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 ‘No mortal can keep a secret. If his lips are silent, he chatters with his fingertips; betrayal oozes out of him at every pore.’


Sigmund Freud










SATURDAY










Chapter One


Saturday: 10:26 p.m.


He checked the time on his mobile. He was starting to get pissed off now. No text – nothing.


He didn’t want to be here. Shaking his head, he tried to get rid of the doubts that had started to creep in. He couldn’t put his finger on what it was about tonight’s arrangements that made him feel so . . . so uneasy. They’d been meeting like this for months now. Discretion was everything. He more than anyone understood the need for anonymity, but he was still at a loss.


Why here, of all places?


He needed a drink. That would calm him down. Maybe it was just the fact that it was a different rendezvous than usual. Not as upmarket as he liked, and definitely not in a location he would have chosen. He was used to boutique hotels like Malmaison on Newcastle’s trendy quayside. This place couldn’t have been more different. It left him bemused. It added to the feeling that something about the set-up was wrong.


What’s taking you so long?


The silence was making him nervous. Jumpy even. His mobile suddenly bleeped. He had a text. Relief kicked in. But it was short-lived.


Shit!


 


I’m really sorry. Please ring me. Please. Just give me a chance to make it right x


 


It was his girlfriend – again. She had been calling repeatedly, but he hadn’t answered. In this situation silence was the best tactic. He’d tell her that his phone had run out of power. An easy excuse that negated the need for elaborate lies that could trip him up.


Before he left he had deliberately started an argument. One that quickly escalated. His way of creating an ‘out’ for tonight. Reverse psychology. He had accused her of causing problems in their relationship. Started having a real go at her. Told her to be careful. That she was suffocating him. That she had turned into a controlling, suspicious, psycho bitch.


Not that he felt good about it. She had every right to be paranoid. The regular late nights and furtive phone calls and texts were more than enough. When questioned about his unexplained absences, he would use the same old corny excuse every time – work. He was nearing the end of his Masters and had repeatedly used the pretext that he was working on his final dissertation. He was focused on his career and knew exactly where he wanted to be in ten years’ time. That took devotion. And not necessarily in the way she imagined.


He scrolled through his other messages in case he had missed one. Nothing. He had sent a text when he had checked into the hotel. Same as always. But this time there had been no reply. It didn’t make sense. The feeling of unease crept back.


For fuck’s sake, it’s Saturday night, Alex! What the hell are you doing in some crap seaside hotel waiting . . . waiting for what, exactly?


The answer wasn’t one he particularly liked.


SEX – sordid and hard. The kind of sex that costs.


He checked his mobile again: nothing. He always got a text if there was a hold-up. A slither of fear edged its way in. What if someone had found out?


Fuck!


He contemplated texting but decided against it. He knew the rules; apart from when he checked in, texting was out. Suddenly his phone bleeped again. Hopeful, he read the new message.


 


Why won’t you answer your phone? Alex please. I love you x


 


He felt a sudden stab of shame. It quickly evaporated, replaced by irritation. Right now she was the least of his problems.


He got up off the bed and walked over to the window, trying to shake his darkening mood. The hotel room was pitifully pedestrian. Magnolia walls, beige carpet and cheap brown MDF furniture. It didn’t even have a mini-bar. The view did little to improve his spirits. It was dominated by a black expanse of sea. Bleak and miserable. Directly below was the Promenade, illuminated by a hazy yellow glow which added to the seediness of the place. Explosions of drunken laughter and taunts drifted up to the second floor.


It was a Saturday night – what else did he expect?


He watched as a group of loud-mouthed pissheads lurched past towards the lure of the gaudy lights and pulsating music that spoke of girls with glazed eyes, fake tans and even faker smiles. They all shared one discernible trait – young men looking for a good time. Regardless of the cost. Getting pissed and laid, in that order. Didn’t matter whether that included a night sobering up in the police cells. It was all part of the weekend. It would inevitably end with them getting in someone’s face. Fighting or shagging amounted to pretty much the same thing; they were too fucked to care. That was all they aspired to, unlike him. He had plans. Big plans. Tonight was just another step towards securing his career.


Alexander De Bernier looked at his stark reflection against the blackness of the night outside. He was naked – as instructed. Twenty-two years old and in his prime; six foot two, muscular, broad-shouldered, with well-defined abs leading down to a narrow waist and then . . . He looked down at himself. Pleasingly well-endowed, to say the least. He’d first realised his luck in the communal showers at his all-boys school. His deep, dark brown eyes lingered over his reflection. He smiled.


He had a lot to be proud of and he was damned sure he wasn’t going to put it to waste. He had often been accused of suffering from ‘only child syndrome’ – selfish, opinionated, egotistical and hugely narcissistic. But he would be the first to agree that he was all of the above.


And he detested being kept waiting.


As if on cue, the low, deep growl of an approaching car interrupted his thoughts. He watched as the white Audi R8 sports car pulled into the car park below.


Seconds later, a text arrived. Excitement coursed through him. He knew the game. Knew what was expected. But tonight was going to be different. He needed to talk. Straighten out what was in it for him. By now he would have expected more from these clandestine meetings. Sex first, of course. Then they would discuss his burgeoning career. After all, why have powerful contacts like this one and not use it?


He walked over to the king-size bed and picked up his phone.


 


FIRST RULE – NO TALKING


SECOND RULE – BLINDFOLD YOURSELF


THIRD RULE – FACE-DOWN READY TO BE BOUND AND GAGGED


 


He hesitated. This was a new trait, one he didn’t recognise. He had always been in control. The one who dominated.


But this was . . .


