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### Product Description

We begin to die from the second we are born. The only difference is how long it will take each of us and how painful it will be. 

Dermott Madison's thirst for revenge takes him to Pakistan, Mexico and back to England in Part 2 of The Facebook Killer. 

WARNING: This should not be read by people with a heart condition, the squeamish or those suffering from fantasies of committing murder. 






The Facebook Killer: Part Two.



M.L. Stewart

 


 



Chapter 1.

 



I hate flying. I always have. The take-off and landings have always terrified me and tonight was no different. A strong crosswind made things even worse. One wheel thudded onto the tarmac, lurching the plane steeply to the left. It felt like we momentarily lifted off again, when the other wheel suddenly made contact with planet Earth. I kept my eyes tightly closed, my heart pounding. A child was screaming his lungs out somewhere to the rear of the plane. A woman, opposite, was muttering something I could only assume was a prayer. We lurched heavily, once again, this time to the right, before slamming down on both wheels. The shrill screech of the flaps being raised drowned out the prayers and the screaming child. The seat belt cut into my pelvis as my forward momentum overtook that of the slowing plane. 



The Captain’s announcement meant nothing to me the first time round, but my fellow passengers seemed to take some comfort in his words.

 “Ladies and Gentlemen, welcome to Allama Iqbal International Airport, Lahore. The current temperature is five degrees Celsius and we are experiencing heavy rain. We would like to thank you for flying with Pakistan International Airlines and we hope to see you again soon.”

 



Norman waited by luggage carousel number five. Half-expecting to stand out a mile from the crowd, we were pleasantly surprised to see at least another forty white Europeans had taken the same flight from London.


We had travelled light. We had been forced to. That bastard Gerradine’s newspaper article had almost messed up everything. On that last drive back to Epping Forest, we’d heard on the radio that the police had intensified their search for Adrian Devoy but were also pursuing another “line of interest”. The bastard had put them onto me. 



Gary Pearson’s death hadn’t made the news by the time we fled London and we had no reason to worry that it would be linked to the apple picking. My only regret had been that we didn’t have time to wrap things up properly, we still had one of the original thirteen left to deal with.


Laputa was all locked up and we had covered the path with dead tree branches, leaving nothing to indicate anyone had been there. The camper van was put back in the storage unit, where Devoy was doing well and still being fed and watered. I paid the doctor another month’s salary and informed him of our expected return date. We then took a taxi to Heathrow airport. My hand luggage held the laptop. The suitcase contained Norman, the rest of the cash, a copy of the Koran in braille, a gas mask, a hijab and burka.


And so it was that we found ourselves almost 4,000 miles away from home, lost in a city of over ten million people, of which, we had to track down a mere five. But before we could even think about that, there was some unfinished business to take care of.


Norman, Albert and I had booked into the Avari Hotel. We’d decided that since this may be our last few weeks of freedom, we would take the Executive Club Suite. It wasn’t the twenty-four butler service which attracted me to the Avari, more the armed security guards and wifi connection.

 



Abdul Basir

 



Born Thomas Wilson, 1985. Struck down and blinded by Meningitis aged 4. Converted to Islam aged 20. Known as “Taliban Tommy” to his former friends and Abdul Basir, which ironically means servant of the all-seeing, to his new friends.


Location: Chelsea. Status: Single and living with mum and dad. Likes: Music and discussions on radio. Dislikes: Extremism, bigotry and war.


Now Tommy didn’t try and make a secret of his favourite place of worship, a converted flat in South Kensington, with a capacity to hold thirty people. As Albert so cleverly pointed out, it wasn’t going to be too difficult to spot the blind white man. 



However, what wouldn’t prove so simple, was gaining access to Tommy. It turned out his father was the owner of BEA Industries, one of the country’s most prolific manufacturers of armaments. Tommy had been deemed a kidnap-threat from an early age and was therefore accompanied by a bodyguard wherever he went. He was driven to the micro-mosque in a bulletproof car; his guard never leaving his side. To make matters worse, his family home was comparable only to Fort Knox. 



Unbeknown to Mr. Gerradine, his newspaper article was actually a blessing in disguise. It was the catalyst for Tommy Taliban’s death. Think about it. The man lives in a bulletproof world, an Exocet missile probably couldn’t get into that house. But I knew something that could. 


 



Serge had transferred the VX nerve agent into a small insulin vial, allowing easy passage through the airport security checks. I followed his instructions to the letter. I’d been warned of its strength, and so, wearing the gas mask and gloves, I slowly drew the lethal liquid into the syringe. Six milligrams is all it would take to kill a man, he had assured me, but for good measure, I had bought fifteen. As I placed a microscopic drop on each raised letter of Braille, I found it hard to believe that the Americans had listed such an innocuous-looking liquid, a weapon of mass destruction. Serge had proudly explained to me that he had mixed it with dimethylsulphoxide, to act as a skin-penetrant. It was a strange feeling to think of young Tommy Taliban opening the package in a week or so, the feeling of pride that his prayers had been answered. He hadn’t been able to find a Braille copy of the holy book for over a year. He had plastered websites with requests in search of one, and I was about to make his day.


It would be around page thirty that his breathing would start to falter, five pages later, he ought to be feeling dizzy and a little nauseous. By my reckoning, the spasms should kick in a couple of pages after that, quickly followed by total paralysis and then death by asphyxiation. 



The book was mailed in an airtight, padded envelope. The enclosed letter simply read, “May Allah be with you.”

 



We had been forced to leave England in such a hurry that we hadn’t had time to plan properly. The VX was the only thing we could bring. The rest of the hardware was still in the storage unit. I had had great plans for the Pakistani apples. 



I was once waiting to meet a friend flying into Gatwick airport, when I saw a man, around Norman’s age, pushing his elderly mother, in a wheelchair, through the security checks. She was asleep and connected to an oxygen tank via a facemask. No one woke her; they just checked her passport, which her son was holding. I couldn’t help but think to myself, “now if I ever wanted to smuggle a load of drugs into the country, that’s how I would do it.” And that had been the plan, bizarre as it may sound. I was going to have a one hundred year-old woman made from latex, together with an accompanying passport. Her insides would have been hollow; to allow us to transport everything we needed to achieve our goals in Pakistan. Yet, that bastard journalist had screwed things up for us. 


 



The only downside to our Executive Suite was the complimentary drinks service provided; of which Norman had taken full advantage from the moment we arrived. Aside from that, the suite, itself, was of a reasonable standard. A large living area, led to a quite luxurious bedroom, complete with a four-poster bed. There was a separate office, which also contained a safe. This is where the laptop slept, alongside our cash. 



I spent four hours the first night trying to get used to wearing the burka. I found it disorientating, hot and almost soundproof. My second attempt wasn’t so uncomfortable and I was thankful that we hadn’t arrived here in Lahore’s one hundred degree summer.


And so there I sat, in front of my laptop at twelve midnight, wearing a burka, my belly full of vodka and orange and proceeded to make, potentially, the biggest mistake of my entire life.

 


 



Dear Mr. Gerradine,

 



I am writing to you today with regards to your published article in the Daily Mail newspaper entitled “The Facebook Killer: Are they looking for the right man?”


May I begin by congratulating you on your very astute observations of the situation. Investigative reporting at it’s finest, your Editor must be very proud. However, you made one error. You stated that Abdul Hamid’s whereabouts are unknown. That is factually incorrect. We know exactly where he is and, as the Lord is my witness, we will bring him to the most horrifying justice imaginable. 



You, and your informant’s, assumptions about Adrian Devoy are quite correct. He is not the one they should be looking for, but he is part of the wider conspiracy. 



I am sure you will be shocked when you open this email, Mr. Gerradine, and no doubt be wondering why we are writing to you in the first place. Please allow me the indulgence to explain further.


I am offering you a choice. You can go straight to press with this information, thereby never hearing from me again, or you may remain patient and I will give you the story of the decade, which will undoubtedly make your career. 



I shall read your newspaper’s online edition tomorrow, where I am sure your decision will be made apparent.

 



Best regards,


Dermott Madison.





Chapter 2


London. 7:30pm

 



Matt Gerradine was a mountain of a man, 31 years old and still a bachelor. He worked, predominantly, from his messy rented flat in Soho, normally accompanied by some form of alcoholic stimulant for his writing. 



He sat at the pine kitchen table staring into his Blackberry, the Malt Whisky growing warm in his other hand. This had to be a joke. An hour later and the Assistant Chief Constable was sitting in silence, opposite him, staring at the message, sipping a malt of his own.


There was an undeniable similarity between both men, not in their social habits, but appearance. Apart from the twelve stone weight difference, they both bore the same public-school blonde quiffs and indoctrinated, accompanying accents.

 “What the hell is this Anonymouse thing?” Asked ACC Bill Pearson.

 “It’s a system that allows you to send emails anonymously. That’s why it took so long to come through; they store it so that the sender’s location can’t be linked to it. They get time to move, to give themselves an alibi. Pretty clever stuff actually,” replied Matt.

 “So there’s no way we can reply to this person?”

 “No,” shaking his head.

 “So this could be some crackpot for all we know?”

 “Quite an intelligent crackpot, judging by his writing.”

 “That means nothing, Matt. This means nothing,” he said, tapping the Blackberry’s screen, “I’m afraid we don’t have a jot of evidence here. For all we know this could have come from Devoy himself.”

 “So what do you suggest I do?” Matt asked.

 “He says that he’s going to read the online edition?”

 “Yes, today’s”


Pearson checked his watch. It was almost 9:00pm. 


 “When is the next updated version scheduled?” He asked.

 “We can update it at any time,” Matt replied, “the only problem is, with what? Like you said, this isn’t an admission of guilt that we can run a story on.”


A moment’s silence followed, both men stared into their glasses, contemplating this strange twist in events.

 “Let us assume, for one moment, that this message is from our friend Madison here. Why do you think he would want to contact you? He knows we’re concentrating all our efforts on catching Devoy,” asked Pearson. 


 “I don’t know, Bill. I mean, my article basically pointed the finger at him, but I didn’t think he would get in touch, never mind admitting to being the killer. The most I expected was a letter from his lawyer. I mean Christ! We didn’t even know if he was still alive.”

 “Read the email again,” Pearson said firmly, passing the phone back across the table, “and tell me where it says he has killed anyone. All it says is that they know where this Abdul fellow is. There is no crime in that. OK he says they’re going to dish out some form of justice, but again that’s an unspecified threat.”

 “So what do we do?” Matt asked with a frustrated sigh.

 “We go and see your Editor, right now and give this nutter something to read.”

 



Chapter 3


The Daily Mail Offices, London: 10:00pm.

 


 “With all due respect gentleman, you must think that I’m absolutely stark raving mad,” declared Howard Ballantine, the paper’s night time editor. The sixty year-old paced back and forth in front of his cluttered desk. Pearson and Matt Gerradine seated on an uncomfortable brown leather couch, “Do you realise how much trouble we could all be in if this were to backfire? I am due to retire in less than a year. You, Matt, would be out of a job as well and as for you Assistant Chief Constable, I dread to imagine the consequences.”

 “Mr. Ballantine, I would ask you to consider the situation we have here before you make a final decision. We are currently conducting one of this country’s biggest ever manhunts and this new information may cast a shadow of doubt over the whole thing. We may be wasting our time looking for a victim and not the real killer. There are lives at stake here, Mr. Ballantine. I’m sure you can appreciate that,” said Pearson.

 “Not to mention, if I may?” Matt added sheepishly, “If we are correct in what we think is actually going on here, it will be the story of the year. Imagine it, if you will,” Matt wrote the letters with his finger in the air, “Exclusive: Britain’s Biggest Manhunt...For The Wrong Man.,” he was on his feet now, “Sir, this isn’t the Yorkshire Ripper, a man killing for sick kicks or deluded fantasies. This is a man avenging his murdered wife and daughter, a man failed by our very own justice system. This story could split the nation. If Dermot Madison is the Facebook Killer, there is every likelihood he could wind up a folklore legend.” He took his seat again. 



Both men sat in silence, waiting for the editor’s decision. 


 “Ok, ok,” relented Ballantine, “we go to press with it in one hour, and by God, I hope you two are right about this, or we’re all going to be in it up to our necks.”

 



Chapter 4


The Avari Hotel, Lahore, Pakistan.

 



When I awoke the next morning, my first thought was, “No I didn’t, did I? What the fuck did I say?” Needless to say I couldn’t recover the email to check exactly what I’d written. Damn that Norman and his drinking, damn him to hell!


I felt physically sick, my cheek began to throb and paranoia started to creep in. What if the email could be traced? What if the Pakistani Police were on their way to the hotel at that moment? 



I checked the bedside alarm clock, 10:00am, which would make it 7:00pm in London. I couldn’t face it immediately, so I showered before partaking of a leisurely breakfast in the privacy of our suite. After several refills of strong coffee, I had gained the courage to take a peak. 



The laptop remained on the desk, where it had been used the night before, Norman was fast asleep next to it. I had even forgotten to put them back in the safe, yet another rule broken. I was nervous as hell when I lifted that screen open, half expecting the police to be hiding inside, jump out and grab me. I’d heard about post-alcoholic depression but this felt like the precipice of insanity. 



I checked The Daily Mail website. Scrolling down through each headline, nothing seemed relevant. The strangest thing was the absolute lack of stories covering the hunt for Devoy. There were normally three to four separate articles on a daily basis. This looked bad. They were updating their stories, I knew it, this was the only explanation. Devoy wasn’t the killer, I was and they were going to announce that to the world. Why in God’s name had I made contact? Now they would be bribing some hospital secretary somewhere to obtain photographs of how I look now, after the fire. Every Police Force in Britain will be having emergency meetings, all overtime cancelled. They’ll put a reward on my head. Who says Serge or one of his comrades won’t grass me up over the false passports? Christ, if they find out about Norman, they’ll come straight for us. 



Refresh! Refresh! Still nothing. No news. I checked The Times Online; they were still carrying stories about Devoy. So were the Observer, Guardian, Sky News, BBC, every bastard except The Mail. What was going on? Should we run? Where? Back to England? That would be insane. We could move to somewhere else. There was plenty of cash left. But then what? Live like a recluse for the rest of my life? Leaving the job unfinished? The job had to be completed.


It was no good. I couldn’t think clearly, panic was starting to set in and I knew that if we panicked, more mistakes would happen. I had to get out. I donned the hijab and burka; put Norman and the computer back in the safe and headed out.


Wearing the burka gave me an incredible sense of, not only anonymity, but also focus. I felt a little like a blinkered-horse. I walked and I thought. Yet another cocoon, of which I had grown so used to living in. Be them hotel suites, Laputa or the camper van. My only social interaction in over a year had been performed from behind one form of mask or another, the conversation belying the fact that someone was about die. I began to refocus my thoughts. The apples. Don’t forget the apples. 



And so I walked the streets of Lahore for the best part of four hours, unnoticed and more importantly, undisturbed. I barely noticed the colonial architecture, the high police presence on what seemed like every street, or the crowds. I was alone again. No Norman, Kalif or Albert. Just me.


I thought about Hamid’s favourite aunt, Fatima, a tour guide at Badshahi Mosque. I thought about the near impossible task facing me and the total lack of contacts or equipment to help carry it out. Several ideas flashed through my head. Kill one of the apples and wait for the other four to attend the funeral. But then what? It was crass stupidity. These apples had to be picked very cleverly. One by one; without a trace.

 



Chapter 5

 



I felt the anxiety return as the laptop powered up. It was now 11:33 pm in London. The Daily Mail site showed it had been updated half an hour ago. The headlines were back. Devoy’s face and updates on the manhunt. As I scrolled down, past inane drivel regarding William and Kate and some phone-hacking scandal, I started to realise that maybe the bastard hadn’t taken me seriously after all. Nerves began to give way to a feeling of elation. Gerradine had probably just deleted the email as being from some crank, or it may have gone straight to his spam box and would never see the light of day again. 



Then I saw it. I could now imagine how a prisoner, strapped to the electric chair, feels when the switch is flicked. My nervous system went into shock. I was blinkered again. I could only stare, not knowing whether to laugh or cry.

 


 



Dermott Calum Madison: Obituary.


Gerradine.M@Dailymailonline.co.uk

 



Former London banker, Mr. Madison, passed away during surgery in the United States of America on January 17th. He was a widower of Anna and beloved Father of Laura-Jane. 



Mr. Madison was cremated, as per the request of his last will and testament, in Florida County, where he had been resident for the past year.

 



To say I was confused would be an understatement. What the hell was he playing at? This was not what I had expected. Even though I couldn’t clearly remember the content of the email I had sent, I’m bloody sure it had nothing to do with me dying. Christ, they had even spelt my middle name wrong. 



