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        Death lies on her, like an untimely frost

        Upon the sweetest flower of all the field.

        

        William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
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      It was a cold night in late autumn when they dumped the body in the disused quarry. They knew it was an isolated spot, and the water was very deep. What they didn’t know was that they were being watched.

      They arrived under the cover of darkness, just after three o’clock in the morning – driving from the houses at the edge of the village, over the empty patch of gravel where the walkers parked their cars, and onto the vast common. With the headlights off, the car bumped and lurched across the rough ground, joining a footpath, which was soon shrouded on either side by dense woodland. The darkness was thick and clammy, and the only light came over the tops of the trees.

      Nothing about the journey felt stealthy. The car engine seemed to roar; the suspension groaned as it lurched from side to side. They slowed to a stop as the trees parted and the water-filled quarry came into view.

      What they didn’t know was that a reclusive old man lived by the quarry, squatting in an old abandoned cottage which had almost been reclaimed by the undergrowth. He was outside, staring up at the sky and marvelling at its beauty, when the car appeared over the ridge and came to a halt. Wary, he moved behind a bank of shrubbery and watched. Local kids, junkies, and couples looking for thrills often appeared at night, and he had managed to scare them away.

      The moon briefly broke through the clouds as the two figures emerged from the car, and they took something large from the back and carried it towards the rowing boat by the water. The first climbed in, and as the second passed the long package into the boat there was something about the way it bent and flopped that made him realise with horror that it was a body.

      The soft splashes of the oars carried across the water. He put a hand to his mouth. He knew he should turn away, but he couldn’t. The splashing oars ceased when the boat reached the middle. A sliver of moon appeared again through a gap in the clouds, illuminating the ripples spreading out from the boat.

      He held his breath as he watched the two figures deep in conversation, their voices a low rhythmic murmur. Then there was silence. The boat lurched as they stood, and one of them nearly fell over the edge. When they were steady, they lifted the package and, with a splash and a rattle of chains, they dropped it into the water. The moon sailed out from behind its cloud, shining a bright light on the boat and the spot where the package had been dumped, the ripples spreading violently outwards.

      He could now see the two people in the boat, and had a clear view of their faces.

      The man exhaled. He’d been holding his breath. His hands shook. He didn’t want trouble; he’d spent his whole life trying to avoid trouble, but it always seemed to find him. A chill breeze stirred up some dry leaves at his feet, and he felt a sharp itching in his nostrils. Before he could stop it a sneeze erupted from his nose; it echoed across the water. In the boat, the heads snapped up, and began to twist and search the banks. And then they saw him. He turned to run, tripped on the root of a tree and fell to the ground, knocking the wind out of his chest.

      

      Beneath the water in the disused quarry it was still, cold, and very dark. The body sank rapidly, pulled by the weights, down, down, down, finally coming to rest with a nudge in the soft freezing mud.

      She would lie still and undisturbed for many years, almost at peace. But above her, on dry land, the nightmare was only just beginning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          Friday, 28 October 2016

        

      

    

    
      Detective Chief Inspector Erika Foster crossed her arms over the bulky life jacket against the icy wind, wishing she’d worn a thicker coat. The small inflatable Met Police Marine Recovery boat churned across the water of Hayes Quarry, dragging behind it a compact transponder, scanning the bottom deep below. The disused quarry was in the centre of Hayes Common, 225 acres of woodland and heath situated next to the village of Hayes on the outskirts of South London.

      ‘Water depth is 23.7 metres,’ said Sergeant Lorna Crozier, the Dive Supervisor. She was hunched over a screen at the front of the boat, where the results of the sonar were beamed back and displayed in inky purple shades, blooming across the screen like a bruise.

      ‘So, it’s going to be tough to salvage what we’re looking for?’ asked Erika, noting her tone.

      Lorna nodded. ‘Anything beyond a depth of thirty metres is tough. My divers can only stay down for short periods. The average pond or canal is a couple of metres deep. Even at high tide, the Thames is ten to twelve metres.’

      ‘There could be anything down there,’ said Detective Sergeant John McGorry, who was squashed in the small plastic seat beside Erika. She followed his youthful gaze across the rippling surface of the water. The visibility couldn’t have been more than a couple of feet before it became a swirl of dark shadows.

      ‘Are you trying to sit on my lap?’ she snapped as he leaned across her to peer over the edge.

      ‘Sorry, boss.’ He grinned, shifting back along the seat. ‘I saw this show on the Discovery Channel. Did you know, only five per cent of the ocean floor is mapped. The ocean occupies seventy per cent of the Earth’s surface, that leaves sixty-five per cent of the Earth, excluding dry land, unexplored. . .’

      At the water’s edge, twenty metres away, clumps of dead reeds swayed in the breeze. A large support lorry was parked on the grassy bank, and beside it the small support team were preparing the diving gear. Their orange lifejackets were the only dots of colour in the dingy autumn afternoon. Behind them, gorse and heather stretched away with a mix of greys and browns, and a clump of trees in the far distance were bare. The boat reached the end of the quarry and slowed.

      ‘Turning about,’ said PC Barker, a young male officer sitting at the rudder of the outboard motor. He performed a sharp turn so they could double back and cross the length of the water for the sixth time.

      ‘Do you think some of the fish or eels down there could have grown to, like, super proportions?’ asked John, turning to Lorna, his eyes still shining with enthusiasm.

      ‘I’ve seen some pretty big freshwater crayfish when I’ve been on dives. Although, this quarry isn’t a tributary, so whatever is down there would have been introduced,’ replied Lorna, one eye on the sonar screen.