He dispelled the thoughts hurtling through his mind.


You’re being ridiculous. What’s the worst that could happen?


He didn’t have time to analyse the new rules. The last thing he wanted to do was disappoint. He needed to get ready. He looked around the bland hotel room for a blindfold, spotted his tie hanging in the open wardrobe. Good enough.


He didn’t have to bother leaving the hotel door ajar. He had left the duplicate room key card hidden as usual. Discretion was crucial. Both of them had too much to lose.


 


He had done as instructed. He was blindfolded, prostrate on the bed with his arms obediently clasped behind his back – the willing victim.


His breath quickened when he heard the door open.


He instantly recognised the cologne; expensive and subtle. He liked the older man’s taste. It spoke of money and power – everything that Alex coveted. He could feel the excitement stirring within him, reaching down to his loins, and shifted his weight slightly to accommodate his growing hardness.


He resisted the urge to speak or pull the blindfold down and turn round. He so wanted to see the look on the older man’s face at the sight spread before him. But he remained perfectly still. He was good at obeying orders. For now.


Silence.


The urge to move was starting to become intolerable, but he fought it. Still nothing. He reassured himself that the older man was simply enjoying this new game. He was certain that he was appreciating Alex’s honed body in front of him. He was obediently waiting . . . waiting to be taken.


Filled with anticipation, he held his breath as he heard the other man move towards the bed. He felt his ankles being bound together by rope – then his hands. The bindings around his wrists were twisted tight. Too tight. He could feel the rope burning his flesh.


Shit!


His girlfriend came to mind.


He had one rule – no physical marks on his body.


Before he had a chance to object, his head was roughly jerked back and his mouth gagged with duct tape.


What the . . . ?


The duct tape was wound firmly over his mouth and around the back of his head.


This was too full-on. Too extreme for a sex game. The older man had never shown any interest in sadism before. Alex hoped that he was just getting excited, too enthusiastic with his newfound dominance. But that didn’t mean he was just going to lie here and accept it. He attempted to protest but all that he managed was a frustrated muffled sound. Alex shook his head. He needed him to know that he wasn’t comfortable with this.


But his stifled objections were ignored.


Alex could feel panic stirring in his stomach and tried to keep calm, to reassure himself it was nothing more than a game. The other man was much older and physically weaker than him. And crucially, he had more to lose than Alex – a lot more. If he went too far, then Alex had enough to destroy him.


But that didn’t quell the disquiet he felt. This wasn’t what he had agreed to. He twisted his wrists in an attempt to loosen the knots, but the more he pulled against it, the deeper the rope cut into his flesh.


He tried to scream in anger and frustration. Nothing. His shouts were deadened by the tape.


Alex wanted this to end. Now.


Every inch of him was telling him that he should do something – anything. He struggled in desperation. It didn’t work. His hands felt sticky from his exertions and he realised it was blood. The rope was slicing into his wrists. Now furious, instinct made him attempt to shout out. But again, nothing.


You fucking old cunt! I’ll have you once this is over!


He thrashed his body around. It was futile.


Fuck . . . fuck . . . fuck!


Something was wrong. Very wrong. Alex tried not to panic but he was gagged, bound and blinded. Unable to move or talk. He was completely at the other man’s mercy. But why? Why was he doing this to him?


My wrists are fucking bleeding, you bastard!


Alex was suddenly winded as a heavy weight crushed his lower back. Enraged, he realised the man had straddled him.


He hadn’t anticipated the next move – the rope against his throat. Deceitful and totally unexpected. Blood pummelled through his veins and roared in his ears as the rope dug deep into his skin.


He couldn’t breathe.


An unexpected pleasurable sensation shot like an electric current to his groin as more pressure was applied. It was a few moments before his sexual excitement dissipated, replaced by pure alarm.


It’s tight . . . too fucking tight . . .


Shit! I can’t breathe . . .


His legs jerked as the rope squeezed even harder, ramming his Adam’s apple up towards his skull. He struggled to stay conscious as the blood vessels in his eyes ruptured, releasing an explosion of white flecks.


Fuck . . . fuck . . . fuck . . . 


The rope twisted even tighter. He couldn’t think straight. Nothing made sense. The deafening shriek of his body dulled his sense of reality. All he was aware of was burning – as if petrol had been doused down his throat and then set alight.


Alex felt himself slipping into unconsciousness and welcomed it.


Seconds . . . or was it minutes later? He wasn’t sure. All he knew was that the black nothingness had been replaced by crippling pain.


His head was yanked back and the duct tape ripped off. He gasped air. Slow, shallow and raspy snatches of air. But it was enough.


He tried to make his mind play catch up, but his thoughts were dulled by the blackness that had temporarily taken him.


Without warning, he was rolled onto his back.


Shit!


Something cold and metallic touched his face, teasingly. It took him a few moments to realise that it was a knife. He felt the chill of the blade as it traced its way up his cheek until it reached the makeshift blindfold covering his eyes. A second later, and he was squinting in surprise at the sudden glare of light.


He didn’t have time to understand.


His brain felt sluggish, his body in too much pain for him to make sense of anything.


He felt a firm hand around him – massaging . . . squeezing . . . trying to make him hard. His body didn’t feel like his own. It felt numb. Paralysed, he watched, tried to blink back the tears. He felt pathetic. He was pathetic. It all made sense. He could see that now.


You stupid bastard, Alex . . . You fucking stupid bastard . . .


He felt the cold tip of the blade as it seared his flesh. It took his damaged senses a moment to comprehend. His eyes widened in terror.


Fuck! No . . . Not that . . . Anything but that . . .










