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For Mum and Dad




 


‘When we step into the family, by the act of being born, we step into a world which is incalculable, into a world which has its own strange laws, into a world which could do without us, into a world we have not made. In other words, when we step into the family, we step into a fairy-tale.’


G.K. Chesterton




November 1988 
DUBLIN




 


THE SMOG HAD BEEN HEAVY FOR DAYS, DUBLIN CITY falling into darkness by late afternoon. The poison billowing from the chimneys attacked the throat and lungs as it crept menacingly through doors and windows. Some of those who ventured outside wore masks in an effort to stop the sickening blackness, while politicians argued in government buildings about speeding up the transfer to smokeless fuels, and another black Dublin winter took its toll. The mood on the streets was sombre, the air choking, as if the city was partially buried.


It was after midnight when Valentine Pearson strolled past the town-hall clock in the suburb of Rathmines, then turned around and went back in the opposite direction. The repeated solitary movement, up and down the footpath, fought off the night chill and the edge to his mood. He wore a long grey overcoat with a black silk scarf wrapped around his nose and mouth, his collar raised, his black trilby tilted downwards, keeping his eyes in shadow. He listened as the clock chimed a quarter past midnight, his irritation and impatience at the late hour forming a tight knot in his chest. He swallowed hard. The man he was due to meet was now fifteen minutes late. He kicked a stray beer can with more force than he’d intended as a lone car crawled past him with its fog lights on. The rest of the street was deserted, apart from some teenagers, a few moments earlier, falling out of the late-night chip shop further up the street.


He gripped the envelope that contained the tightly bundled cash in his pocket, ten thousand pounds in large notes, and the term guilt money came to mind. He stopped walking, retreating instead under the town-hall archway. Out of sight, his eyes fixed on Leinster Road, opposite him, second-guessing the direction from which his late rendezvous would come. The wrought-iron amber streetlamps created circular pockets of light on the ground.


He heard the man’s footsteps before he saw him, disappearing and reappearing within the circles of orange light, the encounter getting closer with each step. It would be over soon, he told himself. Give him the money and that would be it. He recognised his co-conspirator before he saw his face, crossing Rathmines Road with apparent arrogance as Valentine pulled further into the dark. The man was barely half his age, early twenties, with the swagger that younger males possess, a confidence born of ignorance and too much testosterone. Still, he thought, any port in a storm. He clenched his fists, part of him wanting to hit out at someone, anyone. He hated feeling vulnerable, and the sense that the power was in the hands of another.


As the men came face to face, they kept their silence for a couple of seconds, the younger man waiting as the older one finally stepped out from the darkness onto the smog-filled street.


‘Lovely night,’ the younger man said, with too much vigour for Valentine’s liking.


Valentine pulled the scarf down from his face. ‘You took your time,’ he said, sounding cold and indignant.


‘I told you I’d be here, and here I am.’


‘You told me a lot of things.’ ‘Don’t shoot the messenger.’ The young man coughed, covering his mouth with his hand.


‘Is that what you are now, Malcolm, a messenger?’


‘Do you have the cash?’


‘I do.’


‘If you want things sorted, you’ll need to pay.’


‘Can we trust them?’


‘To stay quiet, you mean?’


‘Yes.’


‘Would you prefer to run the risk of not paying?’


‘No.’ Valentine took out the envelope of cash and handed it to his collaborator. ‘We won’t be discussing this again. Do you understand?’


‘I do.’




May 2015 
NEW YORK




 


GLITTERING MOONLIGHT CAUGHT A FERRYBOAT travelling along the East River, the light cutting through nightfall as the streetlights of the Lower East Side and the interconnecting city exit roads and highways danced in the remaining darkness.


It had been a killing like no other, Detective Lee Fisher had reflected for the umpteenth time. The bloodied room holding the chopped-up remains of Tom Mason was one of the worst crime scenes he had ever witnessed. He used to think he had seen too many goddam killings for any of them to be extraordinary, but he had been wrong-footed this time, nothing surer.


He liked to walk at night. The exercise always helped him to think during a difficult investigation, when the city felt like an extension of his mind, pensive, partly mysterious, full of urban mutterings and capable of surprising itself. Soon, he would take the thirty-minute subway ride home to Brooklyn, but for now, he breathed in deep, the smell of nicotine lingering in the air. Smoking was one of his guilty pleasures, but he only ever lit up at night and outdoors. More than once, people had referred to him as bohemian: he was tall and slender, with near-shoulder-length curly dark-chestnut hair, a tight-cut beard, and the air of a wise rebel.


Two months earlier, when he had arrived at the corner of Orchard and Rivington Street, he was unaware that the 911 call would result in something more horrific than he had ever witnessed. The building he had stood in front of was six storeys high with a red stone façade and an upscale trendy boutique at the bottom. Access to the upper floors had been via a communal hallway to the side, with a fire exit at the back on each floor. He remembered a time when that part of the Lower East Side was filled with immigrants, a working-class neighbourhood. Rapid gentrification in the mid-2000s meant the place had changed, with inhabitants possessing far bigger bank balances.


The victim was male, Irish, late sixties, unmarried and retired. He had lived in the US since ’92, an ex-small-time local politician who had stayed well away from politics in Manhattan, from what Lee could gather. Instead, he had concentrated on working as a financial adviser and part-owner of a chain of boutiques, including the one located on the ground floor of the building. There was nothing particularly interesting about Tom Mason, described as a quiet man who kept himself to himself. The official cause of death was heart failure, brought on by loss of blood and shock, but the attacker had wanted more than the victim’s death: they had wanted to ensure maximum pain by chopping him to pieces. According to the medical examiner, the killer had started with the victim’s fingers, then severed both arms. The toes were next, the heart finally packing in before both legs were amputated from the upper thigh.


