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          [image: Notebook entry that reads: Hello, how are you? I’m fine thanks, you? I’m good. That’s all a complete lie. They’re just words we say to each other out of politeness, and, together with the painted-on-smiles, we accept those baseless words as being the truth. If we’re being honest with each other, the conversation would go much differently. Hellow, how are you? I’m in agony. I hate my job, my kids are driving me mad, I’m pretty sure my husband is cheating on me and I’m two months behind with the mortgage. You? The same. I don’t think I’ve ever felt so lonely since my wife died. I cry every night, I rarely eat, I’m drinking far too much, and last week I found a lump that I’m scared to get checked out. That’s the truth. That’s what we hide from the world. When I’m looking for a victim, I watch them, I follow them, I observe them before I go and talk to them. And when I do strike up a conversation, I don’t listen to a single word they say.]
        

      

      

      
        
          [image: Notebook extract continued: My opening line is always “Hello, how are you?” or “Are you all right?” They always try to assuage me, a complete stranger, that they’re fine. I know they’re not. They know they’re not. They know that I know they’re not fine. To get to the truth, you need to look into their eyes. Eyes never lie. Ignore the fake smiles. Don’t listen to a single word that passes their lips. Watch their eyes. They’re not fine. They’re in pain. They’re tortured and tormented. They’re lost. They’re perfect. They’re already dead.]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          EARSDON, TYNE AND WEAR

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Friday 1st March 2024

      

      

      The silver Citroen Picasso was driving at a steady speed along the desolate, waterlogged A1. Rain was pouring down in sheets, visibility was poor. A weather warning was in place from the Met Office telling people to only travel if their journey was essential. This was the essence of an essential journey.

      Isaac McFadden was concentrating on the road ahead. Both hands on the steering wheel, gripping hard, Roy Orbison blasting out of the speakers singing ‘You Got It’, drowning out the sound of the rain lashing against the windscreen and battering the roof. Isaac was a huge fan of The Big O. It was his go-to music whenever he’d had a hard day or felt like taking a trip down memory lane to happier times. On his honeymoon, he’d serenaded his wife with his rendition of ‘Pretty Woman’. He’d even surprised himself by how good a singer he was, though he could never replicate Roy’s purr.

      ‘You Got It’ ended in dramatic style to be replaced by ‘I Drove All Night’. Isaac smiled to himself. He felt like he’d been driving all night already.

      He had left the village of Earsdon behind him. Hopefully it wouldn’t be long before he saw a sign for Eshott Airfield, not that he could see much through the rain.

      In the rearview mirror, a flash caught his eye. He eased off the accelerator and turned his attention to the mirror. There it was again. In the blur of the rain-splattered back window, a blue light was dancing. It was growing bigger as it came closer. He turned off the music and through the hammering of rain on the roof, he heard a blast of a siren. There was a police car behind him.

      ‘Shit,’ he muttered to himself.

      He must have been speeding. When he was lost in a mind trip listening to his favourite artist, everything around him was forgotten, including how fast he happened to be driving. He already had six points on his licence. He blamed Meatloaf for those last three. He began to slow down.

      The police were bound to ask him what he was doing out at this time of night in these treacherous conditions. What if they breathalysed him? He tried to remember when he last had a drink. He’d had a bottle of lager about four hours ago. Actually, no, it was two bottles. Would that take him over the legal limit? Was it still on his breath? It probably was.

      ‘Shit!’ he said again, much louder.

      Another blast from the siren behind. They wanted him to pull over. He had no choice.

      Isaac took several deep breaths and gave himself a quick pep talk.

      This is fine. This is going to be okay. Yes, the weather is bad, but you’re on an essential journey. Your dad is ill. He’s got cancer. No, he’s got Alzheimer’s and you’re going to check on him to make sure he’s okay. It’ll be fine.

      ‘What if they offer to accompany me on the rest of my journey?’ he asked himself.

      No. They wouldn’t do that. Surely. The police are far too busy for that kind of thing. Aren’t they?

      He pulled over to the side of the road, put the gear into neutral, and turned off the engine. He watched in the rearview mirror as the police car came to a stop behind him. The blue lights continued to flash. A uniformed officer climbed out from the driver’s side. A beat later, another uniformed officer got out from the front passenger side.

      Does it take two to ask me where I’m going?

      A tap on his side window made him press the button and lower the window a touch. A blast of cold wind and rain hit him in the face. He squinted.

      ‘Good evening. Nasty night, isn’t it? I wasn’t speeding, was I?’

      ‘Good evening,’ the police officer said, shouting to be heard above the elements. He’d only come a few feet from his car, but he was already drenched. ‘No, you weren’t speeding, Sir. Can I ask where you’re going to on a night like this?’

      ‘Yes. I’m going to see my father. He’s got Alzheimer’s. He called me and he’s a bit scared with the weather. I thought it best to go over there.’

      ‘I see. I’m sorry to hear that. Where does your father live, sir?’

      Shit. Shit. Fucking shit.

      ‘Where does he live?’

      He had no idea what lay ahead beyond Eshott Airfield. Although, there was a sign. What did it say? Thirston. He was sure it said something Thirston. But was it West Thirston or East Thirston? Did it matter? If there was a West Thirston, there was bound to be an East Thirston.

      ‘West Thirston,’ he said.

      ‘You’re going the long way round, aren’t you?’

      ‘Am I? I mean, yes, I am,’ he said with a nervous smile. ‘I thought it best to stick to the main roads in this weather. I don’t want to get stuck if any of the smaller roads are impassable.’

      ‘Very sensible.’

      Isaac looked back in his rearview mirror. He couldn’t see where the second officer was.

      ‘Do you realise one of your back lights is out, sir?’

      ‘Oh. Is it?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Is that why you pulled me over?’

      ‘It is, yes.’

      ‘Oh. Right. I see. Well, no, I didn’t realise that. I’m sorry. I’ll have it checked first thing in the morning.’

      ‘It doesn’t necessarily have to be a fault. I can take a look. It could just be a loose connection.’

      ‘Could it?’

      ‘If you’d like to open the boot, we’ll take a quick look.’

      ‘Ah. That’s… that’s very kind of you, but I really need to go and see my dad.’

      ‘It won’t take long.’

      ‘But… I mean, you’re soaked. I can deal with it tomorrow.’

      ‘I’m not going to get any wetter than I already am,’ he said with a grin. ‘Just pop the lid, sir, won’t take two minutes.’

      ‘I’d rather wait until…’

      ‘It is actually an offence to be driving with a rear light out, sir.’

      ‘Is it? Ah. Right.’

      He made no attempt to move.

      ‘The boot?’ The police officer asked.

      Isaac turned to face the road. ‘I’m sorry. I’d really rather wait until I can take the car to a garage.’

      ‘Is there something in the boot you don’t want us to see?’