Chapter Two


Saturday: 11:52 p.m.


The cool air was a welcome relief as he walked through the streets of Whitley Bay. He smiled as he indulged himself in memories. He had waited so long. Too long. Delight played on the corners of his lips. He did not register the old, homeless man huddled in the doorway of the B&M store, speaking gibberish as he clutched a bottle of something lethal. He was inconsequential. As were the taxis speeding towards the bars and clubs along South Parade and the Promenade, and the drunken people lurching across the road, laughing and singing.


His mind was caught up on earlier events. Flashes of blood-drenched scenes consumed him. He had savoured every minute detail, stored the images with the others; cataloguing them for when the desire arose to peruse them. The heady aroma of kebabs and curries that dominated the town centre was lost to him – all he could smell was fear; pungent and acrid. He breathed it in.


He felt calm. The unrest that plagued him for so long had been silenced – temporarily. But it was enough. Until next time.


For there would definitely be a next time.


‘Spare any money, mate?’ the huddled figure suddenly called out at him, hopefully.


The whining, croaky voice brought him back to the seedy reality of Whitley Bay on a Saturday night.


‘Just a quid, eh?’ the old man asked as he weakly held up a trembling hand.


He turned and looked down at the homeless man.


 


Startled, the old man shuffled back away from him and shivered involuntarily, despite the warmth of the dirty old quilt wrapped around his body.


‘Sorry mate . . . don’t matter,’ he mumbled as he pressed his body back against the door.


There was something about those eyes that terrified him. They were devoid of anything. No feeling. No empathy. The homeless man felt like he was staring into the eyes of something that was not human.


He clung onto the half-full bottle of scotch and waited for him to move on.


When he did, the old man breathed out slowly, watching as the tall, suited figure crossed over towards Whitley Road. He wasn’t sure who he had just accosted for money, but he knew that he was lucky not to have had his hands smashed to smithereens to prevent him from ever begging again. He had lived on the streets for too long not to recognise the signs. Out here you lived by instinct and wit alone and you learned the hard way who to avoid. And the ones, like the man who had just passed him, who were simply wired differently from the rest of society. Dangerously so. He unscrewed the cap on his scotch and took a much-needed glug. The warm raw liquid slipped effortlessly down the back of his throat, but it did not have the desired numbing effect. He realised his hand was still trembling as he screwed the cap on. And he knew why. It was the man’s eyes. Cold and menacing, with a hunger in them. A hunger to kill.


The old man scanned Whitley Road for any sign of him, but he was gone. He snatched up the bottle, took another gulp and then wiped his mouth with the back of his blackened, rheumatoid hand. He tucked the bottle safely in an inside pocket and, struggling, staggered to his feet.


He had a bad feeling – and living on the streets, he had seen enough to know when it was time to disappear.










SUNDAY










Chapter Three


Sunday: 12:09 a.m.


‘James? Where the hell have you been?’ Ronnie demanded when Macintosh walked through the door. He was really pissed off. He had been delaying calling the police for the past hour, just on the off-chance that Macintosh showed.


James David Macintosh smiled apologetically and shrugged. ‘I’m really sorry, Ronnie. I . . . I don’t know what to say. Time just eluded me.’


‘You better bloody think of something to say. It’s after midnight for Christ’s sake. You’ve been missing for over five hours! Curfew’s seven p.m. You know that!’ He ran a shaking hand absentmindedly over his shaven head as he gave Macintosh the once-over. He was immaculate, as always. Dressed in a dark charcoal suit, with a crisp white shirt open at the neck. No tie. He was in his late fifties, yet seemed younger and fitter than a lot of blokes in their mid-forties – including Ronnie. He looked as he always did; exceptionally smart, with a professional air about him, one that spoke of a Cambridge education and a career as a doctor. However, James David Macintosh’s career had been cut short. He’d only made it past his third year as a medical student before his personal life got in the way.


Ronnie watched as Macintosh logged himself in. ‘Make sure you put the time down,’ he ordered.


Macintosh nodded as he scrawled his signature.


‘You been drinking then?’ Ronnie asked, his voice raw with irritation.


‘No,’ Macintosh replied as he pushed the log book back towards Ronnie. ‘I don’t drink.’ It was the first time Ronnie had witnessed an edge to Macintosh’s voice – he was ordinarily charming and easy-going. But Ronnie didn’t argue. It was clear that he hadn’t been drinking. He had worked the job long enough to be able to tell when a resident was high from drugs, drunk, or both. Macintosh was neither.


‘So, do you want to tell me where you’ve been for the past five hours?’ he asked. He pushed thoughts of Macintosh’s criminal history to the back of his mind. It wasn’t his concern. Macintosh had returned – in one piece, which was always an added bonus. It was someone else’s problem to figure out whether he should remain on parole.


Macintosh shrugged apologetically as he looked at Ronnie. His blue eyes held Ronnie’s probing gaze. ‘I simply went for a walk and lost track of time. When I realised how late it was I made my way straight here.’


Ronnie shook his head. ‘Why, James? You’ve just been paroled. Why fuck it up?’


‘You don’t think they’ll put me back, do you?’ Macintosh asked, his eyes filled with concern.


‘I dunno. You know what they’re like. Rules are rules and curfew’s one of those rules that you can’t break,’ Ronnie answered, glancing at the monitor on the reception desk. The screen showed various security cameras set up around the grounds of Ashley House.


 


Macintosh was more than aware of the surveillance cameras that followed every one of the residents’ movements. The cameras were located in the communal rooms and hallways and around the exterior of the large Victorian building. There was no way in or out without being detected. The reason – twenty paroled serious offenders. All Category Three. Violent, volatile and dangerous, but all having been given a second chance at rehabilitation. Some managed to make the adjustment. Most just blew it, unable to cope with being in charge of their own pathetic, useless lives.