I read that obituary over and over again. Probably looking for some hidden code, some message maybe, but I couldn’t find anything. What in God’s name was Gerradine trying to do? He had just cleared me of any wrongdoings. After all he had just declared me dead. Did this mean he wanted to play ball? But, hang on; didn’t this make him an accomplice?


Whatever the reason, I didn’t have time to concern myself with it now. The hotel had booked Norman a ticket for the guided tour of Badshahi Mosque, the last one of the evening. The taxi would pick him up from the lobby in an hour.

 



The gridlock that was Lahore’s traffic, meant that Norman’s cab ride developed in a frustrating ninety minute ordeal. “Sometimes quicker to walk in this city,” the driver had remarked after forty-five minutes. When he eventually arrived Norman jumped out of the cab before it had barely stopped, tossing a tip at the driver, the hotel would settle the rest of the fare. 



As he hurried across the square and into its shadow, the monolithic size of the building filled him with awe. It’s eight minarets towering over him like space rockets. The colossal white domes glinting in the evening sun. Approaching the marble steps he could see a small group of five or six tourists, waiting impatiently at the top. A small flag was being waved above their heads, a union jack on one side, the stars and stripes on the other. Norman couldn’t see the person holding the flag but he knew exactly who she was. All that remained was to find out exactly where she lived.

 “Are you the gentleman from the Avari Hotel?” Fatima asked an out-of-breath Norman.

 “Yes. Sorry I’m late. The traffic was hellish,” came his panted apology.


Fatima was an unremarkable looking woman, but without a certain attractiveness. Her profile claimed that she was only 38 but Norman reckoned she was a good fiver years older. Her skin was much darker than her nephew’s, which made her piercing blue eyes appear even brighter in real life. She was wearing a headscarf and a long flowing hijab. Her nametag read simply, Fatima. The three flags beneath her name denoting the foreign languages that she spoke. English, French and German. 



Fatima’s Facebook photos had been littered with her and Abdul, some in Pakistan, one in front of this exact mosque, two in front of the Eiffel tower and, more poignantly, on the steps of the Old Bailey. 



As Norman’s eyes met with Fatima’s, he felt no sympathy, nor guilt for what was about to happen to her. He felt only pure, unadulterated hatred. 


 “Then since we’re all here. I would like to begin the tour, if I may?” Fatima announced. 



And so Norman followed, like a sheep. Actually more like the wolf. The mosque impressed him, by its sheer scale, but in reality, he didn’t care one iota about why or when it was built. He wasn’t here for an injection of historical culture. He was here to follow the prey. 



It had been Norman’s misfortune to be the only Englishman in the tour party of Americans. He was convinced that it wouldn’t have taken half as long had it not been for the inane questions that his fellow travellers kept throwing at their guide, “What are ablutions?” “Has it ever been struck by lightning?” And the best of all, “Has the Pope ever been here since it was finished?” He tried to appear interested and took as many photographs as his fellow tourists did. Although all of his featured Fatima within the picture.


When the two hours of torture were finally over, the Americans had their photographs taken with Fatima and left. Norman approached her. They stood alone in the vast courtyard, the mosque empty now; the only sound coming from the central fountain.


Fatima and Norman were looking at each other in the midst of an uncomfortable silence. Christ, we had stared at that face, those eyes, for countless hours back in Laputa. But she wasn’t smiling now, not like she smiled outside the Old Bailey, with her arm around her favourite nephew. The murdering bastard that she doted on like the son she never had. Well that smile had an expiry date and it was rapidly approaching. 


 “Is there something I can help you with Sir?” Asked Fatima.


Norman felt the pulse in his cheek; he was beginning to shake, the rage rising again like bile.

 “No, no,” he stammered, “well actually, yes there is. I’m writing an article for the, em...Daily Mail in London, the travel section about Lahore and it’s history. I wondered if maybe we could go for a drink when you get off work. So I can cross-reference some points with you about the mosque?” Suggested Norman.

 “I am sorry Sir, but that would be completely impossible. Besides I have at least another two hours of paperwork to complete,” Fatima replied without a hint of regret in her voice.


A voice called across the courtyard in what Norman assumed was Urdu. A security guard emerged from the shadows; Fatima nodded her head and replied.

 “He is asking you leave now,” she explained to Norman, “they are locking up for tonight,” another burst of conversation, “he says that he didn’t realise any visitors were left inside. He says you will have to take the staff exit. You must go with him.”


Norman was lead past a security desk, to a side door. The two guards exchanged an incomprehensible joke, obviously to Norman’s detriment before he was ushered outside, the door slamming behind him. 



During Norman’s gruelling tour of the mosque it had grown dark outside. He found himself wondering what to do. He couldn’t very well hang around outside. Then he saw it, across the street high in the rooftops. A stark contrast to the graceful and splendid architecture that he had just witnessed, a red neon sign, Coco’s Den, and this was where Norman would spend the next two hours sipping vodka and orange, waiting and watching. 



The place was quite busy, mainly tourists, he assumed by the accents. Nothing to write home about but it had one undeniable facet, an uninterrupted view of the now floodlit mosque and more importantly, the staff exit.

 


 



Fatima Hamid

 



She took almost three hours to finish her “paperwork”. When she left the mosque she was wearing a full burka, it was only the bright shoes that gave away her identity. Norman quickly finished his drink and headed back downstairs; he had purchased an “I love Coco’s” baseball cap, one with the red love heart replacing the word. He sat down on a bench, across the road from the mosque, watching Fatima descend the marble steps. He kept one eye on the taxi rank, they weren’t busy, there were eight cars, he wouldn’t have a problem following her home. 



Fatima was crossing the square in front of the mosque, all she carried was, what looked like a backpack. Hating to be cynical yet Norman couldn’t help but think how this would have looked in the London Underground. She would have undoubtedly been stopped by now and searched. He watched as she approached the taxi rank. The feeling of hatred hadn’t left him since he first saw her waving that flag. Her blue piercing eyes, that smile! We were to going enjoy picking this apple. This was going to be a bolt in that bastard’s heart when he found out about it and believe me, he would find out about it. Playtime was over. We had too much to lose now, too much yet, at the same time, nothing. We had gone too far. The point of no return had been reached weeks ago.


Norman was on his feet as Fatima approached the taxi rank. Some exchanges in Urdu were made between a couple of the drivers and her. She shook her head. She continued walking, past the taxis. Norman hurried across the road behind her. She was walking home. This was good news; it meant she couldn’t live far away. No taxi, no trail, no witness. 



We still didn’t have a firm plan for Fatima. The first thing was to find her home and it looked like we were halfway to our goal when she turned left into a noisy, busy street, the sign read Shahi Mohallah. A fat policeman was standing on the corner.

 “Hello,” Norman initiated, “can you tell me what is up here?” He asked slowly, motioning towards the bustling alley.

 “That, my friend, is the Diamond Market,” replied the policeman with a growing smile, “Go! Enjoy yourself!”


Norman glanced up the narrow street. Fatima was getting away. He followed, picking up his pace. She was one of the only women around. The bars were filled with men, both locals and tourists, most of who seemed to have drunk a little too much. 


 “Fifteen more minutes,” cried one waiter, “fifteen minutes until close.”


Norman checked his watch. It was ten forty-five. When he looked back up, Fatima had slowed her pace, glancing around. Norman pulled his cap down lower over his eyes. Fatima approached the doorway of a house. After one last glance both up and down the street, she let herself in. 


 “Ten minutes to go,” announced another waiter from the bar behind Norman. What did he have to lose? He had found Fatima’s home. He decided to have one last drink before returning to the hotel. This apple could wait until tomorrow.

 “Double vodka and orange, please,” he asked the waiter after taking a seat.

 “Right away gentleman,” he replied.


Norman took in the scene, so when he returned to make his kill, he would know exactly where Fatima’s house was. It was a strange setting. The best description that he could come up with was ramshackle. An obviously residential side street, dotted with tables and chairs. None of the bars had signs above the door, but they were obviously legal or the roaming police officers would surely have something to say. As for the diamond stores, maybe they traded in the same discreet manner as the bars, behind faceless front doors. 


 “Here we are gentleman,” said the waiter, placing Norman’s drink down on the wobbly table, “I must ask you to pay now please.”


Norman handed over the rupees.

 “What’s the big deal with eleven o’clock?” He asked. 


 “You don’t know?” The waiter asked, “it is against the laws to drink alcohol after that time. You must be finish this by eleven,” he explained in his finest English. 


 “Perfect,” thought Norman. After eleven o’clock this place will be dead. The bars would be closed and the police would leave. “So Fatima, we will have that date after all. Tomorrow at midnight,” he smiled to himself. 


My God! You couldn’t miss the eleven o’clock curfew. Bells were sounded at each bar, waiters shouted in any language they could muster and the police presence swelled dramatically. Norman’s waiter cleared the tables of glasses, whether the customer had finished or not. The outdoor lights were turned off and the front doors locked. 



Norman rose to his feet, about to leave when the strangest thing happened. For the entire length of the street, as far as he could see, each and every front door began to open. Spindly old ladies, their faces like leather, fiddled with rusty old bolts. As the doors and shutters were pinned back, the street seemed to be getting busier. “A strange time of night to start dealing in diamonds,” thought Norman.


It took a few seconds for the realisation to sink in. Norman felt a strange numbness in his legs. He looked up at the clattering noise above his head. More shutters were being opened. Within, what seemed like seconds, the entire street was alive again, the lights from the higgledy-piggledy houses bathing the cobbled street in a warm glow. 



Norman sat back down in his seat; it was more of a spasm than a voluntary decision. He tried to assess the situation. Could this really be happening? 



First, the music started. Then they came, one by one to each window. Fatima’s house was also wide open; a red couch visible just inside the hallway. They wore nothing but lingerie. Some were even topless. This wasn’t Lahore’s Diamond Market; this was the Whore Market.


Norman needed time to think. He certainly hadn’t bargained for this. Was Fatima one of them? Is this how she paid for her trips to Europe? Surely a tour guide would be on a pittance of a salary. Or maybe she just rented an apartment in the unfortunate building? He was beginning to feel dirty, guilty, the sight of all that flesh was arousing a feeling. A feeling he hadn’t experienced for a long time. He knew that he had to leave.

 



Norman sat on the cold steps of the Badshahi Mosque for the best part of an hour. He watched the taxis come and go, picking up and dropping off groups of men. He listened to the music and the drunken cheers coming from the Diamond Market and couldn’t help but feel it was some form of blasphemy, happening so close to this holy place. His mind churned with the day’s events. The obituary. The tour. The whore market. It had been a long day. He knew he had to make a decision. The taxis looked tempting; it would be nice to get back to the warmth and safety of the hotel. Yet, he felt there was an opportunity here, an opportunity not to be missed. He stood up slowly and turned to face the mosque. His eyes following the steps upwards towards the massive illuminated dome. That’s when he saw it. The flashback. Her. Fatima. That fucking bitch Fatima standing on those steps in London. Smiling. Laughing. That’s when he felt it. The rage. The uncontrollable fury.

 


 



The old woman sitting by the door recognised her instantly. “Room fourteen,” she told Norman as he pulled the camera back from her face. He paid her the five hundred rupees and headed up the old wooden staircase. There was little space to pass the sweaty old men trying to make their exit, but Norman hardly noticed them. He was focussed on one thing only; his surprise date with Fatima Hamid.

 


 



Chapter 6.


London.

 



Matthew Gerradine’s flat had somehow, surprisingly to him, become the nerve centre for Operation Hard Drive. The alternative, off the record, hunt for the Facebook Killer.


Bill Pearson was determined to have the Chief Constable’s job and he couldn’t think of an easier way than to prove the man to be incompetent. Pearson was ten years his junior with an exemplary police career, spanning some twenty-one years. He certainly wasn’t ready to retire yet, not until he had the crowning glory of the top job and its accompanying financial benefits of course. A divorcee, married to the job, as his ex-wife used to say, who lived and breathed policing.


The pine kitchen table had been scrubbed clean. A private detective named Richard Hall, known as Dick within his limited circle of friends, had joined Pearson and Gerradine in their crusade. Between the three of them they had access to unlimited information, phone taps and underworld informants. These three misfits had taken it upon themselves to prove thousands of hard-working officers wrong. If they were successful it would undoubtedly rock the British police system to its very core. Questions would be asked in parliament and resignations would soon follow.


Gerradine was all too well aware of the story he had within his grasp. He would rocket from being a two-bit reporter to one of London’s finest and most respected. He may even find himself a wife in the process.


Dick’s only agenda was pure financial gain. He had started his “Agency” back in 1995 after a generous win on the Lottery. The first year had been spent greasing palms. Influential members of the Cabinet, bankers and Health Trust Managers. His sole aim, to obtain access to online databases. Dick Hall had become a powerful man over the years. If one Minister left power, Dick was offered a replacement on the inside. From the privacy of his own laptop, he had back-door access to most of the major banks’ servers, Ministry of Defence, Work and Pensions, to name but a few. When he wasn’t investigating industrial espionage or embezzlement, he was digging up dirt and selling it to the likes of Gerradine for a few thousand pounds a go. He had a second laptop, which he kept in a safety deposit box in the depths of Harrods. He knew that the hefty annual fees would eventually turn out to be worth the investment. This was Dick Hall’s gold-plated pension. This computer gave him top security clearance to access everything from the Counter-Terrorist Agency through to MI6. He had paid £40,000 for the privilege back in 1996 to a Police Inspector who was experiencing financial difficulties at the time. A certain, Anthony Highgate, a man who no longer suffered from cash-flow problems. Sir Anthony was now the Chief Constable of the Metropolitan Police. He knew that Dick was still using his access codes and he feared, that one day, they would be used against him.


Gerradine sniggered as ACC Pearson began the meeting. It reminded him of when he was in a gang as a kid, and Pearson was the eldest, therefore the self-appointed leader.

 “Gentlemen, thank you for coming to this, the convening of Operation Hard Drive,” he said formally.

 “That’s OK,” Gerradine butted in, “I didn’t have far to travel.”


Pearson shot him down with one look. 


 “This is the situation, so far,” he continued, picking up a bamboo cane from the table, “this is my chief suspect,” he said, pointing at one of several photographs taped to the kitchen units, “this is Dermott Charles Madison. I have briefed you both on his history and his relationship with this man,” he pointed towards another picture, “Abdul Hamid.”

 “Any news on either of them?” Asked Dick.

 “Nothing. That’s why we are here gentlemen. If we can track down Madison, we can hopefully put a stop to this madness. If we get to Hamid first, then hopefully it will simply be a matter of waiting,” Pearson replied.

 “What if you are wrong about all of this?” Gerradine asked.

 “Believe me Matthew, I am never wrong. Everything points to Madison; I just need some more evidence. Dick, I need you to find out how much Madison made from the insurance policies on his family and house, then I need to know where it went, which bank and which branch. If you can get me that, I can get access to the CCTV footage, we may get an idea of how he looks now. Matthew, have you had any reply to the obituary?”

 “Not yet.”

 “Let me know as soon as anything happens. If we don’t get a result in twenty-four hours, run the next article,” ordered Pearson, Gerradine nodded, “we’ll flush these bastards out if that’s what it takes. Dick, I need you to try and track down this Abdul Hamid as well,” he passed an envelope across the table, “you’ll find everything we have on him in here.” 



Dick smiled as he accepted the envelope, he was already one step ahead of Pearson, after all he had access to one security level above him.

 “I’ll try my best Bill,” he said.

 “Thanks, Dick, I’m sure you will. One last thing gentlemen,” Pearson reached into a holdall on the chair next to him, “we need to find out, who the fuck made this?” He held Kalif’s head by the hair, like something from a horror movie.

 “All of the nationals had three days coverage of that mask, Bill. No one came forward,” said Gerradine.

 “It doesn’t matter. If they know it’s been used in a serious crime, they’re going to be reluctant to come forward. We need to check all film supply companies, prop hire firms, the works. Things like this won’t come cheap and if he had one made, there is every possibility that he has more. Find them boys. Let’s nail this bastard. It’s in all of our interests,” Gerradine and Dick nodded in agreement, “We will reconvene tomorrow night at 9:00pm. If that’s ok with you Matthew?”

 “I’ll get a bottle of vintage, Sir,” replied Gerradine.

 



Chapter 7.

 



The old brass door handle was caked with the sweat from a thousand desperate men. Without girlfriends or with uninterested wives back at home, this is where they unknowingly shook hands with each other, shared their common interest, on this blackened, filthy handle. 