The term ‘in bits’ seemed to fall short of an accurate description, but ‘in bits’ was how Lee saw the investigation, a chaotic cocktail of anger, determination and the ability to administer pain with clinical and methodical application, necessitating a calm head on the part of whoever had butchered the man’s body. The victim had been gagged, but other than some neighbours reporting a loud version of what Lee had later discovered to be Beethoven’s Symphony No 5, Op. 67 (first movement), playing and replaying from the music centre in the apartment, nobody had noticed anything unusual. The vast array of blood, guts and body parts found at the scene, coupled with the putrid smell of death – Tom Mason’s body had been discovered two days after he was slaughtered – was like an ocean in comparison to the tiny droplets of forensic evidence they had found. Everything at the scene had been traced back to the victim, or the home help, who had discovered the body after the weekend – everything, that was, except one tiny unidentified swab taken from the tip of a pen used to create the incision lines.


Lee had been long enough in the game to realise that some investigations had the hallmark of being unsolved right from the

beginning, although on this occasion the killer had left a note. Scrawled in blood on the bathroom mirror, using the severed index finger of the deceased, were the words: ‘HE SAW THE LIGHT’. A religious fanatic, they had surmised, but either way, as Lee inhaled the last of his cigarette, there was one thing he was sure of. Solving this crime would take another killing or killings. It was simply a question of who the next victim would be, and where and when the crime would take place.




Part One


September 2015 
DUBLIN




Kate


KATE AWOKE AS SOON AS SHE HEARD ADAM’S MOBILE phone ringing. It was a few hours since the two of them had made love, and it still felt good lying close to him. As he reached out to take the call, coldness set in between them: she watched his body turn away from her, the room dark except for the light from the streetlamp outside. As he moved, she saw shadows bounce from one side of the room to the other, and for the briefest moment, he reminded her of her late father, Valentine. Both were complicated men, but poles apart in so many ways.


The next sound she heard was the creaking of branches, the tentacles of the whitethorn tree, sporadically tipping the apartment window. She checked her own phone – 2 a.m. The time could mean only one thing: an emergency call from Harcourt Street Special Detective Unit. She didn’t say anything, at least not at first, observing Adam as he got dressed on autopilot, pulling his white shirt over his head. He only ever opened the cuff and top two front buttons – all shortcuts to save time. With his back hunched, he pulled up his trousers, closing the belt tight as he straightened before attaching the gun belt across his chest, like a silent shadow in the dark. She couldn’t even hear him breathe.


‘It’s all right,’ she said, sitting up in the bed. ‘I’m already awake.’ Her voice was low and croaky from sleep.


His shadow shifted, and the streetlamp caught his smile. He whispered in her ear, ‘Two light sleepers living together may not be the best of plans.’


She had already switched on the bedside light. ‘You’re the one who told me planning was overrated.’ It was her turn to smile.


‘What’s up?’ She’d kept her voice low, not wanting to wake seven-year-old Charlie, in the other room.


‘Some guy has topped himself.’ He said it so matter-of-factly that she wondered if, after years in the police force, death was eventually diluted for everyone. Standing at the end of the bed, he raised his shirt collar to wrap his tie around his neck, still going through the motions, like a fireman putting on his uniform with no time to waste.


‘What else do you know?’ She was now curious.


‘He isn’t any guy.’ He pulled the tie tight. ‘It’s the chief super’s brother-in-law – or, rather, late brother-in-law.’


‘Do they think it’s suspicious?’


‘Too early to tell, but one way or another, Kate, it means trouble.’ He kissed her softly on the lips.


‘Be careful,’ she murmured. ‘Try to get some sleep. I won’t be long.’ His words sounded reassuring as he pulled the bedroom door closed.


Turning off the light, she listened to his car pull away from the kerb, the rest of the quiet Ranelagh suburb long since fast asleep. She thought about the other partners of police officers out there, especially those with families. What a different life it was from any other.


A few moments later, when she heard the low whimper, she thought it was a stray cat outside, but as it got louder, she sat up again: it was coming from Charlie’s bedroom. She bounded down the hallway and opened his door, her voice gentle as she entered. He was still half asleep. ‘It’s okay, honey. Mum’s here.’


She didn’t switch on his light, hoping he would settle. Even in the darkness she could make out his small shape, his knees raised to his chest. He was wearing his favourite Spider-Man pyjamas.


‘Shush, honey.’ Her right hand touched his hot cheek. The other rubbed his shoulder in the familiar motion she used to lull him back to sleep. ‘It’s okay, sweetheart, you were only dreaming.’


She climbed into his bed, her words seeming to ease whatever had frightened him. His face became less troubled, turning into her, the way children do. All she could think of was him as a baby, round and soft, with wisps of hair, and that intoxicating baby smell, the one that grabbed you like no other and never let you go. Examining the contours of his face, his small hands, the fingers clenched in sleep, she felt as if she was reliving every day of the last seven years – she’d never known she could love anyone so much.


Within the stillness, she also knew she would stay awake now, listening out for Adam coming home. At first, she’d been hesitant about him moving in, apprehensive about taking that next step. They had agreed to try it one day at a time. Four months in, she wondered where the time had gone. It had started with him staying over only at weekends, then towards the end of the summer, with Charlie taking it so well, it had made sense to create a more permanent living arrangement. So far it had worked out, and even Declan, Charlie’s father, had accepted that she and Adam were now on a more permanent footing.


She also thought about her decision to take a step back from work, partly wanting to spend more time with Charlie. It had been one of the best choices she had made. She’d known she would enjoy being at home, even for a short while, but another part of her was surprised by it. Ocean House, where she operated her psychology practice, understood her reducing her hours, although it hadn’t been her work there that had put her life at risk. That had been down to Adam, and the Special Detective Unit. Kate had spent three years profiling killers for the police, which had opened up a world that previously she couldn’t have imagined. The scars of the last case were still there, and the biggest one, how close she had come to losing her life and leaving Charlie without a mother, still played on her mind. Adam had encouraged her decision to step back, both of them knowing she needed this time.


