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Part 1.
Chapter 1
Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Dermott Madison. I'm forty-nine years old and used to live in London. Used to, before all of this happened that is. I also used to be quite a successful banker in the City. Up every morning at six-thirty to join the faceless masses at Ealing Broadway Tube station. I used to read the paper all the way to Canary Wharf. Eyes down, minding my own business. I was a nobody and that was the way I liked it. One of the faceless people. Do my job. Come home at seven. Eyes down. Nose clean. Spend the night at home with my wife and daughter. I never went to the pub, a restaurant now and again, granted, on special occasions but I was never a drinker. Not back then. Not before. I took pride in my job and my appearance. A childhood spent in public schools and a four year stint in the Royal Engineers, taught me this. You could say I was a model citizen before it all went wrong.
I had the perfect wife, Anna, wealthy in her own right before we met. She worked as a freelance fashion journalist. A couple of years younger than myself, we’d been married for almost twenty years. It would have been our twentieth anniversary two weeks after it happened. Laura, our daughter, had just turned eighteen. We had booked a cruise for her to the Eastern Caribbean. She was supposed to fly to the Dominican Republic the next day to meet the ship, Laura and two of her closest friends.
But that was all before. Before this. Before him.
To this day I still don’t know how he found out about her birthday party. All I know is what the police told me. After all, I wasn’t there was I? That damned Tube strike made me decide to work late. I’d promised her I would be home by ten thirty at the very latest. Then that blasted email from New York arrived just as I was about to leave the office. I didn’t know who to blame. The Tube, New York or him. Maybe all of them were guilty?
When things went wrong at work, I always looked on the bright side, the eternal optimist, a what’s the worst that could happen? kind of a guy.
Have you ever wondered that? What is the worst thing that could ever happen. To you I mean. Think about it for a moment.
Try this one on. You get home from work at almost midnight, racked with guilt because you’ve missed your daughter’s eighteenth birthday party, you broke your promise to her and what’s worse you had a blazing row about it all with your wife before you left the house in the morning, which ended something like “ yeah, you can go and fuck yourself too, Bitch!” Believe me, her side of the conversation was much harsher.
To take my mind off the exorbitant and rapidly rising cab fare on the journey home, I planned my apologies and excuses. I had a bunch of yellow roses for Anna and I’d bought an extra present for Laura during my lunch break, a beautiful diamond bracelet from Liberty.
I could smell the smoke from almost a mile away but thought nothing of it. It was only when we got to the end of my street and I saw the neighbours huddling in the cold, blue lights strobing through a smoky haze that I realized there might be a problem.
I was still carrying Anna’s flowers and Laura’s bracelet when I ran into the house. My last memory is of those beautiful yellow roses wilting in the intense heat.
Not only did I lose their presents that night, I lost them and half my face as well. Apparently a fireman pulled me clear just before the roof caved in.
Three weeks later they must have started to lower the dosage of sedatives. I began to realize that I was in a hospital. Somewhere. For some reason. Maybe I'd been in a car accident? I had no idea.
The bravest man I have ever met in my life was that doctor. The one who had to explain everything to me. I sometimes wonder how long it had taken him to build up the courage. How many times he'd been over and over it in his head.
“Mr. Madison, I’m afraid I have some very bad news for you,” he said. “There has been a tragic fire at your home. I’m sorry to have to tell you that neither your wife nor your daughter made it out alive.”
He didn’t mention the fact that my face looked like it had been put through an industrial potato peeler. One step at a time, I suppose.
The next few days were just a blur. Bedridden police interviews. More drugs. Trauma counsellors, a few friends full of condolences. More drugs. Police updates, a visit from the family lawyer.
Anyway, you get the picture and so this went on for two more weeks. The mind-numbing sedatives kept all my emotions at bay. One of the strangest feelings I’ve ever experienced.
Our lawyer talked about life and property insurance payouts totalling millions but nothing was registering. A small pea-sized compartment of my brain was just waiting to get out of that bloody hospital and home to my family. They obviously found a pill that killed that pea.
Five weeks later I was out. I 'd promised my best friend and work colleague, Graham, that I would call him as soon as they released me from the hospital. I was supposed to stay with him and his wife for an indeterminable period of time.
I never called Graham. I did something that I hadn’t done for ten weeks. I walked. I walked and walked and walked. Eventually, I found myself in Hyde Park for some reason. It was around ten at night. My mind was still closed to any emotion, I had no feelings. I was numb. I now had close to three million in the bank, my loved ones were dead and my home was gone. Yet I felt nothing. Neither the need to cry nor the urge to talk to anyone. Absolutely zero.
I took a cab that night. I had to see for myself if it was all true. That it hadn’t just been some awful nightmare. Fifty minutes later I found myself standing in front of what used to be my beech hedge. Sorry, our beech hedge. Now replaced with seven feet high sections of wire fencing sporting crooked health and safety signs, the ashes of my life lay beyond.
Now, you are probably thinking to yourself that this is when the reality hit me, but you’d be wrong. I climbed back into that cab, I went to the Hyde Park hotel and booked a modest suite. Bear in mind that the sum total of my worldly possessions were the clothes on my back, loaned to me by Graham.
I'd momentarily forgotten about my disfigurement, but as I entered that hotel lobby the great British public, being what they are, took it upon themselves to remind me. At that point I hadn’t been near a mirror since the fire. I'd been told to continually wear the half-faced clear plastic mask to help assist the healing and prevent harsh scarring, thereby allowing corrective surgery to be an easier task.
I stayed in that hotel suite for nine whole months. I never ventured outside. I lived off room service and the interest from the insurance payouts paid the bill. The curtains remained closed. Every mirror removed from the suite as per my request.
Hours turned into days. Days into weeks and then months. I had no idea if it was day or night. My only companion was a BBC news channel. No one knew where I was. I had no phone. I was entrenched in my self-made cocoon, an emotionless, airless nest within which I spent each and every day staring blankly at the news. Maybe I was waiting for something?
Back then I didn’t know what I was doing. Maybe I needed help? Possibly I should have sought it. Maybe then things wouldn’t have turned out like they have. I’m not making excuses mind you. I hold myself totally accountable for my actions.
Chapter 2
The Trial
I wasn't summoned to give evidence at the trial. I just felt some long forgotten urge to attend. Maybe to try and pick up a few more pieces of the jigsaw, which that hurricane had scattered all those months ago.
To tell you the truth I had totally forgotten about the trial until my friend on the news channel brought it up.
My emotions still hadn’t returned. There had been no trace of grieving. I suppose I'd become what some therapists may term a paranoid recluse. Maybe I had.
As I walked from my suite into that hotel lobby after nine months of self-imposed solitary confinement, I could hear the sharp intakes of breath from the staff and fellow guests alike. I hadn’t worn the facemask for eight months nor had I bothered applying the creams. To be honest I hadn’t done much for eight months, least of all looked at myself in a mirror. I was well aware that I probably looked horrific in a Phantom of The Opera kind of way. A half head of hair and beard to match, but to tell you the truth, I didn’t give a shit.
An even bigger shock came as I stepped out onto the street. The almost choking stench of exhaust fumes, the sleet lashing my face and the cold, that extreme cold biting into my face.
The uniformed doorman offered to hail me a cab. An offer I gladly accepted. I distinctly remember standing on those steps, my face stinging, watching complete strangers stare in horror. Mothers turned their faces away and pulled their children closer for protection.
Eventually, after what felt like an eternity, a black cab stopped. The doorman exchanged a few words with the driver. No doubt explaining I was a resident and not some sideshow freak and banging on about the hotel’s commitment to guests etcetera. Nevertheless, within an hour I was dropped off outside the Old Bailey. No charge. The hotel had apparently taken care of it.
And so it began. The first day of a three-week trial. A trial, which I attended every day without fail. I even started to buy the London Herald so I could go over the day’s proceedings in the security of my hotel suite. And so it went on. I was picked up every morning at nine o’clock by the same paid-for black cab and dropped off at the Old Bailey, then collected at five.
Abdul Hamid
Of course he was going to deny it. Bloody hell, I would have done the same.
Standing in the dock before me was Abdul Hamid. Twenty-one years old. Born in England with Pakistani ancestry. By all accounts a bit of a “wide boy”. Of limited education but living off a retainer from his wealthy parents, who apparently owned three commercial properties in Camden. He had an air of arrogance, which was probably bolstered by his seriously expensive barrister, who in turn was obviously financed by the family.
Without fail, I was always the first person in the public gallery of court number two. I always sat at the far end, in the front row. Both the public and press galleries were full on each day of the trial. Strangely the seat next to me always remained empty.
For the first couple of days I felt like an observer. Outside looking in sort of thing. As though this trial involved someone else’s family, certainly not mine. Then the thaw began to set in as the details were slowly brought to light.
“So, Mr. Hamid,” said the prosecutor. “You do not deny the fact that you attended Laura Madison’s eighteenth birthday party.”
“No, Sir,” replied Hamid.