Norman waited apprehensively in front of the door, his palms sweating like so many before him. His urge wasn’t in his groin though; it was in his throat, his teeth, his fists, it was coursing through his muscles. The insatiable desire to rip her apart, piece by piece, to destroy this whole fucking place, to burn it to the ground with every one of these dirty bastards still inside of it. He was shaking now; throbbing.


Then the door suddenly jerked open. Norman jumped. It was her. Fatima. The bitch. She looked shocked, yet managed to remain professional. It was money after all.

 “Well, you’re the last person I expected to see here,” she said to Norman with a forced smile.


That was the point when we felt the rage take control. The rage saw the smile, it recognised it from the steps in London and by fuck it didn’t hold back. It punched her in the throat with all its might. When she landed on the bed, it ripped off her bra, tore it in half and tied her wrists to the bed head. It ripped the bed sheet into pieces and strapped her ankles to the bed base. Fatima was choking. The rage punched her again, in the stomach this time. One, two, three times. Harder and harder.


Norman sat on the edge of the bed, waiting for the rage to finish its job. When it finally did, he looked down at her shiny red shoes, struggling to break free but unable to do so. She was gasping for breath. It was very unattractive. The tears had caused her mascara to run; yet against her dark skin it was hardly visible. 



He saw her bag protruding from under the bed. He laid the contents out on the floor. The burka, the folded hijab, a copy of the Koran, her purse and a mobile phone. Norman picked up the phone and sat back down on the bed, turning to Fatima he asked, “What is your word for Father?”

 “Aaabbaaa,” she wheezed.

 “I can’t hear you,” he screamed. Someone banged on the wall from the room next door.

 “Abba,” she repeated.


And there it was, first place on her contacts list, ABBA. 


 “Do you speak English?” Norman asked the old man when he picked up.

 “A little,” came the reply.

 “Your daughter is in very big trouble,” he said slowly, “she is in the Diamond Market. She might die tonight,” and with that he hung up.


Fatima groaned on the bed. Her breathing had stabilised and she started to fight again. Norman stood up and walked to the base of the bed, he took one step back, towards the door, until she filled the screen. It was a beautiful photograph, he thought. It deserved to be shared, and so it was. Norman sent that picture of Fatima the whore to everyone in her contacts list, her parents, husband, boss, co-workers, friends and fellow worshippers. 



As Norman sauntered down the alleyway towards the taxi rank, he made one last call from Fatima’s phone. Abdul Hamid could hear the police sirens in the background as he answered, “Aunt Fatima?”

 “No. This isn’t Aunt Fatima.”

 “Who the hell are you?”

 “Haven’t you noticed some of your best friends have been leaving you quite suddenly?”

 “What the fuck do you want?”

 “You!”

 “What?”

 “You heard me son. I’m coming for you.”

 “Who the fuck are you?”

 “Don’t worry, we’ll meet soon enough. How’s the weather in Brighton? It’s bloody freezing in Lahore.” Norman hung up.

 



Nine hours later, Fatima Hamid leapt from the minaret tower of her beloved mosque. Norman watched from the Coco’s Den, sipping an espresso, as she squashed like a rotten apple.

 


Chapter 8.


London

 



Dick Hall and ACC Pearson sat opposite each other. Their workspace neatly arranged with a pile of paperwork and laptop each. Gerradine dominated the far end of the table, his papers scattered around him, his scratched laptop surrounded by a collection of mobile phones. He poured a whisky for each of them.

 


 “He’s on the run,” announced Dick.

 “Which one?” Pearson demanded.

 “Hamid. He withdrew £250 from a cash machine on Brighton Main Street this morning at 8:05 am. He has used his credit card twice since then, the first time at a fuel station South of Leeds and then again just over the Scottish border.” 


 “Good work, Dick. Keep a track of him. Let me know where he settles down. Matthew, any reply from Madison yet?”

 “Not yet Bill, but my editor has agreed to go to press at midnight if he doesn’t reply beforehand. He has agreed to publish the medical photographs as well.”

 “Excellent,” replied Pearson, “Dick! Any word on the mask?”

 “My boys are checking around, like you asked, but nothing so far. I wouldn’t hold out too much hope on getting a result with this one Boss.” 


 “What about the insurance payout?”

 “Two million, eight hundred thousand,” replied Dick. 



Gerradine whistled, “Jesus, a man could disappear for ever with that amount of money.”

 “It was withdrawn in cash from the branch of Barclays on Oxford Street,” Dick continued, handing Pearson the details, “that was the day he seemingly disappeared off the face of the planet.”

 “He hasn’t disappeared, Dick, don’t you worry about that. We just need to start turning over a few stones, that’s all. I’ll try and get hold of that CCTV footage, if they still have it,” Pearson replied.

 “Have you taken into consideration Hamid’s family back in Pakistan?” Gerradine asked.

 “I was just coming to that, but first. I have a shortlist of suspicious deaths in the last year that may be attributable to our man,” Pearson handed both men a sheet of paper each, “as you can see they range from suicide, to arson to accidental death and everything imaginable in between. Now, I have obtained exhumation orders on Gillian Baxter and Robert Chapel, they both had definite links to Hamid. We need to take a step back here; start from the beginning.”


Gerradine counted under his breath, “Shit. You think as many as twenty?” He asked.

 “Not for certain, but I’d be prepared to wager at least ten of those are the work of our Facebook Killer,” replied Pearson.

 “So what the hell do you think has happened to the other suspect, this Devoy character,” asked Dick.

 “I can’t say for certain,” replied Pearson, “but again, he had solid ties to Hamid, yet he hasn’t shown up dead yet. Maybe he’s being held? But that doesn’t fit the MO of the killer. He wants these bodies to be found. To tell you the truth gentlemen, I really don’t know where our friend Devoy is, but I bet Mr. Madison does.”

 “You mentioned his family in Pakistan,” reminded Dick.

 “Oh yes, sorry, I spoke with an old contact of mine in the British Embassy in Islamabad. He tells me there are thousands of Hamids in the country. There is no way we can narrow them down without help from the family. That’s why, Dick! I have made an appointment for you to meet with Hamid Senior tomorrow at noon. He thinks you are from Special Branch, I need you to find out the names and addresses of his closest relatives back home, he knows that we are looking at his son as being a potential victim. He’ll cooperate fully; don’t worry. I assume in your line of work you’ll have some suitable form of identification?”


Dick returned the smile and no words were needed.

 “More whisky anyone?” Offered Gerradine. He was the only one who had drained his glass; the other two remained almost full.

 “You’ve got mail!” All eyes turned to Gerradine’s laptop.

 “Well open it will you?” Pearson asked impatiently.


Gerradine pulled his chair closer, Hall and Pearson had moved behind him, looking over his shoulder. A tense silence filled the room.

 “It’s him,” Gerradine yelped, visibly excited for once, “he’s bloody well replied and it’s not anonymous this time.”

 “We’ve got the bastard now,” said Pearson, triumphantly.

 “Don’t be so certain,” warned Dick, “what does it say?” 


 “Nothing,” Gerradine replied, a little bemuse, “absolutely nothing. There isn’t even a subject line. It’s just a blank email.”

 “What’s the address?” Pearson demanded.

 “DermottCHARLESmadison@gmail.com” 


 “What’s to say this isn’t that crank again?” Asked Dick.

 “Oh no,” Pearson shook his head, a broad smile on his face, “this is our man. That obituary I gave you to print, I purposely got his middle name wrong, we called him Calum. His real name is Charles. That’s what he’s telling us here. We’ve got him boys. Dick, can you run a trace on this IP address?”

 “Forward the email to me please Matthew.”

 “On it’s way.”

 “I think I will take that whisky after all, by way of a celebration,” said Pearson.

 “Em, I wouldn’t celebrate too soon,” Dick interjected, “we might have his email address but we still don’t have a location. He’s re-routing it.”

 “Matthew send him a reply,” Pearson snapped.

 “What do you want me to say?”

 “As him what he wants.” 



Gerradine sent the message, “This could be a long night,” he said, checking his watch.

 “Somewhere you’d rather be?” Asked Pearson.

 “I was just thinking about ordering in some pizza. Any takers?”

 “You’ve got mail!” The electronic voice repeated.

 “Will you turn that bloody thing off,” cried Pearson, she sounds like my ex.

 


 


 



Lahore

 



It never failed to amaze me how I could send a letter 4,000 miles in a matter of seconds. My simple answer to the question was “Justice”. 



I flipped between my emails and the article on The Pakistan Times website. They certainly didn’t mess around in this country. They told it how it was. They had even used the picture of Fatima on the bed. She had been branded “La Whore.” There was no inkling of sympathy. Statements from her family and friends only helped to fortify the condemnation. She was no loss.

 “Justice? For what?” Was Gerradine’s best reply.

 “Do not treat me like an idiot! I can just as easily disappear again.”


I would bet the remainder of my life on the fact that wherever Gerradine was, he wasn’t alone. I would guess that he was working with his “informant”, probably someone from Scotland Yard. If this was the case then Gerradine was a bigger mug than I had first thought. 


 “How many more are going to die? Can you call me?”


Jesus! I had to laugh. If that wasn’t a copper talking? 


 “Mr. Gerradine, please do not take me for a fool. I know that you have most probably involved a certain faction of the Police by now, and if you would be so gracious as to pass on this message for me, I would be most appreciative. If Abdul Hamid undergoes a retrial for his crimes, this needless destruction will cease.”


Before it even arrived in my inbox, I knew what the reply would be. We need fresh evidence. Gerradine took twenty minutes to reply. I guessed that he would pretend to call his friend in the force and pass on the demand, even though he was probably sitting right next to him. 



Surprise, surprise. Just as I had expected.

 “Sorry for the delay but I have been on the phone with my senior contact in the police force and he informs me that the only way a retrial can be sanctioned is if you are able to supply irrefutable new evidence. Please advise.”

 



London

 


 “How the hell can he come up with any new evidence?” Scoffed Pearson, “There were over seventy officers working that case.”


Gerradine looked contemplative as he finished off his third glass of whisky, “His cousin!” He said, banging the glass down. Pearson didn’t react for a moment.

 “Jesus Christ, he’s in Pakistan, isn’t he? He’s gone after the cousin,” Pearson realised, “Matthew, you’re a genius. You’re overweight and drink too much but you’re still a bloody genius.” 


 “What was the cousin’s name again, Bill?” Asked Dick.

 “Ahmed Butt,” Pearson replied, “he disappeared soon after Madison’s wife and daughter died. We always presumed that he had gone back to Pakistan but we came up against a brick wall.” 


 “And you really think that’s who he is looking for,” asked Gerradine.

 “He is the missing link gentlemen.” 


 


 


 



Chapter 9.

 



I had no desire for a retrial, by the way. I didn’t want to see Abdul Hamid spend an easy life behind bars. Free food, television and a gymnasium. No way. That little bastard was going to suffer.


To tell you the truth, at that point in time, I didn’t actually have a plan for Gerradine and his pals. I cursed the day that we emailed him to start with. Bloody Norman and his drinking. All I knew was that I had an ear at last. All these months of silence, with no one to talk to or discuss things with, hadn’t been the most enjoyable period of my life, albeit a very necessary period. 



I had found the nightmares starting to return. Maybe it was the strange surroundings that I found myself in or the alien language? When we all lived together in Laputa, things had been better. We all felt safe. I had begun to miss Kalif as well. He was younger than Norman and Albert and we had gotten along so well. It felt like yet another part of me had been torn away. 



I couldn’t wait to get the job finished in this god-forsaken country and head home, back to our tree, to face our destiny. To face the apple tree.

 



It would be two days until I contacted Gerradine again. I knew I had to get my head together. I felt like things were starting to fall apart. Paranoia and nervousness had become part of my waking being. Yet when I sat down and thought about it, there was no logical reason for it. No one knew where I was or even what I looked like anymore. The English orchard lay bare. I had the choice to stop this now. I had enough money left to buy a house somewhere and live out the rest of my days in solitude. But something was pulling me deeper into the darkness. To this day, I still can’t explain it; I suppose you have to experience it for yourself. The pure hatred of a person cannot be put into words, I couldn’t write it down. Not for myself or for them. It is something you have to breathe, a poison in your veins, a hatred, which rots your soul and the only way to cleanse yourself, is to eradicate the cause. 



When I was a small child, I remember a neighbour kicking my arse for hitting a tennis ball against the side wall of his house. My parents grounded me for a week, during school holidays of all times; I remember festering in my bedroom for those long, seven days. Maybe that was the start of the rage? On the eighth day I stole a few shillings from my Mother’s purse and paid some older boys to teach that neighbour a lesson. I told them that he had touched me in a place that he shouldn’t have, a place that even my parents wouldn’t go. I watched from my bedroom window as those boys beat that man to within an inch of his life in the alley behind our house. I watched as he lay in the pool of his own blood and I had a strange feeling of satisfaction pass through me.

 



Adela Nissar.

 



Age: 17. Location: Lahore, Pakistan. Status: Engaged.


Adela and Hamid were second cousins. I found out about the arranged marriage through Adela’s prolific Twitter account. She bleated on like a spoilt princess about the ring he had given her with their entwined initials on it, how sweet he was and how she couldn’t wait for the date to be set. Wake up time! I’m setting the fucking date bitch!


Adela was proving a little trickier to find than some of the other apples. She didn’t mind blurting out her private life all over the net, but she kept certain things close to her chest. For instance where she lived, worked, played, ate and drank. To tell you the truth, she was beginning to piss me off. I had spent a whole day online, trying to find her, but at each turn, I drew a blank.


I had begun to wonder whether Nissar was her actual surname or perhaps she was just using a middle name. I couldn’t find anyone Nissar of the same caste as Hamid’s parents in the whole of Lahore. They would obviously have to be of the same wealthy standing, property owners or maybe industrialists?


I studied her photographs for the umpteenth time. There were no telltale signs, like the time we spotted Renee’s nametag. This girl was clever. None of her pictures had anything in the background, just her and her friends. Adela was a strange looking girl. She appeared older than her seventeen years, the black headscarf emphasising her dark, sunken eyes. However she looked, she was still too good for that bastard Hamid. I moved from one photograph to another. Saving them, enlarging them, 41, 42, 43. Nothing. When I closed my eyes for a moment all I could see was her face. Those eyes. Those sad eyes. 58, 59, 60 and then there it was. The eyes had gone, the sadness hidden, behind sunglasses. 



As those glasses grew on the screen, I almost felt like I was holding them in my hands, like I could whip them off her face and see those eyes again. I felt a shiver pass through me. I could see those boys kicking the man in the head. As soon as I saw that reflection, I knew I was about to find her.

 



*

 



I still had the image of those sunglasses in my head, as I waited at the bus stop opposite the graveyard. It was ironic how things were reversed now, like a negative. Sun had become shade and vice versa. Where the sunglasses would have been, there was now a mere slit from which to view the world. Where my face would have been bathed in glorious sunshine on such a January day, there was only cloth. Trapping my breath inside. Fuck I hate this burka. 



Each time a bus pulled up, I stepped back. I didn’t need a bus, not yet anyway. My rectangle of vision was all that I required at present.


There were only two men present at the burial. One of which, I assumed was Fatima’s husband. The other may have been her boss from the mosque; I didn’t know and really didn’t care. The ceremony was over in less than ten minutes. A pauper’s funeral by all accounts. Her fate was in Allah’s hands now. 



Another bus, another step back. The gravediggers were shovelling in the soil, stamping it down with a ferocity that intimated they knew what Fatima had been, what she had become. Then they were gone. 



I waited and I watched. I thought about that building, the one in the reflection. If only it hadn’t been sunny that day, if only she hadn’t been wearing those sunglasses then maybe death wouldn’t be on her doorstep now. But it had been sunny, she had been wearing those glasses and that was, without a doubt, the Eiffel Tower. She had been in Paris with Hamid and Fatima and that is why I knew she would come to pay her last respects. Here, today, witnessed through the slit of my burka, Adela Nissar would make her last mistake.

 



Chapter 10.

 



I took another step back. Not because of a bus, this time, but because of her. Those sunken, sad eyes passed by not two feet in front of me. She was wearing her headscarf, but no jewellery this time. I watched as she crossed the road and walked defiantly past the “No Women” sign, displayed to the left of the cemetery gates and headed straight for her friend’s final resting place. That flattened rectangle of soil; stamped down by angry feet. 



I felt like a sniper watching Adela through that slit. I knew she would be joining her friend soon, wrapped in nothing but a cotton shroud, facing Mecca together. As she stood saying her private prayers, I felt no anger towards her; the rage hadn’t surfaced. Not yet, but I knew it was only a matter of time.