‘Is someone out there?’ Macintosh asked as his eyes followed Ronnie’s.


For a brief moment he wondered if someone had followed him.


Could someone have recognised me after all this time? It was possible . . .


Ronnie shook his head. ‘Nah. It’s that damned ginger cat again. Why it can’t shit in its own back garden I don’t know.’ He turned his attention back to Macintosh. ‘Go on. Get upstairs. I’ll let Jonathan know in the morning. It’s his call what happens.’


Macintosh nodded, grateful that Ronnie was not going to report him. If he did, he would be back inside come Monday. No explanations or apologies. But his probation officer, Jonathan Edwards, was a soft touch. He knew that Jonathan would not want to be the one responsible for returning him to prison. Not after he had been banged up for thirty-seven years. After all, Jonathan had become more to him than his probation officer. Much more.


‘Thanks, Ronnie,’ Macintosh said.


‘What for?’ Ronnie questioned.


‘For not reporting me.’


‘Like I said, it’s Jonathan’s call.’


Macintosh left it at that. He turned and walked out of the office and down the corridor. A flicker of a smile played at the edge of his lips. Everything had gone according to plan. Even Ronnie’s blasé attitude. Ronnie had obviously just been relieved that he had finally shown up, but he didn’t want to know the details. And that had suited Macintosh perfectly. By the time the police were called, it would be too late. He would be gone – for good. And this time, they wouldn’t find him. His eyes shone fervently as he thought of what he had planned.


Tonight was just the beginning.


He had to bide his time. A few more days and then . . .










Chapter Four


Sunday: 12:18 p.m.


The cleaner knocked on the door for a third time. No answer. The ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign was still hanging on the handle. She double-checked her clipboard. The room was down to be stripped and cleaned ready for the new guests this afternoon.


Irritated that she was behind schedule, she knocked again, louder this time, to be sure they knew she meant business. She had better things to do than wait around for other people to get their act together.


Nothing. If they were still inside then that was their problem. They were supposed to have vacated the room over an hour ago.


She didn’t know what it was – sixth sense – but she knew there was still someone in there. She had seen plenty in this job. If she had been naïve before she started, she certainly wasn’t any more. She’d walked in on couples in various compromising acts. Threesomes. Foursomes. Two men together. Nothing shocked her. After all, this was a stag and hen party destination. They usually had a couple of coachloads every other weekend. It kept her in a job. Busy, but better that than scratting around on the dole.


If she won the lottery, she would quit. No hesitation. No working out her notice. One call to her boss to tell him where to stuff his hotel and the rude dirty buggers who made her life difficult. Then she would get on a plane to Spain. She’d buy some coastal property. Trade Whitley Bay beach for an equivalent in Mallorca, but with sunshine.


A sudden gloom took hold. She shook it off. She’d buy herself a scratch card after work. That would cheer her up. Take her and Harold one step closer to Mallorca. Even just for a holiday. She wasn’t greedy.


Her face lit up at the thought as she swiped her key in the door.


The smell hit her first. It was a hard punch. Her smile fell as the dank, dour odour that accompanied death assaulted her senses.


She had been wrong if she had thought she had seen it all before.


Blood – dark, discoloured – saturated the sheets. Soaked into the mattress. Splattered the wall behind . . . him?


She couldn’t be sure. She didn’t want to look. Not again. But for some reason she couldn’t turn away.


It . . . the body. Lifeless. Skin mottled. Ankles tied. Head, faceless. Black, thick tape. Mutilated. Flesh open. Gaping.


Screaming.


The mess. This was wrong. It was so wrong.










Chapter Five


Sunday: 12:21 p.m.


Macintosh forced himself to smile. To look relaxed, despite feeling anything but. He wanted to get up and walk out of this claustrophobic pale blue office with its threadbare beige carpet and stale, desperate air. But he knew he couldn’t. The game had already started and he needed to see it through to the end, no matter how tiresome it was proving. He had to be careful.


But first he had to convince his probation officer not to revoke his parole. He laid his hands out on the table, as a sign that he had nothing to hide. He trusted himself not to give anything away. No nervous tremors or ticks or sweat patches which could suggest he was lying. Ironically, it was Jonathan Edwards’ forehead that was glistening with perspiration. Dark, damp circles also spread out from under the armpits of his black polo shirt. Not surprising; the heat in the small room was unbearable. For some reason the old, antiquated heating system was still sluggishly gurgling its way through the large Victorian pipes that snaked their way around the house.


‘Look, James, this is difficult for me,’ Edwards continued, sighing. He took off his designer glasses and polished them on his polo shirt.


Macintosh looked at him with an expression of embarrassment for all the fuss he was causing. As he did, he couldn’t help but notice that Edwards’ insipid blue eyes were smaller than he expected. His face was unremarkable in every sense of the word. Except for the severe acne scars. Thirty-one years old, five foot ten and overweight. Even his short blond hair had started to thin and recede. Macintosh knew it caused him anguish. It aged him. By the time he was thirty-five he would look well into his fifties. He didn’t have a lot to look forward to. That was why Macintosh had taken such a personal interest in him. Why he was sitting here listening to the bilge coming out of Edwards’ mouth.


He waited while Edwards replaced his glasses. His puffy, red-rimmed eyes spoke of weeks of sleep deprivation.


‘You just walked?’ Edwards continued, frowning.


‘Yes. I know it sounds crazy. I don’t know if I would believe it myself,’ he said.


