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Whatever you can do
Or think you can
Begin it.
Boldness has genius
Power,
And magic in it.
Goethe
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PROLOGUE

The woman feels ice-cold paralysis spreading from her lower limbs.
Tattered clothing clings to her skin, sodden with perspiration of fear.
A handcuff chains her ankle to the iron bedstead.
Escape attempts bring agony, steel cutting into flesh.
Metallic odour fills the dank air, her own blood smell.
Desperately she attempts to control terror of what the next hours may bring.
The man said he would return soon.
The leer in his eyes brings bile into her throat.
She had observed his delight at her helpless vulnerability.
He had departed, smiling.
Hours pass, slowly.
Despite efforts to stay vigilant, she drifts into nightmarish dozing.
Awakening in sweated panic.
Awareness of her situation returns like a repulsive taste.
A plan, even to the point of total submission, has emerged.
To resist would surely result in further injury, possibly her life’s end.
She thinks of her previous life of comfort.
Determination to survive grows.
Outside a vehicle stops.
A car door slams, key turns in the lock.
He stands before her, hands on hips, expectantly.
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JO-ANNE AND JOSH
CHAPTER ONE

Monday 21st March 2008 6.30 a.m.
He had woken well ahead of the clock radio and couldn’t understand
why. Paltry sunlight filtered through gaps in the slatted blinds; bare
branches casting skeletal images on the bedroom wall. Something had
disturbed him. Normally he’d sleep the sleep of the righteous until
the chortling tea maker dragged the two of them into a new day. Was
it the dogs barking, or their silence? In his semi-comatose state logic
was beyond him.
He yawned, throwing back the duvet. Ran fingers through thick,
greying hair and rubbed his eyes vigorously. He grabbed for a remote
somewhere in the depths of the bed-clothes, pressed a button. Electric
blinds whirred and ascended, flooding the bedroom with grey light
of winter morning. Wrapped in a black towelling gown to cover
his nakedness he walked to the window, surveying contentedly the
panoramic view over the Thames Estuary, Epping Forest brooding
darkly in the foreground.
The huge creamy patch disfiguring the York stone terrace below
drew his gaze like a magnet. “Jo!”
“What?” His wife’s tousled head emerged sleepily from beneath
the covers.
“What’s that on the patio? Paint, looks like paint! All over the
bloody terrace!”
Jo-anne woke rapidly then. “Josh, what the hell are you going on
about?”
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He beckoned her to the window. “Come on, see for yourself!”
Josh felt the warm body of his wife lean against him, her eyes glued
to the scene outside.
The bedroom door burst open. Rosalee, fourteen, all height and no
substance, bounded into the room, orthodontic tracks glinting. Hard
on her heels followed freckle-faced twelve-year-old Jessica.
“Dad!” Rosalee screamed, “Lucky and Flo, they... they’re lying
in the hall. It looks like,” she burst into tears, “looks like they’re both
dead!”
“And mum’s car,” Jessica squeaked. “It’s all covered in paint!”
Josh felt chilled yet clammy, hairs at the back of his neck bristling
erect. Stumbling across the room with Jo-anne close behind, he pressed
up against the window opposite. In the driveway Jo-anne’s brand-new
blue Honda Civic bore a massive cream scab, covering practically the
entire bonnet. “Christ almighty!” Jo-anne breathed in shock.
“Shit!” Josh raced down the stairs, through open glass doors to
the entrance hall. The two brown and white Jack Russell terriers lay
motionless on the wooden floor, dark black sputum and vomit leaking
from open jaws. Their unblinking eyes stared vacantly into space.
Kneeling down, fingers quivering, Josh felt for pulse in the furry
necks. He turned slowly, shaking his head. The open-mouthed noncomprehension on his daughters’ faces would be indelibly embedded
in his memory.
“Dad,” Rosalee stammered, trembling uncontrollably, “are they,
are they dead?”