Since the moment we had arrived in this country, I had felt a cloud hanging over me, no, more of a thunderstorm than a cloud. Charged with electricity and bolts of lightning capable of killing a man instantly. A cloud the locals called the Death Penalty. And by God this country wasn’t afraid to use it. I knew we had to be extra careful with everything we did, especially if the authorities were aware that we might be here. I had already been in touch with Serge; he said he would send the box immediately. It should arrive at the hotel within two days, he promised. All I needed now was to find out where Adela lived.


Three buses and ten minutes later Adela left the graveyard. Her task complete; mine just beginning.


As she walked amongst the sea of brown headscarves, I weaved my way through the busy streets trying to keep her within sight. Each time she crossed the chaotic, grid locked roads, I took my life in my hands. I had become desperately thirsty but there was no time to stop, let alone the possibility of drinking whilst I was still wearing the burka. The only thing I could hear clearly was my own breath. I felt like I was about to suffocate at any moment. We must have walked for well over an hour, past the electronic stores, mini-markets and clothes shops, through two bazaars before eventually finding ourselves in a more affluent residential area. There were advertising signs everywhere. Gulberg this, Gulberg that. I naturally assumed that we had arrived in Gulberg.


During our journey, the crowds had fallen away like autumn leaves. Adela hadn’t looked back once, but now there were only five of us en route. I hoped she would reach her final destination soon; the last thing I needed was for someone to spark up a conversation with me in their own language.


As we trudged on, I was beginning to get pissed off. It almost felt like this bitch knew that I was following her and she was giving me the run around. Like she knew I was dehydrating, sweating, finding it hard to see ten steps in front. My cheek was starting to throb, but I kept on walking, kept planning. I watched the rickety old postal van hit the speed bumps. I took note of which houses had surveillance cameras. I walked and walked and walked.


And then I heard it. The only word I had learned so far in their language, yet still one of the most important, “Abba,” Adela called out. It was her father. He was sitting in a large black Mercedes, waiting, as the electric gates slowly opened to allow him access to his driveway. The driveway in front of a house so big, if it was picked up and dropped in London it would easily be worth £60 million. 



Adela was home, number 137, home with daddy. As I turned to walk away, I hoped they would enjoy their last 48 hours together. After all, none of this was his fault.

 



*

 


 



I spent the next two days going out of my head, locked in that bloody hotel, waiting, waiting, waiting. Waiting for Serge’s box to arrive. Two whole fucking days I waited. I spent my time researching the remaining apples and tried to bury the overwhelming urge to go back to number 137 and cut that little bitch’s throat. Fuck! Why not finish off the rest of the family as well? They were tainted after all. Guilt by association. It was people like this that had forced me to stay locked up in hotel rooms, curtains drawn, for days at a time. Jesus! I wasn’t the enemy. I didn’t start this. They fucking started it! 


 


 



Chapter 11

 



Serge proved true to his word. The hotel receptionist called me around noon to say that the box had arrived, so I asked them to deliver it to the suite. The timing was perfect, Norman had just returned from his buying trip in town. We sat on the bed looking at the two boxes sitting next to each other on the floor. One was empty, the other contained Adela Nissar’s fate and it would be her misguided love for that bastard fiancée of hers that would seal it.


The shopkeeper had warned Norman of its dangers when he bought it. He even gave him a list of private clinics that could administer an antidote if things went pear-shaped. 



I couldn’t help feeling smug as I sat looking at those two boxes. Norman suggested we had a drink by way of a celebration, but I declined. We had a job to finish first, I told him, there would be plenty of time to celebrate afterwards.


It appeared that Serge had followed my instructions to the letter. The address label had been written in marker pen so that no trace would show on the box when it was removed. It peeled off with ease, allowing me to replace it with her address, number 137. The label bearing the sender’s address also came off without a problem, revealing the hole he had cut in the back of the box. The hole that would allow death to pass from one innocent-looking piece of folded cardboard into the other. 



Now, at this point, I was shitting myself. One wrong move and it was Game Over. Offline. I didn’t have the necessary equipment to make the transfer but it had to be done. I took Albert’s hands out of the safe, pulled them on and then wrapped a hand towel, from the bathroom, around my nose and mouth; at least it would be some protection in the worst-case scenario. Christ, I had gone over this so many times in my mind, yet I still found myself shaking. I was terrified. 



I felt detached from my body as I watched Albert’s wrinkly old hand making that first incision, but he seemed to know what he was doing. He slowly cut out the circular hole to match the one on Serge’s box. I held my breath as the circle neared completion. It was vital that we kept it in place until the boxes were joined. The final cut and Albert slowly withdrew the blade. I watched in terror as the cardboard disc strained against the knife. The only thing standing between death and us was that small circular piece of cardboard. And then the knife was free.


We quickly pushed the boxes together, the holes lined up perfectly, I heard the cut out drop down inside, we slid them against the wall and wedged them tightly together with a chair. Then we waited.


The transfer of the deadly contents wasn’t half as exciting as I had imagined, merely a dull hiss, the sound of escaping gas. As the noise died down, we knew the transfer was complete. We had one second to replace the label over the hole and Adela’s time bomb was complete. I bet she wouldn’t wait to open it. Sent all the way from England by her loving fiancée, it must be something special? ... Very fucking special my dear.

 



*


 


 



Christ I wished Kalif was still with us, Albert looked bloody ridiculous in a turban, but we figured that using Kalif’s voice we could probably get away with it. Everything was in place. We had called the main Post Office, pretending to be in a rental apartment on Adela’s street, and found out what time the mail was delivered each day. 



And so Albert waited, two streets away from number 137, the parcel hidden in his shopping bag. That time bomb. The ticking, ticking time bomb. To anyone passing he looked like any other elderly Muslim man resting his weary bones on a bench, granted he was a little lighter than his peers, but that was down to a vitamin deficiency. He knew that the mail van would stop next to him; after all he had sent twenty letters to the accountant’s office on the other side of the street. All of which had to be signed for. That should keep them occupied for five minutes or more; it was only a matter of time now.


As he waited, Albert kicked the box every now and again. He could see what was going to happen in his mind’s eye. If this went to plan, it was going to be one of our greatest triumphs. The Kill Family Robinson at it’s finest. 



He recognised the van, from the day we followed Adela home, as it drove slowly down the road towards where he was sitting. It made one stop before it reached him. He kicked the box. The postman got out of the van. Albert saw his yellow envelopes in the man’s hand. He crossed the road with the mail. He went inside the office. Albert tried the back door of the van, it wasn’t locked, he opened it slightly then sat back down.


Our calculations had been wrong. It only took three and a half minutes for the mail to be signed for. It didn’t matter though, that was time enough. The van set off on its journey again. Albert followed it half the length of the street, to the next speed ramp to be exact. 



As the driver hit it, the back doors swung open. It was time. Albert discarded the shopping bag and shouted for the van driver to stop, waving the box madly to attract his attention. “You dropped something,” he called out, “your doors are open.” The van braked suddenly, three more boxes fell on to the road, adding credibility to the story. The driver gave Albert a strange look as he took the parcel off him. He picked up the others from the road and drove off without saying a word.

 



 *

 


 



Adela shook the box, like an excited child on Christmas morning. This is what she loved about Abdul, his spontaneity, like the time in Paris when he took her to Grand Vefour, a Michelin 3-star restaurant. The bill had come to over 3,000 euros, he had bought a bottle of Romanée Conti, “probably the best red wine in the world,” he had told her, “for the best wife in the world.” That was the night that he had given her the ring.


Her smile lit up those sad eyes, as she tore open the enveloped attached to the parcel. “To my dearest Adela,” it read, “this is something you deserve more than anything else in the world. We will be together soon, I promise. All my love, Abdul.”


Seconds later, Albert heard the screams from outside the house. He knew her parents would be at work; he had made an appointment to meet them at their engineering firm on the premise of discussing plans to build a multi-million pound recycling plant near the city. He knew absolutely nothing about recycling but that didn’t matter, he had no intentions of keeping the appointment anyway. He was listening to some football match on his portable radio, he didn’t have a clue who was playing or what was being said but the volume masked Adela’s cries. He knew that she would have seen the snake before it blinded her, that she would try and get out of the house to escape its fangs and he also knew that she wouldn’t be quick enough.


As Adela’s mother and father waited patiently for their millionaire client, their daughter lay on the floor, those sad eyes now on fire, unseeing. The Red Spitting Cobra slithering towards her, weaving its way between chair legs and beneath the sofa. Coiling its body; preparing for its final angry strike. 



Albert turned down the radio. Silence. The street was deserted. The cries of pain were over. But she wasn’t dead, no, we had made sure of that. This snake wouldn’t kill her just paralyse her. A mere reptile wouldn’t be allowed the glory of ending this bitch’s life. That was our privilege and ours alone. 



We had agreed that since the stakes were so high in this country, we could leave no trace of foul play. There would come an end to this passage, but not yet and not here. 



Bereft of the technologies we had available to us back in England, Albert knew that the only way to get to Adela now was plain old-fashioned burglary. He made his way to the back of the house through a side alley. He didn’t care about climbing over the gate. So what if someone saw him? He had heard screams and was only trying to help. 



He couldn’t call the back garden a garden, not anymore. It had been concreted over and block-paved, surrounded by high wooden fences and adorned by garish ornaments and religious-looking statues. It obviously belonged to people who didn’t have time to take care of plants and trees, people who couldn’t take care of their own daughter, people who couldn’t even choose a decent husband for her. 



As he approached the large, sliding patio doors, Albert could see her lying on the floor. There was no movement. No sign of her attacker either. He looked for a point of entry. He checked to see if the back door was open, it wasn’t. The patio doors neither. 



There was a smell of smoke. Small clouds drifted over the fence. He peered through a small crack. The neighbour was burning off dead branches. He threw on a large armful of leaves. A woman called to him in a strange language, he replied, and then disappeared from the crack. Albert could hear dishes and cutlery clattering. A door closed and then silence again.


Albert’s eyes darted around the concrete garden. The garden shed; surely there would be something useful inside, something to force his way into the house. He took a small concrete urn and, dropping the plastic flowers onto the floor, struck the rusty padlock. It fell apart at the first attempt. Albert had hoped that some of the long-redundant garden tools would still be inside, but he was wrong. It looked like daddy had found a better use for his shed. The small desk had neatly placed piles of porn magazines. The shelf above was stacked with packets of cigarettes, a can of lighter fuel, and an assortment of spirits. “Fuck me, if Allah could only see this,” thought Albert.


He grabbed the lighter fuel and stuck a bottle of vodka in his pocket. The magazines went untouched; we had seen enough of these whores to last a lifetime. Peering through the crack he knew he had only one chance. Putting his sunglasses on, he tossed the can of lighter fuel over the fence like a grenade. It landed perfectly on the smouldering leaves. It was hard to tell how long. He ran with the concrete urn and waited in position by the patio doors. He had one chance. This would have to be a split-second reaction like all of those years ago, in Iraq. Albert’s cheek was throbbing. The urn raised high above his head, arms shaking, sweat starting to run down his back. 



The explosions couldn’t have been more than half a second apart. The fence was ablaze now. The dining room filled with shards of glass. Shouts came from the neighbour’s garden and still the bitch didn’t stir.


That’s when it hit Albert, or so he told me afterwards. He tried to describe it but he couldn’t. Was it chemical? Neurological? or something deeper? He didn’t know. All he knew was that the rage had consumed his mind and body entirely. 



Personally, I think it was the link. The bond. The similarity, if you like. No, let me correct that. The Irony. Here he was with Abdul Hamid’s wife-to-be. 



Albert broke every single bone in that girl’s body. He thinks he used the urn but he’s not one hundred percent sure. What he does remember is her being like a rag doll before he tied her up into ball, so small, that she fitted into a rucksack he found under the stairs. He said she was like one of those balls you make from hundreds of elastic bands, like contortionists who can pass themselves through a tiny hoop. 



The violence didn’t anger me. That fucking bitch deserved everything she got. What annoyed me was that he brought her back to the hotel room in the first place. In fact that wasn’t the worst of it either. What really pissed me off was that she was still breathing. 


 



Chapter 12

 



I’d been thinking long and hard about Matthew Gerradine and what role he could play in all this. I had decided to come clean with him. Tell him about everything. But only if he guaranteed a press blackout until I was ready. If he blew the whistle now, we would have little chance of getting out of Pakistan, never mind back into Britain. If he kept his mouth shut, he would get the biggest exclusive in the history of journalism. But I was paranoid. How did I know that he could be trusted?


I made contact with Serge again. He said it could be arranged but would cost £30,000. And so that is how Matthew Gerradine became my confidant. I didn’t really care what conditions his mother was being kept in, as long as they kept her alive, I was guaranteed absolute discretion.


Gerradine’s home phone number was in the public domain, so Norman called him from a pay phone inside the public library. It seemed like the obvious spot. No background noise to give away where we were. It sounded like he was going to fucking explode when Norman told him that we had his mother. I’m sure everyone in the library heard him too. We told him to email us from a private address, not to tell his police friends and wait for our reply. 


 



----------------------------------------------------------------------------------


Adela was still in the bathtub when we returned to the hotel. Well, she couldn’t very well go anywhere. Her broken legs were wrapped around her neck. Her arms strapped behind her back like a strait jacket. There was dried blood on the sides of the bath, a faint whimper coming from somewhere within that suffocating ball of smashed bones. Fuck it! Albert was the one that had started this and he was bloody well going to finish it. So I went and fetched him from the safe.


Aside from exquisite food in the hotel’s dining room, they used the finest cutlery, especially the steak knives. “It could cut through a tree,” the headwaiter had told us. Well, we were about to find out.


Albert pulled the bundle by its hair onto the edge of the bath. Her left arm flopped against the side as Albert cut the rope, limp, swinging like a pendulum where her elbow had once been. He held her wrist as the remainder slid back down inside. He reached over with his other hand and turned on the hot tap, forcing her wrist under the steaming water, before he made the first incision. 



It took him exactly fifteen cuts to remove her hand. In that time the whimpering grew weaker and weaker, like letting the air out of a football. The scarlet whirlpool draining her life away, her future, her marriage, her children, her old age. Gone in a matter of seconds. Her hopes and dreams now mixed with other people’s shit and dirty water. Exactly where they fucking belonged.

 


 



-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

 


 



We knew Gerradine was pissed off. The email was full of spelling mistakes, obviously written in a rage. Well, fuck him; he didn’t know the first thing about rage. 



Serge had been considerate enough to have a note left in old Mrs. Gerradine’s home, basically informing her son, in no uncertain terms, that she would be executed if he didn’t obey the rules of the game. Gerradine had found it when he flew around there in a panic.


And so I proceeded to tell Gerradine everything, well not quite everything, I didn’t let him know that we were in Pakistan. I told him that I wanted a posthumous apology to Dermott Madison for any implication in the Facebook killings and I wanted more column inches devoted to the ongoing hunt for Devoy, the real killer. I also demanded that he find out where that bastard Hamid was currently hiding as I had a present for him. He was not to relay any of our communications to the police or his mother would die and he would be framed for it without a shadow of a doubt. I also wanted to know who he was working with.


The reply must have come whilst Albert was getting rid of his ball. We had agreed, no bodies – no death penalty. Adela left the hotel the same way she had entered, in a backpack. We were amazed how much lighter she weighed minus eight pints of blood and a hand. There was nothing ingenious about her disposal. Albert merely dumped his rucksack into one of the many rancid, overflowing garbage containers, most of which already stank of rotting flesh. We found out later that night that the broken patio door and the traces of blood inside had been put down to the blast from the neighbour’s garden. Adela Nissar was simply another missing person in Lahore. Possibly suffering from concussion and memory loss. Her hand in marriage was not lost though. It was in our fridge, awaiting its final ceremony with its betrothed, Abdul Hamid.

 



Chapter 13

 


 



I awoke to a light knocking on the door. It broke my dream about Anna and Laura. We were back home, before it became a pile of ashes, having a barbecue in the back garden. We were laughing and joking about something, I don’t quite remember, I sprayed some more fuel on the coals. Then Laura was screaming; her clothes were alight. I couldn’t move. I was stuck to the spot as if my legs and arms were tied up. Anna tried to put out the flames but they only engulfed her too. The screams were still ringing in my ears. The knock came again. Louder this time. More urgent. I was fully awake, there was nothing I could now to help them. They were in a place I couldn’t reach during my waking hours.

 “Who is it?” I called from the bed. My voice sounded hoarse, my mouth was dry.

