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The Man in the Black Cagoule 

 

‘Are you going to pick that up?’ 

It was Saturday morning, and Christine was out walking her black-and-white Cockapoo, 

Archie, on a gone-to-weeds stretch of farm track near her home, when the man’s voice had taken 

her completely by surprise. 

‘Hey, lady, I’m talking to you.’ 

The day was cold but bright, the lane covered in a fine dusting of January snow, and while 

Archie was investigating something under an overhanging beech hedge (no amount of tugging 

would discourage him when he was in ‘The Zone’), Christine had lost herself in the warmth of 

the winter sunshine and begun to daydream. She was thinking about what she and Arch might do 

if the weather held – venture farther afield to the shop, say, or even into town if she could muster 

the courage to reverse her old Ford from the garage (reversing had been Pete’s bailiwick). She 

was also thinking about calling her therapist to thank him for the idea of buying a dog in the first 

place (and for wearing those tight trousers of his); had it not been for him – and Arch, of course 

– she would likely be agoraphobic by now, as well.  

‘I said are you going to pick that up?’   

Christine, dressed in a red coat with matching scarf and mittens, turned to find a small man 

in a black cagoule standing behind her. On his back, he wore a small blue rucksack, the type a 

hiker might wear, and from one hand swung a black plastic bag, the kind with which Christine 

herself had recently become all too familiar. The animal that had filled the bag was nowhere to 

be seen. 

‘You’re not deaf, then,’ the man in the cagoule said.  
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‘Sorry?’ Christine said. 

‘Perhaps I spoke too soon.’   

‘Pardon?’ 

The man in the cagoule sighed and pointed with the swinging bag of dog turds at a small 

brown pile not six inches from Christine’s Wellington boot. ‘See that?’ he said. ‘That’s muck. I 

could have stepped in that.’  

Christine opened her mouth to tell him she didn’t think it belonged to Archie – it was too 

big, for one thing, and too sloppy, for another – but her accuser wasn’t finished.  

‘And do you see that?’ He gestured again with the bag of faeces, which danced in the air like 

a speed bag. This time Christine followed the bag and realised with mounting horror that she was 

standing beneath a yellow sign with the silhouette of a defecating canine and the words CLEAR 

UP AFTER YOUR DOG – MAXIMUM FINE £1000. She was also aware of how hot she felt, in 

spite of the cold. Perhaps it was the pills, she told herself; they often made her feel flushed when 

she took them on an empty stomach. 

‘It’s all in here,’ the man said, and smiled, tapping the lens of a small black camera that 

dangled from his neck by a leather strap. He stepped closer. ‘This isn’t your first time, is it?’  

Even over the contending stink of damp foliage, Christine could smell a foul odour rising 

from his coat. Archie began to growl like an idling motor. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’   

‘Sure you do.’ The man looked both ways again and stepped closer still. This time Archie 

actually barked. It was the first time Christine had heard him do it. The man smiled at him. 

Christine could see the pores in his skin now, the blackheads around his nose, the veins threading 

through the whites of his eyes. He had no wrinkles, Christine noticed, as if his skin were not skin 

at all, but rubber. ‘Did you know that a repeat offence carries a bigger fine?’  
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‘Repeat offence? But I didn’t—’  

‘You did. And I saw you.’ He tapped the camera again. There was a pause. His eyes darted 

left and right from within the dark confines of his hood, where they seemed to gleam like 

precious stones. ‘But for a woman like you, I’d be willing to overlook it.’  

That smile returned. Christine watched it spread across his face as though a child had drawn 

it in the sand with a stick. When he winked, Christine didn’t hesitate. She barged past him, 

surprised at how easily he moved, like soil before an Earthmover, and ran for home – yomping, 

her mother would have called it – praying that Archie would follow her and that the lead 

wouldn’t snap taught like a fisherman’s line, the way it did when they reached an impasse and 

little Archie put the brakes on, and all the while those words bouncing around inside her head 

like a ball: For a woman like you . . .   

Five minutes later, though in truth it felt more like twenty, and with her heart whooshing in 

her ears, Christine crashed through her back door and slammed it behind her, turning the key 

hurriedly in the lock. 

Breathing hard, she went into the kitchen and tried to pour a drink of water, but her hand was 

shaking so badly she dropped the glass. She checked the lane again (still all clear), and removed 

another glass from the cabinet, this time ignoring the tap and aiming straight for the fridge. The 

bottle she wanted, she saw, was still there, hiding behind the butter and the hot sauce. She hadn’t 

touched alcohol in months but was amazed at how easily she reconciled the thought, and even 

more amazed at how good it tasted as it slid down her throat.  

Archie was lying on his bed in the corner, looking up at her. ‘Just one,’ she told him.  

Archie, being a dog, said nothing.  
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That afternoon, while Archie was asleep on his back and Christine was stroking his chest and 

reading the paper, the phone rang.  