Edwards waited. It was clear he wanted more.


Macintosh leaned in towards him: ‘If I’m honest, Jonathan, I’m struggling in here. It’s difficult with the others . . .’ He faltered as his eyes searched Edwards’ face for some kind of understanding.


It was in that moment that he knew he had him. There was a flicker of understanding. And why not? Edwards knew what kind of men inhabited this bail house. Sick, depraved animals. The lowest of the low. Sex offenders of all kinds: from Tom, the clichéd dirty old man in Room 4 with his penchant for twelve-year-old schoolgirls – preferably in uniform – to the occupant of Room 9 who had been convicted of sexually abusing a three-month-old baby. Then there were the rapists and women abusers. Men who had murdered their wives and girlfriends, or who had left their victims wishing they were dead when they had finished with them. Macintosh knew that there was a panic button on the probation officer’s side of the desk. Press it, and the other four members of staff would come running. Pull it out and the alarm would inform Whitley Bay police that there was a ‘situation’. But Edwards hadn’t flinched when Macintosh moved his body towards him. He had gained his trust. His confidence. Edwards clearly did not associate him with the murderer that he had been.


After all, he wasn’t like the other paroled offenders. People liked him. They trusted him.


They allowed him to tie them up and gag them and . . .


Macintosh held back his smile as he savoured the feeling of control that he’d had over his victims. All willing participants in their own torture – and ultimately, their own murders.


‘Look . . . I know it’s tough. You were inside for thirty-seven years. It’s a lot to expect you to come out and just fit back into society. Not after so long,’ Edwards replied.


Macintosh nodded. He understood better than his probation officer could ever imagine.


‘What can I do to make the transition easier for you?’


‘Exactly what you’re doing now. Rather than assuming the worst, you’re taking the time to listen to me. To help me . . .’ Macintosh paused.


Edwards smiled reassuringly at him. ‘And that’s what I’m here for. The last thing I want is you being returned to prison. So, all you did was walk about last night? You didn’t meet up with anyone? Talk to anyone?’


Macintosh shook his head. He made a point of looking contrite. An acknowledgement that he had been foolish. Reckless even, and that he would never make the same mistake twice.


‘OK. I’ll tell you what we’ll do, let’s arrange a meeting at my office on Monday and we’ll talk about it further then,’ Edwards suggested.


‘Thanks, Jonathan. I really appreciate it,’ Macintosh replied, his voice filled with gratitude.


‘No problem. And look, the next time it’s really getting to you, call me. That’s what I’m here for.’


Macintosh nodded. ‘I’m really sorry for disturbing your Sunday with your family.’


Edwards stood up to go. ‘Just make sure you don’t break the curfew again.’


‘I won’t. I promise,’ Macintosh said as he stood up. He stuck his hand out to shake Edwards’, and his probation officer obliged without thinking. ‘You can trust me.’


Edwards smiled at him. ‘I know I can, James. I wouldn’t be here on my day off if I didn’t.’


Macintosh knew he looked more professional than his probation officer. His exceptionally handsome face and benign manner fooled people. They found it difficult to believe that someone so good-looking and affable was capable of committing the atrocities that had got him locked up in a maximum-security prison for thirty-seven years.


Macintosh knew that Edwards saw him as a decent human being with the misfortune to be living in a bail hostel with nineteen paroled serious offenders. After all, Edwards was a nice bloke. A man who believed in his job. He sincerely wanted to help Macintosh rehabilitate back into society. To give him a second chance. And that was precisely what Macintosh wanted too.


 


Macintosh stood at his pitiful bedroom window. It was an original Victorian one, which may have looked charming but was far from practical. Not only did the cold air find its way in, but so did the rain. The result was black, ugly mould covering the damp, high walls. He was worried that if he didn’t get out in time the spores would burrow their way into his lungs and under his skin. He had complained to Ronnie and the other key workers, but nobody listened. He was expected to be grateful that he had a bedroom of his own – regardless of how small and basic it was. And dirty. Even though it had been repainted, tell-tale signs of the previous residents clung persistently to the room. That smell. It still lingered, despite his attempts to get rid of it.


He tried to block out all thoughts of the men who had inhabited this room before him. Debased animals who didn’t deserve to breathe the same air as him, let alone lie in the same bed. It drove Macintosh insane to think of them lying there.


He heard a door slam and looked down as Edwards started his metallic blue Volvo V40. It was a family car. Edwards was very much a family man. Two children under the age of three. Macintosh liked his probation officer. Enough to take an interest in his personal life.


He had a faultless memory. Every droplet of information that Edwards had casually let out had been caught by him. He had memorised it and then extracted more – carefully, so as not to attract suspicion. Edwards had been more than willing on occasion to digress and discuss his personal life. Not that he had ever been really aware of it. Macintosh had a way of ingratiating himself, gaining enough trust to exact small details that seemed nothing at the time. But when you placed them all together, the result was breathtaking. It was someone’s life.


Edwards interested him. Reminded Macintosh of his first kill. The ones afterwards had paled into insignificance. Nothing could ever match the high he had first felt. He had tried. Tried to rediscover that all-consuming feeling of euphoria that had immortalised him. But nothing had come close.


He decided not to reopen old wounds. He had taught himself to stop the self-destructive thoughts. Even when they bombarded his brain he had trained himself to look the other way, to focus on something else.


Jonathan Edwards: probation officer, thirty-one years old, five foot ten, married with two children and current resident of Whitley Bay. Receding blond hair, short-sighted blue eyes, doughy, pockmarked skin – nothing to write home about. But he was different from the rest. He was hiding something which made him very interesting. Macintosh could smell it on him. It secreted from his pores. Betraying him.