The main players at Harcourt Street were fine about it too, and with Adam working there, she was still in touch with things, even if it was at arm’s length. The officers who had finished their profiling training were doing well – at least, as far as she had heard from Adam. She was suspicious that he was telling her what she wanted to hear, but for now, she was happy to go with the flow.


She stroked Charlie’s hair, the only sound in the bedroom the ticking of his Mickey Mouse alarm clock. Not working with Adam, she thought, had probably made it easier for their relationship to move forward. But it was good that they both understood the pressure of two or three critical investigations landing on your desk at once. She looked at the clock: 3 a.m. Hopefully, Adam would be back soon and able to grab some sleep.


The last few months had been hectic for him too, and the long nights hadn’t helped his erratic relationship with his estranged teenage son. He had the same first name as his father, initially confusing when he and Charlie were first introduced. But young Adam didn’t show the same hostility towards Charlie that he displayed towards his father, instead telling Charlie to call him Addy, like his friends did.


Adam was so different from her ex-husband, Declan, and even though some of her friends thought Declan was more in tune with his emotions, and that Adam was like the proverbial bull in a china shop, Kate knew otherwise. After all, it was Adam who had supported her decision to take things easier. Declan’s reaction had surprised her, until she understood that, the more time she spent with their son, the more Declan fretted that his relationship with Charlie would lessen, especially with him working permanently in Birmingham.


Sometimes she felt as if she was constantly trying to manage others: Declan’s anxieties, Adam’s failure to make things work with Addy, or Charlie coping with his world being turned upside down. Life was messy, and her running away from things in the past hadn’t served her well. Everything felt less hectic now. Small things that she hadn’t had time for before, like chatting with the neighbours, going to the park with Charlie or catching up with old acquaintances, brought a new normality. She was especially glad to connect with Malcolm again. He had been so close to her father, but also to her. When she’d met up with him at the Dyadic Developmental Psychotherapy lecture earlier that year, it was only then that she fully realised the important role he had played in her younger life. He had been like the older brother she’d never had, and she took it as another warning sign that she had allowed important parts of her life to slip, failing to link up with him during the ten years since her father’s death. The fact that they both worked in the area of psychology added to their revived mutual bond. In some ways, Malcolm’s work had influenced her choice to study it: he helped others to function in this world, and she wanted to do the same. Somewhere along the way though, she had lost sight of her own mental well-being, working long hours and not spending enough time with Charlie. It was certainly good to have someone else in her life that she could trust.




The Game Changer


THE WALL TEMPERATURE CONTROL UNIT DISPLAYED seventeen degrees, an optimum level for communication. The room wasn’t a large one, no more than sixteen metres square, with brilliant white walls and off-white parquet flooring. Matching venetian blinds covered the two windows opposite the office-type white door. There were eight chrome down-lighters in the white ceiling, should any light, other than daylight, be required. The area was devoid of excess furnishings or anything deemed unnecessary for a successful self-enlightenment session. There were no candles, soft music, muted lightings or fragrant burners. Two thin white plastic chairs, with curved seats to support the inner thighs and angled to optimise blood flow to the lower leg, were positioned opposite each other. To the side, there was a white-granite plastic folding table, narrow but appropriate for the various sheets and handouts. In the corner, to the right of the door as a person entered, the black video camera was positioned on an aluminium tripod.


Lisa Redmond had booked the 7 a.m. self-enlightenment session. Webcam sex with her clients, or camers, as she liked to call them, was particularly slack at that time of the morning. She was in her mid-twenties, medium height, slim, attractive and ambitious. Wearing a classic charcoal figure-hugging suit, with a pencil skirt finishing above the knee, a sheer white cotton blouse, and Manolo Blahnik ankle-strap maroon sandals, she felt composed and looked forward to making further progress within the self-enlightenment programme. Placing her designer olive patent handbag on the floor beside her, she sat in the white chair opposite the door, the camera ready to record their conversation.


‘Good morning, Lisa.’


‘Morning.’


‘Can you hold on for a second while I switch on the camera? Are you feeling relaxed?’


‘Yes.’ She flicked back her shoulder-length honey-brown hair. ‘Good. What would you like to talk about today?’


‘I’ve been thinking about this current step from the programme.’


‘The one called “Finding a New Way”, Lisa. That is the step you’re currently on?’


‘Yes.’ She crossed her long, tanned legs, resting both hands on her knees, her fingers intertwined, her nails French-polished.


‘Are you having some difficulty with it, Lisa?’


‘Being part of the programme, and my sessions at the Centre of Lightness, has helped me a great deal. I mean, I spend most of my life talking to the camers. That’s what I call my clients, the ones who watch me on camera.’ She trailed off.


‘Lisa, it’s good to talk about any difficulties you might be having. Why don’t you pretend I’m not here, and that you’re simply thinking out loud to the camera?’


‘I’ve decided I’m not going to humiliate my clients any more, no matter how much they want me to. Some of them love that. They enjoy being sexually degraded.’ Her face showed strain: disgusted by her clients’ desires.


‘Carry on.’


‘They beg me to call them horrible names. It frees up their sexual inhibitions, you see. That’s why they want me to do it.’


‘And why, Lisa, are you going to discontinue this? Especially if it’s something they want from you.’


‘I realise I need to apply boundaries, work out the lines I’m not prepared to cross. Doing things I don’t like, well, it doesn’t make me feel good about myself.’


‘Feeling good about yourself is important, Lisa. How long have you been turning those camers away?’


‘Only a few days – I’ve still been busy, though. There are always others to take their place.’


‘Because, Lisa, you’re in demand. You’ve managed to build up a successful business and a large amount of money over the last few years. You must be proud of yourself.’


‘The money isn’t important to me, not any more.’


‘No? That’s interesting. What is important to you, Lisa?’


‘Being happy is important, and I’m going to stop doing things I don’t want to do, especially when I don’t need to.’


‘That’s very commendable, Lisa, but if you say the money is no longer of any importance to you, why do you need so much of it?’


