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This book was written during quarantine, 2020, and I’d like to dedicate it to the doctors, nurses, healthcare professionals, and all the other frontline workers who put their own lives on the line, during this most trying of times, to help others.

I’d also like to dedicate it to Ramon Thompson. Rest in Peace, Granddad. We miss you...

Gwendolyn Anne Becker, beloved mother to Claire Elaine Becker and Noah Matthew Becker, and husband to the late Frank Alexander Becker, passed away at her family home in Neilston (the exact date of her passing has yet to be confirmed). A long-time resident of Neilston, Gwendolyn was beloved by many and will be dearly missed by her children, Claire and Noah. A small service has been arranged for Saturday 27th August, at Our Lady of Sorrows Church, in Neilston. Proceedings will begin at 12pm.

Claire Elaine Becker, 28, beloved daughter of Gwendolyn Anne Becker and Frank Alexander Becker, passed away suddenly on Tuesday, 18th August, following an accident on the road between Grandtully and Aberfeldy, in northern Perthshire. Claire was the eldest child of Gwendolyn and Frank and leaves behind her younger brother, Noah. At the request of her brother, Claire is to be laid to rest on the same day as their mother, who sadly passed away in the weeks prior to Claire’s passing. Both women will be laid to rest beside the late Frank Alexander Becker, in Neilston Cemetery, on Saturday 27th August. A brief service will be held at the Our Lady of Sorrows Church at 12pm on the day.

Noah Matthew Becker, born 16th April, 1983, passed away on Friday, 21st August, following an incident at the High Court of Judiciary in Glasgow. He will now be laid to rest on the same day as his sister, Claire Elaine Becker, who sadly passed away three days prior to Noah’s passing, and his mother, Gwendolyn Anne Becker, who also passed recently. Claire and Noah were the only children of Gwendolyn and Frank Becker (both now deceased). The joint service will be held on Saturday, 27th August, at Our Lady of Sorrows Church, in Neilston. Proceedings will begin at 12pm.
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Prologue
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Adam Hunt

Of all the possible ways his life could have gone, Adam could not have believed, in his wildest most fantastical dreams, the sequence of events he’d just watched unfold over the past eight weeks. The Judge, or Lord Justice, or Lord President, or whatever you wanted to call him, had just thrown the book at him in the most damning way possible; sealing his fate, erasing his future and topping off what had been, without a doubt, the worst two months of his life. Eighteen years at HMP Deepwood and now he had all the time in the world to mull it over.

Deepwood was situated in Brackletter, not far from Fort William in the Highlands of Scotland. The River Spean ran nearby and General Wade’s military road, between Fort William and Fort Augustus, was only a short walking distance away. Adam had walked that road with his father as a boy; the old military roads of Scotland had always fascinated Jack Hunt. Constructed during the middle of the eighteenth century in a vain attempt by the Government to bring order to a region in turmoil, after the Jacobite Rebellion of 1715, Adam had been bored to tears as his father recounted these endless titbits to him on their long country walks together.

The site where Deepwood now stood was famous for that one night in June 1941, during the second Great War, when it housed the now notorious Nazi war criminal, Rudolph Hess, before his transfer to the Tower of London the next day. In 1941, Deepwood had been a barracks for the Royal Observer Corps and was intended to be a holding place for Hess until the war came to an end. The barracks were converted to a prison in the mid-1960s and the building in which Hess had slept was knocked down in the 1980s during renovations to the East Wing. The sole remnant of his stay is a small plaque marking the spot that had once been his cell.

Adam reflected on these shadows from the past as they travelled. This part of Scotland saw nothing but snow for five months of the year, while the skiing season flourished, then the next seven months were nothing but rain. It battered the tiny windows of the G4S custodial truck, as it wound along the backroads on its way north through the Highlands, from Glasgow High Court of Justiciary; a granite essay in neo-classicism that glares over the banks of the River Clyde.

It was a three-hour drive through a beautiful stretch of country. Not that Adam could see any of it; the narrow windows of the custodial truck were barely eight inches wide and the plastic was frosted and pockmarked with graffiti. Prisoners weren’t meant to be able to enjoy the view on rides like this, and passers-by weren’t meant to see inside either. Incidentally, Adam’s fellow passengers were some of the lewdest and most violent looking men he’d ever had the displeasure to lay eyes on, and the screws at G4S Custodial preferred to spare the public’s eyes the same misfortune.