      ‘I need to get to my father,’ he said, his voice barely audible.

      ‘Sir, I’m going to ask you to step outside of the vehicle, please,’ the officer said, opening the car door and allowing a torrent of wind and rain to enter.

      Isaac remained where he was.

      ‘What’s going on, Alan?’ the second officer asked, coming to the front.

      ‘He doesn’t want us to see what’s in the boot.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘No idea. Sir, please, step out of the car.’

      Isaac didn’t move.

      ‘Have you been drinking at all today, sir?’

      ‘I really need to go and visit my father,’ he said, calmly, quietly.

      ‘I’ll go and get a breathalyser,’ the second officer said.

      The first officer reached into the car for the catch to open the boot. Isaac grabbed him by the wrist.

      ‘You really don’t want to do that.’

      ‘Alan!’ the officer called out.

      Alan came running back. He took out his taser and held it at arm’s length.

      ‘Sir, let go of my colleague.’

      They were at a stalemate. Isaac, eyes fixed firmly on the road ahead, refused to let go of the wrist of the police officer. The second officer aimed the taser directly at Isaac. The rain was lashing down, getting harder with every minute.

      Eventually, Isaac released his grip, and the officer pulled his arm away.

      ‘Very slowly, take off your seatbelt, and get out of the car,’ he said.

      He had no choice. He unclipped his seatbelt, swung his legs around and stood up, ignoring the rain thrashing down on him. He stood taller than both officers, but his height didn’t intimidate them.

      ‘Step away from the vehicle.’

      He released a breath and took two steps away from his car, standing in the middle of the A1. His hair was plastered to his head. His shirt was sticking to him. He shouldn’t have gone out tonight. He knew it had been a mistake.

      The second officer still had his taser aimed at him while the first went around to the rear of the car. He opened the lid and looked inside. In the darkness, he couldn’t see a thing. He detached a torch from his utility belt and shone it inside. He opened his mouth to say something, but turned and vomited before the words could come out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          BLYTH, NORTHUMBERLAND

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Saturday 14th December 2024

      

      

      Eleanor McFadden had been dreading this day. She knew the evidence against her father was overwhelming. She knew he was facing a life sentence, but at the back of her mind was the tiniest glimmer of hope that he would be found not guilty, that he would be returning to the home she grew up in. Unfortunately, that wasn’t to be. The foreman of the jury had stood up tall and straight-backed and cleared his throat in readiness.

      ‘Do you find the defendant, Isaac McFadden, guilty or not guilty of the murder of Sean Bridger?’

      Dramatic pause.

      ‘Guilty.’

      Eleanor had closed her eyes and put her head down. She felt a hand on her back, rubbing her, soothing her. Everything around her became a blur as the judge spoke and sentenced her father there and then to a minimum jail term of twenty years. She hadn’t looked at her father as he’d been led away, but she was sure she could feel his gaze burning into her.

      Eleanor decided to strike while the iron was hot. She needed to take control of the nightmare she was in. This horror film she found herself in needed to end sooner rather than later and it would only do so when she confined everything that had happened before now to the history books. The day after sentencing, she woke early, not that she’d slept much, and drove over to her father’s house. She had no idea what she would do with it. She doubted anyone would want to live in a house where a man had calmly cut a body into twelve pieces, but the sooner it was off her hands, the better.

      The house hadn’t been lived in since Isaac was arrested and charged. Eleanor had only been here twice since, both times to collect a few items of clothing for her father to wear while he was kept on remand. Lesley Quinn next door had been keeping an eye on the place, picking up the mail, making sure the house was secure and contacting Eleanor when the odd window had been broken by vandals. She’d then got onto her dad’s friend Hal, across the street, who’d taken care of any repairs, and he’d kindly cut the grass and trimmed the bushes. She’d delegated tasks to other people, but this one she had to take control of herself.

      Eleanor entered the cold living room. She was wearing black. She thought it was fitting for the occasion. She threw her bag down on the armchair and sat on the sofa. Last week had been her twenty-eighth birthday and she’d celebrated it by sitting in a courtroom listening to a pathologist helping the prosecutor explain in painstaking detail how it was possible to cut up a body into transportable pieces. She had to keep reminding herself it was her father they were talking about, and she wasn’t living in some Netflix docudrama about a deranged psychopath.

      Lesley followed her in. She was dressed as if ready to tackle a massive spring-cleaning project. Her hair was tied up, and she wore oversized combat trousers and a jumper that had seen better days. In one hand she held a bottle of milk, in the other, a roll of black refuse sacks.

      ‘Do you want me to make us a cup of tea before we start?’ Lesley asked. ‘I think I’ll go and flick the immersion on, actually. It’s perishing in here, isn’t it? I’ve kept the heating on a constant low. It shouldn’t take too long to warm up.’

      Eleanor hadn’t heard what she said. Her eyes were fixed on the mantelpiece and the framed photographs showing happier times for the McFadden family. She wanted to cry when she looked at her mother’s smiling face staring out at her, but she didn’t think she had any tears left. For the first time, Eleanor was glad her mother was dead, so she wouldn’t have to suffer through all this.

      ‘There we go,’ Lesley said, coming back into the living room. ‘Give it half an hour and it should be toasty warm. I’ve put the kettle on. Do you want a tea? Eleanor?’

      ‘Sorry?’ Eleanor asked, looking up.

      ‘Tea. Would you like a cup?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘There’s some whisky in the cupboard.’

      ‘I think it’s a bit early for hard liquor.’

      Lesley sat next to her on the sofa and grabbed her hand, enveloping it in hers and rubbing it hard to warm her up. ‘You’ve had a shock. We all have, but you more than most. If you want something to numb the pain, then bugger what time of day it is.’

      Eleanor shook her head.

      ‘It’ll be all right, you know,’ Lesley said.

      Eleanor turned to look at her, took in her features, the lined face, the makeup, the sickly placating smile that she’d been wearing since her father was arrested. Surely it was hurting her by now.

      ‘Will it?’ Eleanor asked, a stern tone to her voice. ‘How? How will it be all right, Lesley? Can you explain that to me?’

      It was a while before she answered. ‘People soon forget. They move on.’

      ‘They might. I won’t.’

      ‘It’s going to take time, Eleanor. You can’t expect something like this not to have an impact on you. You just have to take one day at a time. I know it sounds like a cliché, but with each day that passes, you’ll feel stronger.’

      Eleanor was tired of hearing platitudes. She took her hand back, stood up and went over to the fireplace, where she picked up a framed photograph of her mother and father on their wedding day.

      ‘I’m just glad Mum isn’t here to see what’s happened. It would have killed her.’

      ‘He might not have…’ Lesley began, then stopped herself.

      Eleanor quickly turned around. ‘What? He might not have turned into a murderer if Mum had still been here? Do you really believe that?’

      ‘I… I’m… I don’t know, Eleanor.’

