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1 - HARRY'S DEAD POODLE

​


They say
Death arrives at the darkest hour of the night and shows no mercy.
But Harry hadn't heard Death arrive that night. He'd been away in
another country, fighting a war people didn't support. It hadn't
changed the fact that Kim had died, that his life had fallen apart.
Perhaps more of him perished that day too? He'd enough troubles on
his return without finding the love of his life gone.

Harry's
nostrils flared with disgust. Toilet paper littered the floor and
flaking paint fell from the graffiti-covered the walls. As he stood
at the ceramic urinal, drunken laughter, muffled by the thick stone
of the hundred-and-fifty-year-old pub closed around him. A cool
gust of wind burst through the half-opened window, and the room's
solitary light globe swung from the long ceiling cable. Harry's
heart rate climbed as shadowy images splashed the wall. He knew the
dangers if he looked too close, if he let his mind wander. He took
a deep breath and blinked away the dark spectres that swam across
his vision.

To his
left, somebody coughed inside the toilet stall. Harry froze,
surprised he was not alone. He loosened his top button as another
gust sent the shadows across the wall. Harry fought an internal
struggle as the images from his past formed within the shadows. The
muffled drunken laughter took on an insistent tone. The cool
evening air turned scorching, suffocated. The pub's tiled floor
beneath Harry's feet shifted, turned into hot desert sand. The sun
burned on Harry's exposed military uniform.

A rifle
shot rang out.

"Contact
front!"

Harry
jumped as the forward scout's machine gun fired. He dived for
cover, and his camouflaged uniform blended against the stone
building at Al Bahra. Hot sandy soil burned at his hands as he
scrabbled forward. He released 'The Bitch's' safety and inched
forward, careful not to get sand up the barrel. He glanced through
her sights. Ahead, several men appeared between two buildings,
firing as they ran. Harry heard the smack of bullets, and fragments
of the stone building fell onto him. He squeezed the trigger and
'The Bitch' unleashed her angry torrent of vengeful bullets. Harry
watched with detached interest as the men danced around like
puppets on strings before they fell.

The man
in the toilet stall threw up. The decade-old images of Al-Bahra
faded, and a fresh wave of nauseous aromas assaulted
Harry.

"You
alright, mate?" he called out to the stranger.

"Yeah."
The man in the stall coughed and then retched again.

Harry
stepped back from the urinal and reached into his pocket for a
small bottle of pills. He shook them, contemplated for a moment,
then shrugged and dropped them in the trash.

The
pills didn't work. All they had done was steal a little more of his
soul each day. Post traumatic stress disorder, they said. His hand
slid into his pocket and curled around the pocketknife. It gave him
comfort. What did they know? It was time to forget about Desert
Storm.

Harry
returned to his stool at the bar.

"You
alright?" Mike shot him an odd look.

"Yeah,
I'm fine." Harry stared out the window to the gum trees that danced
in the wind.

"Angie
was here the other day. She looks happy."

"I'm
sure she does." His lip curled. "Guess I'll have to stop coming
here then."

"Take it
easy." Mike half smiled. "You sure you're fine? You got that look
in your eye again."

"I'm
fine, better, I think."

"How's
that?"

"I've
just tossed away my pills." He sipped his beer.

Out of
the corner of his eyes, he saw Mike's eyes widen. "Is that a good
idea?"

"It's
done." Harry downed the rest of his beer in one gulp. "Maybe it'll
cure my stutter. Anyway, I'm out of here. This place gives me the
creeps."

The
barman slid Harry's Icebox across the bar and chuckled. "Some of my
patrons say that you've got beer in here to keep you going through
the day."

"That's
my business. Thanks for taking care of it."

* * * *
*

Harry
woke when somebody banged on his front door. He reached for his
gun. It wasn't there. This wasn't Baghdad. He took comfort in the
early morning smell of dew outside his window, relaxed slightly and
reached for his clock. "It's four in the morning!" He
groaned.

"Police!
Open up."

"What?"
He climbed out of bed, half-asleep, and his front door
splintered.

A man in
a crumpled tan suit appeared at Harry's bedroom door. He held up
his warrant card. "Police. Sit on the bed, hands where I can see
them." He called over his shoulder. "Check the house,
Constable."

"Yes,
Senior Constable," replied the officer in the other
room.

Harry
peered over the man's shoulder; to the uniformed police officer
who's reply was crisp.

"It's
Senior out here in the field, Lad. Understood?"

"Yes,
Senior."

The man
faced Harry. "Been here all night?"

Harry
peered at the man. At one time, as a butcher, he would have known
them all, but didn't recognise this man. But Whittleside Way had
grown in recent years. Harry nodded. "What's going on?"

"Come
out here."

Harry
followed the plainclothes officer out to the kitchen and sat down
at his table.

"Anyone
vouch for your whereabouts tonight?"

"No."
Harry frowned and his voice caught. "W-why? I-I've been here on my
own all night. W-w-what do you w–want? W-w-what are you d–d-doing
here?"

The
police officer remained silent and studied him.

"It's
all clear," said the other policeman as he returned from Harry's
bedroom.

The
plainclothes officer shrugged.

"Tip off
was wrong, Senior, there's nobody here."

"Doesn't
account for the decapitated poodle on the doorstep, or the blood
over the front door.

"Midge
is dead?" Harry stood and looked around the room. He felt hot. He
needed to throw up. Midge and Mackenzie were all he had!