 “Security,” came the muffled reply.


I sat bolt upright. Jesus! The empty bottle of vodka that Albert had taken from the garden shed lay beside me on the bed. Empty. I had a headache. The knock came once again.

 “Is everything OK in there Sir?”

 “Yes,” I replied, “I’m trying to get some rest.”


But everything wasn’t OK, far from it. I had done it again. Well one of us had anyway. The mirror was broken, its shards strewn around the room, mingling with broken pieces of furniture. The burka was pinned to the wall with the steak knife. The curtains had been torn down and lay in shreds next to a broken table lamp. 



There were two voices now, speaking in their own language.

 “Alright Sir, sorry to disturb you. Enjoy your day,” and then they were gone. I waited a couple of minutes, half expecting the door to burst open, closely followed by an armed battalion, but they never came. No one came. I lay in silence amongst the devastation that was my life. Norman and Albert were still sound asleep. 



I used a broken chair-frame to clear a path to the bathroom, quietly sliding the broken glass into a pile by the dressing table. As I moved the final piece of mirror, I saw it. Something I hadn’t seen for all this time. It wasn’t Norman or Albert, it was me. At least I think it was. My eyes were yellower than I remember, the clumps of hair, greyer. My skin looked like it was rotting, too many days, weeks and months under latex. I didn’t feel angry. The rage was nowhere to be found. I just felt an immense sense of sadness. It was at that moment that I realised what I had become, no, what that bastard had made me. For fuck’s sake, Abdul Hamid had created me. I was his monster. 


 


 



 *

 



Gerradine had kept to his first part of the bargain. The Mail Online carried the story of the ongoing manhunt for Adrian Devoy. I had been exonerated of any blame. I don’t know how he had wangled it with his editor or police friends and quite frankly, I didn’t care, but he had bought his mother and myself some vital time.


We only had three more apples to pick in Pakistan and then we could all go home, back to our sanctuary in the sky and finish the job. Once and for all. 


 


 



Imran Hamid.

 



I didn’t have to go looking for Imran. He came to see me. After all his C.V. was plastered all over the Internet. Age: 26. Status: Married with two children. Occupation: Actively seeking employment as a computer programmer or in the field of Advanced Mathematics. Willing to relocate and work from anywhere. 



By God I bet he would never imagine in a million years where he would end up working.


Norman had trawled the electronic stores for a good five hours, not to mention the time it took to secure the rental on the office space. When he got back to the hotel he was met by a courteous smile from reception. We were surprised, to say the least, to find that the suite had been returned to its former glory, without a word mentioned. The furniture was back in place, no sign of a broken mirror or shredded curtains. I began to wonder if I had imagined the whole thing until I saw the burka lying neatly on the bed, the stab wound still visible through the material but no sign of the steak knife. There was also the faintest smell of fresh paint. 



Norman and I had a late lunch together in the hotel restaurant. There was very little we could do until six o’clock that night, by which time we could collect the office keys from the landlord and take delivery of the components. We had a few more things to buy but they weren’t too far away and we could carry them to the office ourselves.


During our meal, I still had this nagging in the back of mind, which I couldn’t pin point. I still kind of regretted involving Gerradine, but that was Norman’s fault and his bloody drinking. No, I don’t know what the feeling was, all I can relate it to is when you leave for holiday and keep thinking, “Did I pack the passports? Did I turn off the gas?” 



It wasn’t until I finished my main course that I realised what I had just done. I hated lamb, I always have, I hate it almost as much as flying. What the fuck? But there was the evidence, right in front of me, the meatless ribs. Jesus, I had to finish this soon. That was the first time I actually started to doubt my own sanity. I had an inkling that the other two were a bit crazy, but me?

 



 *

 



As the landlord left, Norman and I looked around the office. It was going to be perfect. Small, yet furnished with the necessary desk and chairs. We had electricity, water and a telephone line. The storeroom, which we had seen when we viewed earlier in the day, was just the right size as well. 



The delivery driver arrived an hour late, apologising that the place was difficult to find in the maze of back streets. We offloaded and he left. We pulled the desk and chairs to one side, stacking the sheet metal in the centre of the old tiled floor. The welder had promised to be there at 8:00 am to start work on the box. It would take him about six hours, he reckoned. Norman and I spent the rest of the night wiring up the network.

 


 



 *

 



I kind of felt sorry for Imran, I should have hated him for being that bastard’s brother, but he was so gullible I had to take pity on him. As I sat looking at him across that desk, his boyish excitement couldn’t help but affect me. He actually believed that he had been handpicked to work for the British Government. He thought that the pay offer of £120,000 per year was true. Of course he would come back two days later for a final interview, of course he signed the Official Secrets Act. Little did he know that he had less than forty-eight hours left to live.

 



 *

 


 



I found out everything about it on the Internet. I downloaded it and spent eight hours devising my game. Game Salad is what I used. A funny name, I thought. Obviously designed for more innocent purposes than terror and death. Nevertheless I had no doubt that it would work.


Imran was going to be my experiment. In my experience, it doesn’t matter how unalike two brothers are, they are from the closest gene pool and somewhere deep down they are the same and they will normally react the same under pressure. This was the closest I would come to Abdul until we returned to England. 


 “Her Majesty’s Government have checked all of your references and credentials Mr. Hamid and my superiors, along with myself, are more than satisfied that you meet our criteria,” said Norman, reaching across the desk with an outstretched hand, “We have, however, one final test before we can offer you the position.”

 “And what would that be Sir?” Imran enquired.

 “You must endure a sustained period of torture,” replied Norman, grim faced.


Imran looked terrified.

 “I’m only joking,” laughed Norman, “don’t worry. Just follow me please; we have installed a computer system in this next room. It is a simulation of the Indian Secret Service’s network. To guarantee you this job you must find a back door access to the network within one hour.”


Imran rose and followed Norman to the storeroom door.

 “After you,” Norman smiled, indicating towards the door handle.


Imran smiled nervously before opening the metal door. He took one step forward before realising that there was nothing inside. His pause was broken by the force of Norman’s kick to the lower back. A quick lock of the door and Norman pushed the box forward with all his strength. It fell backwards into the storeroom, the noise deadened by the foam placed on the floor. 



The welder hadn’t questioned the dimensions, the strange additions or the fact that it resembled a coffin. The payment of an equivalent to six-month’s salary ensured his full and silent cooperation. 



All we had to do now was get the box in position, connect the network and it was playtime. 


 

 



London.

 


 “What the fuck do you mean they are missing?” Assistant Chief Pearson screamed down the phone, Gerradine and Dick jumping in unison. Pearson’s hand was shaking as he listened to the unfortunate bearer of bad news, “NO! You will not report this to the Chief Constable; in fact you won’t report this to anybody. Do I make myself clear?” He hung up. The other two stared at him.

 “A problem?” Dick asked.

 “Where’s that whisky Matt?” Pearson asked, trying to compose himself.


They were in their usual positions around the kitchen table. Gerradine fetched the remainder of a bottle of whisky and three, not so clean, glasses. Pearson downed his straight away before helping himself to another, larger measure.

 “If you call modern-day grave-robbing a problem, then yes, we have one,” he continued.

 “You mean...?” began Dick.

 “Yes. Our killer has come back and taken the bodies, the first two at least.”

 “Jesus Christ,” whispered Gerradine.

 “What do you think he’s doing? Trophy hunting?” Asked Dick.

 “Anybody’s guess,” replied Pearson, “he could be trying to hide any evidence that we missed, maybe he’s just taking the piss out of us, who knows?”

 “Man, this is scary shit,” said Gerradine.

 “Scary shit that is by no means allowed to make into the newspapers. Do you understand me Matt?” Growled Pearson. Gerradine nodded, “This is my problem and mine alone. I will deal with it in my official capacity. In the meantime let’s get back to the case in hand. Madison. Where is he and what the hell is he doing?”


Gerradine gave his update first. He hadn’t told either of them about his mother. Christ he didn’t dare. 


 “He still hasn’t been in touch since we printed the apology and the piece on Devoy,” he reported.

 “But that was only online, wasn’t it? It didn’t go to press?” Pearson asked sternly.

 “No, no, only online. My editor wasn’t too happy about the change of tact but I explained to him that this was the only way Madison would deal with us.”

 “Let me know as soon as he makes contact,” ordered Pearson, “Dick. Where is this Hamid character now? Do you have a fixed location?”


Gerradine shot a look at the private detective, he felt his face reddening.

 “I know exactly where he is now, Bill. He has registered at an address in Edinburgh, 14b Carlton Terrace, to be exact. His credit card activity indicates that he will be staying put for a while. He’s been buying furniture, electrical goods and the like. I have all of his details here, phone number, email address etcetera.” Dick looked more than satisfied with himself. Gerradine was busy memorising the address when Dick handed him the details on a sheet of paper.

 “Excellent work Dick. Can you send of your boys up there to keep an eye on him?” Pearson asked.

 “He’s already on his way, Bill. I assume my share of the reward money will more than cover his expenses?” 


 “I’ll come to the reward in a minute,” snapped Pearson, obviously still reeling from his phone call, “ Matt, this is what I want you to do next,” Matt was starting to get a little rattled by Pearson’s tone towards him, “I want you to taunt him. Wind him up. Make out that you don’t believe he is the killer. Tell him that he’s only pretending because he feels guilty about his wife and kid, I don’t know, whatever it takes. We need him to make a mistake, to give us some concrete evidence, but whatever you do, don’t mention the missing bodies before he does.”

 


 



Chapter 14.

 



Imran Hamid’s only source of light came from the Apple Ipad attached to the inside of the box at the far end, as he adjusted himself in the box, the screen filled with apples falling from a tree; each one had a smiley face. The button in the centre of the screen read...

 



PRESS TO PLAY


 



Norman and I watched silently in front of our monitor on the desk. I prayed that this would work. We had agreed to treat this apple a little differently to the rest, however many there had been, I was beginning to lose count. He was to be given a chance. A chance to escape but on one condition. 



Sixty seconds passed. Imran still hadn’t pressed the button. The screen changed to angry apples.

 


 



PRESS TO LIVE


 



He touched the screen.

 



WELCOME TO 


 “WHO WANTS TO BE MY NEXT VICTIM”

 



The rules are very simple. You will find yourself faced with a number of questions and puzzles. You have sixty seconds to input the correct answer. If you fail to respond or input the wrong answer your life will be shortened. If you feel, at any point, that your life is threatened you may opt for the “phone a friend” function. 


 



He hit the “Phone a Friend” button immediately.

 



Sorry. This option is not available yet.

 



The screen changed to a black background with green text.

 



ROUND ONE

 



Your name is Imran Hamid?

 



He touched the yes button.

 



Your brother is Abdul Hamid of 14b Carlton Terrace, Edinburgh, Scotland?

 



The clock in the top left corner began to count down. He probably didn’t know that the bastard had moved.


YES.


Are you prepared to die for your brother’s sins?

 



The clock ticked away. Ten seconds. Nothing. Thirty seconds. No response. Fifty seconds.


NO.


Our monitor dimmed for a second, I could hear the buzzing from within the boarded up storeroom and I knew then that this was going to work. The question came up again. This time he answered yes. The buzzing continued but didn’t become any louder.


He flew through the advanced mathematic questions, which I had sourced from The Internet, only getting two of them wrong, but that only added to the buzzing coming from the storeroom.

 



ROUND THREE

 



Q: A murderer and rapist is sentenced to death. He is given the option of how he wants to die. The choices are held in 3 rooms. 


1. A room full of King Cobra snakes.



2. A room full of poison gas.



3. A room full of tigers that haven’t eaten in two years.




 



Which is the safest room?

 



1 2 3

 



It took fifty-six seconds before the buzzing increased again.

 



INCORRECT ANSWER


TRY AGAIN OR MOVE ON?

 



He should have moved on. The lights in the office dimmed after his second attempt. 


 



INCORRECT ANSWER


The correct answer was room number 3.

 



YOU HAVE NOW SUBMITTED 5 WRONG ANSWERS. THE MAXIMUM LIMIT IS 15 BEFORE CERTAIN DEATH. 


 



The screen began to flash up images of the most gruesome victims I could find on the net. Beheadings, road kill and mutilations. It went into a sixty-second loop, no doubt drilling into his brain.

 



ARE YOU READY TO CONTINUE?

 



NO.


Another buzz.


YES.

 



I didn’t say that Imran was given a fair chance, but he did have a slim one. Some of the questions were impossible and some had no correct answer at all. By now he had managed to get thirteen answers wrong. We were running our laptop on battery power and had turned all of the lights off in the office. I activated the camera on his computer. We watched Imran wiping the screen. He was dripping with sweat.


I paused the game. Another twenty minutes and he would be ready to play again. Norman and I popped out for a quick drink in the bar two streets away.


It was Norman, not me, that noticed the time, but I still blame him. One is never enough for that man. When we got back to the office Imran was still on the screen but only his forehead and hair were visible, some of the blisters had already burst. He was trying to kick his way out of the box. 



I restarted the game and answered the next question for him, incorrectly of course, that’s when the second last sunbed tube buzzed into life. The office was in darkness now and the purple glow radiated under the boards that sealed the storeroom. 


 



FINAL ROUND

 



Is your brother, Abdul Hamid, a rapist and murderer?

 



I didn’t expect him to think about it for so long. For me, the worst part was that he didn’t answer at all. We checked him on camera; he was just staring at the screen.

 



YOUR “PHONE A FRIEND” OPTION IS AVAILABLE.


Would you like to use it now?

 



YES.


All fifteen lights were now blazing. The heat must have been excruciating in that box. Norman and I watched the screen as Skype connected. Gerradine had assured me that Hamid would be at home waiting for his chance to sell his story for a six-figure sum. 


 “Hello. Abdul here,” I felt the rage as soon as I saw his smiling face in that little box on the screen. “Imran? Is that you? What the fuck...Imran! Where are you?”

 “Brother,” his voice was weak, “what did you do brother?”

 “What do you mean? Imran what the fuck is happening?”

 “You did this to me Abdul. Allah is angry.”

 “Imran!” Abdul was screaming now, on his feet, shaking his laptop as if it might wake up his brother, “Imran!”


I flicked the network switch and lay Norman on the desk as I felt the heated air brush my face. I can only imagine what that bastard thought when he saw me. He certainly didn’t say anything. We just stared at each other. We were four thousand miles apart yet only inches separated us. I had been over and over, in my head, what I was going to say to this bastard, this, this coward. Yet it all fell away. Devoured by the rage. I pulled Adela’s phone from my pocket, never once taking my eyes off Hamid, I pressed the call button and I could here the tinny noise of a phone ringing on the screen. He glanced sideways, looking visibly shocked. It wasn’t his mobile phone ringing this time. It was his home phone. He knew I had him. His face disappeared from the screen. The connection cut.


Whilst Abdul Hamid hurriedly packed whatever he could fit into his suitcase, Norman set to work removing his brother’s teeth, one by one, with a heavy-duty pair of pliers. 



When Hamid was frantically trying to hail a taxi on Prince’s Street. Norman was already in a cab, heading to the taxidermist’s shop.


As Hamid fled the city, heading West, Norman released the five hundred or so Dermestid beetles into the box. 



By the time Hamid awoke in the Grand Station Hotel, Glasgow, his brother was half eaten. 



Whilst Hamid ate his evening meal in the dining room, the beetles were down to the bones.


As Albert and I packed our cash into the backpack ready to leave, Serge’s man sat in his Range Rover outside of the Grand Station Hotel, Glasgow.

 


 



Chapter 15.

 


 “This whole thing has turned into one huge bloody farce,” Pearson screamed at Dick, “I thought you said that he’d set up home? Now you’re telling me that he’s done another runner?”

 “It looks that way,” replied Dick, sheepishly.

 “With all due respect, Bill,” Gerradine intervened, “this isn’t our fault, none of it. We are trying our best to help here and I don’t think shouting at either of us is going to help matters.”


Dick glanced at Gerradine, the expression on his face as though Gerradine had just called the headmaster a twat. Pearson looked down at his open laptop before taking his seat again. He held his head in his hands and sighed.

 “OK. I apologise. I’m sorry if I’ve been a little bit...over-reactive. But remember gentlemen, there is a hell of a lot at stake here. If we can carry this off we’ll all be very well rewarded, but if we fail we face the very real prospect of going to prison,” Pearson relented.

 “What I don’t understand is why Hamid has apparently left in such a hurry,” remarked Dick, “I mean, we are the only people who knew where he was.”


Gerradine felt himself blushing, he was ready to blame the whisky, but no one else noticed.

