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        ‘The scariest monsters are the ones that lurk within our souls…’

        

        Edgar Allan Poe
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      It was three o’clock in the morning, and the stench of the dead body filled the car. The heat had remained unbroken for days. He drove with the air conditioning on full, but the smell of her still permeated from the boot of the car. She was decaying fast.

      It had been two hours since he laid her there. The flies had been seeking her out, and in the darkness he’d had to wave his arms around to keep them off. He’d found it funny how he flapped and flailed. If she’d still been alive, she might have laughed too.

      Despite the risk, he enjoyed these night-time excursions, driving along the deserted motorway, and into London through the suburbs. Two roads back, he’d shut off the car headlights, and as he turned into a run-down residential street, he cut the engine. The car freewheeled in silence, past houses, their windows dark, to the bottom of the hill where a small deserted print-works came into view. It was set back from the road with a car park. Tall trees lined the pavement, casting it in shadows, while the light pollution from the city threw a muddy orange glow over the surroundings. He turned into the car park, bumping and lurching over tree roots pushing up under the tarmac.

      He drew up at a line of dumpsters next to the entrance of the print-works and turned the car sharp to the left, coming to a stop with less than a foot between the car boot and the last dumpster.

      He sat in silence for a moment. The houses opposite were masked by the trees, and where the row of terraced houses met the car park it was just a brick wall. He leaned over to the glove compartment and pulled on a pair of latex gloves. He stepped out of the car, and the heat swelled up at him from the cracked tarmac. The gloves were wet inside within seconds. When he opened the car boot, a bluebottle buzzed out and found his face. He waved his arms, and spat it away.

      He pushed back the lid of the dumpster; the smell hit him, and more bloody flies that had been laying their eggs amongst the warm festering rubbish flew out at him. He batted them away with a yelp and more spitting, and then moved to the back of the car.

      She’d been so beautiful, even up until the end, just a few hours ago, when she’d cried and pleaded, her hair greasy, her clothes soiled. Now she was a limp thing. Her body was no longer needed, by her or him.

      In one fluid movement, he hoisted her up and out of the boot and laid her lengthways on the black sacks, then slid the lid of the dumpster closed. He looked around; he was alone, more so now she was gone. He got back in the car and started the long drive home.

      

      Early next morning, the neighbour opposite walked over to the print-works with a bulging black sack. There were no rubbish collections on the bank holiday, and her in-laws had been staying with their new baby. She slid back the lid of the first dumpster to drop it in, and a mass of flies seemed to explode out at her. She backed off, batting them away. And then she saw, lying on top of the black bags, the body of a young girl. She’d been savagely beaten: one of her eyes was swollen shut, there were gashes on her head, and her body was crawling with flies in the early morning heat.

      Then the smell hit her. She dropped the black sack, and threw up over the hot tarmac.
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          Monday, 9 January 2017


        

      

    

    
      Detective Chief Inspector Erika Foster watched Detective James Peterson as he towelled flakes of melting snow from his short dreadlocks. He was tall and lean, with just the right mix of arrogance and charm. The curtains were drawn tight against the whirling snow, the television murmured comfortably in the background, and the small kitchen-cum-living room was bathed in the soft warm glow of two new lamps. After a long day at work, Erika had been resigned to a hot bath and an early night, but then Peterson had called from the fish and chip shop around the corner, asking if she was hungry. Before she could think up an excuse, she’d said yes. They had worked together previously on several successful murder investigations, when Erika had been Peterson’s senior officer, but now they were in different units: Peterson was a member of the Murder Investigation Team, while Erika worked with the Projects Team – it was a role she had rapidly grown to hate.

      Peterson went over to the radiator and draped the towel neatly, then turned to her with a grin.

      ‘It’s a blizzard out there,’ he said, cupping his hands and blowing into them.

      ‘Did you have a good Christmas?’ she asked.

      ‘It was alright, just my mum and dad. My cousin got engaged,’ he said, taking off his leather jacket.

      ‘Congratulations…’ She couldn’t remember if she’d heard about a cousin.

      ‘How about you? You were in Slovakia?’

      ‘Yeah, with my sister and her family. I shared a single bunk bed with my niece… You fancy a beer?’

      ‘I’d love one,’ he said.

      He draped his jacket across the back of the sofa and sat. Erika opened the fridge door and peered in. A six-pack was wedged into the vegetable drawer, and the only food was a saucepan of days’-old soup on the top shelf. She went to check her reflection in the curved side of the stainless steel saucepan, but the shape of the metal distorted it, giving her a pinched face and a forehead bulging out like a freak show mirror. She should have lied politely that she’d already eaten.

      A couple of months earlier, after drinks in the pub with colleagues, Erika and Peterson had ended up in bed together. Whilst neither of them had felt it was just a one-night stand, they had since kept things professional. They’d spent a couple more nights together before Christmas, and both times she had left his flat before breakfast. But now he was in her flat, they were sober, and the gilt-framed picture of her late husband, Mark, was on the bookshelf by the window.

      She tried to push the anxiety and guilt from her mind, retrieved two beers and closed the fridge door. The red-and-white striped plastic bag containing the fish and chips sat on the countertop, and the smell was making her mouth water.

      ‘Do you like yours in the paper?’ she asked, popping the lids off the beers.

      ‘It’s the only way to have them,’ said Peterson. He had one arm slung over the back of the sofa, and sat resting an ankle over the opposite knee. He looked confident and comfortable.