Inside the truck, each prisoner was squeezed inside their own tiny compartment. They offered little to no cushioning when the truck lurched cruelly, throwing Adam hard against the wall. In essence, it wasn’t a seat that Adam sat on as much as it was a bench, and seatbelts, of course, were a needless expenditure in such vehicles. The compartment had been designed to allow for as little room as possible; his knees were pressed painfully against the plastic wall in front of him, locking him into a fully upright position. Only the top half of his body remained free to roam the cabin. His wrists lay handcuffed between his thighs and other than the foot or so of space above his head, he had absolutely no room to manoeuvre himself.

Adam would come to learn that these trucks, amongst the community of convicts, were lovingly referred to as sweat boxes; but the way he remembered that first trip, ice boxes would have been a more fitting moniker. It was the most claustrophobic situation he’d ever found himself in, and he tried not to think about it as the truck ploughed ceaselessly through the rain. That three-hour drive up to Deepwood had felt like an eternity. He couldn’t wait for it to be over. Adam didn’t know it at the time, but a few days from now he would gladly have spent an eternity in that truck if it got him away from Deepwood.

While on remand, he’d managed to get a hold of a copy of the Scottish Daily Telegraph, featuring himself on the front page. They’d used a picture of him from his wedding day, alongside his bride – Perth Man Arrested on Suspicion of Murder, read the title. Although the picture was flattering, the article was not.

Police have arrested a twenty-five-year-old man in connection with the death of his wife. The woman, twenty-six, was found with knife wounds to her neck; medics at the scene were unable to revive her. She was pronounced dead shortly thereafter.

When asked for comment, Constable Alan McDonald, of Perth and Kinross Police, had the following to say:

‘We’ve taken a man into custody who we believe has information regarding the incident in question.’

When asked about a motive, Constable McDonald replied:

‘We have no clear motive at present, but questioning is underway, and we are confident of charging a suspect within the next 24 hours.’

If charged, the accused will likely spend the next twenty to thirty years behind bars. Until then, residents are left wondering why yet another murder has shaken the once peaceful City of Perth.
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Claire

Claire rolled over and slammed the snooze button on the Remington clock radio alarm that was an old gift from her brother. It was Wednesday, 6am, and Wednesday was a school day. She’d been subbing at St George’s for nearly six months now and the days didn’t seem to be getting any shorter. Why she’d assumed a class full of nine-year-olds would be preferable to long days in a courtroom, sat beside the world’s most despicable miscreants, was beyond her.

Defending criminals hadn’t exactly been the glitz and the glamour she’d been hoping a career in law would bring her. Especially in London, where knife-crime was rife, and the hope of a viable defence was essentially non-existent. Her job had been reduced to escorting her clients from their brief day in court, straight back to the holding cells where they came from. In essence, she’d been reduced to a middleman - a boatman for the damned, ferrying them across the long winding judicial system to the Underworld - though she would never admit that to herself. These men didn’t belong out on the streets: Thieves, rapists, murderers, even terrorists; London was brimming with the lot of them. The ones with enough money to afford legal representation from a firm such as her own were only delaying the inevitable.

Claire had fallen into the world of criminal law in much the same way most studious, bright-eyed overachievers did. She’d grown up watching Ally McBeal on Channel 4 in the evenings with her mother and decided right there and then, at fifteen-years-old, that that’s what she was going to do with her life. She certainly had the brains for it (plus her mother’s brother, Duncan, had been a lawyer in his day, so it kind of ran in the family).

After acing her A-levels in high school then graduating with a first-class degree in Law from the University of Westminster, she’d landed her dream job a month later in the centre of one of the most exciting cities in the world. Dean, Whitney and Campbell LLP had hired her as one of their graduate legal assistants at their offices on Tottenham Court Road. After two years of shadowing one of the more senior solicitors, and after studying for more professional exams than she cared to remember, she was ready to take on her own cases.

The first person who arrived at her desk, for her very first case, was a man named Asif Hussain. He’d been making rounds on the news stations recently as one of the four terrorists responsible for the Boxing Day bombings that shook the country in the winter of 2005. Unfortunately for Asif, the suicide vest which he’d intended to end his own life with, as well as the lives of countless others on the bus that day, had served only to sever his right arm and puncture his right lung. The vest had misfired and only partially detonated, maiming Asif and badly injuring seven other people in the process. After six months in a hospital and six months detained in a prison cell at Pentonville, he was finally declared suitable to stand trial for his intended crimes against the people of the West.

Fortunately for Hussain (who now wore a suit with one empty arm pinned up at the elbow), his father had sourced him the necessary funds to procure the council of Dean, Whitney and Campbell (not the most expensive firm on the block by any means, but far from the cheapest). The Partners had decided, with their all-knowing wisdom, to pass this case on to one of their newly promoted junior solicitors. Thus, it was Claire’s office door that Mr Hussain’s father would walk through on that rainy Monday morning back in December 2006.