Grimly Josh nodded. “Afraid so, sweetheart.” Bending down
he pointed to dark fragments below the letter slot. “Looks like they
could’ve been poisoned by something.”
“Poisoned?” Jo-anne shouted over her daughters’ shoulders.
“Josh, are you sure? How do you know?”
“I’m damned sure!” He pointed an uncontrollably shaking finger.
“Look, lumps of dark stuff coming out of their mouths. Girls, don’t
touch anything! I’ll go check the outside of the house.”
Jo-anne and the girls cowered in their skimpy night attire, sobbing
in the corner of the hall.
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Josh unlatched the mortice locks, loosened the security chain and
threw the front door wide open.
Early morning tranquillity of the cul-de-sac was shattered by the
shrieking burglar alarm. Birds exploded from treetops in a thunderous
flutter of wings.
“BLOODY HELL!” Fiercely Josh slammed the door. Quivering
violently he just managed to tap in the code on the alarm panel. The
cacophony ceased. He re-opened the door. Clad only in his towelling
robe, he grimaced as cold draught assaulted bare legs.
He peered outside. Jo-anne’s new Honda was splattered with
creamy-coloured paint. The gate to the rear of the house was wide
open, a padlock lying in two pieces on the ground. He took a closer
look. The lock had been neatly sawn through. He took a few cautious
steps to the rear of the house then stopped. The lifeless dogs, the mess
on the car and terrace became a tragic overture.
In letters three feet high, the rear wall of the house bore the creamy
message
JRM YOU BASTARD
DOES YOUR WIFE KNOW YOUR DIRTY SECRET??
Josh leaned weakly against the gate, wide-eyed with shock. Who?
Why? Questions tumbled over in his mind. Anger bubbled up forming
a hard knot in his throat. Someone had gone to unbelievable lengths
to harm him and his family. Who the hell hates us, hates me so much?
And yet, already, in a remote corner of his mind, the answer was
slowly forming. The use of his initials JRM assailed him like a bolt of
lightning.
Jo-anne was standing outside the gate in her dressing gown,
gazing in horror at her defaced vehicle. “Josh, what now?” she blurted
out. “You’re white as a sheet!”
“I suppose you’d better have a look but for Christ’s sake keep the
girls away. I’d rather they didn’t see this.” Turning toward her he bit
his lip savagely. “I’m going to call the police right away.”
“No, wait,” Jo-anne pleaded, clutching his arm. “I don’t want
to look by myself. The police can wait.” She stalked through the
gateway, head erect, her world still just about intact. Vivid images of
3

MICHAEL J. DAVIDSON

aristocrats ascending la Guillotine flashed through Josh’s mind’s eye
as he watched his wife approach then walk slowly along the patio,
surveying wordlessly the offensive message. Her silence was, in a
way, more ominous than hysteria might have been. She turned and
faced him, eyes wide, staring in mute yet furious accusation. Then,
shoulders hunched, head bowed now, she turned away, passed by him,
saying nothing.
It was too late to prevent the girls seeing the paintwork. They
had scurried along the patio and now stood alongside him barefooted,
gaping blankly. Josh clasped them both round the shoulders, eyes
prickling at their loss of innocence. He was immediately aware of the
rigidity with which Rosalee reacted to his embrace.
“Come on, girls,” he whispered gently. “I think you’ve seen enough.
It’s kinda chilly to be out here in just your pyjamas, don’t you think?”
“Dad,” Jessica looked up at him, lips trembling, “Dad, who’d
want to kill our dogs? And then, paint... paint such horrible things on
our wall?”
“I just wish I knew, pet,” he replied grimly. “I’ll be talking to the
Police immediately. Hopefully they’ll help us find out.” Who the hell
could have foreseen this? How to react?
Following apprehensively behind his wife, Josh led the shivering
duo back indoors, gingerly stepping over the two canine corpses. The
warmth of the interior failed to shift the emptiness in the pit of his
stomach, raw guilt beginning to surface.
“Girls, just take yourselves into the kitchen and get some cereals
out for breakfast. Jo, please honey, let’s get them away from all this
horrendous stuff.”