      ‘I grew up down the road, in St Mary Cray, and there was a pet shop near us that, apparently, sold baby crocodiles. . .’ John’s voice tailed off, and he looked back at Erika raising an eyebrow.

      He was always upbeat and chatty, which she could just about cope with. Although she dreaded working the early shift with him.

      ‘We’re not looking for a crocodile, John. We’re looking for ten kilos of heroin packed into a waterproof container.’

      John looked back at her and nodded. ‘Sorry, boss.’

      Erika checked her watch. It was coming up to three thirty.

      ‘What’s that worth on the street, ten kilos?’ asked PC Barker from his spot by the rudder.

      ‘Four million pounds,’ replied Erika, her eyes back on the sonar image shifting across the screen.

      He whistled. ‘I take it the container was dropped in deliberately?’

      Erika nodded. ‘Jason Tyler, the guy we’ve got in custody, was waiting for things to quieten down before he came back for it. . .’

      She didn’t add that they could only hold him in custody until midnight.

      ‘Did he really think he’d get it back? We’re an experienced dive team, and we’re going to find this a tough one to salvage,’ said Lorna.

      ‘With four million quid on the line? Yes, I think he was going to come back for it,’ replied Erika. ‘We’re hoping to lift his prints off the layers of plastic wrapping inside.’

      ‘How did you find out he’d dropped it in here?’ asked PC Barker.

      ‘His wife,’ replied John.

      PC Barker gave him a look only another guy could understand, and whistled.

      ‘Hang on. This could be something; kill the motor,’ said Lorna, leaning closer in to the tiny screen.

      A small shape glowed black amongst a swirl of purple hues. PC Barker switched off the outboard motor and the silence rang out, replaced by a swish of water as the boat slowed. He got up and joined her.

      ‘We’re scanning an area of four metres each side of the boat,’ said Lorna, her small hand moving over the smudge on the screen.

      ‘So the scale is correct,’ agreed Barker.

      ‘You think that’s it?’ asked Erika, hope rising in her chest.

      ‘Could be,’ said Lorna. ‘Could be an old fridge. We won’t know for sure till we’re down there.’

      ‘Will you dive down there today?’ Erika asked her, trying to stay positive.

      ‘I’ll stay on dry land today. I was on a dive yesterday, and we have to have rest periods,’ said Lorna.

      ‘Where were you yesterday?’ asked John.

      ‘Rotherhithe. We had to recover a suicide from the lake at the nature reserve.’

      ‘Wow. It must add a whole new level of freakiness, finding a body deep underwater?’

      Lorna nodded. ‘I found him. Ten feet down. I was searching in zero visibility, and suddenly my hands close around a pair of ankles, and I feel up, and there’s the legs. He was standing on the bottom.’

      ‘Jeepers. Standing up, underwater?’ said John.

      ‘It does happen; something to do with the composition of the gas in the body and the progress of decay.’

      ‘It must be fascinating. I’ve only been in the force for a few years. This is my first time with a dive team,’ said John.

      ‘We find tons of horrible stuff. The worst is when you find a bag of puppies,’ added PC Barker.

      ‘Bastards. I’ve been a copper for twenty-five years, and I still learn something new every day about how sick people can be.’ Erika noticed how they all turned to her for a moment; she could see them mentally working out how old she was. ‘So, what about this anomaly? How quick can you get down there and bring it up?’ she asked, drawing their attention back to the sonar on the screen.

      ‘I think we’ll mark it up with a buoy, and take another pass on it,’ replied Lorna, moving to the side of the boat and preparing a small orange marker buoy with a weighted line. She dropped the weight over the edge, and it quickly vanished into the deep, dark water, the thin rope playing out over the edge. They left the marker floating as PC Barker fired up the outboard motor, and they moved off across the water.

      

      Just over an hour later they had covered the surface of the quarry, and identified three possible anomalies. Erika and John had come ashore to warm up. The late October day was now fading as they huddled outside the dive lorry with Styrofoam cups of tea. They watched the dive team at work.

      Lorna stood on the bank, holding one end of a weighted rope called the jackstay line. It led down into the water and along the bottom of the quarry, where it resurfaced twenty feet from the shore. The boat was anchored beside the first marker buoy, and manned by PC Barker, who was keeping the other end of the jackstay taut. Ten minutes had passed since two divers had entered the water. They’d started at opposite ends of the jackstay, and were searching along the bottom of the quarry to meet in the middle. Beside Lorna another member of the dive team was crouched over a small comms unit the size of a briefcase. Erika could hear the divers’ voices as they communicated through the radios in their diving masks.

      ‘Zero visibility, nothing yet. . . We must be close to meeting in the middle. . .’ came the tinny voice over the radio.

      Erika took a nervous inhale on her e-cigarette, the LED light at the end glowing red. She exhaled a puff of white vapour.

      It was three months since she’d been transferred to Bromley Police Station, and she was still trying to find her place and fit in with her new team. Only a few miles from her old borough of Lewisham, in South London, but she was becoming used to the vast difference a few miles can make between the outskirts of London and the edge of the county of Kent. It had a townie feel to it.

      She looked over at John, who was twenty yards away, talking on his phone; he was grinning as he chatted. Whenever he had the chance he called his girlfriend. A moment later he finished the call, and came over.

      ‘The divers still looking?’ he asked.

      Erika nodded. ‘No news is good news. . . But if I have to release that little bastard. . .’

      The little bastard in question was Jason Tyler, a low-level drug dealer who had risen rapidly to control a drug dealing network covering South London and the Kent borders.