      She knew it would kill the mood but they needed to have a talk; she needed to set some boundaries. She pulled out two plates and took them over with the bag and the beers, setting them down on the coffee table. They unwrapped their chip paper in silence, steam rising from the fish in crisp batter and the chips, squishy and golden. They ate for a moment.

      ‘Look, Peterson, James…’ Erika started.

      Then his phone rang. He pulled it from his pocket.

      ‘Sorry, I should take this.’

      Erika nodded and gestured for him to carry on.

      He answered his phone and listened with his brow furrowed. ‘Really? Okay, no probs, what’s the address?’ He grabbed a pen from the table, and started to scribble on the corner of his chip paper. ‘I’m close by. I can leave now and hold the fort until you can get there… Just go slow in this weather.’ He finished the call, crammed in a mouthful of chips and stood up.

      ‘What is it?’ asked Erika.

      ‘Couple of students have found the mutilated body of a young girl in a rubbish bin.’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘Tattersall Road, near New Cross… Damn those chips are good,’ he said stuffing more into his mouth. He picked up his leather jacket from its spot on the back of the sofa and checked he had his warrant card, wallet and car keys.

      Erika felt another pang of regret that she was no longer on the Murder Investigation Team.

      ‘Sorry, Erika. We’ll have to do this another time. I was meant to have the evening free. What were you going to say earlier?’

      ‘Fine. It was nothing. Who just called you?’

      ‘DCI Hudson. She’s stuck in the snow. Not stuck, but she’s coming out from Central London and the roads are bad.’

      ‘New Cross is close, I’ll come with you,’ she said, putting her plate down and grabbing her wallet and warrant card from the kitchen counter.

      He followed her into the hall, pulling on his jacket. She checked her reflection in the tiny hall mirror, wiping chip grease from the corner of her mouth and running her hands through her short blonde hair. Her face was free of make-up, and despite her high cheekbones she noted it looked fuller after a week of Christmas food. Their eyes met in the mirror, and she saw his face had clouded over.

      ‘Is that a problem?’

      ‘No. We’ll go in my car, though,’ he said.

      ‘No. I’ll take my car.’

      ‘Are you going to pull rank on me here?’

      ‘What are you talking about? You take your own car, I’ll take mine. We’ll drive in convoy.’

      ‘Erika. I came here for fish and chips…’

      ‘Just fish and chips?’ she asked.

      ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘Nothing. You got the call, which is work, and it’s perfectly reasonable for me, as your senior officer, to attend the scene. More so if DCI Hudson is delayed…’ Her voice tailed off; she knew she was pushing it.

      ‘Your “senior officer”. You won’t let me forget that, will you?’

      ‘I hope you don’t forget that,’ she snapped, pulling on her coat. She switched off the lights and they left the flat in an uncomfortable silence.
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      Snow fell heavily, catching in the headlights of Erika’s car as she left the line of traffic moving past New Cross train station and turned into Tattersall Road. A moment later, Peterson pulled in behind her. On the corner where the two roads met was a kitchen showroom set back with a large car park out front. The pavement was a churn of white, which reflected the flashing blue lights of three squad cars stationed out front. An unbroken line of terraced houses stretched away up a hill, and Erika could make out a few of the neighbours huddled in their glowing doorways, watching as police tape was unwound, cordoning off the car park of the kitchen showroom, which backed onto the first house in the terrace. Erika was pleased to see Detective Inspector Moss standing on the pavement in front of the police cordon, and talking to a uniformed police officer. She was a trusted colleague, and along with Peterson they had worked together on several murder investigations. Erika and Peterson found parking spots on the opposite side of the road, and then crossed over.

      ‘Good to see you, boss,’ said Moss, holding up the lapels of her coat against the whirling snow. She was a small solidly built woman with short red hair and a mass of freckles covering her face. ‘Are you here in an official capacity?’

      Erika replied, ‘Yes’ just as Peterson said ‘No’.

      ‘Can you give us a moment,’ said Moss, addressing the uniformed officer.

      He nodded and moved off towards one of the squad cars.

      ‘I was with Peterson when he got the call,’ explained Erika.

      ‘Always great to have you here, boss,’ said Moss. ‘I just assumed that DCI Hudson would be running this.’

      ‘I’m here until she arrives,’ said Erika, blinking against the onslaught of snow. Moss looked between them, and there was an awkward pause.

      ‘So, can I see what we’re dealing with?’ asked Erika.

      ‘Body of a young woman, badly beaten,’ said Moss. ‘The bad weather is also slowing down the CSIs and forensics. Uniform responded to the call; one of the students who lives in the end terrace over there went to the rubbish bins and found the body.’

      ‘Do we have crime scene overalls available?’ asked Erika.

      Moss nodded. They moved to the police tape strung across the gate to the car park, and there was an awkward moment as Erika waited for Peterson to lift it for her. She shot him a look, he lifted it, and she moved past him and into the car park.

      ‘Oh bloody hell, are they a couple now?’ muttered Moss to herself. ‘They say never work with children or animals, they never mention couples.’

      She followed, and joined Erika and Peterson pulling on crime scene overalls. They then ducked under the police tape and went over to a large industrial rubbish bin chained to the brick wall of the kitchen showroom. The curved lid was tipped back. Moss directed the powerful beam of a torch inside.

      ‘My God,’ said Peterson, stepping back and putting a hand to his mouth.

      Erika didn’t flinch, but just stared.