      ‘No. Neither do I.’ She walked over to the bay window and looked out at the street. Life was continuing as normal. She recognised an elderly woman with a shopping trolley – Mrs Cathcart. She didn’t know her Christian name. She remembered her from her youth, always smiling, always bringing her sweets and allowing her to play in her garden during the school summer holidays because it was the end house and therefore bigger than theirs. Mrs Cathcart had purposely crossed the street that last time Eleanor saw her. She was being shunned. Guilt by association.

      ‘Lesley.’ Eleanor turned back. ‘Do you think it was true, what the prosecution said, about Dad being stopped before he could commit more murders? Do you think he was a potential serial killer?’

      ‘I don’t know about that, Eleanor. I’m no expert in these things. I don’t think we should dwell on it, though, do you? Maybe we should just be thankful that there was only one victim.’

      ‘I suppose. Will you… you know, visit him in prison?’

      ‘I’m not sure. I’ve been asking myself that question for months. I suppose it depends on what prison he’s sent to. Do you want to see him?’

      Eleanor wiped the tears from her eyes. ‘He’s my dad,’ she choked.

      Lesley jumped up and went over to her. She held her bony shoulders and pulled her close in a tight hug. Lesley had been like a surrogate mother to Eleanor since her real mother had died when she was only five years old. When Eleanor was a child, Lesley’s hugs had been warm and nurturing, and that’s exactly how it felt now. Eleanor’s father had never been one for hugging, but right now it was what she needed. She was eternally grateful to Lesley for sticking by her through all this. Since Isaac’s crime had been made public, she was being shunned right, left and centre. Eleanor had been seeing someone casually, though it had ended as soon as Isaac’s name was printed in the newspaper. She had been glad she wasn’t from a large family, but the few distant aunts and uncles she did have, dotted around the country, had ignored her calls, and she had noticed friends on social media were unfollowing her by the dozen. Colleagues had stopped inviting her on nights out, neighbours stopped taking in parcels, and Eleanor’s windowsill had been bereft of birthday cards last week.

      ‘What am I going to do?’ she asked, looking at her only friend with tear-filled eyes.

      ‘You’re going to survive,’ Lesley said with a catch in her throat. ‘You’re going to face this with your head high because you have done nothing wrong. And I’ll be with you as much as you want me to.’

      Eleanor tried to smile but it wouldn’t come through the tears.

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘You’ve nothing to thank me for. Now, I’m going to make us both a mug of coffee and, screw what time it is, I’m dropping in a dash of whisky. Then we’ll go upstairs and sort through your dad’s clothes. We’ll see what you think he might want and the rest we’ll either sling or I’ll take them to a charity shop. Is that okay with you?’

      Eleanor wiped her eyes with the backs of her hands. ‘Yes. Thank you, Lesley.’
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        * * *

      

      The house felt different.

      As Eleanor stood in her father’s bedroom, doors to the fitted wardrobe wide open, it felt alien. She felt like an intruder. She tore off a black bin bag from a roll and started to fill it. All of this could be sorted out properly later, when she was back in her own home. Right now, she just wanted to bag everything up and leave. Cardigans, shirts, trousers, jumpers, T-shirts, they were all bundled into a bag. Tied up when full, then on to the next one. Eleanor hadn’t realised her dad had so many clothes, and she was pretty sure there were boxes in the loft containing jackets and coats.

      She sat on the edge of the double bed and rolled her sleeves up. She was getting hot and sweaty, and the disturbance of dust was causing her to itch and sneeze.

      ‘How are you getting on?’ Lesley asked, coming into the bedroom. ‘I’ve boxed up all the kitchen things. I don’t know if you want to take a look at them, see if there’s anything you want.’

      ‘No, I don’t think so.’

      ‘I didn’t realise your dad had so much stuff. I’m going to have to…’ She stopped as her eye caught something through the window. ‘He’s a nosey so-and-so, that Hal Garfield,’ she said. ‘I’ve seen his blinds twitching on and off all morning. I bet he’s itching to come over here. I saw him in the Co-op last week. He only asked me what you were doing with your dad’s golf clubs. Cheeky sod.’

      Eleanor stifled a smile. ‘He’s welcome to them.’

      ‘Then he can pop down to the charity shop and buy them. Skinflint.’

      ‘I should go over and see him. He’s been good to me since Dad was arrested.’

      ‘Just be careful what you say to him. He’s like an old washerwoman. Anyway, I’m going to make a start on the back bedroom if you want me,’ Lesley said, giving Eleanor a big smile and leaving the room.

      Eleanor remained still, both hands on the bed beside her. She remembered running in here as a child on a Sunday morning, seeing her mum and dad having a lie-in, and jumping up and down on the mattress to wake them up. Looking back on her childhood, she remembered it with fondness. Her mother was always smiling and laughing. Her dad was slightly firmer in Eleanor’s upbringing, but he told great stories and always took her to the beach for trips and adventures at the weekends when the weather was fair. Eleanor wasn’t looking at her life through rose-tinted glasses. There was photographic evidence of her idyllic childhood. But now it really was tainted by what her father had turned into. The man who sat on her bed every evening and invented a new story about giants and ogres to send her off to sleep with an adventure in her head to live on in her dreams: she couldn’t see him as a man found guilty of murdering and dismembering a twenty-year-old man. It wasn’t the same man. It couldn’t be.

      Eleanor opened the top drawer of the bedside cabinet. The usual detritus of people with a nighttime routine lay in a disorganised state. She found a silver watch belonging to her mother that she hadn’t seen for years. She picked up the delicate object and looked at it with a smile. Then she remembered the rest of her mother’s personal items. The police had searched through the house when her father was arrested. Had they looked through everything?

      She went over to the fitted wardrobe and threw open the door. She dropped to her knees and pulled up the carpet. Beneath, the end floorboard was loose. She took it up and reached inside where her mother’s jewellery box was. Inside, there was more than just an antique necklace and diamond earrings, there was a lock of Eleanor’s hair from when she was a baby, the ID tag that had been placed around her wrist after she was born, and a small velvet bag containing a few of her baby teeth. She closed the lid of the box and held it tight against her chest. Treasured memories.

      Eleanor was about to replace the floorboard when something else caught her eye. She leaned down and reached inside. There was an oak keepsake box Eleanor had never seen before. She pulled it out, wiped off the layer of dust with the sleeve of her jumper, and rested it on her lap. Inside was a small leather-bound notebook. It was A5 in size and very slim. There couldn’t have been more than twenty pages to the whole book. It looked handmade. She opened it and saw her father’s neat scrawl on the first page. A hint of her father’s writing that she’d seen on Christmas and birthday cards her whole life. It made her smile. What was written made no sense to her. It was a chart of some kind, but it was all random words.

