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Comeuppance

John McArthur hadn’t set out with the intention of killing the security guard. At least

– that’s what he told himself. No – the silly old fool had got in the way, hadn’t he?

Come poking around where he shouldn’t have bothered. Only to be expected he’d

got his comeuppance. Silly old fool.

Later that night, at home in bed, he re-lived the moment, over and over again.

The fierce, exultant feeling as he’d pulled the trigger – once, twice. The sawn-off,

empty of its shot, was at the bottom of the river now. No prints, even if found –

which was unlikely.

And if the filth came nosing around – which again, was unlikely, he had no

previous, at least for this kind of thing – then, as far as Mum was concerned, he’d

been in bed all night. As he drifted off to sleep, he smiled a final smile to himself. No

prints, no form, no worries. No comeuppance.

*

The disco was full, and McArthur stood propping up the bar and eyeing the assorted

skirt cavorting round the dance floor. One or two gave him the come-on, and

normally he would have responded, but tonight he felt aloof, better than that.

Tonight, he wasn’t going to content himself with some cheap, second-rate scrubber

like he normally would. Tonight was a night for quality!

Grinning broadly to himself, he fingered the wad of money in his trousers pocket,

savouring the thrill it gave him. Tonight, he could have bought every one of those

tarts in there three times over!

One of the girls, a white-shoed, mini-skirted, half-pissed blonde he’d noticed a

couple of times that night, staggered up to him, obviously intent on a pull. As she

reached him, she ‘accidentally’ stumbled against him, and he took the opportunity to

grab onto a breast and backside as he helped her upright. She giggled, and slapped

his hands away in mock severity. “None of that,” she said, and collapsed into

uproarious laughter.

McArthur sneered at her, trying to feel repulsed by her cheapness. “Here, same

again for me, and whatever she’s having,” he instructed the bartender, handing the

man a tenner and shoving the girl roughly up to lean against the bar. “I’m going for a

slash.”

The toilet was in semi-darkness, one of the two light-bulbs having been

(inevitably) smashed, and smelt in equal parts of cheap after-shave, piss and vomit.

Standing at the only unblocked urinal, relieving himself of the three previous pints of

beer, McArthur reflected on the girl and his hopes for something decent for a
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change. Perhaps he would stick with her and give her a shafting after all – it’d be

better than nothing, and it didn’t look as though anything better would be coming

along tonight. He grinned to himself. She wasn’t the worst looking tart there, and

looked as though she might prove to be a good screw.

Finishing, he was about to turn away when something, no more than a vague

silhouette in the twilight at the far end of the room, caught his eye. Momentarily

non-plussed, he stood stock-still. It looked like… It couldn’t be…

Wheeling round, he strode swiftly over to where the object was. Gazing down, he

let out a low, expressive whistle. Bloody Hell! he thought. It is, an’ all.

Squatting, he ran his fingers lightly over the shotgun’s surface, appreciating the

sturdy, tough roundness of the butt, the oily smoothness of the twin barrels, the

contrasting rough at the end where a hacksaw blade had done its job. On an

impulse, he took the gun up and hefted it onto his shoulder, sighting down its length

with pleasure. A beautiful job, he thought admiringly. Not, in fact, unlike the one

he’d…

The shock was so sudden he almost dropped it. Hell’s Bells, it couldn’t be...!

Laying it down gingerly, he backed away and surveyed it from a couple of feet.

Nah, course not! he told himself.

Yet still, there was no denying. The gun did look very much the same as the one

he’d used on the job last night. Lips pursed, he stood looking at it. How the hell had

it got in here?

So absorbed was he, that it only gradually penetrated his skull that something was

very wrong back in the disco itself. Puzzled, he struggled to think what it was at first,

and then he realised – the constant beat, beat, beat of the ever-present music had

ceased totally. Baffled, he crept towards the door. ‘Smacks’ nightclub was never

known to be quiet – at least, not during opening hours. Cautiously, he opened the

door a crack and peered out – then recoiled at what he saw, and rammed the door

shut fast. What the…? Coppers! What the hell were they doing here?!

His first instinct was to run, but there was nowhere to run to. Then, forcing

himself calmer, he began to think furiously. Of course, there was no linking him with

the shotgun. But then, if he was found in here with it, in the same room – or even

seen walking out of the toilet, the last person to have gone in, and then the gun was

found…

And then, it dawned on him. Shit! He’d handled the bloody thing! He’d actually

gone and bloody well handled the bloody gun! His fingerprints’d be all over it! And

even though it couldn’t be the same one, once they’d found it, and him, and started

to put two and two together…
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Desperately, he started searching round. Where the hell could he hide it? There

must be bloody somewhere!