‘I don’t.’ She stood up, walking closer to the camera. ‘I have a plan for the money.’


‘Planning is good, Lisa. It puts you back in the driving seat.’


‘I only need half of it, and I probably don’t even need that. I’ve decided I’m only going to hold on to fifty thousand euros. The rest can be put to better use.’


‘Do you feel that parting with some of the money will help you, Lisa?’


‘Yes, I do.’ She kept looking at the camera, as if she was talking to herself. ‘I realise it doesn’t matter how much money I have. Whether it’s ninety-five thousand or nine hundred and fifty thousand, I’m still trapped by it. It doesn’t mean anything, not really.’


‘Lisa, you are more important than the money. You understand that too, don’t you?’


‘I’m beginning to, but it can be daunting finding a new way.’


‘I know that, which is why you must take one step at a time. When you are ready for the next step, you will know.’


Turning from the camera, she sat down again on the chair, lifting her handbag on to her lap, taking out a chequebook. Everything about her body and the expression on her face reflected determination. She believed she was the one in control. Folding the cheque, she got up and placed it on the narrow wall table, then returned to her chair.


‘Now,’ she said, sounding confident, ‘I’m ready for the next step.’


‘You’ll like it, Lisa. It’s called “Continuous Self-motivation”. You can pick up a package at the desk outside before you leave. There are motivational discs in it for you to listen to. Try to play them at least three times a day, in the car or if you’re relaxing at home in the evening. Make sure to give yourself time. You owe it to yourself now that you have reached Step Eight.’


‘Thank you.’


‘Terrific, Lisa, you’ve done very well.’




Kate


HEARING ADAM’S KEY TURN IN THE DOOR, KATE looked at the Mickey Mouse alarm clock – 7.30 a.m. In the hallway, she immediately saw the tiredness in his eyes.


‘Is the little man okay?’ he whispered.


‘He’s fine. He was unsettled after you left. I think it was a bad dream.’ Stretching and yawning, she asked, ‘How did it go in Harcourt Street?’


Putting his arms around her waist, he brought her closer to him. ‘Did I ever tell you how sexy you look in the morning?’


‘Once or twice.’ She kissed him on the lips. ‘You look like you’ve had a tough night.’


‘I’m okay.’


‘So, what happened to the chief superintendent’s brother-in-law?’


‘Carbon-monoxide poisoning.’


‘Intentional or accidental?’


‘It’s not looking like an accident.’


‘Why not?’


‘A few things.’


‘Let’s go into the bedroom,’ she said. ‘I’ll need to wake Charlie for school in a little while.’


They sat at the end of the bed and he kicked off his shoes, letting out a loud ‘Argh’, then flopped backwards. She lay down beside him. ‘So, why not an accident?’


‘The guy locked the garage door for one thing. He put the key on a workbench, and placed padding in the areas that might have allowed in leaks of air. At least, at this point we’re assuming it was him.’


‘Do you think someone else was involved?’


‘Hard to know. His car was still running when his wife found him.’ He turned to her. ‘More than likely, he didn’t suffer.’


‘Why do you say that?’


‘Some people call it the beautiful death. According to the pathologist, the body prefers carbon monoxide to oxygen. Apparently, it sucks it in willingly.’


‘I didn’t realise. Is Morrison on this one?’


‘Nothing but the best for a relation of the chief super.’


‘Anything else important?’


‘Are you sure you want to hear all this crap?’


She punched his shoulder. ‘Of course I do. I take an active interest in your work.’ She didn’t attempt to hide the sarcasm.


‘Right, you asked for it.’ He propped himself on his elbow. ‘The skin typically turns cherry red or pink with carbon-monoxide poisoning. As I said, it may be a relatively painless death, but it’s not always pretty. A victim can go into convulsions. We’ll know more once Morrison has done the full autopsy, but there’s a lot about the case I don’t like.’


‘Go on.’


‘It feels too neat, and you know how I hate neatness. Plus, no one has found a suicide note.’


‘People don’t always …’


‘I know that, but the guy was a teacher, or at least a retired one. Before that, he lectured on social policy at Trinity.’


‘So?’


‘You’d imagine he’d want to leave a few words.’


‘Not if he was suicidal – that changes everything.’


‘I didn’t like the position of the body either.’


‘Where was it?’


‘On the floor of the garage – that wouldn’t be a problem if the body had convulsed. It could have caused the movement, but I don’t know. The thing feels staged to me. Either way, Morrison says he would have died quickly.’


She rested a hand on his chest. ‘Adam?’


‘Yeah?’


‘I knew someone who died that way. It was a long time ago.’


‘And?’


‘I don’t know. I guess it always kind of stayed with me. He was a neighbour. The family hadn’t been living in the area long when it happened.’ She let out a low laugh. ‘I remember having a crush on him.’


‘You have my interest now.’ He sounded more upbeat than he had earlier.


‘I was twelve. He was fourteen. He seemed very grown-up at the time. It was stupid, really.’


‘What happened?’


‘A plastic bag went up the chimney. My father was full of information about it, telling me how the bag had blocked out the supply of oxygen, and a load of other scientific stuff I didn’t care about. Dad always liked to sound knowledgeable when it came to these things. None of it mattered. What mattered was that a fourteen-year-old boy had died.’ She put her fingers through her hair, staring at the ceiling. ‘I used to imagine the way they found him, lying on the floor in the front sitting room, perhaps with earphones on, listening to music.’


‘It’s no wonder you developed an active interest in the cheerful side of life.’


‘Very funny.’


‘What was his name, this guy?’


‘Kevin. I think my infatuation grew when he was gone. He became the ultimate unattainable love.’


‘And now you’re stuck with me.’


‘I like being stuck with you.’


He leaned in to kiss her, but she held his shoulders, keeping him at arm’s length. ‘What was the guy’s name – the brother-in-law of the chief super?’


‘It’s time to stop the questions. I need sleep.’


‘Humour me.’