      She returned to the box. At first glance, it seemed like it was filled with trinkets, memorable items from her father’s past, maybe things he and her mother had collected along their life journey together. The more she looked, the more she realised she was seeing these items for the first time. None of them belonged to her father. He wasn’t the type of man to wear a sovereign ring. It was too small for his fingers, anyway. He’d never wear a St Christopher necklace and why would he own a single stud earring? She rifled through the box and found a passport at the bottom.

      Lesley came into the room holding up her mobile phone. ‘Eleanor, I’ve just had a text from Hal. Listen to this… What’s wrong?’

      Eleanor looked up at her. ‘I found this box under Dad’s wardrobe. What do you make of this?’ She handed her the notebook.

      She sat on the bed and opened it. She stared at the pages, the writing. A frown developed on her forehead.

      ‘I… I have no idea,’ she said, genuinely perplexed.

      ‘What do you think all these are?’ Eleanor asked, showing her the contents of the box. Her voice was shaking with fear. Her mind had raced to a dark conclusion. She was hoping Lesley could offer a sensible explanation.

      Lesley rifled through the box. She picked up the ring, a pair of glasses, a cheap Casio wristwatch.

      ‘They’re not Dad’s, are they?’ Eleanor asked.

      ‘I’m not sure. I’ve never seen him wear a watch like this. He had that one his father gave him, didn’t he?’

      ‘Then there’s this.’ She handed her the passport.

      She didn’t take it from her at first. They made eye contact. Both knew they were thinking the same thing.

      ‘It’s a Polish passport,’ Eleanor said.

      ‘Why would your dad have a Polish passport? Isn’t your family Irish?’

      ‘It’s not his.’

      ‘Whose…?’ She couldn’t finish her question. She took it from Lesley and opened it. The photograph was of a young man with blond hair. He was handsome, giving a hint of a smile to the camera. The date of birth told them he was twenty-one.

      ‘These aren’t Dad’s,’ Eleanor said. ‘Nothing here belongs to Mum, either. I don’t think they’re keepsakes. I think they’re trophies.’

      Lesley shook her head. ‘Trophies? What do you mean?’

      ‘There are twelve items in this box. And look here, in the notebook, at that table at the back, there are twelve entries. What if Dad has killed more than one person? What if these belong to his victims?’

      Lesley had the notebook gripped firmly in both hands. She looked down intently at the pages, a blank expression on her face. ‘Victims?’ she asked. ‘What are you… what?’

      ‘This chart or table or whatever it is, it makes no sense. It’s like it’s written in code or something.’ Eleanor climbed to her feet. ‘I need to call that detective.’

      ‘What? Why?’

      ‘Maybe the prosecution was wrong. Maybe Dad wasn’t a future serial killer. Maybe he was an actual serial killer and he’s kept a log of his victims written in some kind of secret code.’

      ‘Secret code? Eleanor, listen to yourself. People don’t write secret codes.’

      ‘They do when they have something to hide. I’m going to call DI Sutton. He needs to see this. I’m sure there’s a department within the police force that’s good at cracking codes.’

      She left the room, leaving Lesley sitting on the bed. She looked back down at the cream pages and took in Isaac’s neat handwriting.

      ‘Jesus Christ, Isaac, what have you done?’
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      ‘When we hear the term “serial killer”, we think of a white male having dysfunctional relationships, engaging in animal torture and arson and wetting the bed well into their teens, of someone who was physically and or sexually abused as a child, a loner of low intelligence in a meaningless job, if they can hold down a job at all. This is no longer the case. The modern serial killer has evolved and has the ability to maintain a double life: both a seemingly happy family man with a good career, a loving wife and children and a wide social group, and an evil monster, a butcher of innocent victims, a destroyer of lives, and not just those of the people he has killed. He will leave a trail of devastation in his wake.

      ‘As I’ve said, my work isn’t an exact science. There isn’t a form to fill in where you tick boxes and get a result back saying if a person is or isn’t a future serial killer. However, there are red flags that we can look for that should give us an indication that this person requires treatment before they reach the point of no return.

      ‘Extreme antisocial behaviour is a possible indicator. Antisocial personality disorder is defined as someone who shows no remorse or guilt. Searching for these signs has become increasingly difficult in recent years with the rise of social media, and negative aspects of comparing our lives with others having a detrimental effect on our mental health, causing us to withdraw from a reality of social interaction to protect ourselves further. We shouldn’t judge a person who fears a crowded place as having homicidal tendencies.

      ‘One factor we have seen increasingly among the young is a propensity towards voyeurism. Again, this is also linked to social media. There are some who live by Instagram and TikTok, who post their entire lives online. It doesn’t take much for a developing brain, an impressionable person, to become fixated on someone they’ve only seen through the screen of their mobile phone. It will get to a point where merely watching them online isn’t enough.

      ‘And then there’s the entertainment factor to be considered. The rise of streaming platforms and the number of true crime documentaries and dramatisations in recent years have popularised the serial killer, elevating them to almost celebrity status. Is this fuelling the minds of the young to give them a level of fame to grasp for? I’m going to talk about this more in our next lecture. However, does anybody have any questions about what we’ve discussed today – or in readiness for next time?’

      Dr Olivia Winter stepped back from the lectern, stood away from the microphone and let out a heavy sigh. She usually enjoyed giving lectures. She enjoyed watching a captive audience listening to what she had to say, to her imparting her knowledge and wisdom – except on a Monday morning, when the majority of her students were nursing hangovers and Olivia used creative licence to gain their attention.

      Over the last few months, Olivia’s attitude to her lectures had changed. She could feel the eyes of every single person in the lecture hall burning deep inside her. They weren’t so much listening as analysing what she was saying, waiting for her to say something that they could jump on and question her about, something that would pick holes in her approach to forensic psychology, or her understanding of it. She often noticed students frantically scribbling down notes at a time when she wasn’t saying anything they would need in a potential future career as a psychologist or criminologist. What were they writing? And was it about her?

      She took a deep breath and looked out at the packed auditorium. Several hands went up.

      ‘Gavin,’ she said, choosing a thin young man on the front row wearing a baggy red jumper and blue jeans. He seemed to be trying to grow facial hair, but his face appeared reluctant to comply, as the hair was patchy.

      ‘You’ve mentioned social media quite a lot in your lecture today, and you’ve said a few times that people should be careful what they post online, but isn’t that stamping on people’s freedom of expression and victim-blaming?’

      ‘No. Not at all. Obviously, you don’t know who is monitoring your social media pages, but it’s basic common sense to be careful what you post. It’s not only potential serial murderers who could be watching you but people looking to commit fraud as well. If your bank account is emptied simply because you posted an innocuous photograph of a new wallet someone bought you for your birthday without realising your card details were within shot, shouldn’t some of the blame fall on you for being so naïve? I would never dictate what people should and shouldn’t reveal about themselves. We do, after all, live in a democratic society. However, we should be aware of the dangers that are out there. Not everyone is as good as you or I. If you, Gavin, have over a thousand followers on Instagram, can you be sure they’re all interested in your insightful wit and social commentary?’