With some difficulty, Jo-anne persuaded the girls to move into the
kitchen, maintaining an icy glare directed at her husband. Returning
to the entrance hall she stood quietly opposite, watching him, a chasm
of unanswered questions between them.
Blind fury welled up in Josh as he dialled the three nines for
emergency. “Hello, emergency? Police please.”
Looking at Jo-anne directly, he cupped his hand over the
mouthpiece. “I’m absolutely stumped. Who, who on earth could have
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done this? Why? That bloody builder we sued? No, that makes no
sense at all...” And yet innermost logic knew who it had to have been,
even after a period of over two years.
“Josh...” Jo-anne began angrily.
He held his hand up. “Yes, Police. We’ve had intruders overnight.
No, no-one’s injured except our dogs are dead. Yes, I believe they’ve
been poisoned. Yes, that’s right,” he shouted into the telephone,
“Poisoned! Could you please send someone, soon as possible. 25
Woodhill Close, Loughton. Yes, yes, I’m Dr Joshua Miller.” He
shook his head in exasperation. “Sure, I’m sure. Poisoned our two
Jack Russell terriers. Some black stuff pushed through our letter slot.
Broke into our garden, daubed an obscene message on the back wall
and splashed paint all over the terrace and my wife’s brand new car.”
He paused, listening impatiently. “Someone’ll be here in a couple of
hours? That’s the best you can do?” He rolled his eyes to the heavens.
“Yes, well, OK, thank you. What should we do with the two dogs in
our hallway? Nothing at all? Don’t cover them or anything? You’re
sure? Right. Please send someone soon as you can. Thanks. I’ll be
here.” Roughly he slammed down the receiver and sat with his head
in his hands.
Deep inside her a dam broke. “Josh!” Jo-anne shook her head
furiously. “What the fuck is going on? What dirty secret? What don’t
I know?” She stood over him, gripping his shoulders as the two girls
peered through from the kitchen, wide-eyed with terror.
Josh stood up, attempting to stroke her tear-stained cheeks. “Jo,
I promise you I haven’t the faintest idea. I’ve been racking my brain
trying to...” But the nagging thought would not leave him. It could not
possibly have been anyone else.
She pulled away from him violently. “There’s someone else, is
there? Is that what this means?”
He shook his head violently. “Jo, I swear on my children’s lives
there’s no-one else. You have to believe me. After all these years how
can you even think that?” He pointed towards the kitchen. “And the
girls hate to see us fighting,” he whispered. “I promise you I’ll get to
the bottom of this. Just please, please, trust me and calm down.”
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Jo-anne took a deep breath, wiped her face and walked slowly to
the kitchen. She clasped both her daughters tightly. “I’m really sorry I
swore, girls. Just please stay well away from the dogs and don’t touch
anything, you hear! Go wash and dress for school.” She hesitated
momentarily. “No, maybe school’s not such a good idea in the
circumstances. Just wash and get dressed, will you? I’ll get breakfast.”
Josh called down as he climbed the stairs. “I’m gonna take a
shower. Try and clear my head before the police get here.”
In the bedroom the tea maker was still simmering, steam wisping
weakly from the pot as he entered. Turning off the switch he shook
his head in shock. In just twenty-five short minutes since the machine
had boiled their stable and pleasant lives had been turned completely
upside down.
He entered the glass cubicle. With the needle spray as hot as he
could stand, enlightenment began to crystallise. The perpetrator’s
identity became absolutely clear. It had taken place years before. As
the steam rose, Josh realised that, in spite of total silence for all that
length of time, a cunning and menacing act of revenge had taken place,
devastating in its effect. For over two years nothing had surfaced. Not
a glimmer of the awful period he’d hoped to erase forever from their
existence had appeared. He’d successfully kept it secret from Jo-anne
and yet now... Josh covered his face with soapy hands. The hum of
the power shower drowned the curses combined with sobs racking his
guilty being.
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