. The sun sat low in the late afternoon sky and the chill of winter threatened a frost.
“Is that not Saku’s van?” Joe asked, as he gave the driver his fare through the small opening in the dividing window.
“Look’s like,” Toby gathered the bags of shopping after opening the door, now unlocked, onto pavement.
“Wonder what he wants?” Joe commented. He grabbed the remainder of the carriers; then exited the taxi after Toby.
“Well we’ll soon find out, like,” Toby said as Saku appeared, walking round the front of his vehicle to face them, as they approached the gate to their building.
“Toby,” Saku nodded. He looked a little rough for wear, sporting a fat, split upper lip and his arm seemed to be protecting his left ribs as if they were painful, his expression hardly revealing his discomfort. “Are you to free for some graft?”
“Yeah, just give us five minutes to get this lot out the way,” Toby liked the notion of more easy money, “What is it you need us for?”
“Just a bit of lifting and carrying,” Saku licked at his swollen lip nervously.
“Well, gives us five,” Toby repeated with a grin.
Joe looked into the front of the van to see two guys staring back at him. They gave him a shiver they way they seemed to be glaring at Toby, as well as himself. Their eyes unblinking seemed to regard them as vultures’ watch their potential food source, as it fights for its last breathe. He wondered too at Saku’s swollen features but said nothing, as it wasn’t his business as he saw it.
“You don’t mind jumping in the back when you’ve got rid of that lot?” Saku looked over at the men in the van for some reason but the friends didn’t seem to notice, as they looked at each other silently agreeing to the conditions of employment.
“No problem, like,” both answered as one, glancing back at Saku before turning into the pathway. Joe was first out with his keys so stepped past Toby to open the door. They disappeared inside as Saku began speaking to one of the men in his van, who had leaned forward and rolled down the window.
“Everything’s cool, they’ll get in back, so won’t know a thing till we get to the warehouse,” Saku said.
* * * * *
Further up the street a dark car pulled up to the side. The dreadlocked figure watched the van. He continued to observe as Saku appeared at the rear of the white van as Joe emerged with Toby from their dwelling. Saku opened the rear shutter letting the two buddies clamber in. The roller shutter rattled as it came down to lock them in. As the van drove off the man eased his car to follow.
* * * * *
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