 “I have a bad feeling about this,” said Pearson, almost to himself, “How long will it take you to track him down again?” He asked Dick.

 “It all depends. It’s mainly down to his credit card use. I can have his mobile phone triangulated but that takes time and it doesn’t look like he’s been using it in the past few days. We have taps on his parent’s and lawyer’s phones, but there has been no contact.”

 “What if Madison has got to him?” Gerradine asked innocently.

 “And how would that be possible?” Retorted Pearson.

 “I don’t know, just a thought, sorry,” Gerradine mumbled. Pearson looked deep in thought. Dick typed away on his computer, trying to find any new evidence on Hamid’s whereabouts. Gerradine poured another round of drinks.

 “Well why don’t we ask him?” Suggested Pearson. 


 “What?” Asked Gerradine. Dick stopped what he was doing.

 “Let’s ask the fucker. Matt, open your emails, will you?” Said Pearson. Gerradine did as he was told, “Now bring up the last email we got from him.”


Pearson took Gerradine’s laptop from him without even a please or thank you. He began to type. Gerradine gave him a disdainful look. The headmaster was a twat after all.

 


 



Dear Mr. Madison,

 



It has been some time since our last correspondence. During the interim, I have been informed by my source in the Metropolitan Police Service that new evidence has come to light regarding the recent deaths in the London area to which you have indicated a level of participation.


Although I cannot divulge this evidence, it appears that your claims can no longer be substantiated. Unless you have something to back up said claims, neither my newspaper nor myself are willing to take part in any further communication. I can however refer a very good grief councillor and psychiatrist to help you overcome the current mental problems, which you seem to be experiencing.

 



Regards,


Matthew Geradine. 


 



The message was sent without discussion or agreement. When Gerradine read it, in the sent box, he was livid. An image of his mother, bound and gagged, flashed through his mind. He jumped to his feet, the kitchen chair crashing to the floor behind him. 


 “What in God’s name are you doing?” He shrieked. Pearson and Dick exchanged glances.

 “Exactly what we discussed,” said Pearson, “provoking the old bastard into giving us something solid to work with. All I need is some evidence that Madison is the killer and then I can go over my boss’s head to the Commission. They are the only ones who can sanction a reward for Madison. They are the ones who will discipline the Chief Constable for wasting millions of pounds looking for the wrong man. The commission, Matt, will make us all very rich. Dick here will claim the reward, which will, of course, be divided equally,” he shot a stare at Dick, who was nodding in agreement, “ and both of our careers will flourish.”

 “What if he doesn’t go for it? What if he blows us out?” Asked Gerradine, looking increasingly worried.

 “He won’t,” said Pearson, “Remember? He got in touch with us first.”

 “With me,” Gerradine corrected him, “he got in touch with me.”

 


 



Chapter 16.

 



This was the exact reason that the English Police are referred to as pigs. It’s a term that was first used against them over two hundred years ago and it has stuck. I first lost my respect for the Police back in 1991. Being in the bomb squad, we lived, worked and died together 24 hours a day for nine months. We existed in scorching Iraqi temperatures, never knowing whether we would make it back home intact. We were machines. Robots. Living and breathing the job. Not like these boys with their basic education and clean uniforms. Their shirts nicely ironed by their wives. A home cooked meal waiting for their husbands who come home complaining about the amount of paperwork he has to do. 



It was our first night back in England. We were young. We still had sand in our boots. We had lost four comrades. Friends. I admit we had drunk too much, but for fuck’s sake we were celebrating the fact that we had survived. It was the local lads who started the fight. But it was the pigs that finished it. Eddie lost his front teeth that night. Brendan suffered a fractured skull and I escaped with three broken fingers. After everything that we had been through this was our welcome home. Our thanks.


I had, for many years, considered the Police to be stupid and they hadn’t done anything to change my opinion. As I sat reading that email from Gerradine I knew that I was supposed to be infuriated. Probably even order the execution of his mother, if he had told them, which I doubted. But all I could do was sit looking at that one letter and laugh. The pigs were stupid back then and they had just proved that they hadn’t evolved. That little missing letter “r”. Gerradine must have written his name thousands of times in his life. Nobody misspells their surname. And that is what told me that he hadn’t written the email.

 


 



Dear Mr. Ger-adine,


I am afraid that you have caught me out. My bluff has been called, as they say. My lack of communication is due to my ongoing participation in intensive psychotherapy. 



I shall waste no more of your valuable time on these delusional fantasies. Please offer my regards to your mother.

 



Dermott Madison.

 


 



*

 



The six-month lease, which we had taken on the office, guaranteed that Imran’s skeleton wouldn’t be found until this whole thing was over. We still had two weeks left on our suite in the Avari but decided to up sticks again. With only two apples left in Pakistan, we could never be too cautious. 



That was a sad day, burying Norman in the grounds, he went before his time but there were too many links to him. The hotel, taxidermist, office, Badshahi Mosque. Albert laid him to rest under some sort of prickly bush. We marked the spot with a rock in case we ever had the chance to return. Something I doubted would ever happen. It made me feel like a murderer.


Albert and I booked into a cheap room near the Old Town. No butler. No silver service dining. 


 



Ahmed Rustam and Meena Hamid

 



The final apples... for now. Hamid’s little sister and his cousin. Anna used to tell me that when she did our washing she would always lose a sock, or when she did the washing up she would inevitably end up one teaspoon short. Malik and Shaher were my sock and teaspoon. 



Albert and I searched for them, day and night, to no avail. Eventually we resorted to opening a new Facebook account. During my online studies I had read about the new face-recognition technology that had been introduced to the site and we decided to give a try.


We opened an account named Albert Norman. No avatar, no details. We had twenty-eight photographs on file from their accounts. We uploaded them into “my photos”, logged out and let the billion-dollar big brother do its work. 



It took a further three days. Three days of eating takeaway meals and sharing a dirty bathroom with six other guests. Seventy-two hours stamping on cockroaches and being kept awake by rattling water pipes until the goods were delivered.


Four days later Albert and I found ourselves in the sweltering Miami heat. I had never been on a cruise before and if this was anything to go by, I wasn’t going to enjoy it, except for the final outcome perhaps.


The cruise terminal resembled a holding pen for the criminally obese and stupid. Albert presented his documents to an old woman behind a counter who had an exaggerated smile and received his blue “ship-card”; he was smilingly told that all on-board purchases would be made with this. Something we didn’t quite understand. 



The ship wasn’t due to set sail until 4:00 pm but by 10:00 am the queues of the obese and stupid had already formed. The food onboard was free; we were informed. Albert and I decided to remain seated until the masses had departed. We had to come up with something quickly. This cruise only lasted three days and knowing that they were both working onboard I felt that the end was, at last, in sight.


The face-recognition had worked a treat. It suggested that we might like to become friends with, amongst others, Andrew Rust. I found a picture of someone in a naval uniform, used it as our avatar and we were immediately accepted by Mr. Rust as his new friend. I knew that Albert Norman and Andrew Rust were going to be much more than just friends. 



I spent two hours reading about Ahmed Rustam’s new life. He had run away to join Carnival Cruise Lines after a successful interview, over the border, in India. Meena had joined at the same time to escape an arranged marriage. His photo album was full of pictures of the two of them standing in front of a colossal white cruise liner with a massive blue and red funnel, which resembled the letter Y. I would soon learn it was referred to as the whale tail. Ahmed was working as a waiter and Meena, a bar waitress. None of their original friends appeared on Andrew Rust’s page. They were hiding. A fresh start; away from the law and the unwanted husband. We had found our sock and teaspoon.


By 3:00pm the mad dash to get on board was over, no doubt they were all stuffing their faces by now. A few stragglers were still arriving, complaining about traffic or late flights. 



Albert took his ship-card, emblazoned with a whale tail, and followed the numerous signs designed to lead the stupid “TO THE SHIP”. I must admit, I was nervous. From what I had seen of my fellow passengers, I doubted very much if I could stomach three full days in their collective company.


Albert was asked to stop to have his picture taken by a very effeminate young man whose name badge read simply, “Robert – Dancer – Brazil”. The machine pinged when he punched in the ship-card and we were through. Little did Robert the dancer know that this innocuous old man was here to execute two of his crewmates. 



After a few seconds of harassment by a trio of Indian photographers, demanding he poses for a “welcome aboard” photo in front of a huge, wrinkled cartoon depiction of the ship, he succumbed. 



We followed the never-ending ramp up to the ship. Occasionally jostled by Hispanics pushing past us or held up behind mountainous people in electric buggies complete with personal oxygen tanks. I wondered briefly just how much food these ships could carry.


Another punch of the ship-card, a brief “welcome aboard” by yet another Indian, a further spurt of harassment to have a photo taken with someone dressed as the ship’s funnel and we eventually made it to our cabin, or stateroom as they had the nerve to call it. Our hotel suite in the Avari had been stately; this rabbit hutch was no better than a roadside motel. There was a double bed, an old television, a stereo and the biggest pair of speakers I had seen in my life. We had tried to book one of the better cabins onboard, one with a private balcony, but they sold out long ago. One of the occupants, a twenty-one year-old single mother of two from Alabama, made certain that most of the ship knew she had only paid fifty dollars for one, “cheaper than staying at home y’all.” 



We soon met our cleaner, “I Madu – Stateroom Steward – Indonesia,” he seemed polite enough, if a little limited in his grasp of the English language. It wasn’t long before he had informed us of his twelve starving children back home, his terminally ill parents and the fact that he relied on tips to survive. I decided that the flimsy safe in the cabin wasn’t the best place to leave the cash. Albert decided to go and find the Purser’s desk.

 “Tatjiana – Steakhouse Server – Russia” promptly informed Albert that they weren’t called pursers anymore, but Guest Services. She was one of a handful of flustered looking crew adorned with red “Just Ask” t-shirts. They should have printed on the back, “But don’t expect a polite answer.”


Albert waited in line for over an hour. “Next in line!” came the cry. A young spotty boy was craning his neck over the desk. Albert approached him, Goran from Bosnia, and handed him the ship-card.

 “Forgive me,” Albert began, “but this is my first cruise and I’m not quite sure how things work. I was told that I have to use this card for all purchases. Is that correct?”

 “Yes Sir.”

 “I can’t use cash?”

 “No Sir.”

 “But I can give you cash to put on this card?”

 “Yes Sir.”

 “OK I’d like to do that.”
”OK Sir. How much would you like to put on the card?”


 “ One million two hundred thousand pounds please.”


It took five minutes of speaking slowly, writing the figure down and clarifying that it wasn’t hundred, thousand or billion before Albert was taken into the “Chief Accountant from the Philippines” office to sort out the matter. After almost another hour of negotiations he returned to the cabin to take a nap. His ship-card looked and felt the same, it didn’t weigh any more, but it was fully loaded. He also had fifteen thousand dollars in cash.


Albert lay down on the bed and had just closed his eyes when it came. The annoying English voice over the PA system above his head.

 “Good afternoon Ladies and Gentlemen, this is Debbie, your Cruise Director speaking from the navigational bridge. I’d like to wish you all a very warm welcome aboard the Carnival Glory for your three-day cruise to Cozumel, Mexico. In about fifteen minutes time there will be a mandatory safety briefing...” 



Somehow Albert managed to doze off, only to be woken by the shrill scream of what could only be described as an ear splitting “beep”, followed by another seven blood curdling “beeps”. It was at this point that “I Madu from Indonesia” burst in and ordered him to take make his way to deck four.


Still half asleep, we were convinced that the ship had already begun to sink. Thousands of people were heading in the same direction. The corridors and stairs were lined with crewmembers in their life jackets, shouting directions, demanding to see our ship-card and pointing. We didn’t know what the fuck was going on, but believe me, after half an hour standing in that Miami heat wearing a latex mask, suffocated by another thousand passengers, we were ready to kill all of the crew, never mind just two.

 


 



Chapter 17.

 



It was well worth the ninety dollars. “Behind The Fun” is what they called the tour. We sat in the ship’s library for twenty minutes drinking orange juice and eating biscuits whilst listening to fellow passengers brag about how many cruises they had been on. After a quick security check by Albert from the Philippines we were on our way. The tour leader was an attractive young lady from Croatia who spoke with a distinct South African accent. So, stripped of any photographic equipment or potentially dangerous implements, we trooped off towards the main galley where, she informed us, they prepared over nine thousand meals a day. Boy, I could tell this was going to be riveting.


The general idea of the tour was to take us behind the scenes of this gaudily decorated vessel, deep into the crew areas where we would normally not be allowed access. Our idea was a little more sinister. I knew as much about ships as I did about the space shuttle, I hoped this three-hour jaunt around the bowels of this giant steel monster might offer me some inspiration into how we could pick our last two apples.


The huge stainless steel galley had plenty of opportunistic weapons but it would be virtually impossible to get in and out without being spotted. Something I noticed very early on was the fact that security cameras covered almost every square inch of the ship. However Ahmed and Meena were to meet their demise, one thing was for certain; it would have to be quick.


Next stop was the photo laboratory, where an Indian managed bragged about the twenty thousand pictures that would be taken during the cruise, abruptly shutting up when quizzed how many would be thrown away at the end. The lab held nothing of interest to me. No means of death. Neither did the crew bar, the mess nor the outdoor smoking areas. Even the Bridge didn’t excite me. It was such a sterile, bright fluorescent environment that even an accident was nigh impossible to happen. The only thing I learned throughout the most boring three hours of my life was that the two apples would be making their salaries via tips only and I had learned early in life that money talks.

 



*

 


 



Word had definitely spread about our well-endowed ship card. That evening at dinner, the Maître d' plucked Albert out of the long queue waiting outside the dining room for their free food, and asked if he had any preference to seating arrangements. Albert informed him that he would like to dine alone but insisted that he be served by a waiter named Ahmed Rustam, as friends of his had cruised recently and told him what an outstanding waiter he was. The Maître d' ushered Albert past the waiting pigs and led him to a corner table for two. He then checked with a hostess on the main desk. Yes, Ahmed was on duty that night but he was assigned to work in another dining room but they would rearrange the roster so that he could attend to Albert in person. It would be their pleasure. Albert handed the Maître d' two thousand dollars, wrapped in a napkin.


He was given a complimentary bottle of champagne, “From the Captain himself,” the Maître d' informed him. Albert wasn’t impressed. Two minutes later his personal waiter arrived, Ahmed.


It was a surreal setting. I took a sharp mental step back. I felt the latex pressing on my cheek. Here I was in this Las Vegas-style dining room surrounded by a hundred or so monkeys trying their utmost to take our money. Smiling but with dead eyes. And here I was, about to be waited on by the bastard that helped kill my beautiful family. On this huge planet of ours, inhabited by billions, there were only two people who knew the truth about what that happened that night, almost a year ago, and one of them was standing here offering me a fucking menu.


To be honest I can’t remember what we ordered to eat. It took me all of my strength to hold the rage back. This little fucker even looked like his cousin. Halfway through the champagne we managed to get back on track, back to business. We were professionals now, with a job to do, we couldn’t let emotions get in the way. Not yet.


It transpired that Ahmed’s boss had relieved him of all other duties except for attending to Albert for the next three days. Whether he chose to eat on the top Lido deck or in one of the restaurants, Ahmed would be there to serve him. This was our first cruise and it was to be Ahmed’s last.


He returned with the starter and stood at attention next to Albert’s table like some fucking butler.

 “Please,” said Albert, “take a seat. People will think I’m someone special if you stand there all night.”

 “I’m not allowed to Sir.”

 “Take a bloody seat, will you? I’m the guest here and I’ll tell you what you can and can’t do,” he reluctantly sat across from Albert. Looking around nervously, “Now let me explain this little situation we have here. A few weeks ago some friends of mine were on this ship, they told me how wonderful you and some bar waitress were. They said that you two really made their cruise. Unfortunately, however, they aren’t very well off and felt guilty about not being able to compensate you enough for your trouble. That’s why I’m here. To put things right. To tie up the loose ends.” Albert was staring hard at Ahmed, who looked more nervous than ever, “Do you know this barmaid? My friends said that she is called Meeny or Meena, something like that.”

 “Yes Sir. It’s Meena. She’s sort of my girlfriend.”


And so during the next two hours the relationship was forged. On one side for the purpose of financial gain, on the other, pure unadulterated hatred. The Bar Manager was unwilling at first, but eventually agreed to allow Meena to act as Albert’s personal barmaid. They were the envy of the entire crew. 



I knew that in order to gain their total devotion and trust, I had to start flashing the cash. So, that night, after dinner, Meena accompanied Albert to the casino. Ahmed wasn’t allowed to come as he lacked what they called “guest area privileges” unless he was working.