The visits to the prison in those months had been the scariest of her life. She’d visited prisons before, of course, during her shadowing days as a graduate trainee, but she’d always felt protected then, as if she were behind an invisible glass window; merely observing and thus impervious to harm. Now she was out on her own, she felt more vulnerable than she could ever have thought possible. They say you develop a thick skin working in the criminal justice system, but back in those days, Claire’s skin was as translucent as her favourite drink, which happened to be vodka.

Asif’s father had travelled down from Leeds, in the North East of England, where he owned and worked in a local corner shop with his wife Naila. Of his four children, Asif was the youngest at twenty years old. Asif’s older sisters had both returned to Pakistan where they’d found husbands and started families of their own. Asif’s brother, Imran, had a flat in the Beeston area of Leeds, and it was in this flat that Asif was living at the time of the bombing.

Asif had been a quiet boy growing up in Holbeck, near Leeds. His teachers had called him a ‘slow gentle giant’, due to his size and good nature. At school he had a good attendance record and did moderately well with his studies. According to his father, his problems began while at college, where he met Mohammed Abdul Khan and Shehzad Ali, with whom he frequented the Stratford Street mosque. He also became intimately associated with the Hamara Youth Access Point (a drop-in centre for teens) which was operated by the Hamara Healthy Living Centre – an Islamic charity partly funded by the UK government. It was at the Hamara Access Point that Asif’s father believes he became intimately associated with radical individuals who put Asif on the path to destruction.

On the morning of December 26th, 2005, Asif, and three other Islamic terrorists, separately detonated three homemade devices in rapid succession aboard London Underground trains across the city. Then later, a fourth device was detonated by Asif himself aboard a double decker bus in Tavistock Square, in the London borough of Camden. Of the four bombers, Asif was the only one to survive. His right arm was completely severed by the blast from his vest, breaking seven of his ribs and puncturing his lung. As well as Asif’s fellow attackers, fifty-two people died and over seven hundred were injured that day, resulting in one of the single biggest tragedies to happen on British soil since the bombing of Pan Am Flight 103 over Lockerby in Scotland. On the day that Asif Hussain’s father walked into her office, Claire started the beginning of the end of her short but pivotal career in criminal law.

***
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Three months after the trial of Asif Hussain had ended, and the media frenzy that had surrounded her for over a year had finally subsided, Claire quit her job at Dean, Whitney and Campbell, and hadn’t looked back since (well, at least not until today). Since March this year, Claire had worked as a substitute teacher at St George the Martyr Church of England Primary School, in Camden. She taught mainly year fours, which were eight to nine years old, but occasionally taught some of the older kids in year five and year six. The teacher who Claire was substituting for, Mrs Higginbottom, had left on maternity leave and was due to extend her leave by a further three months owing to a suspected case of postpartum depression. This suited Claire just fine as it saved her the hassle of finding other travel arrangements for her next subby posting, wherever that may be.

St George’s, as luck would have it, was walking distance from her flat in Camden - fifteen minutes walking distance to be precise. During this walk, Claire passed King’s Cross station every morning at precisely the same time. Today, as it was raining, she had her umbrella held high as she ploughed on through the crowd of pedestrians as they crossed the street towards the station. Battling with the wind, she reached in her pocket to grab a stick of chewing gum, before realising she was out of gum. To her left was a small newsstand which was thankfully queue-free. She rushed over to it, grabbing a packet of Wrigley’s Tutti Frutti and handing it to the man seated opposite, hidden behind a somewhat imposing wall of chocolate bars. As the man handed Claire her change, she noticed the front page of one of the newspapers laying in a pile at her feet. The doubletake she did next was so violent that she brushed the entire front row of chocolate bars to the floor.

Picking them up clumsily and apologising, she couldn’t take her eyes off the front page of that paper. Staring back at her from the wet, blurring ink of the Daily Telegraph was a face she hadn’t seen in person for over a decade – the face of her increasingly estranged cousin, Adam.
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Once Upon a Time

Claire extracted the first paper from the pile and stared at the front page in mixed shock and disbelief. She recognised his face immediately. They had been close growing up, back in Scotland, until she’d moved down to London, just over a decade ago. Claire’s father was his mother’s older brother. They were cousins. Close cousins; well, at least until that Christmas in nineteen-ninety-seven...