      Lying on her right side, on a pile of neatly stacked, broken-down cardboard boxes, was the body of a young woman. She had been badly beaten; her eyes were swollen shut and her long brown hair was matted with congealed blood. She was naked from the waist down, and her legs were criss-crossed with cuts and gashes. She wore a small T-shirt, but it was impossible to tell what colour it had once been, as it too was saturated with blood.

      ‘And look,’ said Moss softly. She directed the torch onto the top of the girl’s head, where the skull had caved in.

      ‘And it was students who found her?’ said Erika.

      ‘They were waiting outside when uniform arrived,’ said Moss. ‘You can see their front door opens out into the car park, so we couldn’t let them back in when we taped off the crime scene.’

      ‘Where are they?’

      ‘Uniform put them in a car up the road.’

      ‘Let’s close things up until forensics get here,’ said Erika, noting the snow which was forming a thin layer over the body and surrounding cardboard boxes.

      Peterson placed his gloved hands on the dumpster, and slowly pulled the curved lid back, closing the body off from the elements.

      They heard voices by the police cordon and the beep of a radio. They moved over to where DCI Hudson, a small woman with a bob of fine blonde hair, was standing with Superintendent Sparks, a tall thin man with a long, pale face pockmarked with acne scars. His greasy black hair was swept back off his forehead, and his suit was grubby.

      ‘Erika. What are you doing here? The last I heard you were in a galaxy far far away,’ he said.

      ‘I’m in Bromley,’ replied Erika.

      ‘Same thing.’

      DCI Hudson stifled a grin.

      ‘Yes. All very funny,’ said Erika. ‘Just like the dead girl who’s been beaten to death and left in the dumpster over there…’

      Hudson and Sparks stopped smirking.

      ‘Erika was just helping us out. The weather was holding things up, and she lives locally,’ explained Moss.

      ‘She was with me when I got the call. I also live locally,’ started Peterson, but Erika shot him a look.

      ‘I see,’ said Sparks, noticing the look. He paused, as if he was filing it away in his mind for later use against her, then moved to the police tape, lifting it with a black gloved hand.

      ‘Make sure you hand in your crime scene overalls, Erika. Then wait for me outside. We need to have a little chat.’

      Moss and Peterson went to say more, but Erika gave them a small shake of her head and moved off towards the police cordon.
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      Erika left the crime scene, and moved further up the street, pacing up and down in the pool of orange cast by one of the streetlights. The snow was whirling in thick flurries, and she hunkered down, turning up the collar of her jacket, her hands thrust deep into the pockets. She felt powerless, watching from the sidelines as a black van belonging to the CSIs parked on the pavement directly in front of the police cordon. Despite the freezing temperature, she didn’t want to go back to her car. In the glove compartment was a packet of cigarettes she’d kept for emergencies. She’d given up some months ago, but in times of stress, still felt the gnawing of nicotine cravings. However, she refused to let Sparks be the reason for her caving in and lighting up. He emerged from the gates a few minutes later, and walked up to her.

      ‘Erika, why are you here?’ he said. Under the streetlight, she noticed his hair had streaks of grey, and he appeared gaunt.

      ‘I told you, I was made aware that DCI Hudson was delayed.’

      ‘Who made you aware?’

      Erika hesitated, ‘I was with Peterson when he got the call, but I’d like to stress it’s not his fault. I didn’t give him much choice in the matter.’

      ‘You were with him?’

      ‘Yes…’

      ‘Enjoying a bit of strange were you?’ he said with a smirk. Despite the freezing air, Erika felt warmth flush her cheeks.

      ‘That’s none of your business.’

      ‘And my crime scene is none of your business. I’m in charge of the Murder Investigation Teams. You don’t work for me, and you’re not welcome. So why don’t you fuck off.’

      Erika moved close and looked him in the eye. ‘What did you just say?’ His breath smelt stale and acidic.

      ‘You heard me, Erika. Fuck off. You’re not here to help, you’re just meddling. I know you’ve put in for a transfer back to one of the Murder Investigation Teams. The irony. Considering you made such a stand, quitting when I was promoted over you.’

      Erika stared back at him. She knew that he hated her, but in the past a thin veil of politeness had covered their dealings.

      ‘Don’t you dare speak to me like that again,’ she said.

      ‘Don’t speak to me like that again, sir.’

      ‘You know, Sparks, you might have been handed your superior rank by brown nosing, but you have to earn authority,’ said Erika, holding his gaze. The snow was coming down heavier, in large fibrous chunks, which stuck to his suit jacket. She refused to blink or look away. A uniformed officer approached them, and Sparks was forced to break his gaze.

      ‘What is it?’ he snapped.

      ‘Sir. The crime scene manager is here, and we’ve got the guy who runs the kitchen showroom coming down so we can run our lights off his grid.’

      ‘I want you off my crime scene,’ said Sparks. He strode back towards the police tape with the officer, their shoes leaving fresh prints in the snow.

      

      Erika took a deep breath and composed herself, feeling tears prick her eyes.

      ‘Stop it, he’s just another arsehole at work,’ she scolded. ‘You could be the one lying in that dumpster.’

      She wiped the tears from her face and started back to her car, passing a squad car with its interior lights on. The windows were starting to steam up, and inside she could just make out three young people: two girls in the back, and a young blond boy in the front. The boy was leaning through the seats, and they were deep in conversation. Erika slowed and came to a stop.

      ‘Oh fuck it,’ she said.

      She turned and walked back up to the car. Checking there was no one else around, she knocked on the window and then opened the door, flashing her warrant card.