‘Michael O’Neill.’ He lay down. ‘Apparently, he couldn’t come to terms with being retired.’


‘Strange.’


‘What is?’


‘That was Kevin’s surname too, or at least the name of the family he was living with. I think he was fostered.’


‘O’Neill?’


‘Yeah – I suppose it’s a common enough name. Did the O’Neills have any children?’


‘Not unless you include the ones he watched in the schoolyard.’


‘Was he …?’


‘I’m told by the chief super it was nothing like that. Apparently, he simply couldn’t cope with not being there, but it made some of the parents uneasy.’


‘I’m sure the school wasn’t happy about it either.’ She frowned.


‘You okay?’


‘Yeah, I’m fine, but it must be difficult for his wife, now that’s she on her own.’


‘I know, and here’s the thing, Kate. A guy spends his whole life teaching, helping others, and when it’s his turn to live a little, he ends it all.’


‘These things can be hard to understand.’


‘There’s something else.’


‘What?’


‘Over the last few months, his wife says he’s been going to some kind of meetings. He wouldn’t say who he was seeing. He kept it all very secretive. I think she partly blames herself.’


‘She wasn’t to know. A person intent on dying by suicide can keep it from those closest to them.’


‘Maybe – but there’ll be plenty of digging now, although it will have to be handled sensitively.’


‘Sensitively?’


‘Being related to the chief super.’


‘I see,’ she said, unimpressed.


‘It’s not like that, Kate. It’s just that he’ll be closely involved. Everything we find out will have to be run by him.’


‘Isn’t that normal?’


‘More or less, but we’re talking everything.’ He waited a few moments, then asked, ‘What do you think?’


‘About what? The chief super or the investigation?’


‘The investigation, of course – the chief super I can handle. Let’s say for a second this wasn’t a suicide. Other than redirecting blame, why would anyone set it up like that?’


‘Was there any sign of forced entry?’


‘No.’


‘And you’ve no way of knowing if a second key was used to lock the door on the other side?’


‘I guess not.’


‘The crime scene always tells you more than you can see.’


‘I’m listening.’


‘The means of killing is certainly important, but if a potential perpetrator got that close without using any force, assuming another party was involved, then more than likely, they meant something to each other. It’s the first marker.’


‘Marker for what?’


‘The relationship between the killer and their victim.’




The Game Changer


AFTER LISA’S APPOINTMENT, HER CHEQUE FOR forty-five thousand euros, donated to help others within the programme, was locked away in the safe. Lisa believed that separating herself from the money had helped her along the path to self-enlightenment and therefore greater happiness. The Game Changer knew she would progress with speed.


That evening, the only sound in the room was the steady, hypnotic rhythm of tapping on the laptop keyboard as the member/ player records were brought up to date.




CENTRE OF LIGHTNESS


20 Steps to Self-enlightenment Programme


Player: Lisa Redmond – Evaluation 7


Attributes: Ambitious and attractive


Career: Webcam sex


Current Bank Balance: €50,000


Step 7: Completed


Money is a form of validation for Lisa. It tells her people will pay for what she is prepared to give them. It also tells her that she is successful and in many ways special. Overall, she doesn’t want to perform webcam sex; neither are her actions solely based on a desire to do things well, she being something of a perfectionist. The money is her gold star. Like the cheap paper gold stars her teachers gave her when she behaved well in school (see earlier notes).


Lisa maintained composure throughout the camera interview, but alterations in eye movement were indicative of an exaggeration of her disdain regarding her camers/clients. She sat provocatively with her legs crossed, using sex as a tool. Always impeccably dressed, her appearance and sexual appeal are components in her evaluation of self-worth.
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CENTRE OF LIGHTNESS


20 Steps to Self-enlightenment Programme


Player: Lisa Redmond – Evaluation 7 continued


As with earlier interviews, Lisa was forthcoming with information about her life. In part, this is because she spends a large proportion of her time lying to massage the ego of her camers/clients.


Step 7 has resulted in the realisation that she doesn’t need money to give value to her life, and that, as a person, she is better than the money she possesses.


She enjoys these confessional-type conversations. She also enjoys the repetition of her name. It brings a form of intimacy with a lock-in effect, making her think she is special, that she is talking to someone close to her, someone who cares about her health and well-being.


Progression:


Step 8 – Continuous Self-motivation


Desired Outcome – Transfer to group location


Action required Apply continued pressure to the evaluation of self, emphasising a necessity to be away from the familiar, constituting a change of environment.
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Sarah


SARAH SINCLAIR STARED AT HER REFLECTION IN THE bathroom mirror, waiting for her husband, John, to close the front door behind him. Her long black hair was a tangled mess, with unruly strands covering her face, almost as if she’d put on a wig the wrong way around. Forty wasn’t old, she told herself, but she felt every bit of it.


Lately she’d made a point of getting out of bed only after John had left for work, but today, standing with bare feet in her powder-pink nightdress and dressing gown, she felt excited about the day’s possibilities. Everything, she thought, was so much easier when she was alone, especially when she needed to read or listen to her material from Saka and the Centre of Lightness. Pulling the tangled strands off her face, she thought of what Saka had told her about the importance of being selfish. Contrary to the term’s negative connotations, being selfish was a good thing: it was part of our human survival mechanism.


She had been apprehensive about it at first, indoctrinated by Catholicism as a child, and although she was no longer a believer, a part of her still felt bitter about the restrictions within her early beliefs. Self-sacrifice had been rated too highly, putting others before yourself. Blessed are the meek for they shall inherit the earth. Good girls do as they’re told. Never question, keep the faith.


Saka had explained that being influenced by things we no longer believe in was an element of our mind’s reluctance to take on new ideas. Sarah could see that now, and the words selfish and survival finally made sense. Furiously brushing her teeth, she remembered a time when she hadn’t wanted to survive, and the thought of that still scared her. With the help of the Centre of Lightness, over time, she had come to realise that those thoughts were temporary. Decisions, or entrenched points of view, were of the moment, and not worth risking a whole lifetime for.