Christine must have started like a woman waking from a bad dream because Archie sprang 

onto the floor and skittered into the hall. Christine got up and grabbed the phone from beside the 

TV. She didn’t recognise the number. 

‘Hello?’ she said. 

‘Is that Mrs Hunter?’ an adenoidal voice replied. The effect sounded exaggerated, as though 

the speaker were pinching his nose. 

‘That depends who’s asking.’  

‘My name is Smith, and I represent your local council.’ 

Christine swallowed. ‘Oh. And how can I be of help, Mr Smith?’ 

‘Mrs Hunter, there is no easy way of saying this, so I will just come out with it. You have 

been reported for failing to clean up after your dog. In instances such as these, a considerable 

fine is the usual outcome.’ There was a pause, and then, the man’s voice no more than a whisper: 

‘But for a woman like you . . . ’ 

Christine dropped the receiver, stared at it for a moment, and then stamped on it. One half 

flew under the couch; the other, as stranded and alone as a soldier on an enemy beachhead, 

waited for Christine’s foot to come down a second time and disintegrated into a dozen pieces of 

black plastic. Her heart was beating hard, bringing that god awful whooshing with it, and she 

could feel a vein in her temple, pulsing just beneath the skin like the heartbeat of a tiny animal. 

She revisited the kitchen, grabbed her pills and the vodka and brought them through to the living 

room.  

This time she didn’t bother with the glass. 
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She woke on the couch with a stiff neck and a sour taste in her mouth. Archie was on the 

rug, sleeping again, and the clock above the fire said Christine had been doing the same thing for 

at least two hours.  

She considered calling the police, but what good would that do? If the man in the black 

cagoule worked for the council, who would the authorities believe – an upstanding pillar of the 

community or a middle-aged widower stoned out of her gourds on tranquilisers and booze? Best 

to lie low, she told herself. To lie low and wait.  

But the thought of him was like a gangrenous wound. How did he know her name? Or her 

number, come to that? What if he was watching her right now?  

She poured another drink, took it into the utility room and stared across her back garden and 

onto the lane. Thanks to the lack of vegetation at this time of year she could see passersby 

clearly. Sometimes, if she saw someone, she would wave. And sometimes they would wave 

back.  

But the figure standing in the rain on this particular afternoon did not wave back, and when 

Christine waved again, the figure turned and disappeared. A moment later, two dog walkers went 

past in the opposite direction. 

She remained indoors for three days. Then, partly because the sun was shining, and partly 

because she was almost out of vodka (also, Archie was running out of places to squat), they went 

out again. She had been intending on a quick walk to the shop – in and out, as they say – sticking 

to the main road and remaining in full view. But that wasn’t what happened. 

By the time she closed the gate behind her, it was already too late. She hadn’t peeked around 

the conifers first. Hadn’t waited to see if the coast was clear. Hadn’t done her due diligence, as 
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her father would have said. Instead, she had shown her hand. Had stridden out like Scott on his 

first day in the Antarctic. 

The man in the black cagoule was there, and she almost walked straight into him. Had it not 

been for Archie, who likely smelled him before he saw him and started growling again, she 

would have.  

To her relief, however, he was not alone. Walking alongside him was a tall man with a big 

black Labrador and a fat woman with what looked like an entire pack of Huskies. When the man 

in the cagoule saw Christine, he stopped, smiled broadly, and extended his right hand. ‘Hello,’ he 

said, ‘I don’t believe we’ve met. My name’s Brian—’ 

But Christine Hunter was already gone. 

 

She ran most of the way, would have run the whole way had her lungs allowed it instead of 

turning into burning curtains. She locked the front and back doors, closed all the windows and 

went into the kitchen. She eyed the bottle of pills on the table, considered taking one, then 

reconsidered and made tea, instead. What she wanted was a real drink, but there wasn’t much 

left, and Christine had an idea she might need it later on. Archie was back onto the couch, so 

Christine eased him over and squeezed in beside him. 

That was when she heard the front gate slam. 

No knock on the door came. Christine could see no one out the window, either, but this came 

as no real surprise; delivery men of every stripe could be in and out before you knew it. 

Sometimes you found a parcel, sometimes a note.   

There was no note, but there was a parcel. It was lying on Christine’s HER WAY OR THE 

HIGHWAY doormat and was the biggest pile of dog turds she had ever seen.  
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She sprinted to the end of the path, flung open the gate and flew into the street, stopping just 

in time to keep herself from sprawling beneath the wheels of a bright yellow bus. Like the bus, 

the street was deserted except for the wind, which was blowing an empty Coke can along the 

gutter. She went back to the house, folded the doormat around the mess and, resisting the urge to 

gag, dumped the whole lot in a refuse sack and marched it to the wheelie bin on the drive.  

Christine spent the rest of the day watching TV with the volume down. When night fell she 

turned on all the lights and double locked the door.  