      ‘Keep the line taut, I’m getting slack. . .’ said the diver’s voice through the radio.

      ‘Boss?’ asked John awkwardly.

      ‘Yeah?’

      ‘That was my girlfriend, Monica, on the phone. . . She, we, wanted to invite you over for dinner.’

      Erika glanced at him, with one eye still on Lorna as she looped in a little slack from the jackstay, bracing her feet on the bank. ‘What?’ she replied.

      ‘I’ve told Monica lots about you. . . Good stuff, of course. Since I’ve been working with you, I’ve learned loads; you’ve made the job so much more interesting. Made me want to be a better detective. . . Anyway, she’d love to make you her lasagne. It’s really good. And I’m not just saying that cos she’s my girlfriend. It really is. . .’ His voice tailed off.

      Erika was staring at the twenty-foot gap between Lorna on the shore and the boat out on the water. The light was fading rapidly. She thought the divers must be about to meet in the middle, and if they met that would mean they had nothing.

      ‘So what do you say, boss?’

      ‘John, we’re right in the middle of a big case,’ she snapped.

      ‘I didn’t mean tonight. Some other day? Monica would love to meet you. And if there were anyone else you’d like to invite, that’s cool. Is there a Mr Foster?’

      Erika turned to him. She’d spent the last couple of years hearing herself gossiped about in the force, so she was surprised that John didn’t know. She went to answer, but was cut off by a shout that went up from the support team at the water’s edge.

      They hurried over to Lorna and the dive officer, who was crouched down at the small comms unit. They heard one of the divers say: ‘There’s something packed in under the mud. . . I need help if I’m going to pull it out. . . How am I doing for time?’ The tinny voice cut through the cold air, and there was interference, which Erika realised were bubbles from the diver’s respirator as the officer replied to the diver thirty feet down in the quarry.

      Lorna turned to Erika. ‘I think we’ve found it. This could be it.’
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      The temperature plummeted by the water as darkness fell. Erika and John paced up and down within the arc of light spilling out of the support vehicles, and the trees behind them had vanished in a darkness which seemed to press down on them all.

      One of the divers, slick in his drysuit, finally emerged up the steep banks of the quarry carrying what looked like a large moulded plastic suitcase streaked in mud. Erika and John moved over to join the dive team helping him up and onto dry land. John held a small digital camcorder and began to film the diver with the box. It was placed on the grassy bank, on a square of plastic sheeting. They all stood back as John moved in and took several still images of the box intact.

      ‘Okay, boss,’ he said. ‘I’m filming.’

      Erika had pulled on a pair of latex gloves and was holding a pair of bolt cutters. She knelt in front of the box and began to inspect it.

      ‘There’s two padlocked latches either side of the carry handle, and there’s a pressure equalisation valve on the case,’ she said, indicating a mud-covered button underneath the handle. She clipped both locks with the bolt cutters as John filmed. The dive team watched from a little way back, illuminated by the arc of light from the digital camcorder.

      Erika gently turned the pressure valve, which was followed by a hissing noise. She unclipped both latches and pulled up the lid. The light from the digital camcorder shone inside, bouncing off rows of small neat packages, each filled with the rose-grey coloured powder.

      Erika’s heart leapt at the sight of it.

      ‘Heroin with a street value of four million pounds,’ she said.

      ‘It’s horrific, but I can’t take my eyes off it,’ muttered John as he leaned in to get a close-up of the interior.

      ‘Thank you, all of you,’ said Erika, turning to the silent faces of the dive team standing around in a small semicircle. Their tired faces grinned back.

      A crash of interference came through the comms unit from one of the divers still in the water. Lorna went over and started talking to the diver over the radio.

      Erika carefully closed the lid of the case.

      ‘Okay, John, put in a call to control. We need this moved securely to the nick, and tell Superintendent Yale we need the fingerprint team ready to pull this apart the moment we get back. We’re not taking our eyes off it until it’s safely locked up, you understand?’

      ‘Yes, boss.’

      ‘And get me one of the large evidence bags from the car.’

      John went off as Erika stood up and stared down at the case.

      ‘I’ve got you, Jason Tyler,’ she muttered. ‘I’ve got you, and you’re going down for a long time.’

      ‘DCI Foster,’ said Lorna, coming over from where she’d been talking on the comms unit. ‘One of our divers was just doing a sweep of the area. He’s found something else.’

      

      Fifteen minutes later, Erika had bagged up the plastic case of heroin, and John was back with the digital camcorder, filming another diver as he emerged from the water. He had something dark and misshapen cradled in his arms. He brought it over to a fresh square of plastic sheeting which had been laid out on the grass. It was a mud-streaked bundle of plastic entwined in thin rusting chains which were looped through and weighed down by what looked like exercise weights. It was no more than five feet long, and had folded over on itself. The plastic was old and brittle and seemed bleached of colour.

      ‘It was found four feet away from the plastic case, partially submerged in silt on the quarry bed,’ said Lorna.

      ‘It’s not heavy. There’s something small inside; I can feel it shifting,’ said the diver.

      He placed it on the square of plastic sheeting, and a hush descended over the team, broken only by the branches in the far-off trees creaking in the wind.

      Erika felt a cold dread pooling in her stomach. She stepped forward, breaking the silence.

      ‘Can I please have those bolt cutters again?’

      She tucked them under her arm, pulled on a fresh pair of latex gloves, then stepped forward, and gently set to work, clipping the rusty chains, which were thin but woven over and under several times. The plastic was so brittle it had become rigid, and it crackled as she unwound the chains and water began to seep out onto the grass from inside.