      ‘He should be so lucky,’ Timothy, the young man to his left, commented to a ripple of laughter from those close by.

      ‘Lucy.’ Olivia pointed to a young woman who was always in the front row.

      ‘You just said that a serial killer could maintain a loving family life and have a wide social circle, then you said what typifies a serial killer is someone with extreme antisocial behaviour. Isn’t that contradictory?’

      ‘Yes, it is. Which is why I said it’s difficult to spot a serial killer. If someone wants to kill, and continue to kill, and have a high body count, they need to be savvy about what people like me are looking for. These are the ones who kill without compulsion, the ones who kill for the sheer pleasure of it, and not because of some personality disorder. It’s all about manipulation.’

      Lucy frowned. ‘But surely, for someone who can do that – manipulate those around them – that suggests a personality disorder.’

      ‘No. It suggests a dark and devious mind. Don’t confuse someone with a lack of empathy as having a fault in their genetic or personality makeup. Mary.’ Olivia pointed to a woman three rows back from Lucy who had a mass of curly brown hair whipped up into an untidy beehive.

      ‘When it comes to the glamorising of true crime with all these documentaries and podcasts, do you think there’s a study that should be done on the psychological impact on the survivors of those crimes and the relatives of the perpetrators? Surely the conveyor belt of Jeffrey Dahmer and Ted Bundy and all the others will affect those directly involved and their survivor’s guilt or PTSD.’

      Olivia could feel the temperature in the room drop. Everyone knew what Mary was alluding to. It was less than a year since Olivia’s true identity, daughter of the infamous Riverside Killer, was revealed to the world by the tactless and reviled British press.

      ‘You’re right. Producers of such shows should take into consideration those left behind. You often hear them say that a particular programme has been made with the consent of all the survivors or the families of the killer. I’d like to think sensitivity is high on the producers’ emotive radar, but I think money, advertising and ratings come first.’

      ‘Were you contacted by the production company who are making the drama about your father?’

      Olivia was pretty sure she heard a collective intake of breath at the direct question regarding her personal life.

      She looked around at the sea of expectant faces. How many of them were taking this course to get a real insight into the mind of a murderer and how many were simply ghouls who wanted, one day, to write about being close to the daughter of a serial killer? After all, publishers and programme makers grasped any tenuous link to a celebrated killer. How long would it be before Netflix produced a six-part series from the point of view of Jeffrey Dahmer’s dry cleaner?

      ‘Yes. They did,’ she simply answered. ‘And I told them I wanted no part in the making of the drama. The source material of the script was the book written about my father. They didn’t need to ask me as the rights to the book were purchased from the author. They contacted me out of courtesy.’

      ‘Will someone be appearing in the drama playing you?’ Mary asked.

      ‘Playing a younger version of me, I assume so. I won’t be watching to find out. Though, fingers crossed, they’ve made me a six-foot leggy blonde,’ she said with a faux smile.

      A ripple of nervous laughter ran around the room.

      ‘Now, I believe that’s all we have time for today. Next lecture is the open discussion, so if we can have some insightful psychological questions to tax us all, that would be something to look forward to. Enjoy the rest of your week.’

      Olivia turned off the microphone and began getting her papers together as the room quickly emptied. Every lecture always ended with a personal question. Usually she skirted around them, or point-blank avoided them, but occasionally she felt she needed to answer them. Was there someone among her students who was noting down all the answers and building up a profile of her? By the end of the course, would they know more about her than she knew about herself? Maybe she should rethink lecturing.
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        * * *

      

      Leaving the university, Olivia made her way to where she’d parked her scooter. Driving a car in London wasn’t for the faint-hearted and Olivia didn’t have time to sit in traffic. A cold wind blew around her and she pulled up her collar. She turned the corner and stopped dead in her tracks. She looked up at the large billboard across the road. In the centre, a man was glaring at her, his steely gaze staring deep into her soul. She didn’t know him. She knew his name and that he was a relatively famous actor, not that he had appeared in anything Olivia had seen. It wasn’t who he was that made her stop and brought a lump to her throat; it was who he represented. It was to be his biggest starring role to date: playing Olivia’s father, Richard Button, in a new drama starting next month on ITV.

      
        
        Loving husband. Devoted father. Vicious serial killer.

      

      

      The tagline screamed out in red at the top of the poster. For viewers, this was going to be a gripping drama that would give them something to talk about with their colleagues the following morning. How many would think about the real people behind the actors’ performances? This wasn’t entertainment. This was real life, Olivia’s life, and it was about to be turned into glossy fiction.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Olivia parked her black Honda PCX125 outside the office on George Street in Westminster.

      It was a nondescript building. A stranger to the area would think it was a delightful townhouse. Those who knew London would think they were the consulting rooms of a private doctor, a psychiatrist or maybe even a private dentist charging exorbitant fees. Nobody would know that behind the black door lay the headquarters of the Behavioural Science Administration. It was a grand name and ‘headquarters’ was a slight exaggeration. Two leading doctors in forensic psychology and a secretary hardly matched anything the FBI in America could offer.

      Funded by the Home Office and several universities, Olivia and Dr Sebastian Lister’s remit was to lecture around London on an ad hoc basis as well as travel the world talking to incarcerated serial killers in the hope of discovering what turned a person into a killer in the first place. Information and research were shared with similar organisations around the world, and while some people might be embarrassed to welcome a delegate from Quantico to this end-of-terrace house that was the heart of England’s psychological fight against serial murder, Olivia and Sebastian weren’t. The main draw for visitors was Olivia herself. The daughter of a serial killer, the survivor of a serial killer, Olivia had first-hand knowledge of what it was like to look evil in the eyes and win. That was something a suited, desk-bound agent of the FBI might give their right arm for.

      Olivia took off her helmet and ran her gloved fingers through her short hair. She walked up the black and white chequered tiled steps and pushed open the front door. Daisy Leatherwood, receptionist, secretary, personal assistant, office manager, baker of cakes and queen of everything, was sitting behind her desk wearing headphones and a perplexed expression. Olivia guessed she was trying to keep up with Sebastian’s speedy dictation. When she saw Olivia enter, she switched off the recorder and looked up at her with a friendly smile.

      ‘I really wish Sebastian would slow down when he’s dictating his reports. There was actual smoke coming from my keyboard earlier. I type. I’m not changing a wheel in the pitstops at Silverstone.’

      ‘I heard that,’ Dr Sebastian Lister said, coming down the stairs holding Stanley, Olivia’s miniature Dachshund, in his arms.

      Olivia took the dog from him.

      ‘Could you please just slow down? Just a tad,’ Daisy pleaded.