Claire was just starting university and had found a small flat share in the Marylebone area of London. It was an utter dump, but she loved it, nonetheless. The independence it brought her, the freedom from her mother; she was liberated and she loved every second of it - even if the dirty dishes were piled as high as ant hills and she barely dared to open up her laundry hamper for the avalanche that might crush her.

That Christmas, Claire had travelled back home to spend the holidays with her family. Her parents’ house in Neilston, just outside of Glasgow, was only a ninety-minute drive from her aunt and uncle’s home in Perth. Christmas had come and the whole family had settled under one roof in their recently refurbished attic-converted farmhouse on the outskirts of town. Claire was the most senior and responsible of the children (she was still classed as ‘children’ even though she was approaching her eighteenth birthday at the time). Next there was Adam, who was two years her junior, then Noah, her younger brother.

That evening, the festive music had been playing, the food had been plentiful, and the alcohol had been flowing in increasingly liberal measures. Claire wasn’t much of a drinker (well at least not at that stage), but her parents and the other adults could quite easily have drunk a full-sized African elephant under the table. Each of them was uniquely intoxicated come eight o’clock that evening. Her father was the singer, dancing on the tables with a bottle of Morgan’s Spiced in each hand; her mother was the denizen of sensibility - despite her vision of sensible becoming more and more obscure with each passing vodka; her aunt Molly always brought the emotion - brought to tears by waves of sentimentality, then in an instant she could be on her feet embroiled in the most heated of arguments; her uncle Jack was the joker, but come eleven-thirty that night, nobody was joking anymore.

From what Claire could remember, the drinks had started to run dry shortly before midnight and Frank had suggested taking a short trip in his car to the local off-licence, a mere five minutes’ drive down the farm road. Claire agreed to stay at home and watch the kids while the four adults squeezed into her father’s red Mondeo and puttered off down the road through the snow. The snow had been falling all week and there was at least a foot on the ground that night when it happened.

When they finally came back, nearly three hours later, it was approaching two in the morning and Claire, her brother and her cousin were all fast asleep in their beds. Claire woke up when she heard her father’s car pull into the driveway. She listened as a brief argument broke out then quickly diminished; it was her father who was doing most of the talking. The front door opened, she heard two people step inside, then the door swiftly closed behind them. She heard raised voices again coming from outside – it was her uncle. Although Claire’s bedroom had been on the ground floor and her room was the closest to the door, she could only catch snippets of what was being said.

‘Are you sure about this? It just doesn’t feel right, leaving them out there,’ her uncle breathed heatedly.

‘You promised – we don’t have a choice,’ her father replied.

Just then, the front door opened again, and the two men walked inside. Claire could still hear their voices as they stamped the snow from their boots and hung up their coats and wet gloves on the hooks by the door.

‘Where did Molly go?’

‘I’m not sure. Probably to bed.’

‘Get up there and talk to her. You have to make sure she’s not going to talk!’

‘She won’t. Don’t worry.’

‘We have to be sure. If anyone found out about this... well... just make sure she keeps her mouth shut, ok? I’ll talk to Gwen...’

Claire heard the bolt on the door click shut, then heavy footsteps heading towards the stairs. She rolled over and strained to hear more. She heard a bedroom door slam closed then everything went silent.

The next morning, the mood in the house had been turned on its head. Her parents were surprisingly chipper and wore wide inviting smiles when Claire walked through for breakfast in her pyjamas. Her father had been cooking and she could smell sausages, bacon, and fresh coffee brewing in the kitchen. Her aunt and uncle had not yet emerged from their bedroom, but her mother was sat at the table tucking into her breakfast, wearing her dressing gown and slippers. She pulled out a chair for Claire as she entered, motioning for her to sit.

‘Morning honey,’ she said warmly, between bites of her toast. Her smile was convincing, but Claire wasn’t fooled; her eyes betrayed the fact that she hadn’t slept - heavy black bags hung beneath them and they were strained and bloodshot. ‘She’s barely slept an hour, at most’, Claire can remember thinking to herself at the time. Then her father walked over carrying a large plate of freshly cooked sausages and Claire speared one with her fork and smiled up at him. His eyes were the same: red and strained. Neither of her parents had slept a wink that night.

When her aunt and uncle finally came down, they were packed and ready to leave. Adam walked behind them carrying his suitcase and looking miserable.

‘Sorry we couldn’t stay longer,’ her uncle said, giving Claire a brief hug.

‘Not a problem. We completely understand. Work comes first...’ her dad replied, cheerily.

Adam walked over to Claire and hugged her sheepishly. ‘See you next time, I guess.’