      Despite the cold, Erika realised she was sweating. The plastic was folded repeatedly and rolled over, and as she unwrapped the layers she thought whatever was inside was small. It smelt only of pond water: stale and a little unpleasant, which set alarm bells off in her mind.

      As she reached the last fold in the plastic, she saw the team around her were completely silent. She had forgotten to breathe. She took a deep breath, and unfolded the last roll of the brittle plastic.

      The light from the camcorder illuminated its contents. Inside lay a small skeleton: a jumble of pieces amongst a layer of fine silt. Little remained of the clothes, just a few scraps of brown material clung to a piece of ribcage. A small thin belt with a rusted buckle was looped around the spinal cord, which was still attached to the pelvis. The skull was loose, and nestled in a curved pile of ribs. A few murky wisps of hair remained attached to the top of the skull.

      ‘Oh my God,’ said Lorna.

      ‘It’s very small. . . It looks like a child’s skeleton,’ said Erika softly.

      They were plunged into darkness as John darted away with the camcorder and over to the banks of the quarry, where he kneeled down and was violently sick in the water.
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      It was raining hard when Erika climbed into the driver’s seat of her car. It hammered down on the roof, and the blue light from the surrounding squad cars and dive lorry caught in the raindrops on the windscreen.

      The pathologist’s van was the first to pull away from the edge of the quarry. The black body bag had looked so small when it was loaded into the back. Despite her years in the force, Erika felt shaken. Every time she closed her eyes she saw the tiny skull with its wisps of hair and empty staring eye sockets. The question kept swirling around in her mind. Who would dump a small child in the quarry? Was it gang related? But Hayes was an affluent area with a low crime average.

      She ran her hands through her wet hair and turned to John.

      ‘Are you all right?’

      ‘Sorry, boss. I don’t know why I. . . I’ve seen plenty of dead bodies before. . . There wasn’t even any blood.’

      ‘It’s okay, John.’

      Erika started the engine as the two backup vehicles and the one escorting the case of heroin pulled away. She put the car in gear and followed. They rode in silence as the sombre convoy’s headlights illuminated the dense woodland rolling past on both sides of the gravel track. She felt a pang of regret she was no longer in her old job on the Murder Investigation Team at Lewisham Row. She was now working in conjunction with the Projects Team, fighting organised crime. It would be another officer’s job to find out how the small skeleton ended up thirty feet down in the freezing blackness.

      ‘We found the case. It was where Jason Tyler’s wife said it would be,’ said John, trying to sound positive.

      ‘We need to match his fingerprints; without them we have nothing,’ said Erika.

      They left the common, and drove through Hayes. Lights blazed in the windows of the supermarket, chip shop, and the newsagent, where a row of Halloween rubber masks hung limp in the window, all blank eyes and grotesque hooked noses.

      Erika couldn’t seem to summon up any feelings of triumph about finding the case of heroin. All she could think about was the tiny skeleton. During her time in the force, she’d spent several years heading up anti-drug squads. The names seemed to change - Central Drug Unit, Drug and Organised Crime Prevention, the Projects Team - but the war on drugs rumbled on, and it would never be won. The moment one supplier was taken out there was another ready and waiting to take his place; filling the vacuum with even more skill and cunning. Jason Tyler had filled a vacuum, and in a short space of time someone would take his place. Wash, rinse, repeat.

      Murderers, however, were different; you could catch them and lock them up.

      The squad cars in front came to a halt at a set of traffic lights by Hayes train station. Commuters carrying umbrellas streamed out across the road.

      Rain clattered on the roof of the car. Erika closed her eyes for a moment. The small skeleton lying on the bank of the quarry rushed at her. There was a honk from the car behind, and she jumped and opened her eyes.

      ‘It’s green, boss,’ said John quietly.

      They crept forward slowly, the roundabout up ahead still clogged. Erika looked out at the people hurrying past, searching their faces.

      Who was it? Who would do that? she thought. I want to find you. I’m going to find you. I want to lock you up and throw away the key—

      The car honked twice from behind. Erika saw the traffic had cleared and she pulled off around the roundabout.

      ‘You asked earlier if I was married,’ said Erika.

      ‘I just wanted to know if you’d like to bring anyone for dinner—’

      ‘My husband was in the force. He died during a drugs raid, two and a half years ago.’

      ‘Shit. I didn’t know. I wouldn’t have said anything. . . Sorry.’

      ‘It’s okay. I thought everyone knew.’

      ‘I’m not really into gossip. And you’re still welcome to come for dinner. I meant it. Monica’s lasagne is really good.’

      Erika smiled. ‘Thank you. Maybe when this is over.’

      John nodded. ‘The skeleton, it’s a little kid, isn’t it?’ he said softly.

      Erika nodded. As they approached the roundabout, the pathologist’s van peeled off ahead, and turned to the right. They turned and watched as it drove away and vanished amongst the houses. The police cars carrying the heroin turned left, and Erika reluctantly followed.

      

      Bromley Police Station was a modern three-storey brick building at the bottom of Bromley High Street opposite the train station. It was just after 7 p.m., and commuters were hurrying under the awning of Bromley South train station, torrential rain and the promise of the weekend to come hastening their rush. The first groups of Friday night drinkers were moving in the other direction. Young girls held tiny jackets over their heads to keep their even tinier dresses dry, and boys in shirts and smart trousers used free copies of the Evening Standard.

      Erika drove past the station and turned in to the slip road that wound down to the police station’s underground car park, following the two squad cars, their lights still flashing, and flanking the car carrying the heroin.