“Then can you please explain to the jury why you were there? Did you receive an official invite like the rest of the guests?”
“No, Sir, I didn’t get an invite. I was just passing and I heard the music. There were a few people out in the front garden, having a drink. I asked one of them if this was Joe’s birthday. He just laughed and said no it’s Laura’s.”
“At which point you left. Is that correct?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Only to return an hour later. Is that also fact, Mr. Hamid?”
“Yes Sir.”
“Please tell the jury what happened next.”
“Well, I bought a bunch of flowers and a card from the florists on the corner of Harrow Road. I wrote out the card, I wrote “Happy Birthday, Laura” and went back to the house. Those kids were still outside and the front door was wide open, so I just walked in. The house was rammed.”
“You were previously unaware of this girl Laura? What you were doing, in effect, was trying to gatecrash a party. Is that correct?”
“Yes Sir.”
“Were there any adults present when you entered the property?”
“There was an old bird, probably her mum, sitting in the conservatory but she didn’t seem to care less what was going on. She had a couple of bottles of wine on the table.”
“Mr. Hamid. Did you see a male adult during your time in the house? By adult I mean over the age of, let’s say, forty years old.”
This is when the thaw really started to take a grip of me.
“No Sir, just the woman with the wine.”
“Mr. Hamid please tell the members of the jury what happened after you entered the house.”
“Well, I asked a load of the kids where Laura was. Most of them were too pissed or couldn’t hear over the music to understand what I was saying. I went into the kitchen and asked in there. Same thing. Some little geek told me to get a drink. The bench was full of bottles of spirits, so I poured myself a vodka and took a little tour around the house.”
“Had you been drinking before you arrived at the party Mr. Hamid? And if so, how much?”
“I’d been drinking with my cousin Ahmed in the Grove Tavern most of the afternoon. He was celebrating finding a wife.”
“So when you arrived at the party, you admit you were pretty much intoxicated?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“How many drinks did you consume whilst you were in the Madisons’ house?”
I jumped as he said the name.
“Maybe three or four more, Sir.”
“By which time you must have consumed almost one full litre of vodka?”
“I suppose so.”
“Please tell us what happened next.”
“The next thing I remember was waking up on the floor in some bedroom. I must’ve passed out.”
“So you admit that you were too drunk, in fact, so incoherent that you couldn’t even make your own way home?”
“Objection! Leading the witness.”
“Sustained!”
“Sorry your Honour. Let me rephrase that. Mr. Hamid why did you decide to fall asleep in the Madisons’ house and not endeavour to make your way back to your own home?”
That name again. The Madisons.
“I guess I was probably too drunk. I just crashed.”
“So you admit that you were too drunk to get home. Too drunk, in fact, to even call a taxi to take you home?”
“I didn’t know where I was.”
“What time did you finally wake up in that bedroom Mr. Hamid?”
“About eleven o’clock, I think.”
“At eleven o’clock at night?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“How was the party by then?”
“It seemed to be over. The music had finished and when I left there was nobody else in the house. They must’ve had a curfew or something.”
“When you woke up, Mr. Hamid, was there any other person in that bedroom?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Please elaborate for the benefit of the jury.”
“This blonde girl was crashed on the bed. Looked like she’d puked up.”
The prosecutor held up a photograph.
“Can you please confirm this is the girl who was asleep on the bed?”
“That looks like her, yes.”
“Did you at any time touch or attempt to speak to the girl on the bed?”
“No, Sir.”
“Are you one hundred percent sure?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Tell me Mr. Hamid. How many other Asians did you see at this party?”
“None, Sir.”
“So you admit that you were the only Asian present in the Madisons’ home that evening?”
A nod.
“And you stand by your sworn statement to the jury that you never so much as spoke to this girl?”
“I do.”
“Your Honour, I would like to submit this photograph as exhibit “A”. Ladies and gentlemen of the jury this photograph is of Laura Madison. The primary victim of Mr. Hamid’s alleged rape and murder trial.”
Laura Madison. That sounded like my daughter’s name.
“So, Mr. Hamid, please tell the jury your version of the story between awakening at eleven pm and getting back to your own home.”
“There’s not that much to tell, Sir. I told you, I woke up on the floor, this blonde bird was out of it on the bed. I went downstairs; the old girl was crashed out in the conservatory. I left and walked home. Simple.”
The bastard was smiling now.
“Mr. Hamid, please explain to me if, by your own admission, you were the only Asian at the Madisons’ house that night and you stand by the fact that you did not lay a finger upon Laura Madison, a 999 call was received at ten thirty four that evening from Miss Madison requesting urgent police assistance and claiming she had been raped by an Asian intruder?”
He was shaking his head now.
“Mr. Hamid, can you please tell the members of the jury if you lost anything that night?”
“Not that I know of.”
“It’s just that during Miss Madison’s emergency call, as the jury will hear shortly on the tape labelled exhibit “B”, a mobile phone can be distinctly heard ringing in the background, at this point the deceased begins to scream hysterically and I quote “He’s coming back. My God you’ve got to help me, he’s coming back, he left his phone". Mr. Hamid, will you please tell the court the caller ID for your cousin Ahmed?”
No response.
“I put to you that the caller ID of your cousin was Ahmed B. The exact name Miss Madison yelled out when asked by the emergency operator to try and identify the caller. I also put to you, Abdul Hamid, that when you realised you had left such an incriminating piece of evidence at the crime scene you and your cousin, whom, by the way, has conveniently returned to Pakistan and cannot currently be traced, returned to the Madisons’ home, and in your drunken states decided to set fire to the property, as a direct consequence causing the deaths of Anna and Laura Madison.”
“You’re talking bullshit now!”
I will never forget his tone when he said that. “Prove it mutherfucker!” is what he was basically saying. I was still thinking about Hamid’s arrogance when another voice broke through. I could suddenly smell perfume, a familiar scent. I turned around but the seat next to me was still empty. I knew the voice, I knew the smell. What I didn’t recognise were the screams. The horrific howls of your own flesh and blood begging and pleading. I remember the 999 operator trying to keep her calm, promising help was on the way but Laura was coughing, choking. “They’ve started a fire!” she screamed.
As the tape continued I couldn’t take my eyes off the man in the dock. He didn’t care, he didn’t even pretend to. My daughter’s dying screams were being played to the court, I remember most of the jury weeping but he just stood there like a grinning fucking pimp without a care in the world.
And that was when I woke up. That was the point that reality hit me. Grief, anger, hatred and remorse. Like a cancer, which had suddenly exploded inside of me. The left-hand side of my face began to throb. I could feel my heartbeat in my cheek for Christ’s sake. That was the point everything fitted into place. The jigsaw was complete. As I watched that bastard grinning to the tune of Laura’s screams I swore revenge. I wasn’t angry though. It was a calm sense of final understanding. At last, I knew what I had to do. I had a purpose after all this time.
Three weeks later, I sat in that courtroom and listened to the judge instruct the jury to find the defendant not guilty. Evidence hadn't been correctly documented. A search warrant had the wrong date on it.
That's when it all began. The Facebook Killer, as the press would eventually come to call me, was born, and British justice was my bitch of a mother.
*
On the way back to my hotel suite that day, I asked the driver to stop outside an electronics shop. Ten minutes later I climbed back into the cab having just made my first purchase in almost a year. The first possession of my new life. A laptop computer.
Now don’t get me wrong. You don’t just wake up one morning and decide that you’re going to become a serial killer. Neither is it something to be proud of, so don’t try this at home, for God’s sake.
I hadn’t spent my childhood killing small animals and progressed to human life. Truth be known I 'd never even been in a fight before. My four years in the army resulted in a total kill-count of zero, mind you I was a mechanic before moving to bomb disposal, but my newly chosen career path caused a certain stirring inside of me. Over the course of the trial all my emotions and memories had returned yet I still felt strangely cold.
For the next two days, the laptop remained sealed in its box whilst I decided on my course of action. The London news was full of Hamid’s good fortune. He was pictured on the steps of the Old Bailey giving the victory salute, his barrister announcing that they were going to sue the Metropolitan Police for wrongful arrest, defamation of character and a hundred other things. This only added fuel to my fire.
I lay awake that night going over the possibilities in my head. This bastard Hamid had killed the only two people I had in this world and he was going to pay for it. Don’t get me wrong; I wasn’t some crazed psycho who wanted to kill him there and then. I was calm, thinking logically. I had a lot of money at my disposal with nothing and no one else to spend it on. In a roundabout way, Hamid was about to become the financial beneficiary of the people he had killed and the damage he had caused.
I’ll be the first to admit that I was becoming obsessed now, but that’s what serial killers do, isn’t it?