He had guessed the moment he met him. Whether Edwards knew that he knew didn’t matter. What was important was what he was going to do about it. Inside prison, he was powerless to act. But now he was out.


Yesterday evening he had wandered the streets of Whitley Bay looking for him. Searching for his new Volvo V40. And he had found it. Along with the four-bedroomed semi-detached house in Queens Road. Exquisite location. Splendid house. Then again, the couple were both professionals. He was sure the Edwards could afford it. He had seen both children. The baby. And Annabel. Petite, with Nordic white-blond hair that cascaded in perfectly formed ringlets. Eyes as bright as shiny black buttons, dominating a perfect porcelain face. He liked her – a lot. She reminded him of her. He had failed then. But now, he had a second chance.










Chapter Six


Sunday: 1:39 p.m.


Brady stood in the doorway, watching her. She was asleep on his couch. Faded patchwork quilt covering her as she slept with her back facing the world, curled up in a foetal position. That had been her tactic for the past five or so months. She had turned her back on the world and on him.


He crept over, making a mental note to avoid the loose wooden floorboard that protested too loudly if he dared step on it. He placed the fresh black coffee on the floor, at arm’s length away from the couch. Beside it, he laid down the Observer and a plate with a bacon sandwich on it. The two things she would want when she decided to wake up were coffee and the paper. The bacon sandwich was wishful thinking on his part. A longing to return to normality.


He wasn’t sure if she was really asleep. He knew she pretended, to avoid talking to him. Not wanting to face him, or to deal with what had happened to her – to them – all those months ago. To face the fact that someone had brutally murdered her boyfriend and then come after her. He could only imagine what they had done to her. Claudia had never talked about it. Like him, she had refused counselling at the time. But he was stronger than her. Brady had had a childhood of pain and abuse that had prepared him for a life that could kick the shit out of you and barely leave you breathing. But still, you breathed. Still, you lived. At least, he did. As for Claudia, she simply breathed. It was the living part she had given up. The one thing she could control. Her problem was that she had never really known anything bad. She had never wanted for anything as a child, nor as an adult. Loved and adored by all. Admittedly, he had given her good cause to walk out on their marriage when she did. But apart from that, she had had a blessed life – until now.


Who could blame her for attempting to block it out? Pretend that it hadn’t happened?


But he knew that she was drowning in self-denial. That her way of dealing with it – or not – was slowly killing her; and in turn, killing him. Brady sat down carefully on the floor beside her. Careful, for two reasons. He didn’t want to wake her, if she really was asleep. And his body still ached from the violence that had been enacted upon it. His left knee had been shattered beyond comprehension. His right hand and fingers had turned to mash under the weight of a crowbar. Then there was the bullet to his chest that had somehow missed his lung and spared his life.


He allowed himself this moment as the afternoon sun stabbed through the partially open curtains. He needed it. He needed her. He wanted her back. The old Claudia. The one who would attack him with words that startled him. A constant reminder that she was from a different background and class to him. She was well-educated. He wasn’t. She was everything to him. He was nothing to her. Without her, he was empty. Purposeless. Her refusal to let him in, to let him save her, was killing him.


He had already saved her once. Trading his life for hers without hesitation. Over five months ago she had been held hostage by two Eastern European gangsters known as the Dabkunas brothers. They had wanted Brady’s brother, Nick. He had infiltrated their organisation and betrayed them. It was simple maths. Someone had to pay. So they had taken Claudia hostage in the hope that Brady would trade. And they were right. Not that he would ever reveal his brother’s whereabouts. Instead, he willingly exchanged his life for his ex-wife. He owed her. He loved her.


But she was punishing him. He didn’t need to be a psychologist to understand that much. Her boyfriend DCI Davidson had died at the hands of these men and their accomplices. Claudia had lived. Simple roll of the die. But she had taken it personally. And here she was living like a ghost, clinging more and more to the shadows in his house – their old marital home – refusing to leave Brady and yet refusing to acknowledge him. It was a living death. The house, a mental asylum. The two of them, the only inmates. She only stayed with him because he understood. He had been there. So she stayed within reach. Not that he could touch her. But she was there. And slowly and surely, she was poisoning both of them. Worse still, he was willing to take it.


Her red unruly hair fell in knotted curls across her shoulders and back. It was longer and significantly wilder than it had ever been. Feral, even. Just like her. She had regressed to a state where she could barely cope. Even eating seemed to pain her.


Brady watched as she breathed in and out. Her shoulders, delicate and fragile, moving ever so slightly. He didn’t know how to fix her. All he could do was watch and wait. And hope.


Ironically, as she got weaker, he got stronger. With his body crippled, he had had no choice but to work out. Refusing to allow the bastards to defeat him. Physiotherapy had been the start. Then he had joined the YMCA in Shields. The gym was basic and unpretentious. The members worked out – hard. It was North Shields after all. No one had money to throw around or the lifestyle that went with it. The gym was there for one reason only – an out from their shit lives. A quick fix of endorphins; a natural high rather than buying it from the dealer on the street corner outside. Whether they were there with a prescription note after a stroke or they needed to work out their frustrations and disillusions, no one cared or noticed. And that suited Brady. No testosterone-fuelled guerrillas looking to prove themselves or Barbie-doll lookalikes. Just real people, trying to reclaim some control over their otherwise pointless lives.


Claudia had taken a different approach. She had made the unspoken decision to disappear. Fade into nothing. She now slept through the day – or at least pretended to. At night she danced to the cruel tune of insomnia. He would hear her wandering around from room to room, checking the windows and the doors. Then the white noise of the TV in an attempt to drown out her pain. She would not allow him entry into this netherworld. It was her domain.