      ‘I shall try.’

      ‘That’s all I ask.’

      ‘How was the lecture?’ Sebastian asked Olivia.

      ‘Fine. I spoke. Students pretended to listen. Repeat every day for the rest of my life,’ she said.

      ‘Only another thirty-something years until retirement.’

      ‘By the way, you’ve got a visitor,’ Daisy said, nodding towards the meeting room.

      ‘Who?’ Olivia frowned. She wasn’t keen on unsolicited visitors. They never brought good news with them.

      ‘A detective inspector from Newcastle.’

      Olivia looked to Sebastian, worry written on her face. ‘The police? Why would someone from Newcastle come all the way down here?’

      ‘He wouldn’t say,’ Sebastian said. ‘Don’t worry. It’s nothing to do with your father. I already checked.’

      Olivia breathed a sigh of relief. She had spent her career interviewing serial killers. Occasionally, one of them took a shine to her and bombarded her with emails, letters, cards, deranged ramblings of what they’d like to do to her. She would get a call if one had escaped or, God forbid, been given parole. She quickly thought and couldn’t recall ever having dealings with a killer from Newcastle.

      ‘Do you want me to take Stanley?’ Sebastian asked.

      ‘Please,’ she said, slightly distracted.

      ‘I’ll stay down here. Give me a shout if you need me.’ He was always looking out for Olivia, and she smiled warmly. Turning to the closed doors of the meeting room, she took a deep breath, painted on a confident smile and went through.

      The man waiting for her was sitting at the table. He hadn’t heard her come in. His head was down and judging by the expression on his face, he was deep in thought, lost in whatever was occupying his mind. He wore a heavy frown, and his eyes were glassy. He was in a world of his own.

      Olivia cleared her throat.

      He looked up at her and the look of sadness quickly disappeared to be replaced by a strained smile. He jumped to his feet. He was wearing a knee-length grey reefer coat, tight black trousers and large boots. His hair was a huge mass of glossy black. Olivia would kill for that kind of shiny, wavy hair. The smile lit up his face and she found herself melting straightaway, despite the cold air in the room. He was handsome, with beautifully straight teeth, smooth skin and sharp cheekbones. His fragrance was sweet and understated.

      ‘Hello,’ she said. ‘I believe you’re waiting to see me.’

      He held out a hand. ‘That’s right. Detective Inspector Linus Sutton. Northumbria CID.’

      She shook his hand and didn’t want to let go. His grip was firm yet his skin so soft.

      ‘I don’t believe I have a connection to Northumbria,’ she said, pulling out a chair and sitting down. ‘Sorry, can I get you a coffee or something?’

      ‘I’m fine. Your receptionist has already made me two.’

      ‘So, what can I do for you? It must be something important for you to come all the way down from Newcastle.’ She looked past DI Sutton and out into the street. That bloody red Vauxhall was there again.

      Sutton cleared his throat. ‘Have you heard of Isaac McFadden?’

      Olivia ignored the car outside and searched her memory. It didn’t take her long to find what she was looking for. She took a keen interest in all murder investigations, serials or one-offs. ‘Convicted of murdering twenty-year-old homeless man Sean Bridger, I believe.’

      ‘That’s him.’

      ‘He was sentenced to life with a minimum term of twenty years. The case is closed, isn’t it?’

      ‘The case is, yes. However, while his daughter was clearing out his house, she found a box in Isaac’s bedroom. Inside there were some items that she couldn’t identify and a notebook in which he… well, to be honest, we don’t know what it is he wrote. We think it might be a list of his victims, and we think the items found might be trophies.’

      ‘Victims? Plural? None of this came out at the trial, though, did it?’ she asked, a heavy frown on her face as she thought back to all the stories she had read online throughout the court proceedings.

      ‘No, it didn’t. Isaac was… he didn’t give much away when it came to telling his version of events.’

      ‘He didn’t take the stand, either, did he?’ Olivia asked.

      ‘No. He even refused to enter a plea.’

      ‘Unusual for a serial killer to remain silent once caught.’

      ‘This book that his daughter found contains a chart or a table, written in code, possibly, that we believe could identify more victims.’

      ‘Is it genuine?’

      ‘Eleanor, that’s his daughter, says it’s her father’s handwriting.’

      ‘I’m assuming you’ve interviewed Isaac about it.’

      ‘I have. I’ve been to see him several times in prison. He refuses to talk about it.’

      ‘Why have you come all the way down to London to see me?’

      ‘To get your insight. I’ve been reading up on the remit of the Behavioural Science Administration. This is the kind of thing you’d be interested in, isn’t it?’

      ‘It is,’ Olivia said, trying not to let the look of excitement appear on her face. Anything that could open up the inner workings of the mind of a serial murderer was always welcome. ‘How many entries are there in this table?’

      ‘Twelve. And there are twelve items that we believe represent one for each victim.’

      ‘Twelve? Surely you’d know if you had twelve unidentified bodies on your patch.’

      ‘I’d like to think so. However, I don’t believe they are all from within our boundary. One item amongst the collection is a Polish passport. Also, the victim Isaac was arrested for, Sean Bridger, was homeless, and originally from Yorkshire. It was a sheer fluke that we managed to identify him.’

      ‘Have you looked for the person the Polish passport belongs to?’

      ‘Yes. Piotr Czajkowski. He left Poland in early December 2023 to go travelling. Nobody has heard from him since.’

      ‘Was he listed as a missing person?’

      ‘No. Nobody knew he was missing. They just thought he was travelling across Europe.’

      ‘When was he last in touch with friends or family?’

      ‘He wasn’t.’

      ‘Didn’t anyone think it strange that they didn’t receive a postcard?’

      Sutton shrugged. ‘Obviously not. He had very little family. His last surviving relative, his grandmother, died a month before he went away. According to local police, he didn’t have many friends, and none he’d likely send a postcard to.’

      Olivia listened intently to Linus Sutton. He had a soft, smooth voice, with just a hint of a Geordie accent, which grew stronger the more impassioned he became.

      She stood up. ‘I’m sorry, I’m going to need a coffee. Are you sure I can’t get you another?’

      ‘I’ll have a tea, please. If I drink any more coffee, I won’t sleep for a week.’

      She went into the attached kitchenette and flicked on the kettle.

      ‘Isaac McFadden,’ she said. ‘Does he have a criminal record?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Really? Nothing at all before the murder?’

      ‘Nope. The only slight against his name was six points on his driver’s licence. He was squeaky clean.’

      Olivia paused. A cold feeling swept over her. People didn’t simply become serial killers. They didn’t wake up one morning and decide to kill and have the level of competence that allowed them to get away with killing twelve people. Isaac had to have committed a crime in the past, something that led to an escalation into becoming a serial murderer.

      ‘Tell me more about Isaac,’ Olivia said as she began to prepare the drinks.