She had never met anyone who could explain things the way Saka could. He allowed her to find her own answers, and it was to him, not John, that she finally admitted her suicidal thoughts. He didn’t judge her, he listened. She didn’t even mind when the camera was on, or that sometimes Saka’s assistant, Jessica, took his place. In some ways the camera helped. It was as if she was talking to herself, clearing the negative thoughts from her mind. Unlike John, Saka wasn’t quick to criticise. He didn’t look at her as if she was a fool, or as if she had somehow disappointed or annoyed him. John got so angry when she ignored him, but the more she tried to explain about the value of the programme, the more hostile he became. Saka had said, ‘Some people will never understand,’ and she certainly wasn’t going to allow John to upset her today.


When she’d listened to the CD the previous night, it had explained how everyone was on the earth for specific reasons, and that the key to finding out those reasons was inside our minds, waiting to be discovered. She knew she had a lifetime of social conditioning to undo, the kind that made you put other people first. At the last sub-group session, Jessica had explained how we need to seek out the things that others feel are unacceptable. A couple of people had thought this was odd, but Sarah understood what Jessica meant. Plenty of beliefs, Sarah had told them, would have horrified people twenty years ago but were considered perfectly reasonable today. Saka had been there too, and he was proud of her when she’d said that. He didn’t say so, but she knew.


Tying her hair in a long side plait, she told herself it was time to go downstairs. She was apprehensive, but she knew she had put off the moment for far too long. It was over half an hour since she’d heard the postman deliver the package. There were no guarantees it was the parcel she was waiting for, but a part of her felt that today would be the day.


Seeing the cardboard box on the kitchen table, she let out a shriek of excitement noticing the foreign stamps. From the size, it couldn’t be anything else, could it? Would John have noticed the postmark? Would he have wondered about the contents? She didn’t care: she needed to remain focused. Her hands were shaking, a mixture of joy and fear, but she did the breathing exercises Saka had suggested, all the while keeping her eyes on the parcel. ‘I want the moment to be perfect,’ she said out loud, looking around her to see if anyone else was listening.


For the first time in months, Sarah smiled, thinking about the future. When she lifted the box, it was lighter than she’d imagined, and holding it up to her nose, all she could get was the smell of cardboard. She put it down, took a small knife out of the drawer and used it to rip the adhesive tape, careful not to damage the contents. Folding back all four sides at the top, she paused, wondering if she would be disappointed when she removed the white polystyrene packing beads. She dug her hands in deep, the beads falling like large snowflakes across the kitchen table and spilling on to the floor. She couldn’t wait any longer. It didn’t matter if she wasn’t as Sarah had imagined: once she saw her, she knew she would want to hold her, and love her. She felt a small arm, and again, she let out a tiny cry of joy. She concentrated on the breathing exercises again, telling herself not to rush things. Saka said our minds are amazing receptors of information, yet we miss so many things in our rush to get from point A to point B. She chided herself to take her time, closing her eyes tight as she dug in deeper, reaching for the baby doll, stroking her small arms, then her tiny fingers, touching all ten toes, until finally she lifted Lily out of the box. The baby’s blue eyes blinked at her, and in her heart, Sarah knew she had done the right thing.


The Babygro was perfect too, soft white cotton, an exact replica of the one her daughter had worn in the hospital. Unable to restrain herself any longer, she pulled the doll close to her chest, snuggling her, stroking her face, her cheeks and her wisps of hair, which were exactly as Sarah remembered them. She was so beautiful, she thought. Lily was everything Sarah had hoped she would be. ‘Forgive Mummy,’ she whispered, ‘for waiting so long to find you.’




Kate


IT HAD BEEN MORE THAN A WEEK SINCE MICHAEL O’Neill’s death, and although Kate knew she had nothing to do with the investigation, it had churned up the old memory of Kevin. Her mind kept drifting back to her early adolescence, a particular sentence repeating itself in her head. Walking towards her study, she muttered, ‘The things you can’t remember are the very things your mind wants you to forget.’ She hadn’t been sleeping well either, and her dreams, like that sentence, felt caught in repeat mode, as if trapped.


The previous night, she’d dreamed her father was standing outside their old house. It was late in the evening. He was facing another man, who had looked familiar but she didn’t know why. Her father wore his hat down low, shadowing his face, but she was sure he was angry. Every now and then, she’d hear a dog barking, loud and threatening, then lowering to a whimpering wail. She had felt cold, and even though it didn’t make any sense, with the streets empty of cars, she kept hearing traffic. There was something about a room, one she couldn’t get out of, and it was when she was in that room that she felt the bitter cold, but then the dream skipped. One minute she was looking at her father, the next she wasn’t at home. She was staring out of another window, but all she could see was darkness. She could hear the dog barking again and traffic zooming in and out. There was something else, but she couldn’t remember what it was. The missing piece of the dream felt close, but beyond her grasp. It was only after she closed the study door that she thought about another afternoon, when her twelve-year-old self was looking out of her bedroom window: she had seen Kevin talking to a girl, and a man she didn’t know. Who were they? She repeated the words again, ‘The things you can’t remember are the very things your mind wants you to forget.’


She thought about the dog barking again, feeling uneasy. What was wrong with her? Maybe she had too much time on her hands. There had been moments lately, especially in the mornings, with Charlie at school and the chores done, that she’d found herself without a task that she had to do. It had never happened when she was working full time. It had been the very opposite, always trying to balance work and personal life, the two overlapping in ways that didn’t do justice to either.