At two a.m., the doorbell rang, waking Christine so suddenly she toppled out of bed. Archie 

went ballistic, rushing around downstairs, the tags on his collar tinkling. Christine opened the 

door against the chain, with Archie between her legs, barking his head off. But there was no one 

there. 

Days passed. No more surprise packages turned up, and the doorbell never rang, but the 

image of The Man in the Cagoule never left her mind. She began seeing him everywhere: sitting 

by the window on the bus, hiding amongst the trees at the end of the garden, sitting in the crowd 

during rugby matches on TV. Then she would blink and he would be gone. Once, in a dream in 

which she was driving, she glanced in the rearview mirror and found him sitting on the back seat. 

When she woke, she was screaming.  

Christine Hunter wondered if she was losing her mind.  

She still went out to buy alcohol, but only between the hours of nine and midday when her 

tormentor would presumably be at work. In the beginning, Archie went with her, but on one 

occasion she left him tied up outside the shop and was halfway home before she remembered. 

From then on she let him out only into the garden, locking the door behind him and watching 

him through the window as he made for the bird table to see if anything had fallen off – which it 
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hadn’t; she hadn’t filled the feeders in days – before cocking his leg against it in disgust and 

disappearing around the back of the house to find somewhere new to move his bowels.  

One day he didn’t scratch to be let in, and when Christine went outside to investigate, she 

couldn’t find him anywhere. No amount of whistling or shouting would bring him back. The 

Man in the Black Cagoule had taken him. 

She was hardly sleeping now, and for the first time in her life could make out the ribs 

beneath her skin. When she did sleep, she would wake suddenly and run onto the landing, hoping 

to find Archie down in the hall, wagging his tail and waiting to be let upstairs. 

No Archie. No Pete. Just the tick-tick-ticking of the cuckoo clock in the hall. 

Enough was enough. One week later, after waking drunk on the couch at ten a.m. and with 

no forethought as to what she was doing, Christine took sleeping pills from the kitchen, a razor 

blade from the bathroom, and the vodka from the fridge, and ran a hot bath.  

While the water was running, a newspaper fell through the letterbox. And there it was: 

something to occupy her mind while she waited to see Pete again. Archie, too, perhaps, 

depending on what had happened to him. She undressed, washed the pills down with a half litre 

of vodka and slipped into the tub. The water scalded her but she hardly noticed, and after 

attending to her wrists with the blade, she reached over the edge and took up the paper, pouring 

blood all over the front page and leaving a bright red smear on the porcelain. 

 And that was when the headline caught her eye: MORNING WALK ENDS IN 

TRAGEDY.  

Apparently, a fight had broken out when an argument over a dog’s leavings got out of hand. 

Christine read on.  
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Allegedly a man, who was dressed in a black cagoule and wearing a rucksack, had 

confronted a lone female on a deserted farm track in the area and accused her of failing to clear 

up after her animal. While the woman was protesting her innocence, the man touched her in an 

‘inappropriate manner’. Unbeknown to the accused, however, the victim’s husband had been 

walking their second dog and had come upon the pair moments later. A scuffle broke out, in 

which the accused fell awkwardly and broke his neck. All attempts to revive him failed and he 

died at the scene. Police have confirmed the individual was wanted in connection with a series of 

sexual assaults in the area, and are asking for anyone with information to come forward. 

Finally, the report concluded, and in a bizarre twist, a poop bag the man was carrying turned 

out to be full not of poop at all but a handful of small stones.  

Christine’s mouth became a tight seam. The colour drained from her face. She tried to stand 

but slipped and went under, inhaling water and coming to the surface in a spray of pink foam. 

Struggling for the side she hauled herself over the edge, but she landed awkwardly and felt her 

ankle snap. She collapsed onto the floor, her pulse hammering out a feeble SOS that only she 

could hear. 

‘HELP! She yelled. ‘SOMEBODY HELP!’ 

She tore a towel from the rail and wrapped it tightly around one arm, staunching the flow of 

blood while the other continued to bleed, turning her linoleum into an ice rink. She tried to stand, 

but her ankle screamed. Then the drugs kicked in and she went over backwards in a slick of 

blood and a wave of light-headedness, slamming her head against the toilet seat. The fall could 

have broken her neck but it didn’t. Instead, concussed and bleeding, she made for the living 

room on her stomach. 
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She lost consciousness twice before she made the doorway, each time coming to with a 

renewed determination to live. But as she made the living room, grabbing the doorframe and 

dragging herself over the line and telling herself all she had to do was remain awake until she 

called the ambulance, her heart sank.  

There, lying on the floor, half in and half out of the room, Christine was afforded an 

Archie’s-eye view of the underneath of her brown leather recliner, the one she and Pete had 

bought when things like brown leather recliners seemed important. Beneath it, among six 

months’ worth of dust and one of Archie’s squeaky toys, was one half of her ruined telephone. 

And so, lying motionless in a spreading pool of her own blood, Christine Hunter began to 

scream. 

 

   

The End 

 

 

  

   

 