      ‘Are you the students who found the body?’ she asked. They looked up at her and nodded, their faces still in shock. They looked no older than eighteen. ‘Have you spoken to an officer yet?’ she added, leaning into the car.

      ‘No, we’ve been here for ages; just been told to wait, but we’re frozen,’ said the young guy.

      ‘My car’s on the other side of the road. Let’s have a chat with the heating on,’ said Erika.
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      Erika adjusted the dials in her car, until warm air came blasting out of the vents. The young boy sat next to her, in the passenger seat, rubbing at his bare arms. He was blond and thin with bad skin, and wore a T-shirt and a thin jacket with jeans. The two girls were in the back. The first sat behind Erika, and she was beautiful with caramel-coloured skin. She wore jeans, a red jumper, and a purple hijab fastened at the left side of her neck with a silver butterfly pin. Next to her, the second girl was short and plump, with a bob of brown hair. Her two front teeth were prominent, which gave her face a rabbit-like appearance, and she wore a grubby peach-coloured towelling dressing gown.

      ‘Can I take your names?’ asked Erika, pulling a notebook from her bag, and resting it on the steering wheel.

      ‘I’m Josh McCaul,’ said the boy.

      She scrubbed at the paper, her pen not working.

      ‘Can you see if there’s another one in the glove compartment?’ asked Erika.

      He leaned forward to check and his T-shirt rode up at the back to show a tattoo of a cannabis leaf at the base of his spine. He raked through the old sweet packets and her emergency Marlboro lights, and handed her a biro. ‘Can I have one of these?’ he added, finding a half-full bag of mini Mars bars.

      ‘Help yourself,’ she said. ‘Do you two want one?’

      ‘No,’ said the girl with the hijab, adding that her name was Aashirya Khan. The second girl also refused chocolate.

      ‘I’m Rachel Dawkes, spelt without the “a”…’

      ‘She means the Rachel is without the “a”, not Dawkes. She’s got a real thing about that,’ said Josh, unwrapping his second mini Mars.

      Rachel pursed her lips in disapproval and rearranged the folds of her dressing gown.

      ‘Do you all rent the flat next to the kitchen showroom?’ asked Erika.

      ‘Yes, we’re students at Goldsmiths University,’ said Rachel. ‘I’m reading English, so is Aashirya. Josh is on the Art course.’

      ‘Did you hear or see anything suspicious in the last few days, anyone hanging around those dumpsters, or the kitchen showroom car park?’

      Aashirya shifted in her seat, her arms crossed over her lap. Her large eyes watching the CSIs who were now filing past their house into the car park. ‘This is a rough area, there’s always shouts and screams at night,’ she said and started to cry.

      Rachel leaned over to give her a hug. Josh chewed what was left of the chocolate and found it hard to swallow.

      ‘What do you mean, shouts and screams?’ asked Erika.

      ‘There’s four pubs, a big student population, and lots of these flats are housing association,’ said Rachel primly. ‘This is South London. There’s crime on every corner.’

      The car windows were now steaming up. Erika let that go and adjusted the heater.

      ‘Who found the body?’

      ‘It was Josh,’ said Rachel. ‘He sent me a message to come outside.’

      ‘Sent you a message?’

      ‘A text message,’ said Josh as if she were being dim. Erika again was struck by the age gap. Her first instinct would have been to run inside and tell them, but Josh reached for his phone. ‘Our bin was full, and the ones at the showroom can’t have been used over Christmas, so I thought they would be empty.’

      ‘We all came outside,’ said Aashirya.

      ‘What time was this?’ asked Erika.

      ‘Seven thirty-ish,’ said Josh.

      ‘What time does the kitchen showroom close?’

      ‘It’s been closed ever since the new year. We heard that the bloke who owns it has gone bankrupt,’ replied Josh.

      ‘So it’s been very quiet over the last few days?’

      They all nodded.

      ‘Do you recognise the victim? Another student, or a local girl?’ asked Erika.

      They shook their heads, wincing at the memory of the dead girl.

      ‘We’ve only lived here since September, we’re first years,’ said Josh.

      ‘When can we go back to our flat?’ asked Rachel.

      ‘It’s part of the crime scene and these things take time,’ said Erika.

      ‘Can you be more specific, officer?’

      ‘I’m sorry, I can’t.’

      ‘It was probably a prostitute, the girl in the dumpster,’ added Rachel primly, adjusting the lapels of her dressing gown. ‘It’s that kind of area.’

      ‘Do you know any prostitutes in the area?’ asked Erika.

      ‘No!’

      ‘So how do you know she was a prostitute?’

      ‘Well, how else would a girl find herself… How else could that happen?’

      ‘Rachel, being naive and judgemental won’t get you far in life,’ said Erika.

      Rachel pressed her lips together and looked at the steamed-up window beside her.

      ‘Is there anything else that you can tell me. Anything you saw, however small? Despite the usual weirdos, there was no one hanging around. No one who drew suspicion?’ They shook their heads. ‘What about the neighbours opposite? What are they like?’ asked Erika, indicating the line of dark houses on the other side of the road.

      ‘We don’t really know them. A mix of students and there’s a couple of old ladies,’ said Josh.

      ‘Where are we going to stay?’ asked Aashirya in a small voice.

      ‘A friend of mine has given me the keys to his place, so I can feed his cat. We could go there?’ suggested Josh.

      ‘Where is it?’ asked Erika.

      ‘Near Ladywell.’

      ‘Officer, what happens now?’ asked Rachel. ‘Do we have to come to court or take part in a line-up?’