The one and only appointment she had at Ocean House that day was after she had dropped Charlie off at school, at 10 a.m. It felt good, she thought, being able to maintain a tentative hold on what had been, until recently, her full-time job. The session had been a positive one too, an ex-abuse victim on the mend, with a fuller, happier and better life. She had been surprised when she bumped into Aoife Copland afterwards. For a few moments, she had wondered if Aoife, an ex-patient of hers, was seeing another psychologist at Ocean House. The girl had seemed a little embarrassed too, blurting out that she was attending meditation sessions. There was no need for her to feel awkward, or to appear to be in an almighty rush to get away. Kate already knew Aoife was in a long-term relationship with Adam’s son, Addy. Maybe that was the cause of her awkwardness, but it shouldn’t have been. Their connection went back long before that. Anorexia had been a serious problem for Aoife from early puberty but, thankfully, years of counselling had made a difference. Adam might have had issues with Addy, but it seemed to Kate, from listening to the boy himself talk about Aoife, that he had really stood by the girl, especially when the pressure had intensified during her Leaving Certificate and first-year college exams. It was probably a good thing Aoife was now doing meditation. It all fed into a more holistic and balanced approach to life.


Once she had finished at Ocean House, driving home across the city, with the sun shining and autumn crispness in the air, Kate had looked at the myriad shades of the leaves and made up her mind to go for a run at some point that day. Now, unable to think clearly, she felt that a run was exactly the right thing to do, and within ten minutes, she had changed into her gear, the town-hall clock striking midday. At that time, it was relatively laidback in Ranelagh. Children were at school, the commuter traffic had eased, but there was still a bustling hub of village life. The cafés seemed endlessly full, and with the Luas stop only metres from the centre, people coming and going gave the impression of a transient, somewhat cosmopolitan community.


As she headed in the direction of Palmerston Park, the rhythm of her movements got steadier the further up Palmerston Road she went. Part of the footpath was still damp from a shower half an hour earlier and, as if she was a child again, she went out of her way to find pockets of dry leaves that she could crunch – she remembered stomping from one leaf to the next on her way to school.


Before reaching the park she turned left onto Cowper Road, taking a right at the T-junction at Merton Avenue, then ran on to Springfield Road. Their apartment was only a few minutes from her old home, but it had been a long time since she had passed the house. Perhaps it was because of the dreams that she wanted to see her old home again, or maybe it was connecting with Malcolm after all this time, especially his inclination to talk about things that had happened years before. It was only natural, she supposed, for him to enjoy revisiting old times, like friends who hadn’t seen each other for years reliving events they had shared. However, their last conversation had caused her to reflect. There had been a sharp slant to his words when he spoke about her father that she hadn’t noticed before. She realised that, even though she was a grown woman, she still looked up to him – not, as she had originally thought, like an older brother, but as some kind of surrogate father figure. She found herself unwilling to contradict or challenge him, behaving with a level of shyness, indicative of how she had been as a child. She had always thought that Malcolm and her father were close, but something had been bubbling below the surface, she was sure of it. She increased her pace: suddenly, getting to the house seemed more important than ever. She was breathless when she arrived, not realising she had pushed herself so hard. She stood on the opposite side of the road, not wanting to encroach on the family living there.


There were no cars in the drive, and her mind drifted to when she and her friends had played chasing out the front. She had been an only child, which had meant the company of others outside the house was often far more interesting and nicer than that inside. She had hated those afternoons when the atmosphere felt hostile and threatening, and although she had made peace with her father long before his death, there were emotional bonds that could never be rebuilt in adulthood. That was partly why she understood how hard it was for Addy to accept Adam. These things took time, but time couldn’t cure everything.


Leaning back against the railings, she stared at the stone walls of her old home, thinking about her father, what an angry man he could be. Her mother hadn’t encouraged his behaviour, or in the early years tried to avert it. At some point, though, during Kate’s late teens, her father had withdrawn into himself, and the angry outbursts had subsided. She had asked her mother about it, but all she ever said was that people could change once they had the right motivation. Kate used to wonder about his name too. Valentine, symbolising love, although at times he was certainly a far cry from that.


Lost in thought, she didn’t notice an old woman out walking her dog until they were close upon her, and all of a sudden, Kate felt self-conscious about staring at someone else’s house. Let them pass, she told herself, but the nearer they got to her, she saw that the dog, a dachshund, was readying itself to attack. With its short legs and elongated body, it pulled hard on the lead, snarling, its lips drawn back, showing its teeth. She reminded herself, he’s on a lead, but even so, she pulled in closer to the railings. What if the woman couldn’t control the dog? What if it was too strong for her? And as if the animal sensed her fear, it barked loudly, menacingly.


‘Stop it, Roger,’ the woman roared, pulling the lead shorter. Kate didn’t move, waiting for the dog and its owner to walk on. Her heart was thumping, her palms were sweaty and the skin around her ankle tingled. Pull yourself together, she told herself, it’s only a dog, but the fear was almost palpable. Something similar had happened to her during a previous conversation with Malcolm. He had mentioned the way her father used to flick his keys from one hand to the other. She hadn’t been able to work out why the flash of memory upset her. Now, looking at the house again, she wondered if any of that old stuff was worth obsessing about. She was happy, wasn’t she? Why couldn’t she forget the past, move on? She bit her bottom lip. Meeting Malcolm after all this time had intensified her questions about the year she was attacked, when she was twelve; even though she repeated in her mind the words she had said to herself many times, Let it go.


It was only after she had decided to start back home that she noticed a curtain move in one of the front windows of her old house, that of her parents’ bedroom. It happened so quickly that she wasn’t sure if she had imagined it. On the spur of the moment she crossed the road, opened the small wrought-iron gate and walked up to the front door, now painted a bright canary yellow. She rang the doorbell, and waited.


She thought about the dog again, its jaws ready to tear at her skin, as she stood back to check for any more movement inside, wondering if this was such a good idea after all. Like earlier, when she had detoured to run this way, the desire to walk around the rooms that held her past was immediate and strong. She told herself people were sympathetic about such things, and although she knew it was a long shot, she also knew that it was important to her to be inside the house.