"Sit
down."

Harry's
mind reeled. Another one of his poodles killed the same way. She
was the last of his four. He closed his eyes with
regret.

"You
need to come down to the station and answer some questions." He
threw Harry a thin smile. "Help us with our enquiries."


"N-now?"

"Afraid
so."

"N-no,
I'm n-not going anywhere. I want to see to my poodle. You can't
just break in to somebody's home. I haven't done anything wrong."
He stood up.

The
young uniformed officer grabbed his shoulder.

Harry
froze and pushed back an impulse to react.

"Sit
down."

"Cuff
him," said the plainclothes police officer.

"W-What
for? I said I haven't done anything."

"Arms
out."

Harry
looked at the young uniformed officer and thought about it. He held
out his arms and closed his eyes as they put the cuffs
on.

"We had
a tipoff you had a young girl in here and she was screaming. What
do you expect us to do, and there's blood everywhere
outside?"

"W-What?
That's nonsense."

"You do
know Mackenzie Tyler?"

"Of
course. W-why?"

"You saw
her yesterday?"

"She was
here last night."

"A
nine-year-old? Here? Alone with a grown man?"

"It's
not what you think. She's always here. I look after her, for her
grandparents."

"And you
hurt her?" He watched the faces of the policemen, their eyes never
left him, watched his every reaction.

"S-She's
hurt?" His stomach lurched, and he stood up. When Kim had died
giving birth to Mackenzie, he hadn't been there. He didn't even
know that she had given them a daughter. But her parents had taken
her in, brought her to the small country town of Whittleside Way,
and raised her. Harry followed.

The
young constable closed his eyes and nodded.

A chill
passed through Harry and he went cold.

"We
thought you might shed some light on that," said the plainclothes
policeman.

"H-how?
W-w-what's w-wrong with her?"

"Young
Mackenzie was discovered strangled nearby. Late last
night."

"You're
lying! She c-c-can't be."

"You're
a sick pervert!" The policeman snapped. "And now she's
dead!"

Harry
felt sick, and he fell into the chair. Grief struck him, like a
knife that twisted in his gut. Tears clouded his vision. He shook
his head. His daughter was dead? "This can't b-be true."

"Very
convincing. You can tell us about it at the station." Harry felt a
hand on his arm, encouraging him to stand.

"I can't
h-help you. I d-don't know anything."

"Then
tell me why we found her less than 100 meters from here. Yours is
the last house before the forest?"

A memory
tugged at Harry, something important. "Not dow-n by the large
oak?"

"Told
you he'd know something, Constable," said the plainclothes
policeman. His smile never touched his eyes.

Harry
shook his head and tried to blink away his tears. "This can't be a
c-coincidence," he said as his stutter cleared. "I'll come with
you, but I need my icebox from the bedroom."

"Your
icebox? What would you want that for?"

Harry
stared at the plainclothes officer for a moment and shrugged. "I
take it everywhere."

"I'll
check it out, Constable." He walked into Harry's
bedroom.

When he
returned, he grabbed Harry's singlet, pulled Harry off balance and
onto the floor.

"You're
a sick man, Harry Mills." He yelled and poked his finger hard into
Harry's chest. "I want that thing out of that icebox and buried if
we release you. Understood?"

"What's
in it?" asked the constable.

"Don't
ask." He glared at Harry.

* * * *
*

Harry
sat in the back of the police car and clenched and loosened his
fists in rhythmic fashion. Turmoil churned within him like malice.
He didn't care about being handcuffed, nor was it the first time
he'd been a prisoner.

He had
forced himself to be still during the time they had put the cuffs
on and walked him out to the car, but he had observed everything.
He took in the 12 gauge in the boot of the police car. There would
be shotgun cartridges in the glove compartment. The keys to his
cuffs were in the left-hand pocket of the plainclothes
officer—another mistake—the man had chosen to drive and would be
unable to stop Harry. And there was no barrier between the front
and rear seat. Harry took a deep breath and exhaled, pushed away
the compulsion to respond when he was restrained. He reminded
himself that these men were not the enemy, that this was an honest
mistake. To ensure that he could exact revenge for Mackenzie, he
had to stay in control. There was something about that oak tree,
the location of her death.


"Breathing hard there," said the uniformed officer with a
grin. "He's sweating too, Senior. I'd say that those were signs of
a guilty man."

Both men
laughed from the front seat.


"Anything you want to say to help make it easy for
you?"

Harry
leaned forward. "Tell me about what you found at the scene. How was
she killed? Was there anything odd about it? Was it
ritualistic?"

"Shut
up! We ask the questions, not you." The man turned to his senior.
"Jesus, what is all this crap? I thought you said he was the
stuttering bookseller from the main street?"


Mackenzie! Anguish like bile filled Harry's stomach. He
turned away from the men's senseless chatter and looked out the
window. Strobing from the passing streetlights, a constant pull of
light and dark created hypnotic shadowy images. Harry's skin
tightened and his heart rate climbed. It was best not to let his
mind wander, but he couldn't stop it.

The
image of a parade ground appeared. Harry smiled as he remembered
how he felt, fresh, just out of school.

"You men
listen up," said McNeil, their drill sergeant, as he dusted off his
army greens. He bent down and picked up a weapon. "This is the M60,
air-cooled gas-operated open bolt machine gun. It's effective up to
eleven hundred meters and can fire nine hundred seven point six two
millimetre rounds in less than two minutes. The results are
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