He wanted her back so badly. But he didn’t know how to reach her. He felt like Orpheus. She was his Eurydice. And he had lost her. He had had one chance to get her back. And he had done everything he could. But his Claudia hadn’t come back to him. She was lost somewhere. Slowly and silently drowning in survivor’s guilt.


He could feel the threat of tears and blinked them back. Not now. Not here. He knew he had to be strong for her. He had a decision to make. He had done nothing but think about it for the past month.


Brady watched as she gave out a low, wounded moan. More animal than human. He resisted the urge to touch her, to reassure her that she wasn’t alone. But he knew that was the last thing she wanted. Right now she wanted to be on her own. Without him.


His phone flashed. He read the message. It was time to make the decision.


One question still plagued him – could he leave her? And if he did, what then?


Brady realised that he had been guarding her. Throughout all these days, weeks and months, he had been holding her captive. Scared to let her go. His fear of losing her was as crippling as her fear of what she had lost.


It was time for him to get his life back on track. For her . . . for Claudia.


He had left a note for her in the folded-up newspaper. Hoped that she would understand. He looked back down at his BlackBerry. Texted a reply. He had made the decision.


It was time to move forward.


 


Conrad was waiting for him outside. His engine idling. Nervous. Unsure.


Brady climbed in.


It was hard not to notice that Conrad had upgraded his Saab.


‘Sir.’


His voice sounded strange to Brady. Unfamiliar.


‘How’s tricks?’ It felt awkward. He felt awkward. Brady would never ordinarily come out with such an inane comment. But to be fair, it was his first day back on duty. And if he was brutally honest, he didn’t know how he would cope. Or if he could cope.


Conrad knew it, which was why he didn’t bother answering him. A non-committal shrug was the best he could offer his boss.


They both felt the strain. It would take time to slip back into their old routine.


Conrad’s face was tense, jaw locked. Steel-grey eyes set on the road ahead.


‘You OK? You look like shit!’


It broke the ice. This was the Brady they both knew.


‘Five months of Adamson.’


‘That explains it.’


DI Adamson was a Class A Wanker. Not just in Brady’s books. Anyone with a grain of common sense knew it. He was grovelling bastard. Especially when it came to DCI Gates. Adamson would do anything to get ahead. Conrad couldn’t stomach him either. Conrad had spent his first two years of training at Ponteland headquarters with Adamson, so knew him of old. But something had happened. Conrad had never told Brady about it, but he knew that it was serious enough for Conrad, once they had graduated, to swear he would have nothing more to do with Adamson.


Brady watched as Conrad pulled out. He deserved better than working under the likes of Adamson. Conrad was dependable and loyal; everything that Brady aspired to be, but failed, miserably. Conrad had been his deputy for a good few years now. Brady found it difficult – impossible – to work with anyone else. He knew, without it being said, that Conrad felt the same way. It worked. It wasn’t that long ago that Brady thought he had lost Conrad. He had been shot while on duty. Brady still blamed himself. For a brief, agonising moment, he had believed that Conrad was dead.


Conrad was only in his early thirties and had the potential of making it to chief superintendent. Unlike Brady. At five foot eleven, he was stocky but muscular, clean-shaven, with short blond hair and a handsome enough face when he relaxed – which wasn’t often. His wardrobe was impeccable; dark tailored suits, crisp white shirts, cufflinks, Italian silk ties and expensive handmade English leather brogues. He put Brady to shame. Then there was his background. It couldn’t have been more different from Brady’s. It was as far removed from a run-down, problem council estate as physically possible. Even though he never mentioned his past, Brady knew he had studied at Cambridge. He was part of the police’s fast-tracked postgraduate scheme. Soon enough it would be Conrad kicking Brady around. But not yet.


What had brought Conrad up to the north-east of England, let alone Whitley Bay, was beyond Brady. Conrad had never offered the information, and he knew not to ask. There was a lot about Conrad that Brady didn’t know. Yet Conrad knew about Brady’s personal life. Who didn’t? His life was a car crash. A hundred-and-twenty-mile car crash at that. It was a write-off. He was terrified that he wouldn’t cut it at work. That after what had happened to him, he had lost his nerve. Brady breathed out. It was all too much.


He didn’t know what Claudia would do when she realised he wasn’t there. Her only companion. Her only witness to her self-destruction. He realised he was an enabler. Who bought the alcohol she knocked back so readily? Who protected her from the outside world? Brady did. Why? Because he knew he couldn’t live without her. Not again. Rather this than lose her forever. He knew her parents blamed him. Hated him. If they had their way, Claudia would have been in London with them months ago. But he had succeeded at keeping them at a distance.


But he knew what he had to do. Had known it for some time now. He just didn’t want to face the reality of his situation – her situation – just yet. He was hoping that by some chance of the gods that without him there, the old Claudia would come back. Self-reliant, intelligent, witty, scathing and so goddamned beautiful.


The irony for Brady was that he dealt with victims of crime on a daily basis. He would interview them, take statements and then he would go to work. He would track the assailants down. If successful, he would close the investigation. Be assigned another case; a new crime. Not that he ever forgot the victims. But they would be replaced. He would move on. They, however, would never move on. Not really. And that was Brady’s problem. He wasn’t used to dealing with the victim after the case was closed. Ordinarily he didn’t have to see the damage left behind. He didn’t want to. For him, it was about resolution. End of story.