      Sutton reached beneath the table for his rucksack and took out a folder. He placed it in front of him but didn’t open it.

      ‘From the off he answered, “No comment” to every question we put to him. He told us nothing about the body in the boot of his car, how it came to be there, whether he’d killed him, how he picked him up, nothing. Even when we asked him to confirm his name and address, he answered, “No comment.” He refused a solicitor and had so much self-control he sat for hours while we bombarded him with questions. He sat staring blankly at us. He didn’t once ask for a drink, something to eat, or to go to the toilet. He was like an automaton.’

      Olivia chewed her bottom lip as she thought, pouring boiling water into the mugs. ‘Very cool. Very calm. Very in control of his emotions. I’m assuming you tried every tactic in the book to get him to open up. Did you mention his daughter to him?’

      ‘Many times. We said he should consider her and how she would feel having to watch her father on trial for murder. Nothing. We might as well have been talking to the wall.’

      ‘Either he completely shut himself off from reality in his guise as a murderer or he really didn’t care about his daughter. What does she say of her father?’

      She brought the mugs in on a tray along with a jug of milk and a bowl of sugar.

      ‘She thought he was the perfect dad. His wife, her mother, died many years ago from cancer. He’s always been there for her. She had an idyllic childhood. She didn’t have a bad word to say against him.’

      ‘A loving family,’ Olivia offered. Her own childhood had been similarly idyllic. Were murderers so good at manipulation that they managed to fool their loved ones, or did they go above and beyond to avoid the telltale signs of their darker half? If that was the case, then Olivia’s childhood, like that of Isaac’s daughter, had been a complete lie. She threw that thought away. Happiness with her mother and sister was the only pure memory she could cling to.

      ‘Quite. What she said about him doesn’t tally with the man we interviewed,’ Sutton said.

      ‘No,’ Olivia mused. ‘When he was first arrested, Isaac’s clothes will have been tested by forensics. Did he have anything on them connected to the victims?’

      ‘No. They were clean. No traces of blood or skin samples. Nothing under his fingernails either. Yes, he could have changed his clothes and showered, but we also tore through his home, and we didn’t find a single trace of Sean Bridger anywhere. Well, not then, anyway.’

      ‘But you have since?’

      ‘When Eleanor brought us the box with the notebook and the trophies, we went back to the house. Fortunately, she hadn’t done anything with it. We had a forensic team literally take the place apart. We found minute traces of blood in the garage. Three different strands of DNA were extracted, one of which belongs to Sean Bridger. Unfortunately, we can’t match the other two to anyone on the National DNA Database.’

      ‘And you tested those other two against Isaac’s daughter?’

      ‘Yes,’ Sutton stated firmly, almost annoyed at having his approach to his job called into question.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Olivia said, picking up on the tone of his voice. ‘I didn’t mean to suggest you’d been sloppy or anything. I just wanted to check all bases were covered.’

      ‘Trust me, I wouldn’t be here if they hadn’t been. We’ve exhausted all forensic avenues and questioned those we can question multiple times.’

      Olivia nodded. ‘This notebook…’ she began, leaving the question hanging in the air.

      Sutton opened his folder. He pulled out a stack of stapled A4 pages. He didn’t hand it over straightaway.

      ‘This is a photocopy of every page in the notebook Eleanor McFadden found. There’s also a list here of the items found along with it. There are no dates attached to any of the entries and several different pens and coloured inks have been used. What we need to know is if this is genuine, and if there really are more victims out there. If so, who, and where?’

      Olivia couldn’t take her eyes from the printout. She was itching to go through it all, sit down in her darkened office, doors shut, curtains closed, all distractions from the outside world obliterated, and scrutinise every single line, sentence, word, syllable, and get deep inside the mind of, potentially, a prolific serial killer.

      ‘I’m not good with cryptic crosswords, but I’ll see what I can do,’ she said, hoping her flippancy would stop her salivating to get her hands on the paperwork.

      He handed it to her across the table. She took it from him in both hands and felt its heft. Psychologically, it weighed a tonne.

      ‘Have you shown anyone else this?’ She looked down at the cover page. It was blank. She could see the print from the text on the page beneath, tantalising her. She wanted nothing more than to open it and read the horror within.

      Sutton snorted a laugh.

      ‘What is it?’ She looked up.

      ‘I showed it to Professor Hatch at Newcastle University. He…’ Sutton stopped. He didn’t seem to know how to finish his sentence.

      ‘Didn’t want to get involved,’ Olivia volunteered.

      ‘Something like that. You know him?’

      ‘I know of him. I think he’s running down the clock until retirement.’

      ‘I got that impression. He told me to contact you, actually.’

      ‘Really?’ Olivia noticed Sutton’s cheeks redden slightly. He looked away. ‘What were Professor Hatch’s exact words?’

      ‘Are you sure you want to hear them?’

      Olivia stifled a smile. ‘It would be helpful to know, when our office sends out Christmas cards, whether we should bother sending one to Newcastle.’

      Sutton took a breath. ‘Professor Hatch said that if we wanted the insight into a twisted psychopath, we should ask the infamous Olivia Winter. His words were, “They don’t come more twisted than her.” I’m sorry.’

      ‘Oh, he’s definitely off the Christmas card list.’

      Sutton let out a guttural laugh which seemed to light up his face. Olivia found herself laughing, too.

      She looked back down at the printout and began to flick through the pages. She didn’t want to seem too eager. She didn’t want to add to her reputation of being ‘twisted’.

      ‘Can I keep this?’

      ‘Of course. I’d prefer it if you didn’t show it to anyone, though.’

      ‘I won’t,’ she lied. As analytical as her brain was, she relied heavily on her partner Sebastian Lister to help her. ‘Did you work on the McFadden investigation or are you just getting involved now?’

      ‘I worked on it from the beginning.’

      ‘At any time did you think he might be responsible for more deaths?’

      Sutton sighed. ‘I couldn’t read him at all. He was a closed book. He was too calm during the interviews.’

      Olivia went back to the printout. She flicked through more pages, taking in the wording and the layout of the text.

      ‘Do you want me to leave it with you?’ he asked.

      She looked up. ‘Sorry,’ she smiled. ‘I was getting submerged there. Erm, how long are you down for?’

      ‘Just overnight. I’m back on the train mid-morning tomorrow.’

      ‘Okay. Well, how about I look over this tonight and you come back tomorrow, and we can go from there?’

      ‘That works for me,’ he said with an appreciative smile.

      ‘Shall we say nine o’clock?’

      ‘Fine. Well, I’d better be going,’ Sutton said, standing up. ‘I can count on one hand how many times I’ve been to London, and I always get lost. It’ll be a miracle if I get back to my hotel.’

      ‘Would you like me to give you directions?’

      ‘No. I’ll be fine. Thank goodness for Google. I’ll see you tomorrow.’