Then it came to me in a dream. Abdul Hamid was an apple tree, I know it sounds strange but it was only a dream remember, his arms were branches, laden with fruit and his legs the trunk. I remember looking at the tree through some sort of mask. The tree couldn’t move now, it couldn’t run. There was an old wooden bench next to it with an assortment of tools laid out for the kill, a chainsaw, an axe, a flamethrower, as well as an array of handsaws and pruners. The tree was begging, begging me for its life. I studied the tools through the mask, as I picked up each one the tree screamed and its branches shook in fear. Replacing the last tool on the old bench I approached the tree and started to pick off the apples, one by one. Twisting them until their stalks snapped off. I slowly removed everything that the tree had spent its whole life creating, apple-by-apple, leaf-by-leaf, twig-by-twig and then branch-by-branch. Eventually, leaving nothing but the trunk, quivering in fear. Its lifetime’s work lay rotting on the ground. If trees could truly scream, this one would make my ears bleed. I circled the naked, gnarled trunk, stroking the dry bark, pieces of lichen flaking off beneath my fingers, floating to the ground to join the rest. Then I picked up the chainsaw. Then I woke up.
*
That was the last day of my life. The last day I would publicly walk through the streets and parks of London. The last day parents would have to protect their terrified children from me and I knew it. I felt a kind of release, an inner peace. I can only compare it to stories you hear of people who have cheated death only to tell of the passage of light drawing them to the next place, wherever that may be. I could feel Anna and Laura’s presence but I can’t honestly say that they felt at rest. I needed to spend my final day with them.
I found myself standing outside of the Willoughby Bar just off Marylebone Street. The only thing that had changed in almost a quarter of a century was its name. Back then it was called The Madison Brasserie. That’s why I had brought Anna there for our first date, I hadn’t told her my last name at that stage, so after an evening being treated like royalty and not even asked to pay for dinner or the drinks, she left feeling, if not a little bemused, at least like the very special person that she was.
When the cab arrived and we made to get in, the driver asked. “Taxi for Madison?”
That’s when she gave me that look, a look I still remember to this day, a look of “Oh so you’re not the poor army boy that I thought, you own a swanky bar to boot.” Well, I had to do something to impress her, back then she was earning more a year than my tuition fees had cost me over three years. It was only the next day I got caught out when I went to retrieve my deposit cheque from the manager and settled the bill in cash. Christ, I was skint for a week after that. I congratulated his staff on their performance and that’s when the five-pound note was slipped onto the bar from behind. It was Anna. She’d decided that she liked my Brasserie so much she’d brought a couple of colleagues for lunch. "Oh, and here’s a tip," she said, "I don’t think he can afford one.”
That was the first and last argument we had in twenty-three years of knowing each other.
Pushing the front door open after all these years felt like stepping back in time. The same brass bell hang from the doorframe, tinkling like an old friend welcoming me back. The same layout of tables, the familiar pictures still hanging on the wall, mainly skyline views of New York including a an aerial shot of the Twin Towers under construction. My God, how the world has changed, I thought.
The dining area was deserted. Either too early or the business had gone down the drain. I looked over to the window table, still there after all this time.
The conversations came flooding back. That first date, the uncomfortable talk about families and careers, followed by the bottle of Pinot Noir, “the lip loosener” as Anna like to call it. Then the flirting and jokes. Another bottle. The steak for me and the crab salad for her.
“We’ll be serving lunch in around ten minutes, Sir, if you’d like to take a seat”, the waiter announced, my thoughts retreating like the tide.
“Thank you,” I replied, heading to our window table.
“Oh, I’m sorry, Sir, that table's reserved,” said the waiter, apologetically.
Too late. I was already seated.
“Who is it reserved for?” I asked.
“For the owner’s parents, Sir,” he replied.
“Then tell the owner that I'm prepared to pay his parents one thousand pounds for the inconvenience. After all I'm sure they will have plenty more times to sit here, but in my case, this is the last.”
No doubt a phone call was made, although I wasn’t aware of the outcome. The next thing I knew was the menu being offered to me by the same young fellow. I knew it wasn’t his fault, in fact I felt a little embarrassed on his behalf but the selfishness was creeping in like dry rot.
“I’ll be back for your order in a few minutes, Sir. Would you like something to drink in the meantime?” he asked politely.
“Give me a bottle of Pinot Noir and two glasses, please”.
Sitting at our table the tide started to come back in. It was in this very spot that I was first introduced to her parents, where I persuaded a waiter to serve her the engagement ring instead of dessert, where she cried and said yes. The same table, number seventeen, that our darling baby Laura had her first taste of meat, sirloin to be precise, diced up carefully by her mum and fed to her in a nervous silence from both sides of the table. “Yum,” was all she could manage at that age, “Thank God, she’s not going to be a vegetarian,” I joked.
It was high tide and I was swimming in a sea of memories, immersed so deeply that I only surfaced when the waiter brought me the bill.
It had been three hours, Anna’s crab salad hadn’t been touched, it sat limply on the plate, the lettuce leaves wilting. Her wine untouched just like Laura’s milk. The sirloin steak so finely diced was cold now, a fly waiting patiently on the edge of the plate.
“I’m sorry your friends didn’t turn up, Sir,” said the waiter.
It took a moment. Like when you wake up from a dream you're enjoying and desperately want to go back to sleep to continue it but realise you have to get up for work.
“Don’t worry, son, they were here. Just that they weren’t too hungry, that’s all.”
*
The first time we took Laura to Regent’s Park she was six years old. In fact it was her sixth birthday that day. Anna and I had promised to take her for a picnic and then on to the zoo. She was so excited; she'd only read about all of these wild animals and seen their pictures in books.
As we sat on the grass eating ham sandwiches, Laura paused. She looked up at me and asked, “So, Daddy, tell me what is this cancer thing?”
And so began the dark days, or should I say the dark years? Anna swore that she was about to tell me but Laura had overheard the phone conversation the day before.
That beautiful woman fought the breast cancer for four years until she was finally given the all clear. As a family, we spent every day like it was our last together. The worst, yet the happiest four years of our lives. After a period like that you can’t just go back to how it was before. We continued living life to the full, we had a good income, we didn’t worry about the bills, we were rapidly ascending the property ladder. Life was good.
We'd made a solemn promise during those dark years, all three of us, when I thought Anna wasn’t going to make it. We vowed that whichever of us went to Heaven first would buy a house just like the one we had now, with a nice green lawn and beech hedges. They would be responsible for keeping the fridge full of our favourite things like ice cream for Laura, olives and feta cheese for Mum, and Dad’s chocolate cake so that when the rest of us arrived we wouldn’t be hungry. Laura squealed with joy at the idea. Anna laughed through rolling tears as she hugged us all together. The three musketeers Laura called us.
*
“Do you remember her?” I called. “You must do. It was only twelve, thirteen years ago. I thought you had a good memory. I remember you. We stood here, right here on this spot. She had auburn hair and green eyes just like her mum, she was here too.”
No reply. People were moving away.
“For fuck’s sake Habul give me a sign. Surely you must remember. She said she talked to you, she told you her name was Laura. She said you smiled and said that you wouldn’t ever forget such a lovely name.”
A distant voice: “Would you mind keeping the language down a bit, there are kids about you know?”
A wave of my hand, a dismissive sigh.
“Habul. Please. Just give me a fucking sign. I need to know that I’m not the only one who remembers her.”
“Freak!”
And so ended the final day of Dermott Madison. Escorted by London Zoo security to the main gates and firmly instructed never to return.
I certainly think Pinot Noir heightens your belief in an elephant’s memory capacity.
Chapter 3
Gillian Baxter
Gillian was my first “apple”. She was the same age as Hamid and apparently his first girlfriend at the age of sweet sixteen. They had managed to keep their relationship a secret for almost two years until an uncle of his spotted them in a park near his home. Hamid’s parents soon put a stop to the shameful union but he remained in touch with his first love. Until I came along that is.
I knew I had to be careful. After all, I had a lot of apples to pick and I didn’t want the farmer coming along with his shotgun and blowing my balls off.
I moved out of Hyde Park Hotel and into a much less salubrious suite in a hotel near Kings Cross. My plan required me to be on a busy transport hub. This lower key hotel offered the same facilities as my previous home of ten months but I was allowed to check in under an assumed name, no questions asked. I paid for three months accommodation in advance. The hotel had free wifi for its guests and directly opposite my ground floor suite was a door, which lead to the rear car park.
I withdrew all my money from the bank, a long and tedious process, believe me, and it was now safely ensconced in my room safe. I disposed of all my identification, credit cards and anything else that could link me to the former Dermott Madison.
I toyed with the idea of having reconstructive surgery on my long forgotten face but researching the procedures on the internet I soon realised that I would be spending months in private clinics, months which I could ill afford to lose. In the end I made the second investment of my new life. Three latex masks.
The company were located on a small industrial estate near Bermondsey, specialist suppliers to the film industry of the most lifelike creations I have ever seen. They agreed to make me a twenty-one- year-old Pakistani, a fiftyish Mr. Ordinary and a seventy-year-old white haired pensioner with matching hands, all for the princely sum of £12,000 cash.