And that was why he was at such a loss with Claudia. Her attackers were dead. Northumbria’s Armed Response Unit had made sure of that. Case closed. But it wasn’t. For her, there was no resolution. Or if there was, she refused to accept it. He didn’t know what she wanted. Didn’t understand why his actions weren’t enough.


Brady took in the spotless interior of Conrad’s Saab. The leather seats. The immaculate dashboard. The low, seductive growl of the sports car as it accelerated. Anything to block out the thoughts tormenting him.


‘So . . . New promotion?’


‘No, sir,’ Conrad answered, bemused. Then it hit him. ‘The car?’


‘What do you think, Sherlock? How the fuck can you afford this on a DS’s salary?’


‘It’s not new. 2006 model, sir.’


‘Right! That explains it then. A 2006 Aero X Concept Saab must cost . . . What, exactly?’


Conrad shrugged. ‘Enough.’


Brady was aware that the 2006 Aero X had not gone into mass production. He could only assume that Conrad had somehow got his hands on one of the rare prototypes. ‘You a bent copper all of a sudden?’


Conrad didn’t reply. Instead he focused on driving.


But Brady knew he had got to him. His set jaw said it all.


Conrad never disclosed his private life to anyone. Not even to Brady. No matter how much Brady goaded him, he knew that Conrad would not explain himself.


A minute passed in silence behind a gridlock of traffic. Conrad hadn’t even managed to turn the car in the right direction towards Whitley Bay. The roads were heaving both ways. Sunday afternoon drivers with nothing better to do than crawl by the coast.


Brady lived on the periphery of Cullercoats – a small boating village and acclaimed artists’ retreat. It was an idyllic refuge with old-fashioned tea rooms, ice-cream parlours and trendy bistros. His house was a five-bedroomed Victorian terrace in a sought-after location, Southcliff; a cliff with a single row of houses that jutted out over Brown’s Bay. He both hated and loved it simultaneously. It had been Claudia’s choice. Now he was left living in it. He had been planning on selling up before his run-in with the Dabkunas brothers. Now that Claudia had moved back in, Brady had let the idea of selling it slip. He wasn’t sure what was going to happen.


Conrad was the first to break the awkward lull. ‘What do you think of it, sir?’


Brady gave the sports car another consideration. ‘Yeah. Can’t go wrong with metallic silver. Good conservative choice.’


‘The Royal Hotel?’


Brady remained silent. Non-committal.


A call had come in over an hour ago. The Royal Hotel was where they were heading. The place was familiar to Brady. Too familiar, some might say. As was the owner – Martin Madley. Childhood friend and the man Brady owed his life to. But it wasn’t just his life; he was indebted to Madley for saving Claudia too, and Nicoletta, a sex-trafficked woman enslaved by the Dabkunas brothers. She had been in protective custody and somehow the Eastern European gangsters had managed to kidnap her again. It was Martin Madley who had saved the day. Not that he had received any recognition for it. That was his way. Everything he did was under the radar.


For one good reason – Madley was rumoured to be a notorious gangster. The police had been after him for years but he was elusive. It was believed by the likes of North Shields CID’s DI Bentley that he was the drugs baron and mafia lord of the North East. Not that he had any evidence. On the contrary, Madley was clean. He owned the Blue Lagoon nightclub and the Royal Hotel adjacent to it, as well as most of the bars in Whitley Bay and a few nightclubs in Newcastle. He was expanding. Buying up properties and converting them. Brady had lost track of what he did and didn’t own. Not that Brady was interested. Madley kept himself out of trouble. That was as much information as Brady wanted. That, and he was a loyal friend. Whatever doubts Brady might have had – given the fact he was a copper – he had chosen to ignore them. Brady owed him. It was that simple.


He had known Madley since their childhood together in the war-torn, crime-infested streets of the Ridges. Located on the edge of North Shields, it was a no-man’s land. A place that mercilessly sucked you dry and spat you back out into the vermin-ridden back lanes. Any aspirations were stolen by heroin, alcohol and a life of petty crime. Never knowing where the next meal was coming from after the dole cheque had run out. That had been Brady’s upbringing. That was, until his old man had ended up doing time. It was Madley who had looked out for Brady and Nick. After all, there was no one else. A string of foster homes across North Tyneside, a mother six feet under and an old man doing time for putting her there. Without Madley, Brady wouldn’t be here.


‘Sir?’ Conrad prompted, breaking Brady’s thoughts.


‘I won’t know until I get there.’


Conrad simply nodded.


Before Brady knew it, Conrad saw his chance and put his foot to the floor as he swung the Saab out into the oncoming traffic. Tyres screeched to a halt, followed by a cacophony of horns beeping in retaliation.


‘Sorry about that,’ Conrad said. ‘I had to take my chance, or we would have been there for hours.’


‘I’ll live,’ Brady answered. But his leg had kicked off. A reaction to his body being slammed against the passenger door. The pain was a constant reminder that his left leg and right hand were now comprised of metal pins, screws, nails, rods and plates.


It was at times like this that Brady missed smoking. The hard hit of nicotine would numb the white pain. Even the puckered flesh where the bullet had gone through was on fire. He had been trying to give up before his unfortunate run-in with the Dabkunas brothers’ henchmen. But it was his long stint in hospital that had been the final nail in the coffin for his nicotine addiction. He sorely missed it. Craved the kick that came from the first one of the day. Black coffee and a cigarette – pure hedonism.


Suddenly, the urge to smoke was overwhelming. Brady clenched his hands. He watched as Conrad drove, politely ignoring the gesticulating drivers who were giving him the ‘V’ sign. Including two elderly blue-rinsed ladies in a Nissan Micra.
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