      Erika felt sorry for them; they were only young, and just a few months ago had left home to come and live in one of the rougher areas of London.

      ‘You might be called to court, but that would be at a much later date,’ said Erika. ‘For now, we can offer counselling. I can see about emergency accommodation, but it will take time. If you can give me the address, I can see about you getting a lift over to this friend’s place? We will need to talk to you again, though, and get your official statements.’

      Aashirya had herself more under control and was wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. Erika rummaged in her bag for a tissue.

      ‘Do any of you need to phone your parents?’

      ‘I’ve got my phone,’ said Rachel, patting the pocket of her dressing gown.

      ‘My mum works nights,’ said Josh.

      ‘My phone is still in the flat. I’d like to ring my father, please,’ said Aashirya, taking a tissue from Erika.

      ‘Use my phone, hun,’ said Josh, passing his phone between the seats.

      Aashirya dialled in a number and waited, the phone pressed to the material of her hijab. Josh wiped the condensation from the window. The pathologist’s van had arrived, and they were wheeling a stretcher over the pavement and into the car park.

      ‘She was dumped like a piece of rubbish,’ he said. ‘Who would do that?’

      Erika stared through the window, and wanted badly to know the answer to that same question. Sparks appeared at the gate, dressed in crime scene overalls, and she knew the only thing she could do right now was leave.
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      Erika woke up alone the next morning. She had hoped Peterson might call with more information from the crime scene, but when she switched on her phone there were no missed calls or messages.

      It took longer than usual to drive to work; the gritters had been out overnight, but it was slow going on the grimy slush-covered roads. When she finally reached Bromley, the town centre was grey, and the morning light was struggling through a bank of low clouds. Snow continued to fall, melting as it hit the gritted roads, but it was cold enough to lie on the pavements. Bromley Police Station sat at the bottom of the high street, opposite the train station and a large Waitrose supermarket. Pale-faced commuters were filing into the station, past an impatient line at the small coffee shop.

      She parked in the underground car park, and took the lift up to the ground floor. Several of the uniformed officers were coming off the night shift, and they said hello in greeting as she made her way past the staff locker rooms to the tiny kitchen. She made a cup of tea, and took it upstairs to the corner office she’d been assigned, sighing when she saw a pile of fresh files waiting on her desk. She was picking through them when there was a tap on her door. She looked up to see Detective Constable John McGorry, a handsome, dark-haired officer in his mid-twenties.

      ‘Alright, boss?’

      ‘Morning, John. What can I do for you?’

      ‘Have you had a chance to look over my application?’

      Late the previous year, John had been part of Erika’s team during a historical missing person case, and after its successful conclusion, John had started the process of applying for the rank of detective sergeant.

      ‘Sorry, John. I’ll look at it today… It’s been, well, Christmas and everything.’

      ‘Thanks, boss,’ he said with a grin.

      Erika felt rotten. She’d had his application form since the week before Christmas. She sat down at her desk and logged into her mailbox to find the attachment, but was distracted by a new email:

      
        
        ATTN: DETECTIVE CHIEF INSPECTOR FOSTER,

        

        I WRITE IN RESPONSE TO YOUR APPLICATION TO TRANSFER TO THE MURDER INVESTIGATION TEAM. UNFORTUNATELY, YOUR APPLICATION HAS NOT BEEN SUCCESSFUL AT THIS TIME.

        

        YOURS SINCERELY,

        

        BARRY MCGOUGH.

        MPS HUMAN RESOURCES DEPARTMENT

        

      

      ‘Sparks…’ she said, sitting back in her chair. She picked up the phone and dialled Peterson. He answered after several rings, sounding groggy. ‘Bugger. I’ve woken you up.’

      ‘Yeah,’ he said, clearing his throat. ‘We were there till two this morning.’

      ‘What else did you find out?’

      ‘Not much. Melanie Hudson had me and Moss doing a door-to-door. None of the neighbours on Tattersall Road saw anything.’

      ‘Listen. Sorry if I railroaded you last night.’

      ‘Why did you?’

      ‘I hadn’t told anyone, but I’d put in for a transfer to come back to one of the Murder Investigation Teams.’

      ‘And work for Sparks?’

      ‘No, to solve murders. I’ve been stuck behind a desk for the past couple of months, writing bloody reports. Anyway. It doesn’t matter now. I’ve been turned down.’

      ‘Sorry. Did they say why?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Erika, when they judge this stuff your rank and pay grade goes against you.’

      ‘I think being me goes against me. And I’m sure Sparks had a hand in the decision… If only they judged the application on the number of cases I’ve solved. The number of murderers I’ve put away.’

      ‘Putting them away doesn’t save money. Did you know that banging someone up in prison costs the same as it would to stay a night at the Ritz?’

      ‘Is that what it comes down to?’

      ‘For someone so smart, you can be pretty naive, Erika.’

      ‘We can’t think in those terms. Too many people think that money comes first…’

      Peterson sighed on the end of the phone.

      ‘Look. I’ve had three hours’ sleep, Erika. I agree with you but I need some zees before I get into a debate,’ he said.

      ‘Okay. And sorry again about last night.’

      ‘’S’okay. Sit tight, something will come up.’

      ‘I know. I’m just sick of being stuck here in the backwaters, trawling through endless paperwork for Ronald McDonald…’

      Erika heard someone clearing their throat and looked up to see a man with a shock of red hair, standing in the doorway. It was Ronald McDonald himself: Superintendent Yale.

      ‘Look, I have to go…’ She hung up. ‘Morning, boss, what can I do for you?’ she asked, cringing.