      The ground floor of Bromley Station housed the uniform division, and the corridor was busy with officers arriving for the night shift, pensive and gloomy at the prospect of the night ahead dealing with underage drinkers. Her boss, Superintendent Yale, met Erika, John, and the six uniformed officers accompanying the case at the main staircase leading up to CID Division. He joined them as they climbed the stairs. He had a ruddy face, a shock of bristly red hair, and he always looked as if someone had stuffed him into his uniform: it was a size too small for his bulky frame.

      ‘Good work, Erika,’ he said, beaming at the case wrapped in the evidence bag. ‘The fingerprint technicians are waiting upstairs.’

      ‘Sir, in addition to the case we found—’ started Erika.

      Yale frowned. ‘Human remains, yes. Let’s hold off talking about that.’

      ‘Sir. The skeleton was wrapped in plastic sheeting. It was a child—’

      ‘Erika, we’re at a crucial stage here, don’t lose focus.’

      They reached the door to an office where a plain-clothes officer was waiting; his eyes lit up when he saw the uniformed officer carrying the plastic case in its evidence bag.

      ‘Here it is, let’s see if we can get some prints off this and nail Jason Tyler!’ said Superintendent Yale. He pulled up his sleeve to check his watch buried in his hairy wrist, adding, ‘we’ve got until 8.30 a.m. tomorrow. It’s going to be tight, so let’s get cracking!’
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      There was relief and elation at 1 a.m. on Saturday morning when Jason Tyler’s prints came back from one of the tightly packed bags of heroin in the case. They had a match.

      Erika’s team worked through the weekend until Tyler’s court appearance on Monday morning, where he was charged and denied bail.

      On Monday afternoon Erika knocked on the door of Yale’s office. He was just grabbing his coat and about to leave.

      ‘Coming for a drink, Erika? You deserve one. The first round is on me,’ he grinned.

      ‘I just read the Jason Tyler press statement, sir,’ she said. ‘You omitted the discovery of the skeletal remains.’

      ‘I don’t want it to cloud our case against Tyler, and judging by what you found, it’s a historical case. Nothing to do with him. The great thing is that it’s not our problem. It’s been passed to one of the Murder Investigation Teams.’

      He pulled on his coat and went over to a filing cabinet by the door, where a tiny hand mirror was fixed with sticky tape, and ran a comb through his unruly mass of red hair.

      Erika knew he wasn’t being harsh; he was being realistic.

      ‘We going for a drink then?’ he asked, turning to her.

      ‘No, thanks. I’m shattered. Think I’ll just head home,’ she said.

      ‘Right-o. Good work,’ he said, patting her on the shoulder as they left.

      Erika returned to her flat in Forest Hill and took a shower. When she emerged from the bathroom wrapped in a towel the afternoon was grey and gloomy, and through the patio window fog hung low in her small square of garden. She pulled the curtains closed, switched on the TV and settled back on the sofa.

      Over the next few hours the small skeleton haunted her dreams, replaying the moment she unwrapped the final layer of plastic and saw the skull with the wisps of long hair attached. . . the thin belt looped around the spinal column—

      She was woken by her phone ringing.

      ‘Erika, hi. It’s Isaac,’ said a smooth male voice. ‘Are you busy?’

      Since she’d moved to London two and half years ago, Forensic Pathologist Isaac Strong had become a friend and trusted colleague.

      ‘No. I’m watching some film,’ she said. She rubbed her eyes as the screen came into focus. ‘Sarah Jessica Parker and Bette Midler are on broomsticks, followed by another witch on a vacuum cleaner.’

      ‘Ah, Hocus Pocus. I can’t believe it’s Halloween again.’

      ‘This is my first Halloween in Forest Hill. I’m thinking being on the ground floor might put me at a disadvantage for trick or treaters,’ said Erika, pulling the towel off her head with her free hand and finding her hair was almost dry.

      Isaac paused. ‘This isn’t a social phone call. It’s about the remains you recovered on Friday, at Hayes Quarry.’

      She froze with the towel in her hand. ‘What about them?’

      ‘I was called in for an urgent post-mortem on Saturday morning, and when I finished, I saw them, and your name on the paperwork, so I took a look.’

      ‘I thought one of the Murder Investigation Teams was now in charge?’

      ‘They are, and I’ve been dealing with them, but now no one is answering my calls. I figured you’d answer, and that you would be interested in what I’ve found out.’

      ‘I am. What can you tell me?’

      ‘I’m at the morgue in Penge. How soon can you get here?’ he asked.

      ‘I’m already on my way,’ she said, dropping the towel and hurrying to get dressed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Erika’s footsteps echoed on the stone floor in the long corridor of the morgue leading down to the autopsy room. She reached a door at the end, and a video camera high on the wall above the door whirred as it turned, almost greeting her. The thick metal door buzzed and clicked open and she went through.

      The room was chilly and devoid of natural light. Stainless steel refrigeration units lined one wall, and in the centre of the room four autopsy tables glinted under the fluorescent light. The one closest to the door was laid with a blue sheet, and on it, the small skeleton had been pieced together, laying intact, the bones a dark shade of brown.

      Dr Isaac Strong had his back to Erika, and when he heard her enter he straightened up, and turned. He was tall and thin and wore blue scrubs, a white face mask and a tight-fitting blue cap. His assistant, a young Chinese girl, worked quietly and respectfully, moving along a series of bagged-up samples on a bench behind the steel autopsy table. Her latex gloves crackled as she picked up a small bag containing a piece of hair and checked its label against her list.

      ‘Hello Erika,’ said Isaac.

      ‘Thank you for calling me,’ she said, looking past him to the skeleton.