Gillian wasn’t too difficult to find. Her social networking sites were numerous. It took me all of seven minutes to find out who her current boyfriend was, where he lived and where he worked. Which, luckily for him, didn’t matter to me. He wasn’t on the tree.
I had grandiose ideas of how to pick my first apple. I'd planned to be “Kalif”, my twenty-one-year-old Pakistani. I had named them all by then. “Norman” was Mr. boring and “Albert” was my pensioner, nevertheless, I digress.
I'd planned to approach Gillian and pretend to be a friend of Hamid. Find out if she still had feelings for him and vice versa but I'd already gathered that much and when it came to the crunch I didn’t yet have the confidence. That would come soon though, believe me.
Gillian was the hardest apple to pick because she was the first. I hadn’t done this before. In fact I didn’t do it, “Albert” did. He sat at the end of the bar all night drinking stout, his shopping bag on the floor by his feet. He knew she would be there, she'd told the whole world that she would be there.
She looked exactly the same as her online pictures. Tall and slender, her hair cut in a black bob, a little lopsided but obviously today’s fashion. The nose ring was there and Albert saw the tattoo on her ankle, which she'd told the world about too.
As Albert observed, he felt a pang of guilt emerge. She was bubbly, joined by so many friends throughout the evening who obviously enjoyed her company, but he knew that it had to begin somewhere, with someone. We had to start shaking the tree.
When she left, Albert followed her, walking stick in hand, practicing his newfound limp. The effects of five pints of stout on a nondrinker raised the heartbeat, raised the bravado.
As Gillian walked through the park that night, she cautiously glanced around, she was streetwise, Albert had to give her that. What threat was a pensioner who could hardly walk? She could outrun him if he decided to try anything on.
Gillian Baxter was found the next morning. The strangulation mark from the walking stick, hidden forever by the rope around her neck. The rope, which suspended her body from the tree, twisting gently in the wind, the rope creaking against the branch. Her suicide note soon to be found.
Her young life now offline.
*
When Albert returned to the hotel suite I made the decision to wait a couple of days before anyone went fruit picking again.
The next day I trawled the online news reports. Gillian Baxter’s suicide was nothing more than that, no suspicious circumstances. A young woman who never got over the loss of her first love, or so read the note in her pocket.
The latest on Abdul Hamid said he had gone to ground following death threats. Not from my quarter, I can guarantee you that.
I took a step back, some time to analyse my situation. Firstly I had no feelings of guilt whatsoever. What needed to be done was now getting done, but I couldn’t help feeling that Albert had rushed into this first job. In retrospect it seemed a little clumsy. What if someone had noticed him sitting in that bar all night? What if someone had come through the park when he was stringing her up? All three of them Kalif, Norman and Albert had to be more careful in future. I had to plan their fruit picking trips much more thoroughly. Each one had to be a work of art in itself if I was to achieve my final goal without being stopped. Little did I know back then how ruthless my three friends would become.
I invested in a forged passport for each of them, Kalif organised the deal through a Russian bar owner in Wapping. They cost £900 each but by God they were good.
No one ever came into our hotel suite. I'd arranged from the start to clean it myself and leave the laundry outside the door on Wednesdays and Sundays; this in turn was swapped for clean stuff. But how could I be sure that one day an over curious member of staff wouldn’t decide to have a sniff around?
So I sent Albert out shopping. He brought back a hammer, chisel, a heavy duty motorbike chain and four zip-up plastic bags. Three hours later my friends had their own hiding place under the floorboards, along with my laptop. I was quite pleased with the first joinery job of my new life. Any snooper would have to remove the plastic panel from the side of the bath and crack the combination lock that chained the floorboards to the pipe work beneath.
As the fruit fell from the tree, I knew I had to be extra careful.
Chapter 4
Robert Chapel
My second apple was almost as easy to find as the first. He'd posted photographs of himself leaning on the bonnet of an old 3 series BMW in front of his house. The number plate was clear, RVC 291. What really caught my eye was the A4 piece of paper I could see on the rear window. Looking through his online pictures I knew that his house must be near the old brick factory, south of the river. I could see the chimneys in the background.
Kalif took a cab to the area. After a ten-minute walk, aligning the chimneys with the streets, he came upon it.
The car was parked outside his house. 1991 3 Series, 98,000 miles. Full M.O.T. £2,000 ono. The mobile number written beneath.
It was at this point Kalif realised I hadn’t supplied him with a phone. A 21-year-old Asian lad in London without a mobile phone. Now that was suspicious in itself.
“Can I help you, mate?”
Kalif recognised him instantly.
Robert Chapel. Status: single. Age: 30. Agnostic. Favourite band: U2. Liked Mexican food and getting smashed out of his head every weekend.
Kalif felt as though he knew this man already.
“Just looking at the motor mate. Yours is it?” Kalif’s Anglo-Asian accent was still a little strange but rapidly improving with practice.
“Yeah, why? are you interested?”
“I could be,” replied Kalif, walking around the car. “Any chance of a test drive?”
“Yeah no problem. Let me just go inside and grab the keys.”
Giving the car a second inspection, Kalif was relieved to see that very little had been done to it. Standard exhaust, no tinted windows and he hadn’t even fitted alloy wheels. It had a couple of scratches but this would make the fruit picking a little easier.
As Chapel drove away from the house, Kalif checked out the interior. Well looked after. The seats had covers with “BMW SPORTS” emblazoned on them, this was a plus too. The gear knob was a skull, which he found quite ironic. Apart from that everything was quite unremarkable.
“So why are you flogging it?” asked Kalif.
“Upgrading mate. I’ve got my eyes on a Merc SLK but I need to sell this first.”
After some idle chitchat about fuel consumption, servicing and the like, Kalif said. “I’m sure I know you from somewhere, man. I think we’ve met before.”
The driver looked him up and down.
“I don’t think so pal,” he replied. “I don’t knock around so much with...” he paused.
“What, Pakis?” laughed Kalif.
“Well, you know what I mean, ethnics.”
“Na, na, man. I’ve met you before. It’s comin’ back to me now, man. You were gassed. Do you ever get into the Grove Tavern on Warwick Road?”
The driver eyed Kalif with suspicion. “It’s been known once or twice. Why?”
“That’s where I know you from, man,” he yelped, pushing himself up in the seat. He turned to face Chapel. “You’re pals with my mate Abdul, Abdul Hamid. You know? He just got off that rape thing.”
“I think you’ve got me mixed up with someone else, mate,” he replied nervously.
Kalif clapped his hands together.
“Na, man,” he said smiling broadly. “It was deffo you. Man, you were out of it. Abdul bought some weed off of ya. Gimme a minute.” Kalif paused as though he were thinking. “Robert! That’s your name innit?”
“Yeah,” replied the driver, looking a little bewildered.
“Man, that was the best smoke I’d had in years,” said Kalif, clapping again.
“Well I don’t do that shit anymore,” he said.
“Man, do you ever see Abdul? I aint heard from him since all that bullshit started, we were best brothers man.”
Kalif had read the words of support on Hamid’s web pages, words written by this man driving the car next to him.
“Word on the street is that she was gagging for it anyways, been around the block a few times, little slut.”
“ I know you’re innocent mate. Keep your chin up. If you go down for this her old man is gonna be London’s most wanted. Yeah, I hope you read this you stuck up old prick.”
“I aint seen him since the party that night he got off. Fuck, that was a blow out. His folks laid on everything. The Jacuzzi was full of bottles of champagne on ice, man. Unbelievable.”
“Nice,” said Kalif, nodding his head. “Wish I’d been there.”
“Do you want to give her a go?” asked Chapel, pulling into a lay by.
“Yeah man. Why not?”
The driver got out and Kalif slid over, taking the wheel.
Now, I bet you’re thinking that at this point Kalif picked the apple? But you’d be wrong. This one wasn’t ripe enough yet.
After another half hour, they took the car back to Chapel’s house by the old brick factory. Shaking hands, Kalif promised to be in touch within a few days, explaining that he had to fly to Pakistan the next week for a family wedding. Chapel wrote down his phone number and handed it over.
*
Three days later Kalif had purchased everything he needed. I was excited about this one. I knew for a fact that Chapel had lied. I knew he was still Hamid’s main supplier of drugs. I'd seen him at the trial, sitting along from me in the public gallery, giving the thumbs up to my family’s murderer.
I'd always assumed Hamid and his cousin were high the night they torched my home and I was about to make a large bet that Robert Chapel had sold them those drugs. He was as guilty as they were and he was about to be sentenced. Kalif-style.
*
It took fifteen minutes of negotiation before Chapel would let him take the BMW for a second test drive by himself. Kalif had shown him that he had the cash and eventually left his passport as security. Chapel knew that Kalif was going to Pakistan soon and would need it. This was a sure guarantee that he would return with the car.
“Okay but you’d better be back in half an hour,” he said.
“That’s all I need,” replied Kalif with a smile.
Kalif had driven to Chapel’s house in the other BMW. He'd parked it near the old brick factory. Out of view of any houses and there were no through roads.