When the door wasn’t answered on the second ring, she stepped back once more. What was it about the house that was unsettling her? Why did she have the feeling that she was being watched? She turned, looking behind her, but other than some passing cars, the street was empty. She rang the doorbell a third time. Again, there was no response, and reluctantly she was forced to walk away. It was only as she opened the gate to leave, and turned to look at the house for the last time that she realised the sensation of being watched had been with her ever since she had crossed the road. Could someone be watching her from inside?




The Game Changer


Beethoven’s Symphony No 5, Op. 67 (first movement) was playing at low volume from the sound system. It was a recent favourite of the Game Changer, adding greater energy to the completion of records, player evaluations, progress reports, prescribed readings, seminar content and confidential material under the 20 Steps to Self-enlightenment Programme.




CENTRE OF LIGHTNESS


20 Steps to Self-enlightenment Programme


Confidential Record: 119


Knowledge separates you from the ignorant and followers of social norms.


Outside stimuli, including a person’s connection to others, will influence their thoughts and, ultimately, their choices. They can be cajoled, manipulated, convinced of things that they may not otherwise have believed or desired.


Commonplace Examples:


A sales assistant convincing a potential customer they should buy a product, or subliminal advertising creating pathways for things that can easily be done without – altering status from possible desire to essential.


Evaluation of players/members should reflect individual and group benefits, and/or the Game Changer’s decision as to whether they should live or die.
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CENTRE OF LIGHTNESS 20


Steps to Self-enlightenment Programme


Other Notes


1. Parting with money is emotional. A great many people will part with large sums, and continued indoctrination within the programme is essential before moving to STAGE 2.


2. This will primarily be done without the use of blackmail or any other form of obvious coercion. Members will be convinced that what they are doing they are doing of their own free will.


3. Human beings are adaptable. A person can change lifelong habits once they’re prepared to invest the time, energy and know-how into changing them. Shock can be useful too. It speeds up the process, but positive methods, praise, good humour, charm, consistent attention, or even physical desire, will assist the process of winning them over.


4. Drip feeding of information into someone’s mind will produce a reaction unique to them, but if handled correctly, a person can be convinced that a belief was self-created.


5. Nothing is ever fully guaranteed where human beings are concerned, but group people together (STAGE 2), lead them towards a certain belief and a mighty beast can be created, one that can be blinded in many ways, yet capable of doing things that individually would be impossible.


6. The process is the key: 20 Steps to Self-enlightenment has gone under other names, but the name is immaterial. A name is merely a title – nothing more.


ADDENDUM 09-175:


The killing of people is frequently required. Acceptance of this means everything else is viewed within it – an emotion-free zone where the messy business of morals and other complications no longer applies. Each human being is capable of killing, although some are more adept at it than others.
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Sarah


EVEN THOUGH IT HAD BEEN A WEEK SINCE LILY’S arrival, Sarah worried that everything must feel so strange and new to her. Yet, she was being so good, never crying or making a fuss. Cuddling her close to her chest, Sarah told her about the box of baby clothes at the bottom of the wardrobe. Part of her knew Lily was too young to understand what she was saying, but she hoped she could sense how happy her mother was, and how much she loved her.


‘The clothes have been waiting for you, Lily,’ she murmured, ‘waiting for you to come home.’


Laying Lily in the centre of the bed, she said, ‘Mummy will get you dressed in something nice. Mummy understands that all of this is very new for you. It must have been so dark and scary inside that cardboard box. You had to travel a very long distance on your own, but you’re not alone now, and that makes Mummy very happy.’


The doll stared at her, but Sarah didn’t mind, energised, rummaging through the clothes, trying to decide on the right outfit. It was the first time she had opened the box of baby clothes in years, and as she felt their softness, a sharp pain hit her in the chest as she thought of all the joy that had been taken from her. She remembered picking out each and every item as if it had happened last week, not five years earlier. None of that darkness mattered now. What mattered, she told herself, was that, at long last, her darling Lily was with her.


Before removing the white Babygro, Sarah checked the radiators were hot enough in the room. She didn’t want Lily to catch a chill. Gently manoeuvring the clothes off the doll’s arms and legs, even though she was all fingers and thumbs, she kept telling Lily how much she had missed her, and that Mummy would never let her go away again. It didn’t take long to change Lily into her coming-home clothes, the ones she’d never had a chance to wear, the ones with the clowns and the bright primary colours. John had said it looked more like an outfit for a boy than a girl, but that was part of his conditioning too, blue for a boy, pink for a girl. He probably wanted Lily to wear something with a princess on the front – more nonsense that the world used to warp thoughts.


After Lily was dressed, Sarah wrapped her in a cream blanket, holding her close and sitting on the rocking chair. It felt completely natural to open her blouse and snuggle Lily to her right breast. At first, she was unresponsive, but then Sarah got that tingling sensation, and they both relaxed some more. Soon Lily closed her eyes, falling into sleep. Sarah waited a long time before moving. When she stood up, the rocking chair creaked but, thankfully, the sound didn’t wake Lily as she took her into her bed.


Sarah knew John wouldn’t be happy about Lily being in their bed. He’d say Sarah was starting a bad habit and that she should be putting the baby in her cot. As if any of that nonsense mattered. Nobody ever said they wished they hadn’t held or loved their baby quite so much. They said the very opposite. Lily could sleep with her for as long as she wanted to. She would try her in the Moses basket later on, in case she preferred it. It was in the storage cupboard downstairs. She would put the cot together too. John’s tools were in the garage. It shouldn’t be too hard to follow the instructions.


John had wanted to get rid of everything, to pretend Lily had never existed, that her life hadn’t happened. Sarah wasn’t having any of that, not any more. Her love was too strong. It was the pain of trying to hide it that messed up her head. You had to be a mother to understand these things. Her life had changed the moment Lily was born. Nothing would ever be the same – she didn’t want it to be.


Sarah hadn’t cried since the day they told her how sick Lily was. She wouldn’t allow herself to cry, but in her heart she knew that Lily would never leave her, and now they were together again, and she had had her first proper feed. Neither John nor anyone else was going to spoil that. For the first time in five years, she allowed the tears to flow.
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