      There was an unpleasant smell: stale water, decay, and a meaty aroma of bone marrow. She looked back to Isaac’s pale, tired face. He pulled down the white mask, raised his immaculately shaped eyebrows, and smiled, breaking through the formality. She smiled back briefly. She hadn’t seen him for several weeks. Their friendship was strong, but faced with death, and in this formal setting, they were professional. They nodded, reverting to their roles of Forensic Pathologist and Detective Chief Inspector.

      ‘Procedure dictates that I’ve had to put through a call to the officer heading the MIT and the SCIT at Scotland Yard, but I thought you would like to know my findings.’

      ‘You’ve contacted the Specialist Casework Investigation Team? That means you’ve identified who this is?’ asked Erika.

      He put up his hand. ‘Let me start from the beginning,’ he said. They moved closer to the autopsy table, where the grime on the bones contrasted with the pristine sterile sheet where they were neatly arranged. ‘This is Lan, my new assistant,’ he said, indicating the elegant young woman. She turned and nodded, just her eyes showing over her mask.

      ‘Okay. You can see the skull is intact, no breaks or abrasions,’ said Isaac, gently lifting a matted swirl of coarse brown hair and pulling it away, exposing the smooth bone of the skull. ‘One of the teeth is missing, the top front left incisor,’ he said, moving his gloved hand down to the upper set of browny-yellow teeth. ‘And three of the ribs on the upper left side, close to the heart, are broken.’ His hand moved down to where pieces of the three ribs were laid out. ‘The body had been wrapped tightly in plastic, which has kept much of the skeleton intact. Typically, in waterways, lakes, or quarries there are pike, freshwater crayfish, eels, and all manner of bacteria and microbes, which will feast and break a corpse down. The plastic protected the skeleton from all but the smallest of microbes which would have consumed the body.’

      Isaac retrieved a small stainless steel trolley. On it there were some personal effects removed from the skeleton, placed in plastic evidence bags.

      ‘We found several scraps of woollen clothing; a line of buttons to indicate this may have been a cardigan,’ said Isaac, holding up one of the bags to show where some brown threadbare pieces had been reassembled into a vague shape. He placed it down and picked up another bag. ‘There is also a belt made from a mix of synthetic plastics; you can see the colour has gone but the buckle remains tied.’ Erika saw just how tiny the waist that it encircled must have been. ‘And there was a small piece of nylon material, still attached to and tied amongst the hair; I think this was a ribbon. . .’ His voice trailed off as he picked up the smallest bag, which contained a swirl of coarse brown hair tied with a dirty thin strip of material.

      Erika paused for a moment and swept her eyes across it all. The skeleton, small and vulnerable, stared back at her with empty eye sockets.

      ‘I had a belt just like this when I was eight. These are the belongings of a young girl?’ said Erika, indicating the bag.

      ‘Yes,’ said Isaac softly.

      ‘Do you have any idea of age?’ Erika looked up at him, expecting a blunt response, and for him to give his usual scalding reply that it was too early to know for sure.

      ‘I believe that the skeleton is of a seven-year-old girl called Jessica Collins.’

      Erika looked between Isaac and Lan, momentarily stunned. ‘What? How do you know?’

      ‘It can be very hard to determine the sex of skeletal remains, in particular, if death occurred before the age of puberty. The small amount of clothing encouraged the officer heading the MIT to take a leap, and he requested files on missing girls between the ages of six and ten reported in the past twenty-five years. We focused on the missing child reports in the South London area and Kent borders. Obviously, children are reported missing every day, but thankfully most of them are found. When the names came back, the dental records were requested and studied by a Forensic Odontologist. The teeth matched the records of a girl who went missing in August 1990. Her name was Jessica Collins.’

      Lan went over to the bench and returned with a folder. Isaac took it and slid out an X-ray, holding it up to the light.

      ‘This came through with the report from the Forensic Odontologist. I don’t have a light box any more; the old one has conked out and I’m waiting for new bulbs,’ he said ruefully. ‘One of the hazards of X-rays going digital. . . This was taken from dental records dated July 1989. Jessica Collins was playing croquet in the garden and was hit in the jaw by the ball. She was six years old. If you can see here, there was nothing broken, but the X-ray showed that the front teeth are indented and slightly twisted, and the bottom set too is uneven. It’s a perfect match.’

      They looked back at the skeleton; the top teeth, brown and crooked, the jawbone lying neatly beside it, giving up the secrets of the skeleton’s identity.

      ‘During the autopsy I managed to extract a small amount of bone marrow, and it’s going off to the lab shortly, but I’m just covering all the bases. I can confirm this is Jessica Collins.’ There was a pause.

      Erika ran her hand through her hair. ‘Do you have any idea of cause of death?’

      ‘We have the three broken ribs on the left-hand side of the ribcage, clean breaks, and this could indicate blunt force trauma to the heart or lungs. There are no marks or scrapes on the bone, which would have told me that a knife or sharp object was used. We also have the front left incisor missing, but it’s not broken off. The whole tooth came loose, but I can’t confirm how this was lost. We could expect a seven-year-old to be losing milk teeth. . .’

      ‘So that’s a “no”’?’

      ‘That’s correct. But coupled with the fact the body was wrapped in plastic and weighted down, we have to take foul play into account.’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘When did you come to the UK, what year?’ he asked.

      ‘It was September 1990,’ she replied.

      ‘Do you remember the Jessica Collins case?’

      Erika paused for a moment and raked through the memories of when she moved from Slovakia to the UK, aged eighteen, to work in Manchester as an au pair for a family with two small children.