      ‘Erika, can I have a word?’ he said. Yale was a large man, tall and stocky, with a bushy red beard to match his hair. His face was red and blotchy, his large blue eyes watery. Erika thought he always looked on the verge of a nervous reaction to something he’d eaten.

      ‘Yes, sir. Is this about the knife crime statistics report?’

      ‘No.’ He closed the door and came in to sit down in front of her desk. ‘I’ve had Superintendent Sparks on the phone…’

      Yale had a habit of leaving a sentence hanging, waiting for you to put your head through the noose and incriminate yourself.

      ‘How is he?’ asked Erika breezily.

      ‘He says last night you barged in on his crime scene.’

      ‘I arrived with DI Peterson; I was with him when he was called to the scene, and the weather was slowing down the other officers, so I decided to lend a hand and I went with him…’

      ‘Sparks says he had to order you to leave the crime scene.’

      ‘Can “fuck off” ever be interpreted as an order, sir? I’m quoting him directly.’

      ‘You then stayed at the scene, and took accounts from the three students who discovered the body of Lacey Greene.’

      Erika raised her eyebrows. ‘He has an ID on the victim?’

      Yale bit his lip, realising that he’d given away more than he intended.

      ‘For God’s sake, Erika. You keep banging on about being promoted, but you behave like a teenager!’

      ‘The three witnesses were left alone in an unheated police car. Tattersall Road is in a pretty rough area. It was late at night, and they weren’t dressed for minus temperatures. One of the girls was in her dressing gown, and the other was wearing a hijab…’ Erika let that hang in the air for a moment, then went on. ‘These were vulnerable young women, sir, and we’re having to deal with increased Islamophobia, especially around the more deprived areas…’

      Yale raised a bushy eyebrow, and drummed his fingers on her desk for a moment. They were both aware she was going for the low option, but it was true.

      ‘Sir, I took accounts from the three witnesses, arranged a safe place for them to stay, and I emailed a full report with all the information to Superintendent Sparks.’

      ‘Erika, I know you’re not happy here. I get it. I don’t find working with you much fun either.’

      ‘I applied for a transfer, but I’ve been turned down.’

      Yale got up. ‘Then we should make the best of things. I need to see the first draft of your report on knife crime statistics in the borough by the end of play today.’

      ‘Of course, sir.’

      He went to say something else, then nodded and left. Erika sat back and stared out of her window. The high street stretched away up to the crossing, where it became a pedestrian zone. There was a sprawling queue outside the pound shop. A young Asian man emerged, pulling up the shutter, and the crowd surged forward.

      Erika was about to make another cup of tea when her phone rang.

      ‘Is this Detective Erika Foster?’ said a young male voice.

      ‘Detective Chief Inspector, yes, speaking.’

      ‘Hi. This is Josh McCaul, from last night…’ His voice tailed off, and she heard the sound of a coffee machine in the background. ‘Can I talk to you?’

      ‘Josh, one of my colleagues will be getting in contact with you to take a formal statement.’

      ‘Before I do it formally, I need to talk to you.’

      ‘About what?’

      ‘The murder victim,’ he said in a small voice.

      ‘You said you didn’t know her?’

      There was a long pause on the end of the line, then he said: ‘I don’t know her. But I think I know who killed her.’
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      Erika agreed to meet Josh in the Brockley Jack, a traditional British pub on the busy Brockley Road, recently refurbished in a gastro-pub style. The bar was quiet at eleven in the morning, apart from two scruffy old men who each had a pint on the go, and another lined up.

      Josh was behind the bar, wearing a long-sleeved black T-shirt, arranging clean crockery on top of a large silver coffee machine. He looked scared.

      ‘Hello. Where do you want to talk?’ asked Erika.

      ‘Do you mind if we go in the beer garden? I need a ciggie,’ he said.

      A middle-aged woman with heavy make-up and a ruched red blouse appeared from a door behind him, and gave Erika a hard stare. ‘I suppose you’ll be wanting coffee?’ she snapped.

      ‘Black with no sugar,’ said Erika.

      ‘I’ll bring them over. Put the space heaters on if you need them, Josh.’

      

      The beer garden was small, with a high wall backing onto a row of houses. They sat under a small veranda on some decking. Josh got the space heater ignited with a click and a whoomph, and wheeled it closer. The warm air wafted down on Erika. The woman came out with their coffees and an ashtray.

      ‘I’ll be in the bar if you need me, Josh… Remember he called you,’ she said, departing with a scowl.

      ‘Is her bark worse than her bite?’ asked Erika, taking a sip of her coffee.

      ‘Sandra’s cool; she’s like another mother to me,’ replied Josh, taking out a packet of cigarettes and lighting one. ‘Where are you from? You’ve got an odd accent.’

      ‘Slovakia, but I’ve lived in the UK for twenty-five years.’

      Josh cocked his head and sized her up, gripping his glowing cigarette. ‘You’ve got like a northern accent, with a bit of foreign underneath.’

      Erika noted how pale and ill he looked in the weak January sun.

      ‘Yes. I learnt English in Manchester, where I met my husband,’ she said.

      ‘How long have you been married?’

      ‘I’m not. He died a few years back.’

      ‘Sorry.’

      Despite the cold, it was hot under the space heater. Josh went to push up his sleeves and then checked himself, but not before Erika saw needle marks on the inside of his arms.

      ‘Josh, this isn’t my case. You should have asked to speak to Superintendent Sparks.’

      ‘The creepy guy who looks like a vampire with piles?’