I'd found it very quickly on Ebay. The same year and same model. “Norman” had tinkered with it in the hotel’s rear car park for a couple of nights. The mileometer was adjusted, a couple of scratches added in the right places and, of course, the apple-picking device was added. Something that could never have been done in the space of a half hour test drive. All Kalif had to do now was switch the number plates, seat covers, air freshener, gear knob, tax disc and personal contents and hey presto, death on wheels.
“Sorry, man, but it doesn’t feel so good the second time round,” Kalif said as he handed the keys back to Chapel.
“What the hell do you mean?”
“I mean I aint gonna buy it man, sorry.”
“What’s wrong with it?”
“Take it out yourself man, there’s a rattle coming from somewhere. It doesn’t sound good, brother.”
Chapel looked angry as he jumped into the car, the squeal of the tyres just confirmed it. He roared off down the street, oblivious to the fact that a GPS was now mounted on his dashboard and a very expensive piece of engineering under the bonnet.
I kid you not, for the right price these Russians can get you anything.
When I was in the army, we called it a reverse positioning system. It was in its early days back then and much bigger than now. Basically instead of a GPS system telling you where to go, it took you there, whether you wanted to go or not. It controlled the steering, distance and speed. It was also fitted with brake sensors. We used it to send empty jeeps into areas we thought might be ambush zones.
Kalif checked the time on his new mobile phone. 2:35pm. He would have to give it another couple of minutes. He walked off towards the old brick factory taking a last look at Chapel’s house.
When Chapel answered his phone he was screaming. “What the fuck have you done to my car?”
“We’re just taking you on a little journey, Mr. Chapel.”
“The doors have locked you bastard!”
“Yes I know and they won’t be released until you reach your final destination. All you have to do Mr. Chapel is stay calm and everything will be okay.”
“Who the fuck is this?”
“It’s Kalif.”
“You don’t sound like him. Where are you taking me you bastard?”
“Turning left onto Lovaine Avenue,” said the metallic female voice from the dashboard.
Kalif got into the switched BMW.
“I’ll meet you there, Mr. Chapel,” he said.
“Where?” screamed the apple.
“You’ll see soon enough,” replied Kalif. “I know a short cut. Race you,” he laughed.
Kalif had been waiting for five minutes when he saw Chapel’s car turn the corner at the far end of the street. He'd kept the phone line open all the time so he couldn’t call for help.
“Mr. Chapel, you are almost at your journey’s end,” Kalif whispered into the phone.
The car was crawling at a snail’s pace up the street.
“I hope you've enjoyed your little tour. It’s almost over, don’t worry. If you would care to look to your left, you’ll see a large space. There once stood a happy family house in that gap. The house that the “little slut” lived in until you helped your friends burn it to the ground.”
He was screaming, almost crying now. “What the fuck is this all about? I had nothing to do with those two crazies!”
His car slowed to a stop opposite the fenced off pile of ashes.
“Who the fuck is this?” he yelled.
“Look to your right Mr. Chapel.”
He turned to look me in the eyes. Kalif was gone. Robert Chapel looked horrified.
“I’m London’s most wanted, Mr. Chapel, remember? Thank you for flying with Kalif Airlines.”
I waved the apple goodbye as his car accelerated at breakneck speed. I'll always remember that look of fear in his eyes, banging desperately to try and break the window.
By my calculations his car should have made impact with the wall at exactly 92 mph.
Status: Deceased.
Chapter 5
Renee Walton
I decided to give myself a cooling-off period of three days between each apple. I figured this would allow me time to see what the papers made of things, refocus and make sure the plans for the next one were as foolproof as possible.
As I locked Kalif back under the floorboards for the night, I actually wished him sweet dreams. I knew then, for my own sake, that I had to concentrate on what was actually going on. I couldn’t afford to lose the plot. Not yet.
Renee was proving a little more difficult to track down, probably due to the fact that she was forty years old and a touch wiser, but still not wise enough.
Nothing in her picture gave away any facts. I couldn’t work out why, what looked a decent, middle-aged woman would be a friend of Hamid.
I worked on the assumption that she was single. I spent that afternoon calling every R. Walton in the London area. I then moved onto the home counties. Nothing. No one knew of a Renee. I was wasting my time. Who’s to say that was her real name anyway? I felt like I’d hit my first barrier. Her profile was private and I didn’t want to try and access it, that would be the beginning of a trail. I had to do this from the outside. Leaving no clues until I was ready.
Every apple that fell had to appear unrelated to the next. An accident here, a suicide there and an occasional outright murder now and again. That was the plan. If anyone cottoned on to the game so early, it would be over. Offline. Status: In prison.
That same evening the press reports started to filter through about Robert Chapel’s death. The car had exploded on impact, which accident investigators estimated at close to 100 mph. I felt good. The absence of skid marks and absolute destruction of the vehicle could only lead them to surmise that somehow the accelerator had become jammed.
I had an overwhelming urge to celebrate. I wanted a drink. To feel the way I did when poor little Gillian was strung up. I started pacing the room. I had to focus. I sat back down in front of the dressing table and did my accounts. Including the purchase of the BMW and related gadgets I had only spent £36,500 so far.
Now, you may be thinking to yourself. Why didn’t you just pay someone to do all this? Like a hired killer? Three million quid can buy you a lot of bullets. Well don’t for one second think I hadn’t considered it. But what else did I have to do with my time?
Room service delivered my evening meal at 6:30 pm on the dot. A rap on the door signified it was sitting on the floor outside. I waited until the footsteps subsided and slid the tray inside.
As I ate, I thought about Renee. It would have been easy for me to move on to the next one but that would be admitting defeat. She was my first hurdle and I had to jump it. As I ate my yoghurt, I stared at her photograph. I had saved it and enlarged it, sharpening the image slightly. The picture had been taken indoors. It had a yellow tinge about it. The background offered nothing, it was out of focus. Then I noticed it. Why hadn’t I spotted it before? On the left hand side of her blouse she had a nametag. Who wears a nametag? Either the hotel industry or shops, or maybe even restaurants. That had to be the link. Her one mistake. A fatal mistake.
I racked my brains. There had to be a logical answer. Hamid wasn’t a big player. Most of his friends were homegrown apples and they were the ones I would deal with first. The exotic apples would be dealt with later, after all most of them were at the top of the tree.
As I lay in bed that night it suddenly hit me, and I knew that Norman would have to go shopping in Camden the next day.
*
The three properties owned by the Hamids weren’t difficult to find. They were included in their very informative website, imaginatively entitled Hamid Properties. It turned out they had quite an extensive portfolio of apartments and houses to let as well.
Norman had a niggling doubt in the back of his mind that he might just be clutching at straws here. But what the hell? It was worth a try.
The shops stood next to each other. Well maintained Victorian buildings. Norman entered the first. A greetings card shop. He wasn’t looking for a card he was looking for a nametag. Alas, the staff barely had matching uniforms never mind any form of identification.
The next shop was hardly worth the visit. A pet shop. The only member of staff, a young acne ridden rocker with more facial piercings than he had customers.
His last chance. Norman glanced up at the sign over the door. “Just For Her”. As he looked at the arrangement of lingerie and sex toys displayed in the window, he started to regret his choice of clothing. The long brown Mac fitted perfectly with his image but perhaps not in the event of browsing a ladies underwear shop. He was about to turn away, perhaps return as Kalif, when he heard a voice next to him.
“Don’t be shy, Sir. Girlfriend or wife? Or both?” she laughed.
Renee had a lovely laugh, thought Norman, childlike and innocent. Tall and slender with auburn hair, she looked ten years younger than her real age. She wasn’t wearing a wedding ring either. This one would be a shame, he thought.
“Unfortunately neither,” replied Norman. “I’m a widower. My son asked me to buy some underwear for his girlfriend. He’s too embarrassed to do it himself.”
“My God. That’s a bit of an old fashioned attitude if you don’t mind me saying so. Fifty percent of our customers are men.”
“We’re a bit of an old fashioned family.”
Norman would have blushed if his face hadn’t been made from latex.
“Why don’t you come inside, Sir?” asked Renee.
I had designed Norman to look like your average bloke on the Tube. There was nothing memorable about his features, yet the finished article had turned out to be quite handsome, in a boring sort of way. The make up supplied with the masks was used to blend the wearer’s lips and eyes seamlessly into the disguise.
Norman reluctantly followed Renee inside the shop.
“Now tell me Mr…?”
“Erm. Norman, you can call me Norman.” Norman had been given his own passport but he couldn’t remember his surname. Yet another teething problem.
“Well, Norman, I’m Renee. I’m the manageress here. In fact, I’m the only person employed in this branch so I suppose I’m the tea girl as well,” she laughed that innocent laugh again. “So tell me, did your son give you her sizes?”
Shit. He was caught off guard. He hadn’t been prepared for talking to the apple, never mind discussing women's lingerie with it. He looked Renee up and down.