      ‘I don’t know. I didn’t speak much English, and it was all a culture shock. For the first few months I was working in their house, and I stayed in my room, didn’t have a TV—’ she stopped and saw that Isaac’s assistant was watching her closely. ‘No, I’m not aware of the case.’

      ‘Jessica Collins went missing on the afternoon of the seventh of August 1990. She left her parents’ house to go to her friend’s birthday party in the next street. She never arrived at the party. They never found her. It was as if she’d vanished into thin air. It was a major headline story,’ said Isaac.

      He took another piece of paper from the file. It was a photograph of a young blonde girl with a wide smile. She wore a pink party dress with matching thin belt, a blue cardigan, and white sandals with a multicoloured pattern of flowers. In the picture she posed in front of a dark wooden door in what looked like a living room.

      There was something about her toothy grin, with the crooked bottom teeth in the picture, which she could see replicated on the jawbone lying on the autopsy table, that made Erika gasp.

      ‘Yes, I remember,’ she said softly, now recognising the picture. It had been used in every newspaper story.

      ‘And, right now, we’re the only three people in the world who know what happened to her,’ said Lan, speaking for the first time.
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      It grew dark as Erika drove back to her flat from the mortuary in Penge. There was little traffic. As the light faded, the low fog swirled, forming a canopy between the terraced houses and shops on either side of the road. The gloom in her heart intensified. Throughout her career, cases came and went, but there were always ones which affected her. Jessica was seven years old when she died.

      Erika had become pregnant, quite by accident, late in 2008. She’d fought with her husband, Mark; he’d wanted to keep the baby, but she didn’t, and she’d had the pregnancy terminated. Mark hadn’t given his blessing, but he had told her that he would support her in whatever she wanted to do. The termination was very early on in the pregnancy, but she had been sure it was a girl. If she’d kept the baby, she’d now be seven.

      The roads slid past, grim and grey, and the tears poured down Erika’s face. It had been a rough year in the aftermath; she’d lurched between relief and revulsion. She’d blamed herself, and she’d blamed Mark for not fighting her hard enough. A baby would have changed so many things in her life. Mark had offered to be a stay-at-home dad. If he’d given up his job to be a father, he wouldn’t have been there at work that fateful day when he was gunned down.

      She gulped and sobbed, and as she took one hand off the steering wheel to wipe her eyes, a woman with a small child darted out from behind a line of parked cars along the kerb to cross the road. Erika slammed on the brakes just in time, and came screeching to a halt.

      The woman was young and dressed in a thick pink bomber jacket. She waved that she was sorry and pulled the little kid – who was dressed in a skeleton Halloween costume – by the arm. It turned its little head and a tiny skeleton face stared into the bright headlights. Erika closed her eyes tight, and when she opened them, they were gone.

      

      When she arrived home, she flicked on the central heating and kept her coat on as she made herself a large coffee and then settled down on the sofa with her laptop. She went straight to Google and typed in ‘Jessica Collins Missing Girl’. A whole page of results came up, and she clicked on the first: a Wikipedia entry.

      

      
        Jessica Marie Collins (born 11 April 1983) disappeared on the afternoon of 7 August 1990, shortly after leaving her parents’ house in Avondale Road, Hayes, Kent to attend the birthday party of a school friend.

        On the afternoon of 7 August at 13.45 Jessica left 7 Avondale Road, alone, to make the short walk to a neighbouring house at 27 Avondale Road, where her friend’s birthday party was being held. She never arrived. It wasn’t until 15.00, when her parents, Martin and Marianne Collins, arrived to collect her, that they raised the alarm.

        The disappearance quickly attracted wide media coverage in the UK press.

        On 25 August 1990, 33-year-old Trevor Marksman was arrested by police and questioned, but was released four days later without charge. Police enquiries continued into 1991 and 1992. The missing person’s enquiry was scaled back in late 1993.

        No further arrests were made and the case remains open. Jessica Collin’s body has never been found, and the case remains unsolved.

        

      

      Erika checked the location of Hayes Quarry on Google Earth. It was less than two miles from Avondale Road where Jessica had gone missing.

      ‘Surely the quarry must have been searched when Jessica went missing?’ said Erika to herself. She brought up results from Google Images, and found a screenshot of the MET police appeal made in August 1990. Jessica’s parents sat behind the obligatory table at the press conference, pale and drawn, and flanked by officers from the MET.

      ‘Twenty-six years,’ said Erika. She closed her eyes; an image rushed at her. A skull and eye sockets, the jaw and teeth opening wider.

      She got up to make some coffee, when her phone rang. It was Superintendent Yale.

      ‘Sorry to cut in to your evening off, Erika, but I’ve just had an interesting chat with Jason Tyler’s brief. Tyler’s made an offer to name four of his associates, and hand over emails and records of bank transfers.’

      ‘You make it sound like he’s buying a house from us!’

      ‘You know the score, Erika. We can hand this over to the CPS knowing we’ll get a result and probable conviction. It’s a result you should be proud of.’

      ‘Thank you, sir. But the prospect of Tyler going down for a reduced sentence doesn’t make me feel proud.’

      ‘But he’ll go down.’

      ‘And what’s he going to do when he’s released? Start up a candle-making business? He’ll be back, dealing.’

      ‘Erika, where is this coming from? This is the result we wanted. He’s out of action; we get to his associates, cut off supply to the dealers.’

      ‘What happens to his wife and the kids?’

      ‘They’ll testify, probably via video link, and they get a new identity.’

      ‘His wife has an elderly mother and two aunts.’