      Erika stifled a smile. ‘That’s him.’

      Josh stubbed out his cigarette, lit another, and exhaled, biting his lip. ‘I think I know something, about the dead girl. But telling you means I have to admit to something illegal.’

      ‘Start by speaking hypothetically,’ said Erika, placing a hand on his shoulder.

      He shrank back a little. ‘What if a person bought drugs from a dealer, but then saw that dealer at the crime scene?’ he asked.

      ‘What are we talking? Cannabis?’

      He shook his head. ‘Much worse.’

      ‘Does this person have any previous convictions?’

      ‘No… They don’t, I don’t,’ he said softly, looking at the floor.

      ‘Then I doubt the CPS would push for a prosecution. Do you need help?’

      ‘I’ve got all the numbers; I just have to get around to calling…’ Josh stamped out his third cigarette, furiously blinking back tears.

      ‘Josh, you saw the girl in that dumpster. It was a brutal death.’

      He nodded and wiped his eyes.

      ‘Okay. There’s this dealer, he hangs around the student union all the time. I went to take out the rubbish earlier than I said I did. The first time I went out, he was there, the dealer. So I went back inside.’

      ‘What time?’

      ‘Five, five-thirty.’

      ‘Why did you go back inside when you saw him?’

      ‘I owe him money… nothing major, but he’s a nasty piece of work. I thought he’d come for me.’

      ‘What exactly was he doing?’

      ‘He was just, like, standing beside that dumpster.’

      ‘Just standing?’

      ‘He had his hand inside. Then he stepped back and was just staring.’

      ‘Do you know his name?’

      ‘Steven Pearson.’

      ‘Address?’

      ‘He’s homeless as far as I know.’

      ‘Josh, did you find the body, just as you told me, around seven thirty p.m.?’

      ‘Yes, that part is true. I came back outside with the rubbish around seven thirty, when he was gone.’

      ‘Would you be willing to put this on the record, give us a statement?’

      ‘And if I say no?’

      ‘If you say no, you’ll have a drug problem and the murder of a young girl on your conscience.’

      Josh looked at the ground and then nodded. ‘Okay.’

      

      When Erika was back in her car she made a call to John at Bromley, and got the number for DCI Hudson. Melanie’s phone went straight to voicemail, so she left a brief message with details of Josh and what he had seen.

      Erika looked out of the window at the car park. It had started to snow hard, and Sandra darted out of a fire exit with a bag of rubbish and slung it into the open dumpster.

      Then, Erika made another call to find out who would be conducting Lacey Greene’s post-mortem.
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      Just after eleven the next morning, Erika arrived at the mortuary in Lewisham, where she was met by Forensic Pathologist Doug Kernon. He was a big jovial bear of a man in his early sixties, with short grey bristly hair, and a red florid face.

      ‘Erika Foster, glad to finally meet you, I’ve heard a lot about you!’ he boomed cheerily, shaking her hand and showing her through to his small office next to the morgue.

      ‘Good or bad?’

      ‘Both,’ He grinned, pushing his glasses up on his nose. Erika had lied, saying she was involved with the Lacey Greene murder investigation. Her rank and reputation meant that this was accepted, but with her rank and reputation she acknowledged she should know better.

      ‘You’ve just missed DCI Hudson. I presumed as SIO she would be briefing you?’

      ‘She wanted to get my angle on things,’ Erika lied. ‘I hope you don’t mind running through it again?’

      ‘No. Not at all,’ he said with a wave of his hand. His office was crammed with the usual shelves of medical tomes, and the quirks that senior members of the medical profession acquire. There was a lava lamp, and a treadmill under a small window, but the conveyor belt was lined with seed trays full of home-grown salad leaves. He seemed to have quite a fancy for the British actress Kate Beckinsale. Erika counted nine pictures of her in her various movie roles. On his desk were various open parcels of greaseproof paper containing meats and cheeses, and a loaf of artisan bread on a wooden board.

      ‘Not peckish, are you?’ he asked, following her gaze. ‘I was about to tuck in and open a jar of my wife’s piccalilli.’

      ‘No, thank you. I have to be back at the office,’ said Erika. She’d dealt with death for many years, but wasn’t sure chorizo and stilton would sit well before viewing the body.

      ‘Of course, let’s go then.’

      His demeanour changed when they moved from his cosy office and into the chilly morgue. There was a scrape of metal as he pulled out one of the mortuary drawers on the large back wall, which contained the black body bag.

      Erika moved to a computer screen in the corner of the morgue, which had details of Doug’s report and a driving licence photo of Lacey. She had been an attractive woman, of medium height with long glossy brown hair, a beautiful heart-shaped face. There was a youthful almost cherubic beauty about her, and this was all captured in an ID photo. Erika presumed she had been even more beautiful in real life.

      From behind, Erika heard the slow oily sound of a zip being opened and the crackle as Doug flicked back the folds of the body bag. She took a deep breath and turned.

      The blood had been washed from her body, but she was unrecognisable from her picture, with two huge swollen pouches for eyes. Lacey had been lying on her side in the dumpster, and now she was on her back, Erika could see the left cheek bone of that heart-shaped face was broken. Scores of deep cuts covered her chest, upper arms, and thighs.

      Doug gave her a moment to take it in, then started to explain his findings. ‘These cuts are consistent with an extremely sharp object. They have an even depth and line, which makes me think she was slashed repeatedly with a small sharp blade. There is blunt force trauma on the back of the skull, the left ocular bone – that’s the eye socket – and the left cheekbone was shattered. You can see that her ears were pierced, and an earring was ripped out of her left ear.’ He indicated a torn earlobe.