      Olivia watched as Linus Sutton picked up his bag and left the room, flashing her a smile over his shoulder, though it didn’t quite reach his eyes, as he closed the door behind him.

      Olivia returned to the journal. She opened the front cover and read the first page.
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      ‘Bloody hell!’ Olivia uttered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      There was a knock on the meeting-room door. It opened without Olivia calling out. Stanley trotted in first followed by Sebastian.

      ‘Oh, you are awake then?’

      ‘Sorry?’ She looked past him and out into the street. It was dark. How long had she been in here on her own? She looked at her watch. More than an hour had gone by since DI Sutton had left. It didn’t even seem like five minutes.

      Sebastian was forty-four, ten years older than Olivia. He was average height and carrying a little extra weight around his middle which was a never-ending struggle for him to try and lose. He lived in Finsbury Park with his four children and had been a widower for two years, having lost his beloved wife to breast cancer. As much as he tried to hide it, he felt her loss greatly, and many a time his face belied his constant reassurances that he was fine.

      Sebastian and Olivia met years ago when Sebastian was writing a book about her father, the infamous serial killer Richard Button. He had wanted to interview her as the sole survivor. She immediately said no, but something drew the two of them together and they remained firm friends. It was a long time into their friendship before Olivia told Sebastian the full story of what it was like living with a man she thought of as the perfect father, the man who murdered her mother and younger sister and who tried to kill her. Sebastian knew everything about Olivia, and never betrayed her confidence. She trusted him completely.

      Sebastian pulled out a chair next to her and sat down. ‘Something’s keeping you engrossed.’

      ‘Isaac McFadden,’ Olivia began. ‘Does the name ring a bell?’

      ‘No,’ he answered immediately.

      ‘You don’t keep an eye on the news, do you?’

      ‘Definitely not. If I want to spend my evenings being depressed, I’ll look at my energy bills.’

      There was a light knock on the door, followed by an even lighter yap from Stanley. Daisy came in carrying a tray.

      ‘I thought you’d both like a hot chocolate. I brought my Velvetiser in from home. Nobody uses it. This should warm you both up.’

      Olivia took a mug from the tray. ‘I can’t remember the last time I had a hot chocolate.’

      And then she could. Her mind immediately took her back to her last Christmas with her mum and her sister. They were in their happy home in Kingston-upon-Thames decorating the Christmas tree, tinsel draped over every item of furniture, baubles rolling everywhere, as her mother, Geraldine, struggled with a knotted string of lights and Olivia and her sister, Claire, planned with military precision where each ornament was going to go. Claire sipped at her hot chocolate and gave herself a chocolate moustache. She refused to wipe her upper lip, saying she wanted to be able to smell the chocolate as she drifted off to sleep.

      ‘Olivia,’ Sebastian called out, bringing her back to the present.

      ‘Sorry?’

      ‘You drifted.’

      Olivia looked around her. Daisy had gone.

      ‘Mental flashback.’

      ‘You all right?’

      ‘Fine.’ She gave one of her stock smiles, took a sip of the smooth hot chocolate and placed the mug down on the desk, away from Stanley. ‘Anyway, as I was saying, Isaac McFadden. He was arrested last year somewhere in Newcastle when police pulled him over during a storm and found a body in the boot of his car.’

      ‘I remember now. Wasn’t it cut up into pieces?’

      ‘It was. He gave “no comment” answers to everything, refused to enter a plea and spent his entire trial looking bored to tears. No surprise that he was found guilty and sentenced to life. Fast forward to a few weeks ago and his daughter was cleaning out his house and she came across a notebook. In it, there’s a code she couldn’t decipher. She took it to the police and they couldn’t understand it either. However, they think it might be a table of Isaac McFadden’s victims. They think there could be another twelve of them out there.’

      ‘Surely they’d know if they had a serial killer on their hands,’ he said.

      ‘That’s what I said. But the man Isaac was arrested for killing was homeless and estranged from his family. It could be possible his other victims had dropped off the radar, too.’

      ‘I’m guessing that’s the book that’s been keeping you so engrossed.’

      ‘Only a photocopy. How are you with cryptic crosswords?’

      ‘I prefer a Wordle,’ Sebastian said, coming round to her side of the table so they could read it together.
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        * * *

      

      Sebastian sat back in his chair and took a deep breath. ‘Well, I’d be lying if I said I understood all that. In fact, I’d be lying if I said I understood any of that.’

      Olivia remained silent as she continued to gaze at the code she had already looked at several times. Then she said, ‘Me neither. But it’s an insightful journal. That section where he wrote about choosing his victims, not listening to what they said but looking into their eyes to see if they’re for him or not.’

      ‘We all do it. How many times do I ask you how you are, and you simply say you’re fine even though we both know you’re not.’

      ‘For the most part I am fine. And when I’m not fine I don’t want to talk about it, so it’s easier to say I’m fine.’

      ‘Count yourself lucky you were never asked by Isaac McFadden,’ Sebastian said, almost flippantly.

      Olivia didn’t respond. She had returned to the code.

      ‘What do you think?’ Sebastian asked.

      ‘I can’t make up my mind,’ she said.

      ‘What are you pondering?’

      ‘Firstly, why would someone keep a record of the people they’d killed?’

      ‘To look back over it and
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Hello, how are \/ou?

I'm fine thanks, you?

I'm good.

That's all a complete lie. The\/rejusw‘ words we say
fo each other out of politeness, and, together with
the painted-on smiles, we accept those baseless
words as being the truth. If we're being honest
with each other, the conversation would go much
dlfferenﬂ\/.

Hello, how are you?

I'm in agony. | hate m\/J'ob, my Kids are driving me
mad, 'm pretty sure my husband is cheating on
me and I'm two months behind with the mortgage.
You?

The same. | dont think I've ever felt so lonel\/ since
my wife died. | cry every night, | mre\y eat, 'm
drinking far too much, and last week | found a
lump that I'm scared to get checked out.

That's the truth. That's what we hide from the
world.

When I'm looking for a victim, | watch them, |
follow them, | observe them before | go and talk to
them. And when | do strike up a conversation, |
don't listen fo a single word They say.
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My opening line is always "Hello, how are you? or
"Are you all right?" The\/ always fry fo assuage me,
a complete stranger, that The\/re fine. | know
TheYre not. The\/ know fhe\/re not. The\/ know that |
now #he\/re not fine. To get to the truth, you need
0 look info their eyes.

E\/es never lie.

gnore the fake smiles. Don't listen fo a single word
hat passes their lips. Watch their eyes. The\/re not
fine.

Theyre in pain.

Theyre tortured and tormented.

"ne\/re lost.

The\/re perfect.

The\/re a\ready dead.
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Now | \ay e down fo sleep,
| pray the Lord my soul 1o keep,
In the morn should | awake,
Point me to a life that | should take.