‘Yeah, see you,’ Claire replied, smiling reassuringly. But she never did see him. Years passed and the Hunt’s never came to visit again. Christmases, Birthdays, Easters, and New Year’s Eves came and went and contact with the Hunts dwindled into nothing. Until that morning, stood outside of King’s Cross Station with her umbrella shielding her and the small pile of newspapers from the beating rain, Claire hadn’t seen Adam’s face in over a decade.

​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3

[image: ]


Back in the News

A full week had gone by and Claire still couldn’t rid the image of her estranged cousin’s face from her mind. She’d dropped her umbrella on the floor and held that picture close to her face; staring at it as the rain gradually turned it into mush.

‘I can’t sell that now! You’ll have to buy it,’ the man behind the newsstand had said to her.

Claire passed the man a pound from her purse, stashed the paper in her handbag, then made a dash for the station. Inside King’s Cross, she found herself a seat next to two tussling children and read the article on the front page titled: Perth Man Arrested on Suspicion of Murder. Claire’s eyes widened again as she struggled to digest what she was reading. The photo was of Adam on his wedding day with his wife Kate, who Claire had never met. She’d heard about the engagement when it happened; even vainly hoped to find an invitation through her door, though one never came. There had been no more correspondence between the Hunts’ and the Beckers’ since that Christmas back in ninety-seven.

Although it had been such a long time since she’d seen him, she still would have never believed her cousin capable of something like this. The way Kate had been found: the stab wounds to her neck, and in their own living room of all places! No... Adam couldn’t do that... He wasn’t a monster. He didn’t have it in him, Claire was sure of it. But then again, time can change people; she had seen that for herself. Hadn’t her own client, Asif Husain, changed to such an extent in such a short period of time that he was unrecognisable to his old teachers at his school, or even to his own parents! And not forgetting her own family and how it had changed over the years. Once a close-knit group, now frayed and unravelled. Secrets from the past left to fester, brewing mistrust and discontent between them. Like an open wound that’d become infected and left to poison the blood and connecting tissues, turning her whole family into one gangrenous green sore.

Claire had asked her mother many times about the things she had heard that night; about why her aunt and uncle never came to visit anymore; about why she hadn’t seen her cousin in years. After her father had passed, her mother had closed in on herself; a shell of the person she used to be. She drank almost daily now; whether that was to deal with the pain of her father’s death or to numb the guilt of a secret that was eating her from the inside, Claire could never tell. Either way, the drinking had started a long time before the accident had happened.

Her father, a good man in his own way, had died in a car crash not long after she’d moved to London. Claire had travelled north for the funeral and stayed with her mother and brother – who’d received compassionate leave from the army. Noah was just as tight-lipped as her mother. He rarely expressed emotion and rarely said a word to his own sister. In a way, joining the army suited his personality and he’d thrived there, quickly ascending to the rank of Lance-Corporal within a year. The fact that most of his life was spent deployed in Afghanistan was a constant worry to both her and her mother, though neither sought comfort from the other.

Sat in her kitchen in her small Camden flat, another newspaper was spread out across the table. This time the headline read: Prison Beating for Wife Killer. They’d used another picture of Adam – one she’d never seen before. It was a picture of him dressed in a blue suit, being led by two police officers away from a court building. In this picture he looked a thousand years old; nearly unrecognisable from the picture taken on his wedding day in the last article. His hair had started to recede at the front and his face was creased and lined at the forehead. His eyes looked oddly dazed and distant; like the lights were on but nobody was home. He looked like a man tormented.

Claire’s morning coffee had gone cold while she stared at the image for the longest time. She just couldn’t reconcile the boy that she’d known with the crimes that this man had been accused of - or worse even - with the crimes that this man had been found guilty of. There was no killer instinct on his face, and although his eyes were dark and detached in the picture, she could still see the kindness behind them that she’d known all her life.

She picked up her coffee, took a sip, then spat the cold brew back into the cup. When she put it down, she knocked it with her arm and the drink spilled out onto the table, blotting the image of her cousin so she could no longer make out his face. She pulled the front page from the pile and scrunched it into a ball with her fists. ‘Over my dead body,’ she said to the empty room.

She grabbed her phone from the far end of the table and brought up its internet browser. She typed London to Edinburgh train times into the search engine and got a long list of trains from Kings Cross to Waverley. Although it was Sunday and she had work the next day, she booked herself on the first train in the morning. It left at 07.20am and arrived just after midday. Next, she brought up her list of contacts and placed a call to the deputy headmistress at St George’s, where she worked. The woman was called Ellen and the number
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