      ‘And that’s very sad, Erika, but she must have known the score when she hitched her wagon to Jason Tyler. Or did she think all the money coming in to their fancy house was from a candle-making business?’

      ‘You’re right. Sorry, sir.’

      ‘It’s okay.’

      Erika paused for a moment and scrolled back over the Wikipedia article she’d been reading.

      ‘About the skeleton we found in Hayes Quarry. It’s been identified. A seven-year-old girl called Jessica Collins. Went missing in 1990.’

      Yale whistled on the other end of the phone. ‘Jesus, that’s who you found?’

      ‘Yeah. I know the Forensic Pathologist; he’s been keeping me in the loop.’

      ‘Who’s the poor bugger who’s been assigned to the case?’

      ‘I don’t know, but I’d like to put myself forward as the SIO on this case.’

      There was a pause. It had come out of Erika’s mouth before she could think it through.

      ‘Erika, what are you talking about?’ said Yale. ‘You were assigned to me as part of the Projects Team – as part of Specialist, Organised and Economic Crime.’

      ‘But, sir, I discovered the remains. It’s on our patch. The missing person case was originally led out of our borough—’

      ‘And a lot has changed since the 1990s, Erika. We don’t deal with kidnap or murder. You know that. We deal with proactive contracts to kill, major drugs suppliers, multidimensional crime groups, including ethnically-composed gangs, and serious large-scale firearms trafficking—’

      ‘And when I joined your team, you said I was foisted on you like the aunt that no one wants to have for Christmas!’

      ‘I didn’t say it quite like that, Erika, but you are now a valuable part of my team.’

      ‘Sir, I can solve this case. You know my track record with solving difficult cases. I have unique skills which would benefit a historical murder enquiry—’

      ‘And yet, after all these years you are still a DCI. Have you even considered why?’

      Erika was silent on the end of the phone.

      ‘I expressed that wrongly, I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘But the answer is still no.’
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      Just before 9 p.m., Erika parked her car and crossed the road to Commander Marsh’s house. It was close to Erika, but in a smart, expensive area of South London near Hilly Fields Park. His house looked out over the London skyline, glittering in the darkness. Small groups of little children dressed in Halloween costumes were milling up and down the street with their parents, and their chatter and giggles floated over when Erika opened Marsh’s front gate and rapped on the door using the heavy iron door knocker. Up until two months before, Paul Marsh had been Erika’s boss at Lewisham Row, and then she had left under a cloud. She was just trying to work out what she was going to say to him when his wife Marcie appeared at the gate with their twin girls, Mia and Sophie. They were dressed as identical fairy princesses, each carrying a little plastic pumpkin filled with sweets. Marcie wore black Lycra leggings, a tight black jacket, pointy ears, and her face was painted like a cat. Erika couldn’t help but feel irritated by the costume.

      ‘Erika what are you doing here?’ asked Marcie. The two little dark-haired girls looked up at her. Were they five or six? Erika couldn’t remember.

      ‘I’m sorry, Marcie. I know you hate me making house calls, but this really is very important. I just need to speak to Paul. . . He’s not answering his phone.’

      ‘Did you try the station?’ she asked, squeezing past her to the door. Erika stepped back.

      ‘He’s not answering there either.’

      ‘Well, he’s not here.’

      ‘Trick or treat!’ cried one of the girls holding up her pumpkin.

      ‘Trick or treat! We’re allowed to stay up late tonight!’ screamed the other, bumping the first pumpkin out of the way with her own. Marcie had the door open and looked back at the girls.

      ‘Oh dear. I don’t have any sweets,’ said Erika, fumbling in her pockets. ‘But here’s something to get some more!’ She pulled out two five pound notes and dropped one in each pumpkin. They looked between Erika and Marcie, unsure if this was allowed.

      ‘Wow, isn’t Erika nice? Say thank you, girls!’ said Marcie. Her face not matching the sentiment.

      ‘Thank you, Erika,’ they both squeaked. They were very cute, and Erika smiled back at them.

      ‘Just remember to brush your teeth after all those sweets.’

      The girls nodded solemnly. Erika turned her attention back to Marcie.

      ‘I’m sorry. I really need to speak to Paul. Do you know where he is?’

      ‘Hang on. . .’ Marcie ushered the two tiny princesses in through the front door, telling them to go and get ready for bed. They waved to Erika and were gone as Marcie pushed the door to.

      ‘Didn’t he tell you?’

      ‘Tell me what?’ asked Erika, surprised.

      ‘We’ve separated. He moved out three weeks ago.’ Marcie crossed her arms, and Erika noticed the long black tail hanging down from the back of her leggings. It swayed in the breeze.

      ‘No. I’m sorry. I really didn’t know. . . I don’t work with him any more.’

      ‘Where are you now?’

      ‘Bromley.’

      ‘He never tells me anything.’

      ‘So, where is he?’

      ‘He’s been staying at the flat in Foxberry Road, until we sort something. . .’

      They paused for a moment looking at each other. Erika was having trouble taking Marcie seriously, dressed as a cat. A cold blast of wind wheeled round the side of the house. The girls shrieked from upstairs.

      ‘I have to go, Erika.’

      ‘I’m really sorry, Marcie.’

      ‘Are you?’ she replied pointedly.

      ‘Why wouldn’t I be?’

      ‘I’ll see you around,’ said Marcie. She went inside with a swish of her tail, and closed the front door.

      Erika walked back to the car, glancing back at the handsome house. The lights going on upstairs.

      ‘What did you do, Paul, you stupid idiot?’ she said to herself as she climbed into her car.
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