“She’s probably exactly the same size as you,” he spluttered.
“In the chest department as well?”
“Yes,” he replied, looking at the floor now.
“Colour preference?”
“Erm, black,” he said.
Norman watched her buzz around the shop checking sizes and collecting an armful of underwear for him to choose from. He'd never felt more uncomfortable in his life. Yet still he couldn’t work out the relationship between this one and Hamid, a murderer and rapist. He decided that he would have to take a small risk.
Norman waited at the sales counter, praying to God that no one else came into the shop. Renee eventually returned with an assortment of bras, basques and undies. There was no way on this earth was Norman going to start looking through them.
“I’ll take them all,” he snapped.
“But Norman, you haven’t seen the choice yet.”
“It doesn’t matter. Just wrap them up please,”
“But there are about six different sets here.”
“It doesn’t matter, she’ll have plenty more birthdays.”
It hit him like a shovel to the back of head when he realised what he had just said. No, she won’t have any more birthdays. That was her last. Her eighteenth and that was why Norman and I were here. The rage started to surface again at the thought of it. Norman’s cheek began to throb.
“Well if you insist,” said Renee. “That’s going to be one hundred and eighty-five pounds and ninety-seven pence.”
Norman began counting out the cash.
“Oh dear, what did you do to your hand?” she asked, wincing.
He'd forgotten to wear his gloves. The horrendous burn scars on his left hand weren’t supposed to be seen by anyone. This was a big mistake and one that might have to change the game play.
“A car accident... a few years back. That’s how I ended up a widower,” he replied.
“Oh poor you,” she said with genuine sympathy. “I lost my husband twelve years ago. He was in the army when his helicopter crashed during a training exercise in Norfolk.”
That’s when Norman made his move.
“Renee, would you like to go out for a drink with me?” he asked. “Just a quiet drink somewhere, maybe after you finish work. I don’t get out too much and it would be nice to have some company for a couple of hours. We can discuss lingerie if it would make you feel better.”
That laugh again. So innocent, so naive, so not knowing what was about to happen to her. All because of a nametag she wore in a photograph.
“Well, Norman, I’m flattered thank you. I'd like that,” she replied shyly. “I finish at five. I could meet you across the road at the Trafalgar, if you like?”
It was all happening too fast. He wasn’t supposed to pick the fruit today, just to find it.
“Excellent. I’ll meet you over there then. That gives me time to drop these off to my son. I’m sure he’ll be very happy. Thank you so much for your help Renee.”
“I’ll see you at five then?”
“Of course. I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” he smiled.
Norman had three hours to get back to the hotel, send Kalif to the see the Russian, get back and let Norman go on his date. It was going to be tight but it had to be done.
*
Serge’s bar was simply named “White Russian,” even though he and his comrades were actually Ukrainian. The bar was off the beaten track, up a side alley just outside Kentish Town. It was an unwelcoming place by design. Obviously a former office. The interior was sparse with a mish mash of tables and chairs. All the signs were in Russian and the windows blanked out by a huge Kiev flag depicting a winged angel holding a shield and what Kalif could only assume was a large branch for hitting people with.
Serge and his pals had fled from the Ukraine to England, under dubious circumstances, just before its independence from the Soviet Union back in ‘91.He wasn’t your stereotypical Russian mind you. Six foot five, head like a concrete block and muscles that could wrestle the Statue of Liberty to the ground. No, Serge was more shrew-like. A short bloke with a grey Bobby Charlton comb over and half-rimmed glasses. Never let appearances deceive though; rumour had it these people could get you anything from a helicopter gun ship to a ton of cocaine if you had the cash.
“So you think I can just come up with that sort of shit in thirty minutes?” Serge demanded of Kalif.
“Come on man. My boss has given you a lot of dosh already and he’s gonna send me with a shopping list soon. Man, he’s got money to burn and he’s gonna need some serious shit soon, but this is an emergency, man. He needs it quick. Money’s no problem, brother.”
Serge had an annoying habit of sniffing when he was thinking. He was sniffing now. He poured Kalif a large vodka in a very small glass.
“Drink!” he ordered. “It looks suspicious if you don’t. I will be back in five minutes. Watch the bar for me.”
Kalif sipped the vodka. It made him cough as it slowly burned its way down to his stomach. It was the first time he'd ever tried spirits. After the initial shock it didn’t taste too bad, it gave him a warm feeling inside, a certain light-headedness.
Serge returned from the back room and immediately topped up the empty glass pouring one for himself at the same time.
“Cheers,” he said clinking glasses with Kalif. “Someone will be here in twenty minutes with what you require. I will explain it all to you then.”
Serge poured the vodka down his neck in one go as though it were cold tea. Banging the empty glass down on the bar before refilling it. Not wanting to offend his host’s homeland traditions, Kalif followed suit.
Twenty minutes and seven large vodkas later, a man riding a moped pulled up outside and tooted the horn. Serge went outside and returned with a small envelope.
“Is that it?” asked Kalif.
“Yes my friend, this is it,” replied Serge, opening the envelope.
Inside was a small plastic bag with what looked like, quite simply, mush inside of it.
“And that’s what we get for two hundred quid?” asked Kalif indignantly.
“My friend, this is Ricin. You must pass these instructions on to your boss. In this form, it can only be taken by the mouth. I could have got you powder but you don’t give me enough time. There is no... how do you say, cure?”
“Antidote.”
“That is the word. It is also untraceable as the cause of dying. Your boss must not touch this with his hand. Whichever enemy takes all of this amount by mouth will be dead in one day. As soon as it is eaten it starts to work. There can be no going backwards. A horrible, horrible way to die.”
Serge crossed himself and muttered something beneath his breath. Kalif handed over the cash and stood up, swaying a little to the left. The vodka slammers were starting to take effect. They shook hands. As Kalif headed uncertainly towards the door, Serge called out to him.
“My friend. Please tell your boss that if he needs anymore of this shit he can make it himself. Tell him to see his computer. I hate doing business with this Latvian bastard. He charge too much.”
*
Norman felt like shit as he headed towards the Trafalgar Arms. He silently cursed Kalif for drinking so much. Bloody youth today.
It was 4:50 pm. The lights were still on in “Just For Her” across the road. Norman had just enough time to assess the situation. They needed to sit away from any security cameras. Preferably a quiet spot as far away from the bar as possible. He checked the menu; plenty of sandwiches were available to order.
“Yes, Sir, what’ll it be?” asked the barman.
“Can I have pint of orange and lemonade and two cheese and salad sandwiches please?”
“What’s the table number Sir?”
“Oh, I’m sorry I don’t know, it’ll be that one in the corner by the window,” replied Norman, pointing.
“Okay, that’s number three,” replied the barman.
How ironic, thought Norman. He picked up his orange juice and took a seat, waiting for his apple.
At exactly five o’clock the lights dimmed in the shop. He watched Renee lock the doors and head towards the pedestrian crossing.
“Here we are Sir,” announced the barman, putting the sandwiches down on the table.
“Thank you,” acknowledged Norman.
The lights were still green, the rush hour traffic bumper to bumper, he had a couple more minutes. He opened the sandwich in front of him. Carefully taking the small plastic bag from his pocket, he mixed the deadly bean mush in with the lettuce, quickly putting it back together before swapping it for the sandwich on the other side of the table.
“Hi Norman, sorry if I’m late,” said Renee. “I hope you haven’t been waiting long.”
“Not at all. What would you like to drink?”
“I’ll have a gin and tonic thanks,” she replied, hanging her coat on the back of her chair. “Oh, you’ve ordered some food, how considerate, I’m famished.”
Norman got the drinks from the bar. He ordered himself a double vodka and orange juice. Untraceable, just like the Ricin, just like the cash he used to pay, just like him.
“Here we are,” he said as he handed Renee her drink. “So how did your day end up? No more dirty old men, I hope.”
That laugh again. It sent a tingle down Norman’s spine.
“Not bad I suppose. Business isn’t too good at the moment. The landlord put the rent up on the shop a couple of months ago, so my bonuses from head office have been cut to the bone and I’m under a lot of pressure to make the targets.”
Norman noted a certain sadness in Renee’s eyes as she talked but there was no need for sympathy. She was merely another apple from Hamid’s tree.
“Who is the landlord?” asked Norman innocently.
“The Hamid family from St. James’s,” she replied, biting into her sandwich.
“Hamid? That name rings a bell. Wasn’t there something on the news recently about some Hamid or other?”
Renee nodded, her mouth full. She waved her hand politely as if to say, I’ll speak when I’ve finished this.
Keep eating, thought Norman, keep eating.
“I remember now. It was that Old Bailey trial the son was accused of rape or something,” keep talking, he thought, let her eat up. “That was it. He was supposed to have raped some young girl and then set fire to the house. I think the girl’s mother died as well if my memory serves me correctly. Terrible affair. But I’m sure the court’s verdict was correct. British justice and all that. I’d hate for them to condemn an innocent man.”