      ‘Was she sexually assaulted?’

      ‘There’s no evidence of semen, or any latex residue,’ he said. ‘But she has internal injuries on the walls of her vagina. The cuts are small but again they are consistent with a small sharp blade being inserted… Perhaps a Stanley knife or scalpel.’

      ‘To torture,’ finished Erika.

      ‘I believe so, yes. Also, see the wrists. There is bruising consistent with her wrists being bound. I think in this instance her wrists were tied with a thin chain: see the linking in the bruising. She has identical bruising on her neck.’

      ‘She was tied up… Did you manage to take anything from under her nails?’

      ‘Note the fingers,’ he added, gently lifting one of the hands.

      Erika’s stomach lurched. The fingernails had been pulled out.

      ‘When I saw her at the scene, her fingers were curled against her cheek. I hadn’t noticed this… Maybe she scratched him, and he didn’t want us to get his DNA,’ said Erika.

      Doug nodded. ‘Her right arm is broken in two places, and you can see the toes on the right foot have been crushed,’ he said.

      ‘Cause of death?’

      ‘Despite all of this, the actual cause of death was catastrophic blood loss from an incision in the femoral artery in her left thigh.’ He moved to the side of the table, and gently parted her legs to show a small incision, high on her inner thigh near the groin.

      Erika noticed that her pubic hair was shaven, with a tiny amount of stubble.

      ‘Was her pubic hair shaved during the post-mortem?’ she asked.

      ‘No.’

      Erika didn’t want to jump to conclusions, but was this a sign of promiscuousness? She looked back to Doug.

      ‘I wouldn’t use it as a moral compass on the poor girl,’ he said, reading her thoughts. ‘Was it a bad choice on her part? Or were events thrust upon her, out of her control? That’s up to you to find out.’

      ‘She was reported missing last week, and her body was found several days later,’ started Erika.

      ‘Yes. I believe the wounds were inflicted over a period of several days; some had already started to heal. The incision to the femoral artery would have been fatal, and I would expect her to have bled out within minutes.’

      ‘So you think she could have been held somewhere and tortured?’

      ‘All I can say is that the injuries were inflicted over a period of two to three days…’

      ‘I’m impressed you were able to ID her so quickly,’ said Erika.

      ‘When the victim is found with her bag, wallet and ID, it’s fairly easy… but you should know this?’ he said, narrowing his eyes.

      ‘Yes. Of course.’

      He looked as if he wasn’t buying it, but continued. ‘The incision on the inner thigh, the femoral artery, is precise. He knew where he was going with the knife…’

      ‘You think it’s a “he”?’

      ‘Are you going all politically correct on me, Erika?’

      ‘No. I’ve seen the havoc and violence women can inflict just as much as men…’

      He beckoned her over to a large anatomy poster fixed to the tiled wall. The body, of undetermined sex, lay with arms splayed outwards and it showed the position of all the major organs and arteries.

      ‘You see here, the inner thigh at the femoral artery,’ he said, indicating with a biro. ‘The artery is buried in folds of fatty tissue. The femoral artery is used as an entry point for heart procedures: for example, when a stent is inserted to widen a heart valve. It’s non-invasive; instead of opening up the chest cavity you can go through the groin.’

      ‘You think the killer had medical knowledge?’

      ‘Again, that’s for you and your SIO to work out.’

      ‘Do you have a time of death?’

      ‘Looking at the rate of rigor mortis, I’d say she has been dead for 48 hours or more.’

      Four days are unaccounted for since she went missing, thought Erika. Four days of fear, agony and pain.

      She turned away from the anatomy diagram and went back to the table to look at Lacey, and the incision in her upper thigh. ‘Could it be a lucky guess on the part of whoever did this? Finding this femoral artery and making the incision?’ she asked.

      ‘Yes, but it would be a fluke to find it, and then make the correct incision first time. If she’d been unconscious, it would have been easier to locate, but you can see that she put up a fight.’

      Erika looked down at Lacey’s beaten and broken body. The long neat line of stitches from her navel to chest, completed after the autopsy, were at odds with the random violence inflicted on her. Erika wished that the other cuts had been sewn up too. It just seemed to expose her even more.

      ‘It would be really good if you could catch this one,’ said Doug, his face set in grim sadness.

      Erika nodded. ‘I will. I always do.’
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      Erika drove back to the police station in Bromley, and spent the rest of the afternoon staring gloomily at a spreadsheet on her computer. She couldn’t focus on the numbers, which kept blurring in front of her eyes. All she could see was the battered body of Lacey, lying in the morgue.

      Just before five she was about to go and grab a coffee, when she made a decision and picked up her phone. This time, Melanie Hudson answered.

      ‘Did you get my message?’ Erika asked. ‘Josh McCaul, the lad who lives next to the kitchen showroom, states he saw a man called Steven Pearson acting suspiciously in the hours leading up to when he discovered Lacey Greene’s body…’

      ‘I got your message,’ she said irritably. ‘We have Steven Pearson in custody.’

      ‘Already?’

      ‘Yes. We brought him in a couple of hours ago. We did another door-to-door, and got a positive ID on him from a neighbour. Steven Pearson’s well known to the police in the area: GBH, ABH, attempted rape. He had Lacey Greene’s wallet on him, with her cash and bank cards, and he had a surgical scalpel. His arms and face are also covered in scratches…’
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