Albert bought twenty thousand dollars worth of chips and took a seat at one of the roulette tables. Aksana from the Ukraine was his dealer. Meena headed off to the bar to get him a double vodka and orange. 



Albert had never played roulette before, come to think of it, neither had I. He watched a couple of rounds hoping to get a grasp of the game but he was no further forward. He decided to dive in blindly. He placed $50 dollar chips on an assortment of numbers and a pile on the “red” section. Aksana spun the wheel, “no more bets”; Meena returned with the drink, the ball landed on red, number seven. We didn’t know how much we’d won. It didn’t matter. Aksana added a lot more chips on top of ours and slid them across the table to Albert. And so this continued into the early hours of the morning. By 2:00am only Albert, Meena and Aksana remained in the casino. The other tables had closed and the manager was waiting patiently in his office, no doubt wanting to close for the night. 


 “Is the bar still open?” He asked Meena.

 “Yes Sir.”

 “Can you fetch me one more drink please. This’ll be my last.”

 “Of course sir.”

 “Aksana?”

 “Yes sir?”

 “Can you count my chips please, tell me how much I have.”

 “Of course Sir. Do you wish to cash them in?”

 “Not yet. Soon.” 



Albert had won just short of thirty five thousand. He was sitting with almost $50,000. Meena returned with his umpteenth drink. 


 “Aksana, tell me something.”

 “Yes sir?”

 “How much does an apartment cost to buy in the Ukraine?”

 “ In my town, around one hundred and seventy thousand Hryvnia sir.”

 “What’s that in dollars?”

 “Around twenty thousand sir.” 



Albert managed to add up the chips. He slid the 20,000 across the baize Aksana looked shocked. 


 “Buy some nice furniture,” he said, tossing another 5,000 onto the table. Turning to Meena, Albert smiled like a grandfather would to a jealous child, “Don’t worry Meena. You’ll get yours before the end of the cruise.”


Meena’s face lit up, “Thank you sir.”

 



Chapter 18.

 



Albert slept like a pig that night. We were awoken by Debbie, the cruise director’s, announcement, like an electric shock to the heart. We were due to arrive in Cozumel, Mexico within an hour. 



The cabin phone rang. It was Ahmed. He and Meena were waiting up on the Lido deck. Albert was late for breakfast. Within ten minutes he was showered and ready to change. The problem was, what to wear? Albert had to wear long sleeves to disguise his hands. He had been warned the temperatures could over one hundred degrees out there. Latex and heat just don’t go together. We threw on a cotton shirt that I vaguely remember being Kalif’s. We had packed one pair of Bermuda shorts, but they didn’t look right. Albert was in his seventies. His hair was white, and so for the first time in my life, I shaved my legs. 



Albert’s personal staff saved him the trouble of standing in line with the small planets, each of whom proceeded to pile enough food for a week on their plates. Albert settled for some fruit, croissants and a coffee. Each of which tasted equally unpleasant. After Meena fetched him a glass of iced water, he told them both to go and get changed out of uniform. He was taking them ashore. He had booked an excursion to the Mayan Temple ruins. 



As the apples scurried off excitedly, they were stopped by a large man wearing a sleeveless white shirt, the epaulettes bearing four bars of gold. He spoke to them quietly, there was nodding and shaking of heads, before they continued on their way. The man with the gold epaulettes approached Albert.

 “Do you mind if I join you Sir?” He asked.

 “Not at all. Please, take a seat.”

 “My name is Stephen Robertson, I’m the Hotel Director here on board,” he said extending his hand. Albert shook it. No further forward as to what the fuck a hotel director was. 



The ensuing conversation left him in little doubt. Had we been to the gift shop yet? They had a remarkable array of fine watches and jewellery. The art auction? That would be taking place this evening, we were informed. How about the spa? And so it went on. This man sitting opposite knew exactly how much money we had on our card and if he could have cut it and let it bleed out into a glass, he would have. We took it as a warning that, unless we started spending, our preferential treatment might stop and that was something I could not let happen, under any circumstances.

 


 



*

 



It was half an hour before Meena called the cabin to tell Albert that they were waiting by the gangway. A half hour, in which, I had desperately tried to conjure up a plan but to no avail. Security was tight, we had nothing with us to assist in the apple picking and we had around thirty-six hours to get rid of our new best friends. Fucking blood-sucking leeches. As far as I could see there were only two options. Either do it today, now, in Mexico or wait until we got back onboard. That would give us tonight and all day tomorrow to come up with something. 



The San Gervasio ruins were exactly as described. Ruins. By the end of the twenty-minute bumpy bus ride I was in no mood. I told the apples to go in themselves, I was too tired, and so I waited by the gate for two hours. Thinking. 



This place was out of the question; there were far too many people around. I counted four other cruise ships as we walked down the pier. Not to mention the Mexican soldiers who kept appearing out of nowhere. No, this was definitely out. It had to be done on the ship. Bloody shame, I was fairly sure that if I could have gotten rid of them in Mexico, I could go back to the ship claiming that they had robbed me. It would have been the perfect excuse for them not to show up. 



I was beginning to get frustrated. For the first time since all of this began, I didn’t know what to do. Jesus Christ, we had killed people in prison but we couldn’t get rid of two fucking kids on a ship? We needed more information. That was the answer. Not to mention a rock solid alibi. We were nearing the end. After these two little fuckers were gone, we were home free. 



Albert did his best to make conversation with Ahmed and Meena on the way back. Yes the fact that the temple was dedicated to fertility and marriage ceremonies was fascinating. No, I didn’t mind if we got dropped off downtown to visit their favourite crew bar. Yes, I would pay for the taxi back to the ship. Yes, no, yes, whatever. Shut the fuck up and let me think.


Give me a double vodka and orange; no make it a triple and two beers for my friends here. Tequila shots? Why not? I don’t care what your name is and why you are dressed like a whore just keep the drinks coming. Ahmed, my friend, tell me about life on the cruise ship. Really. That’s very interesting. Have you ever seen anyone fall overboard? No? I see, so what did your friend tell you happened? Really? That must have been scary as shit. Waitress! I told you to keep them coming. 



*

 


 



That evening was formal night, dress-up night, Evening of Elegance, whatever the fuck you wanted to call it. We were all advised to ditch the shorts and vests and opt for shirt and ties, tuxedoes or gowns. It was, in fact, a thinly veiled scam for the photography department to make a small fortune. I had taken the Hotel Director’s threat seriously; he had offered us the perfect alibi on a plate. Who would ever suspect that a lonely old man, who had lavished gifts on these two crewmembers, would be responsible for their deaths? 



Albert had purposely rented the largest tuxedo available. He looked bloody ridiculous in it. It was obviously made for someone twice his size, but he needed the space. When he met Ahmed and Meena outside of the gift shops, they were obviously amused by his new look, but said nothing for fear of upsetting their sugar daddy. Albert ignored their mirth, after all he who laughs last and all that.


Unsurprisingly the little bastards picked out the most costly watches for themselves. Ahmed opted for a Tag Hauer, whilst Meena shamelessly asked the sales assistant, which was the most expensive ladies watch they had. A Tissot, priced at $6,450. We knew exactly what they would do; as soon as Albert had left the ship they would try and flog them off at half price to some new guest or one of the officers. It didn’t matter anyway, it was adding worth to our cause. 



Dinner wasn’t until eight. So Albert took his apples around the photography backdrops. They had their pictures taken in front of the Titanic staircase, in an Italian garden, posing behind one of the ship’s grand pianos amongst many others. The apples proudly showed off their new watches as Albert smiled endearingly for the camera.


It was all arranged. We had checked out the deck below. We knew exactly where the lifeboat was. There was a telephone nearby. Ahmed had basically told us the procedure. Albert would dine at eight, then take a nap before meeting Ahmed and Meena in the Piano Bar for drinks. It was a special occasion and Albert wanted them to be a part of it. 


 



*

 



The sea had become increasingly rougher since leaving Mexico. It didn’t seem to affect Bruce from Scotland, the pianist, as he banged out Don McLean’s American Pie. Meena returned from the bar with a tray full of drinks. 


 “I just want to tell you two how appreciative I am of your service. My friends were right, you two are the best,” said Albert through gritted teeth.

 “Thank you Mr. Albert, Sir,” Ahmed replied, “we are very grateful for the watches and anything else which you have in mind.”


That greedy fucking bastard. Calm down Albert! Not long now. “That brings me to my next point. Tonight I want us all to relax and have a few drinks. To tell you the truth I haven’t felt at all at ease having all that cash lying around the cabin, so I have decided to give you your tips tonight.”


The apples looked excitedly at each other. Meena had already told Ahmed about the $25,000 the casino dealer had received, and for doing what?


And so we drank. Bruce from Scotland played. The drunks sitting around the piano sang louder. The ship rolled heavier in the seas and we drank some more. The apples hadn’t even bothered to ask why Albert was still wearing that ridiculous tux. Given half a second they would launch into Urdu whispers, no doubt discussing how much cash they were about to receive. The whispers started to piss us off after a while. The sniggers. It showed a total lack of fucking respect. They could at least give us some of that. 



It was 11:30pm Albert sent Meena to get another tray of drinks. They had to be drunk for this to work. He had promised them that he wouldn’t be partaking of breakfast in the morning, so they had no reason to be up early. With no one to whisper to, Ahmed turned to Albert.

 “You didn’t tell us sir, what is the special occasion?”


My mind flashed back to that last photograph we had taken. The ship’s course was displayed on the plasma screen behind the photographer. It was the ship’s speed I had been looking for. 20 knots. That’s when I had seen it. The date. It was Laura’s birthday. 


 “Oh it’s nothing really. Just a sort of personal celebration,” replied Albert, his hands starting to shake, “a milestone if you like.”

 “It’s your birthday, isn’t it?” 


 “Not mine, no, but it’s an important day. Let’s leave at that, eh?”


Meena returned from the bar for the last time. Bruce was attempting a rendition of Sinatra’s “My Way”. We discussed the weather and other topics, which went in one ear and out the other. Albert finished his last glass of vodka before attempting to get to his feet. The roll of the ship and the alcohol were taking their toll on his balance.

 “Please come with me,” Albert asked his apples.


They drunkenly followed him out onto deck, giggling as they held onto each other. The wind was howling, a stark contrast to the air-conditioned interior, hot and humid. As the ship lurched forwards Albert could feel the spray stinging his eyes. Fuck, was this a good idea? 



Albert and his apples were standing outside of the, now deserted, restaurant. We had noticed, the day before, that there were no cabins near and the solitary security camera still had the chocolate fudge cake stuck to its lens.

 “Now kids,” Albert had to shout over the wind, “Before I make this presentation, I want a photograph. So stand next to the rails there and smile.” 



The apples followed the roll of the ship and ended up leaning against the rails. The crash of the waves beneath unnerved Albert. He reached into his pocket. Then another. Then an inside pocket.

 “Sorry,” he yelled, “I’ve left my camera in the bar. Don’t move. Stay exactly where you are or you won’t get your tips.” Albert disappeared back inside. Ahmed tried in vain to light up a cigarette. 



We had timed the sprint to the deck below at exactly twenty-one seconds. That was when other guests were around. That was when it hadn’t been Laura’s birthday. That was without the rage. It took Albert twelve seconds. When he got outside, he pulled the cable ties as hard as possible around his ankles, the blasting wind made his trousers look like those a clown would wear. He pulled his belt two notches tighter. Taking another belt from his jacket pocket, he fastened it tightly around his chest, securing the pieces of dissected life jacket, which had gone unnoticed. The ship lurched to the portside. He thought twice. He saw Laura’s birthday cake. He didn’t think again that night. The rage took over. He made the phone call. “Man overboard Starboard side.” He grabbed the life belt and tied it around his waist. He climbed over the railing and clambered onto lifeboat number fourteen. The ship crashed forward again, covering him in salt spray. It didn’t matter. He didn’t notice. The rage was in control. Ten seconds later and the rage had climbed onto the roof of the lifeboat, crawled along it’s gantry and was holding onto the railings of the deck above. The rage could see its apples. They hadn’t moved. Still waiting for their photograph and cash. The rage inched along the outside of the railings, it’s latex hands gripping onto the bottom rung, a tiny ledge below giving its feet something to balance on, a few centimetres between it and the raging sea below. It quickly moved into position below the apples. Still waiting. Photograph. Cash. No respect. It knew it had to wait for the horn. Ahmed had told us that. The rage was making Albert shake. I could see the candles on Laura’s birthday cake. I could hear her laughter again. I watched her take a deep breath. The ship’s horn sounded. One long blast. “Bravo, Bravo. Starboard side.” The rage started to climb the railings like an invisible spider. It’s hands were either side of the apples now. Then it happened, just as Ahmed said it would. The ship started to list. It was turning around. The rage felt itself falling backwards. It made its move. It had them both by the neck. The ship listed further. Deckchairs crashed against the railings. People screamed from somewhere above. The lifeboats swung out, straining on their chains. We hit the water like a fucking atomic bomb. 



Albert had reported the man overboard to be from the other side of the ship and now the propellers were sucking us in as she turned. It was pitch black. The apples were silent. Nowhere to be seen. No photograph, no cash, just a huge vortex of water pulling at us. Trying to drag us under the ship. Albert’s clown trousers were keeping us afloat but the suction of the propellers was overpowering. Albert through the life ring in the opposite direction to where he had last seen the apples. I have to admit at this point I could see the end coming. I had failed. I closed my eyes and thought about Anna and Laura. “Happy birthday little one. Don’t blow the candles out yet. Wait for me. I’m coming.” My tears were soon washed away by another crashing wave.


I didn’t even know that Albert had taken them, but thank god he had. I hadn’t noticed them in the jacket pockets. He had never been my favourite, Albert that is, but as we were tossed around in the darkness, as each wave battered us against that ship, I felt amazingly proud of him. The clunk of metal on metal, the feeling of security as the magnets held firmly to the hull and the relief that we hadn’t managed to book a better cabin, after all they would probably have modern slimline speakers. I thanked god for the world’s biggest stereo speakers. 


 


 


 



The Florida Post (Online Edition)

 



Two Crew Members Feared Lost At Sea: British Pensioner Hailed A Hero By Authorities.

 



The search for two crewmembers missing from the Carnival Glory cruise ship has been abandoned, the Mexican Coastguard announced today. The rescue mission involved both US and Mexican coastguard helicopters 70 nautical miles off the island of Cozumel in the Gulf of Mexico. A nearby cruise liner, Royal Caribbean’s “Oasis Of The Seas”, diverted its course to assist in the search. The unnamed crewmembers are believed to have fallen overboard shortly before midnight yesterday. 



A spokesman for the Mexican Authorities praised the valiant efforts of a 71-year-old passenger from England who witnessed the event. 


 “An elderly passenger upon the Carnival Glory jumped overboard with a life ring in an attempt to save the lives of the two crewmembers. He was, however, unsuccessful. The gentleman was taken by helicopter to Mexico City Municipal Hospital, from where he was later discharged and has now returned to the United Kingdom.


The Police Authority say that there are no suspicious circumstances. A spokesperson for Carnival told The Post that they are trying to trace the next of kin and working closely with fellow crewmembers who have been traumatised by the incident.

 



And so the tree was bare. The harvest complete. Only one thing remained. The lumberjack named Death. 


 


 



Chapter 19.

 



The Chief Purser had accompanied Albert in the helicopter. He brought our laptop and the few clothes that had remained in the cabin. He had also cashed out the ship’s card and gave him the remaining cash. Albert was upset to hear that I Made, his cabin steward, was about to be fired for failing to ensure that there was a life jacket in the cabin. So he handed back $200,000 for I Made and his family. 



I hated London. I despised everything it had become; yet it felt good to be back. We had escaped the death penalty. Heathrow airport seemed like the light at the end of the tunnel.


As we left the aircraft, Abdul Hamid awoke to the knocking on his hotel room door. As the customs officer handed us back the laptop, Hamid received a package of his own. By the time Serge arrived to collect us, Hamid had thrown up three times. His fiancée’s severed hand had arrived. Their entwined initials slightly obscured by the decaying flesh.

 



*

 


 “How is his mother?” Albert asked Serge.

 “Whose mother?” He replied.

 “How many mothers do you have kidnapped each week?”

 “Oh, that journalist. She is good.”

 “You haven’t harmed her have you?”


Serge laughed from the depth of his belly. “My friend. We are not all animals. She is probably having...how do you call it...the times of her life.”


Albert glanced suspiciously at the still-chuckling Serge. “How do you mean?”