“Bullshit!” said Renee, wiping her mouth with a napkin. The sandwich was gone. “That little bastard was as guilty as they come.”
“Sorry?”
“I said that little piece of vermin was guilty as all hell, believe me Norman.” Her innocence was gone in a flash.
“Oh. I take it you know him then?”
“Knew him. Past tense,” she emphasised. “He used to come and do monthly inspections of the shop for his parents. He seemed like a nice lad at first. That was before all this happened mind you. I used to make him a cup of tea every time he came. We’d always have a good old chinwag. He’d talk about how he wanted to open London’s hippest nightclub but his parents didn’t trust him with the money so he had to try and earn it himself.”
“What did he do for a living?”
“Nothing. That’s the point. He always drove flash cars but I don’t think he ever worked. His parents probably just gave him enough to keep him out of trouble. Anyway, he came to do an inspection about a year or so ago. I could see when he came into the shop that he was on something. His eyes were wide-open, pupils like pinpricks. He locked the door behind himself and..,” she paused, fishing the crucifix out from under her blouse, gripping it firmly in her hand. “He grabbed me,” she shuddered. “He tried to force me into the changing room. He tried to do to me what he did to that poor little girl.”
She looked Norman in the eye, still holding the cross.
“When I heard what he'd done, I felt sick. I thought that if I'd gone to the police about what he did to me in the shop then it might never have happened to her.”
Norman felt the rage rising.
“But by then it was too late,” Renee continued. “I went to church every night after work and prayed for the souls of that poor girl and her mother.”
Norman felt a lump in his throat. Renee wiped away a tear with her napkin.
“When I first read about it in the paper I cried for hours. I knew exactly how the husband must have felt. I was in a similar position when my Robert was killed. I was six months pregnant you see, with our first child. The trauma caused me to miscarry. So you see, I lost my entire family too,” she wiped her running nose. “God, listen to me. We’ve only known each other for a day and I’m depressing you with all my sob stories.”
Renee straightened herself up, smiled and laughed that laugh through wet but sparkling eyes. “Anyway, enough about me. Tell me about yourself, Norman.”
What was there to tell? He was only two weeks old after all.
“Tell me Renee,” whispered Norman, leaning across the table for more privacy. “Why are you still friends with Abdul Hamid on Facebook?”
She looked confused for a moment, then she started to laugh.
“You cheeky so-and-so. You’ve been checking up on me haven’t you? I bet you were trying to check out my status?”
God, she was naive. She didn’t even ask how he knew her surname. If she had done he would have told her it was on the receipt from today’s purchase. But she didn’t, which is just as well because it wasn’t.
“Well?” asked Norman again.
“The little bastard kept asking me for a phone number or email address but I refused to give him one, so I ended up giving him my Facebook page. I meant to take him off as a friend ages ago but I never use it anymore. Shit,” she said, covering her mouth. “How bad does that look, me still being friends with a murderer?”
Norman asked the barman to call Renee a taxi when she started to complain of stomach pains. She apologised profusely for cutting the night so short and asked if they could do it again soon.
“Somehow, I don’t think that will be possible, Renee,” replied Norman, as the taxi took her way.
Chapter 6
I cursed myself to Hell when Norman came back with the news. I hadn’t factored in the possibility that some of Hamid’s friends might not be “real” friends after all. I was shocked. Furious with myself. What if they were there by chance? Or pure bad luck.
I knew what I had to do. I had to shake the apple tree and I had to shake it hard so only the loyal clung on. My plan didn’t include killing the innocent.
I put Norman to bed and spent the rest of that night and the next day relaxing. I had to clear my mind. I watched the news, as always. Renee got a small mention. She was dead. They thought it might be Legionnaire’s or Salmonella. The Trafalgar Arms had been shut down.
I'd promised myself all along that I wasn’t going to get involved in the network. Now I felt that I must, I had to make sure there were no more Renee Waltons out there. Death by association.
I had to be clever, which I knew I was. I had to be subtle enough not to cause suspicion and I knew exactly how to do it.
After ten minutes research I had the name and address of Hamid’s barrister, Steven Neilson. I took his official looking picture from his chamber’s website and I was in business. It took me five minutes to create his Facebook page, via an anonymous IP address I hasten to add. I added a bit of bullshit about his career etcetera and started a simple poll entitled “Clear Abdul Hamid’s Name.” I kept my account private, only those people I had asked to join as “friends” could read it once accepted.
“Dear friends of Abdul,” it began, “as I am sure you are all aware, our mutual friend has suffered quite a traumatic ordeal at the hands of the British justice system. Thankfully Abdul has been absolved of all wrongdoing and this is where your help can come in. I would like you to take a second to fill in the poll, which you can see below. Why? Because I am personally seeking justice for him in the form of recompense and cleansing of his name,” Fuck, I was starting to sound like the Pope. “This poll is totally anonymous and no further communication will be entered into unless you would like to submit an online character reference.”
I then applied to be friends with all of the uncertain apples, all of the “Renee Waltons.” I obviously didn’t send this to the family members he had listed or Hamid himself. With 105 apples left, I could do with narrowing them down anyway. In retrospect I should have done this from the start.
All his “friends” had to do was click on one of two answers. There was also a comments box below. Only I could read the results.
1) I am still a friend of Abdul and his name should be cleared.
2) I am no longer one of Abdul’s friends.
It seemed a bit of a long shot but I had nothing to lose. In fact quite the opposite, anyone who responded would allow me access to their pages as well.
I went to bed at 10:00 pm. I had firmly decided not to do anything for thirty-six hours. Then I would check the poll and make a decision after that.
I fell asleep to the sound of Renee’s laugh. It had sounded just like Anna’s.
Chapter 7
The laptop remained under the floorboards for almost two days. The television remained turned off for the same period. I just ate, slept, thought, and at one point started counting my money. I gave up after five hours.
It was time. Time to see if anyone had unknowingly just saved their own lives by the single click of a mouse. It may sound like a profound statement but believe me it's not. If you haven’t yet worked it out, it's my plan to get rid of every single person that Abdul Hamid cares about and where is the only place I can find that information? On his Facebook page, of course.
It's my solemn intention to alleviate him of his entire “network”. His friends will go first, then Kalif, Norman, Albert and I will start with his family. He will suffer like I did only a thousand times worse. When my story finishes he will pray to his God that he'd never been born, the only problem is that by that time, I will be his God.
*
I was surprised to see that ninety people had accepted me as their friend. Fuck, wasn’t I the privileged one. I now had to recalculate. One hundred and five minus the eighty-nine who had now washed their hands of Hamid since they thought the law were sniffing around. That left thirteen, plus his family members. Divided by £1,749,000, it equalled just over £87,500 each. I knew we would have to go to Pakistan, which would prove expensive, so let’s say I had £80,000 to spend on each apple. That was just bloody ridiculous. It could never be done. But it had to be. That was the plan. The money had to be gone when I crucified Hamid. I had to readjust. Having said that; I was still waiting for fifteen more replies. I would give them twenty-four hours to reply and if not, they would be deemed guilty.
By God this was getting complicated. I started a spreadsheet, copying and pasting photographs and details. The thirteen friends who were currently sticking by Hamid were now top of my list. Some of the comments they left me were disgusting. Not something even a serial killer would repeat.
*
I sent Albert out to the off licence around the corner from the hotel, to buy a bottle of vodka. By the time he came back the old bastard had drunk a good mouthful or two. I’ll send Norman next time. He tends not to drink as much. As I mentioned earlier, I never used to drink, but that was back then. Now I find it helps quell the rage, which seems to be surfacing more often nowadays. We still have a long road to walk and we must do whatever it takes to remain in control.
Chapter 8
Nazim Khan
Friends Reunited enlightened me to the fact that Khan and Hamid had gone to school together for four years. Their paths had obviously forked at some point as Khan went on to pursue a career in dentistry. While his scumbag friend hides out as one of the country’s luckiest murderers, Khan is studying hard at Bart’s School of Dentistry in Tower Hamlets, and I know just the man to wipe the smile of his face.
When he filled in my online poll, he basically pledged his allegiance to Hamid. His comments were hurtful and echoed those made by the other twelve in the fact that they were all of the opinion Laura had deserved what she got.
This apple was going to be my first direct assault on Hamid’s immediate circle of friends. This apple was going to suffer for what he said about my dear little Laura.
*
Nazim Khan. Age: 21. Religion: Muslim. Status: In a relationship. Likes: Hip Hop & RnB. Dislikes: Politics, Heavy Metal & English Food.
Obviously doesn’t mind the British women though, judging by his photographs. Seems quite the lady’s man by all accounts. That was a possible weakness. But it was old Albert’s turn and at seventy odd, and male, he couldn’t very well turn that to his advantage.