Briefly, he considered hoiking it out of the window. But, just as he thought it, the

blurry, streetlamp-illuminated outline of a Plod came into view, searching among the

dustbins and rubbish at the back. Shit!

What about the lavs? he wondered. Behind the pipework? Inside a cistern?

Don’t be bloody daft, he told himself in the next heartbeat. Wouldn’t even begin

to fit. Besides – be the first places they’d look!

Oh shit shit shit shit shit! Why the hell couldn’t the walls have some loose bricks

or something? Anywhere he could bloody hide the bloody thing from view!

And that’s what gave it to him. The ceiling! The bloody ceiling! All these places

had false ceilings nowadays, didn’t they? Helped to save on fuel bills and what-have-

you. Just perhaps…..

Swiftly, he scanned the tiles above him. The gloom of the half-light made it

difficult, but... Yes! He was certain. There was one, just that little bit loose, over

above the wash-basins. Not too obvious, and if the cops were none too clever, which

they probably wouldn’t be, they might perhaps not think to look too far above their

eye-lines…

Grabbing hold of the gun, he hoisted his right foot experimentally up onto the rim

and down into the bowl of the basin immediately underneath his target. Hmm, not

too bad, he thought, gingerly transferring his weight. Might just hold okay...

Taking a chance, he hefted himself up and swung his other foot onto the rim,

stooping a little as the ceiling came rushing down to meet him. Thrusting the hand

holding the shotgun firmly against the wall to steady himself, he pushed carefully

upwards on the tile with his left, grimacing slightly, partly with satisfaction, partly

with fear of being heard, as with a soft ‘crack!’ the edge gave way and disappeared

upwards into the gloom above.

Cautiously sliding his weight towards the wall so he could rest his shoulder against

it and free his hand, he brought the shotgun round and up to where the barrels,

what remained of them, could be jammed into the gap he’d created. Then, smiling

with satisfaction, he began to slide the gun upwards.

Half-way in, it stuck. Shit! As quietly as possible, he joggled it, twisted and shook

it, but nothing doing. Withdrawing it slightly, he tried a different angle. Still no

bloody good!

Cursing fluently, he took it out completely. Wedging himself awkwardly, he

transferred the shotgun back into one hand and thrust the other as far as he could

reach into the ceiling to find out what the obstruction was. Nothing! No matter what
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way he twisted and turned, poking and prying, his hand could feel only emptiness.

Hell! What the bloody hell was wrong then?

Frowning, he looked at the gun wonderingly. Perhaps it might go butt-first, he

decided, and turned it round to try.

A noise outside the door leading back out into the disco attracted his attention,

and he heard voices. Christ! They must be about to come in! Frantically he rammed

the gun back upwards into the hole. Again it stuck half-way. Christ! He pushed again,

urgently. What the hell was going on now? It was like the gun was pushing back! Like

some invisible force was fighting with him, struggling to prevent the gun from going

up there! Gasping, panic-stricken, he put all his strength into one final, desperate

ram upwards.

And that was when it happened.

*

The coroner’s report was succinct. Death by shotgun wounds, it said. Shotgun

proven to be the same as that which killed security guard Dan Pearson in the Atlas

Warehouse robbery the previous night.

And John McArthur’s fingerprints all over it, Superintendent Dexter mused to

himself a few days later. McArthur’s mother unable to establish a definite alibi for

him.

He smiled grimly. Case solved. Though why the hell the silly sod took the weapon

to the disco the following night was anybody’s guess. Fully loaded, especially! Hoping

to carry out another job after the heat had blown over, and wanting to find

somewhere handy to stash it, perhaps? He shrugged. No one would ever know, and

certainly McArthur would never be telling. Why worry about it?

Frowning, he scrubbed at the five-o’clock shadow on his chin with a large, rough

hand. Not a trace of any drugs at the disco, like the anonymous tip-off had said there

would be. And that was another queer thing. The call had been traced back to the

Atlas Warehouse. But they’d been closed all day – and they didn’t have anyone on

security that evening while the details of Pearson’s death were being sorted out. So,

as far as they were concerned – no-one was there to make any calls.

He shrugged again and closed the file in front of him. It was another mystery,

true, but like the shotgun’s presence at the disco it didn’t matter. What mattered

was, the murder had been solved, and at least a kind of justice done, if not the most

satisfactory kind.

Leaning back in his chair, he surveyed the ceiling thoughtfully. Yes, he thought –

for Dan Pearson, there had been justice. And for John McArthur? Hmm, only one

word to describe what he’d got – Comeuppance!