 “My friend, you pay us thirty thousand pounds for to make this kidnap. We see the woman. She is old. We have a meeting. We decide that we can tie her up like in the movies and make ten years in prison if we are caught or we can take her for a holiday.”

 “What are you trying to tell me?”

 “The old woman is in Greece. One of my cousins owns a villa there on a little island with no phones. He tell her that she won some competition or something. One month holiday. No expenses,” Serge turned to look at Albert, “My friend. We are not so stupid.”


We stopped by the lock up to check on Devoy. The doctor had done an excellent job; fed and watered as per instructions. Albert told him that it would only be another day or so. The UV lamps were all working perfectly and the freezers were at a constant minus five. Fuck it felt good to be home.


Albert drove the camper van back to the Epping Forest campsite. After several drinks in the bar we headed back through the woods to Laputa. We slept like babies that night.

 



*

 


 “ Matthew Gerradine speaking.”

 “ Is that with one R or two?”

 “ Mr. Madison?”

 “Are your police friends still hanging around?”

 “No, I have relinquished all affiliation.”

 “Good boy. Now listen carefully. Your mother has not been hurt...yet, but it will only take one phone call, do you understand?”

 “Yes.”

 “Are you sure?”

 “Yes.”

 “So tell me Mr. Gerradine, WHAT THE FUCK WERE YOU PLAYING AT?”

 “It was Pearson, the Assistant Chief Constable. He knows it’s you. He wanted me to get some evidence. He’s hell bent on discrediting the investigation.”

 “How close is he?”

 “What do you mean?”

 “Does he have any evidence?”

 “Nothing. He even lost track of Abdul Hamid. We know he was in Scotland but something seems to have spooked him and he fled.”

 “Don’t worry about that little bastard. I know exactly where he is. Tell me Matthew, you don’t mind if I call you Matthew, do you?”

 “Go right ahead Mr. Madison, Sir.”

 “So Matthew tell me. Do you think what we have been doing is wrong?”


Silence.

 “Hello? I asked you a question Matthew.”

 “How many?”

 “How many what?”

 “How many have you killed?”

 “Oh fuck knows? Maybe fourteen or fifteen.”


Silence.

 “And how many more?”

 “Tell me more about this character Pearson. Why has he got it in for me.”

 “No, no, it’s nothing personal Mr. Madison, he wants to make his boss out to be incompetent so he can step into his shoes.”

 “Nothing personal. Nothing fucking personal? Matthew. I am going to ask you a question and I want you to picture your mother when I ask it. Picture her bound and gagged in a rat-infested cellar somewhere, crying, begging for her life. Can you see her?”

 “Yes. Yes I can see her.”

 “Now tell me truthfully Matthew, is Pearson planning to offer a reward for me?”


A long pause, then “Yes.”


Meddling pig bastard. No one was going to stop us now. We were too close. 


 “Is he corruptible?”

 “What? You mean money?”

 “Of course I mean money.”

 “I suppose you could try, but I think it’s more about power.”

 “I’ll need an address.”

 “No, no, I can’t.”

 “Who is more important to you Matthew? Your mother or your police friend.”


Silence.

 “54 Dennison Park Road, Hampstead.”

 “Good boy.”


Click.

 



*

 



Albert let himself in with the Sputnik lock-pick. The house was obviously a reflection of its owner’s mind. Everything was spick and span, verging on the compulsive. It was a shrine to William J. Pearson’s police career. The mantelpiece and walls were adorned with certificates, awards and photographs. This was obviously the sort of man who couldn’t wash off the uniform. 



Albert had fastened the CS canisters to the back of the lounge door. He had attached the string to a handle on the sideboard, which would ensure they went off as soon as Pearson opened the door. Albert sat on an old rocking chair in the corner, wearing his gas mask, his bag of tricks resting at his feet.


It was the hiss of the gas that woke him up. Pearson was staggering around in the mist, choking, trying to wipe his eyes. Then he fell. 



We were shocked at how quickly the armed response units turned up. They had the street sealed off within seconds of their arrival. There were four police cars at first, soon joined by an unmarked van, the six police marksmen fanned out behind the cars. Then a deathly silence ensued. The standoff had begun. The six red pinpricks of laser light reflected off Albert’s gas mask. The only thing that stood between those rounds of ammunition and that gas mask was the double-glazing in Pearson’s lounge window. 



Albert could see the officer in charge; he was sitting in the driver’s seat of the van, his voice echoed down the street courtesy of the P.A. system.

 “Armed police. Lower your weapon and raise your hands in the air.” 



Silence. The echo fizzled out.

 “I repeat. You are surrounded by armed police officers. We need you to put the gun down and raise your hands above your head.”


Silence. 



The marksmen took cover as the shotgun broke through the glass. 


 “Hold you fire,” the officer shouted to his men. 



Another police car arrived. Two more lasers joined the dance on Albert’s gas mask. 



He smashed another pane of glass with the shotgun. More sirens could be heard in the distance. Two officers were pushing the small crowd further back into the park across the street.

 “My name is Sergeant Jim Morris. I am unarmed. I want to approach the building.”


Another pane of glass shattered. 


 “We know who you are and I am sure we can settle this peacefully.”


Not that peacefully, thought Albert, as he fired the first shotgun round towards the van. The windscreen exploded. There wasn’t any point in prolonged negotiations. The time had come. Death by cop. An ironic ending that made Albert chuckle. He could hear the marksmen shouting to each other. “Clear head shot.” “Roger.” “Clear chest.” “Hold.”

 “Sir,” the voice boomed again, “this is your last chance. Throw the weapon outside and raise your arms above your head.”


The gas mask defiantly shook from left to right. Albert raised the shotgun and aimed it at the nearest police car. As the trigger slowly pulled back, the red dots of light became holes. Five bullets to the head, one to the neck and two to the heart. He had no chance. 



As the police smashed in the front door, they didn’t notice Albert saunter off across the park, the remote control would later be found in the lake. Forensic studies of the shotgun super glued to Pearson’s hands wouldn’t reveal anything, neither the duct tape over his mouth and strapping his legs to the stool, nor the nails holding his feet to the floorboards. The electronic body brace could probably be traced but it would take months. No, William J. Pearson’s career had just ended.

 


 



Chapter 20.

 


 



The time was fast approaching. I was finding it hard to sleep in Laputa. Maybe there were too many spirits. Maybe, somewhere deep down, I had feelings of guilt. Who knows? I knew one thing though; I needed closure. This had to be finished, and soon. Everything was in place. I just needed to say the word. Yet something was holding me back. I can’t describe it. It’s like when you are watching a great film and you don’t want it to end. The characters have become your friends. I had lost Norman and Kalif but Albert and I had become best mates. We didn’t want this film to end. But the rage would have the casting vote on that.


The money was starting to get low and we still had to pay Serge’s debt. Yes, the time had come. A natural conclusion of events. The worst part was that even after a year I still didn’t know who to blame, the man from New York the Tube strike, the jury or Hamid? Maybe it was all of them? Maybe it was me? I knew that I would eventually face my day of judgement, but that didn’t worry me, I would have accomplished my goal and by fuck, it felt good!

 


 



*

 


 



I had paid Serge an extra £35,000 to put two more men on Abdul Hamid. The last thing I wanted was to lose him now. He had fled Glasgow by train and was now holed up in Bradford. Apparently renting a bedsit for cash. Serge assured me he could be taken at any time, but I needed a few more days to prepare things.

 


 



*

 



The Doctor explained that Devoy had been brought out of the coma twelve hours before, but that he would require regular injections of the painkillers. He advised us that if we didn’t administer the drugs, the pain would effectively kill him itself. His nervous system simply couldn’t cope. Yes, he was ok to be moved, so Albert and I wrapped him up and loaded him into the camper van. He was coming to Laputa to join the party. 



Devoy’s weeks of treatment had made him heavy as hell, so Albert bought a wheelbarrow from a garden centre near the forest. We used this to wheel him to the tree house. It took a couple of hours to get him in place but when we were finished, we could only stand back and smile at our handiwork. We fed and watered him and injected his painkillers. He looked less than pleased but, hey, at least he was still alive...for now.


When we were done with Devoy, we began to put the ropes in place. I hadn’t climbed trees for nearly thirty-five years and I found it bloody hard going. By the time we were finished it was almost dusk. I estimated that Devoy would need at least a week to get settled in properly. So Albert and I took a well-deserved rest. We spent the time between the camper van, the bar and tending to Devoy. 



When the week was up I asked Serge to pick up my friend.

 


 



ABDUL HAMID.

 



It was 4:30am on that Sunday morning when the door came off its hinges. Serge called me personally to break the news. There was nothing they could have done, except sit in the Range Rover across the street and watch the police as they took Hamid into protective custody. How the fuck they found him is anyone’s guess. What we did know is that he was being held in Bradford Central Police Station. “It would take a frigging army to get him out of there,” Serge had said. 



Serge said that he would drive up to Bradford to try and sort the situation out, he sounded earnestly embarrassed. Albert and I took the 10:50am train from King’s Cross. I spent the next three hours dozing off, whereas Albert was obviously planning. 



An army, an army, a frigging army. We didn’t have an army, we didn’t have tanks and we couldn’t possibly spring someone from a high security police station. Or could we? Albert wasn’t much of a conversationalist but I tended to know what he was thinking. 



We arrived in Bradford a little before 1:00 pm. The Range Rover collected us from the station. Serge was full of apologies but Albert would hear none of it.

 “Take me to the police station,” demanded Albert.

 “Which one?” Asked the driver.

 “The one where our friend is being held,” snapped Albert.


Twenty-five minutes later we were approaching Bradford Central Police Station. 


 “Drive past it,” ordered Albert, “stop at the first pub you see.”


Serge nodded at the driver as if to say, do as you are told. We stopped outside of The Waverley Arms. Albert was the only one to enter the pub.

 “I’ve got a hundred quid for anybody who is prepared to spend a night in the police cells over the road,” he announced.

 “Piss off you old tosser,” someone shouted.

 “All right, two hundred quid for a night in the cells,” he shouted, waving a stack of notes, “bollocks, make it two hundred and fifty.”


The pub fell silent.

 “Fuck it! Three hundred quid and that’s my final offer.”


Serge and his boys watched in silence as Albert’s army filed out of the door. Each one that passed received a slap on the back from Albert and his instructions. “Shoplifting” “Attempted burglary” “Trespass” “Criminal damage.” And so it went on. Phone calls were made. Three hundred pounds for a night inside. What was the maximum fine for wasting police time? Fifty quid? 



No one spoke when Albert got back into the Range Rover. They just watched as the queue grew longer outside the police station, as the cells filled up with people handing themselves in. They watched as the police vans arrived to take some of Albert’s army to a different police station. The silence lasted an hour; it was only broken by the driver starting the engine.

 “That’s him,” he said, pointing at the police car leaving the compound, “that’s him, they must be moving him.” Albert and I could only smile. 



The adrenalin started to kick in at each county border, when Hamid was transferred to a waiting police car from the neighbouring force. It started to become evident that they were taking him back to London. 


 



*

 


 “Lomax speaking.”

 “Aha, Mr. Lomax. Do you remember that favour you owe me?”

 “Who the fuck is this?”

 “The man that saved your daughter’s childhood. Remember? I remember it very well. I remember those bastards hitting the pavement, in fact, I have video footage of it, if it’ll help to jog your memory.”

 “What do you need?”

 “There is a police car arriving in London within the hour. It’s carrying a very precious package of mine. I need that package. Alive. It’s travelling on the A1.”

 “Text me the registration number”

 “As good as done, Mr. Lomax.”

 “Are you behind it?”

 “For now, yes. We’re in a black Range Rover.”

 “Pull off before junction three, there’s a service station there, I’ll text you when we have your package.”

 “Thank you Mr. Lomax. Let me stress once again that the package must be alive.”


Click.

 



*

 



It was funny. Not funny ha ha but funny peculiar. When I worked for the bank my most dangerous friend was the mail boy who revealed to me one day that he had served fifty hours community service for pissing in a shop doorway one night. Now I was surrounded by some of London’s biggest villains. If someone had told me, a year ago, that I would be drinking coffee in a motorway cafe with a bunch of Ukrainian gangsters whilst waiting for a load of heavies to kidnap someone from a police car, I would have laughed in their face and recommended a good psychiatrist. If they had suggested that I would end up living in a tree house with a geriatric serial killer as my best friend, then I would start to seriously worry about them. Yet here we were. And you know the scariest part? It felt bloody good. I could imagine Anna and Laura peering down from their cloud, watching the movie unfold. “Get him Daddy,” Laura would be shouting, “get the bad guy.” I was reminded of that old saying about a butterfly flapping it’s wings somewhere could cause a tornado on the other side of the world, a phrase which I could never get my head around. I thought about that microsecond that had changed my life. If Anna had conceived a day earlier, it wouldn’t have been Laura’s birthday when Hamid passed the house. We wouldn’t have even bought that damned house except that the one in Notting Hill fell through. 



They were wrong about the butterfly effect though, it wasn’t a tornado, it was a stolen lorry, jack-knifing on the motorway outside of our window. No one at the table spoke, as if this sort of thing happened every day, meanwhile the rest of the customers were screaming and rushing out to help, or get a better view of the undeniable carnage that was about to ensue. 


 “Get him daddy.” A small Fiat was the first to make impact. Albert thought he could see a “baby on board” sticker on the back window, but he only caught a fleeting glimpse before the National Express coach crushed it. The police car was the eighth vehicle to join the melee. We watched him in silence as he tried to brake in time, he even switched on the blue lights to try and warn others, they didn’t stay on for long, the impact must have shattered every bulb. “Get the bad guy.”


We sat in the Range Rover. Waiting. Silent. No one had spoken for fifteen minutes. Albert’s phone broke the silence.


They have the package. Will meet u behind petrol station. Far corner. No CCTV.


Hamid was in bad shape but at least he was alive and conscious. Lomax’s men transferred him from their car into the boot of the Range Rover, before tossing the green strobe light and “Doctor On Call” sign into the bushes. Albert taped him up, spat in his face and then got back inside. 



Serge’s driver dropped us off in the car park near King’s Cross, no one saw us bundle Hamid in to the camper van. On that long drive back to Epping Forest it felt like we had won the lottery and the cash was in the back. Albert sang all the way back home, I didn’t tell him it had been Laura’s favourite song, the song both Anna and I had sung to her every night. “Twinkle, twinkle, little star. How I wonder what you are. Up above the world so high Like a diamond in the sky.”




As we wheelbarrowed Hamid down the path to Laputa we could hear the tortured cries of Devoy. The painkillers had obviously worn off. Albert put Hamid into the shallow grave that we had prepared and filled it in making sure that the air pipe was clear. From the start we had all agreed, Kalif, Norman, Albert and myself, that death was too good for Abdul Hamid. He was to suffer. Suffer for the rest of his pitiful, cowardly life and that suffering would start as soon as we had emptied the freezers.

 



*

 



I don’t know which aspect drove Abdul Hamid insane. I don’t think it was Albert’s constant renditions of Twinkle, twinkle, little star. 



It could very well have been the sight of his friend Adrian Devoy wrapped around our tree, like a scene from the crucifixion, the Virginia Creeper which had grown through the holes in his hands and feet now had a firm grip around the trunk and branches. It had worked its way under his skin, searching for sustenance, draining the life from him. 



What I think really tipped him over the edge were the bodies that Albert had so carefully suspended from the ropes. I told him that meat hooks were clichéd but he had insisted. We kept that bastard awake for three whole days and nights. Forcing him to watch his friends defrost. Adrian Devoy’s screams reached a crescendo by the third night and then fell silent.


As for me? They found me sitting amongst the ashes of our home, apparently I was crying, clutching a diamond bracelet from Liberty. The neighbours must have called the police. 



There was never a trial. There was no evidence. Albert burned down Laputa and set fire to the camper van. The lazy bastard never did clean all of the soil out of it.


I don’t remember too much about that year. I think the drugs must have dulled my memory. But on the bright side, Albert comes to visit every day, he insists on singing twinkle, twinkle, little star for hours. Jesus, that drives Hamid crazy. Oh, did I mention that he’s in the padded cell next to mine. It’s for his own good. He fucking hates it when Albert sings. I can hear him screaming and bashing his head off the wall. 


 



The Facebook Killer was written by Matthew Gerradine.


It has sold more than ten million copies worldwide and been translated into 43 languages. The film version has been nominated for seven Oscars. 



The Facebook Killer won the prestigious Man Booker literary prize in 2011.

 



This book is dedicated to Dermott Madison, without whom it would never have become a reality.
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