It was almost two weeks now and we'd only managed to pick three apples. One suicide, one accidental car crash and an unfortunate case of food poisoning. No outright murder yet. No links between the apples. That was good. But we still had at least thirty-one to go, at this rate it would take us just over four months, if we weren’t caught beforehand. Things had to be speeded up. To finish our job in two months we would have to revert to one apple every two days without getting sloppy. Kalif would have to take my shopping list to the White Russian. We needed to stock up on supplies to get this thing done.
*
Albert’s drinking was starting to concern me, but it was something I could discuss with him at a later date. For now he had to get on with his appointed task.
Sitting on the bench opposite the dentistry school, Albert looked like any one of the thousands of homeless drunks in London. He knew he had only two days to do this. The first day for reconnaissance, the second to pick the fruit. Khan’s face was burned into his memory.
The cheap bottle of vodka in the brown paper bag had originally been part of his disguise, but Albert had felt the urge too strong to resist and he was now a quarter of the way through it when he spotted Khan coming out of the main entrance. Albert thought he recognised the blonde girl who had been waiting outside for him but he couldn’t be certain. Two apples for the price of one would be nice.
It took those two pathetic lovers over four hours to eventually lead him to their flat. He felt the rage rising as he was forced to watch them wander through the park, arm in arm, laughing and messing around. Probably discussing having a family of their own one day. They stopped for drinks at a bar called the Flagstaff. He had to wait outside just over an hour for them to leave. Meanwhile the rain had started, it was getting dark and cold. Albert felt an overwhelming urge to run up to Khan and just kill him there and then, he knew he could easily overpower him. He could break the vodka bottle and gash his neck. It would be over in seconds and he could retreat back through the park. It had been quiet before and now with the rain and the fall of dusk it was guaranteed to be empty.
He took another swig of vodka. He felt the rage subside a little and continued on his journey, Khan and his little bitch leading the way.
46c Worcester Road. That was his address. A big old Victorian property subdivided into flats and bedsits. A “For Sale” sign outside.
The buzzer system by the front door had sixteen buttons. Access wasn’t going to be a problem. Albert retreated across the street, hiding in the shadows he waited to see which light would come on then he would know exactly which flat was Khan’s.
Khan didn’t let him down. First floor flat, front left, just above the bay window of the ground floor one.
The girl was still playing on Albert’s mind. If she was another apple, did she live with Khan? If not she would probably head home later. Probably in a taxi where he couldn’t get to her. If she was another one, this would have to be done tonight.
Albert contemplated going to an Internet café but he knew that was an unnecessary risk. Instead he took the Tube back to his Kings Cross hotel suite and back to the security of our nest.
Katherine Bell. Status: In a relationship. For the next few hours, thought Albert. She was another one who had pledged allegiance. She was another one who had to die.
Albert spent an hour Googling Khan’s address. The flats and bedsits turned out to be owned and not rented as he had first assumed. Kenton & Rogers Estate Agency was handling the sale of the ground floor flat below Khan. Vacant possession. Albert looked at the floor plan and interior photographs. It would almost certainly be a carbon copy layout of Khan’s flat.
192.com confirmed Khan’s address and gave Albert the phone number as well. He took Kalif’s mobile phone and his own shopping bag from beneath the floorboards, slipped out through the rear car park and hailed a cab.
On his way back to Worcester Road, he asked the driver to drop him off outside a builder’s yard, which he'd walked past on his way to the Tube station earlier. Albert paid the cab fair, went into the builder’s yard and then walked back to Khan’s flat stopping in at a petrol station on the way.
It was now eight o’clock. Albert was back in the shadows on the opposite side of the road. He watched the silhouettes against the net curtains. He watched Khan drying himself after his shower and start to dress. He watched Katherine Bell apply her makeup. He watched them close the curtains. He watched them leave the building and wander down the street laughing, discussing whether it should be Indian or Chinese tonight. They didn't see Albert in the shadows as they headed off for their last supper together.
The builder’s pickup turned up about fifteen minutes later. They had everything he'd ordered.
“Funny time of night for a delivery,” remarked the driver.
“The men are starting at six in the morning,” replied Albert.
“Where do you want it then?”
“Just put it up the side of that house there.”
The driver reversed into the driveway, where he and his sidekick offloaded the breezeblocks, sand, cement, ladder and tools into the side garden by the ground floor flat, out of sight. Albert gave them a twenty quid tip explaining that this was all part of a surprise for his grandson, for whom he'd bought the flat. The builders drove off not caring about his heart-warming story, even if it had indeed been true.
It only took Albert an hour to finish the job, after which he returned to his shadows and had a celebratory drink of vodka.
He used the crowbar to force open the door on the bottom of the lamppost, before ripping out the wires. Khan and his bitch didn’t even notice how much darker it was when they returned three hours later. Albert could hear their drunken laughs as they staggered up the street. Another twenty minutes and the flat was in darkness. Both apples tucked up in bed together.
When Albert checked the time on Kalif’s phone it was almost midnight. Another hour and it would be set. He sipped his vodka to help pass the time.
At 1:00 am he knew it was time to make his move. He pressed the call button for 46b. A sleepy voice answered.
“Who the fuck is this? Do you know what time it is, man?”
“Hey sorry dude. It’s Khan from down the hall. I forgot my key, can you just buzz me in, please?”
The petrol can was concealed in Albert’s shopping bag. This was going to be his second kill. He was feeling the buzz. The adrenalin coursed through his veins, his cheek throbbed. He crept up the stairs and turned left, emptying all five litres under the door. Luckily the floor sloped to his advantage, he didn’t want to kill any more innocents.
The petrol fumes, mixed with the vodka, gave him a serious high, a feeling of total invincibility. He took the phone out of his pocket again and dialled Khan’s number. He hoped he would have a bedside phone like the flat downstairs.
“Hello,” answered a groggy voice.
“Nazim Khan?”
“Yeah. Who’s this?”
“This is Detective Inspector Robert Niles. I'm standing outside your front door. I need you to let us in. We have some questions to ask you.”
The phone went dead. Albert could hear some movement, some mutterings then a yell of “what the fuck?” Followed by a thud as Khan slipped on the fluid. The match touched the edge of the flood; the suction was amazing, the screams that followed were even better, as Khan’s nylon pyjamas melted to his skin.
Katherine Bell’s screams soon followed. This wasn’t enough to kill Khan, he knew that he would rise and head for the window, albeit in agonizing pain. As Albert headed downstairs to witness the finale he banged on the other doors.
“Fire!” he yelled. “Everyone get out now!”
Albert had left the ladder in place. He climbed up onto the flat roof of the bay window beneath Khan’s flat. He pushed against the block wall he'd built in front of the windows. It was rock solid. Painted black so that Khan and his bitch wouldn’t notice it on their return. Albert had left a gap in the blocks so he could watch them suffer. As he stood there he felt the heat increasing. The window broke, a chair leg stabbed through the gap in the barricade. A sharp intake of air and the flat lit up even more. Katherine Bell screamed for her life. The glass continued to be smashed away, and then the gap was filled, Khan’s head trying to squeeze through the space of one missing breezeblock.
“Good Morning,” Albert said.
“Help me! For God’s sake you have to help me!” begged Khan.
Katherine had fallen silent.
Albert took a moment to savour the suffering, Khan’s head wedged between the blocks, smoke billowing out from the small gaps around his face, obviously in pain but breathing fresh air.
“You’ve gotta help me, man,” he begged.
“And why is that?” asked Albert.
“I’m hurt, man, I’m hurt bad.”
Albert waved the phone in front of Khan’s face.
“Here you are. Call for help,” he laughed. “Oh sorry, I forgot, you can’t, unless you can dial with your tongue that is. In that case I suppose I’m just going to have to leave you here to die.”
“Why are you doing this?” pleaded Khan.
“Ask your friend Hamid….when you meet him in Hell.”
Albert picked up the crowbar from the roof and hit Khan with all his might. As he fell backwards into the flames Albert picked up the last breezeblock and hammered into place. A perfect fit.
Albert put the crowbar, fuel can and any other evidence he could find back into his shopping bag and wandered off.
Chapter 9
“Good morning, it’s eight o’clock and this is the news from BBC London. I’m Richard Noble. Police are this morning investigating the possible murder of two people found dead in a burning property on Worcester Road in the east of the city. Early reports indicate the windows to the first floor flat were actually bricked up before the fire was started. Fire investigators have confirmed that an incendiary was used to start the blaze and haven’t ruled out the use of petrol but say they are still awaiting test results. The blaze at the property, which has a total of twenty-four residents, was brought under control at around three o’clock this morning. A police spokesman confirmed that no one else was hurt in the fire. We’ll have more on this as news comes in. Meanwhile in the rest of today’s headlines…”
I was pissed off with Albert for rushing into things but at the same time I was also quite proud that he'd picked two apples together, although I wasn’t about to tell him so. Nevertheless it had saved us all some time. My God I hoped that bastard Khan suffered.
Of course, this was going to shift the game play slightly. The police would be onto this but I doubt if they would link Khan’s death with Hamid. I hope not anyway because that would ruin the game.
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