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To Tom and Marie O’Day and all the others in the
Malice Domestic family




After lunch Georgina Dallymore, the Assistant Chief Constable at Bath, took an hour off work and drove out to the cattery at Monkton Combe. She’d decided to board Sultan while she was away on holiday. She needed to be sure it was a place where he would be treated kindly. He wouldn’t get the devoted attention he got at home, but he was entitled to some comfort, and she was willing to pay. She’d brought along the framed photo she kept on her desk, just to make clear how special he was.


She expected a better response than she got.


‘He’s a long-hair, then,’ Mrs O’Leary, the cattery owner, noted without a word about his good looks. ‘He’ll need grooming.’


‘Every morning.’


‘Getting down to basics . . .’


‘Yes?’


‘Getting down to basics, has he been done?’


Georgina frowned. Even an officer of her rank didn’t always catch on immediately. ‘I don’t follow you.’


Mrs O’Leary gave a wink, raised two fingers and mimed the action of scissors. ‘I won’t have rampant males making nuisances of themselves in Purradise.’


This was the moment Georgina decided there was no way Sultan would be happy in Purradise. ‘He was neutered as a kitten, if that’s what you mean.’


‘I should have known, looking at the picture. He’s too dopey-looking for a stud. Is he up to date with his injections?’


‘Fully.’


‘Any problems I should know about? Parasites?’


‘I don’t think I need take up any more of your time,’ Georgina said, putting the photo away. ‘I’ve several other addresses to visit.’


‘Please yourself. You won’t find one better than this.’


‘I’ll make up my own mind, thank you.’


‘Where are you off to, anyway?’


‘That’s really no concern of yours.’


‘I’m not asking which catteries you’re trying. I’m talking about your holiday.’


Georgina couldn’t resist telling Mrs O’Leary. ‘Egypt. The Nile cruise, as a matter of fact.’


‘Not bad. I thought you police were underpaid.’


‘It’s my first overseas trip in ten years.’


‘They treated their cats like gods, the Ancient Egyptians. They were more important than people. Did you know that?’


‘Yes, and I applaud it. Good afternoon.’ Georgina turned and walked with dignity towards her car.


‘Stuck-up cow,’ Mrs O’Leary said. ‘You’ll end up paying through the nose for some house sitter who runs up enormous phone bills and burns holes in your carpet.’


But she wasn’t heard.
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If you were planning a murder and wanted a place to carry it out, a beach would do nicely.


Think about it. People lie about on towels with no more protection than a coating of sunscreen. For weapons, there are stones of all weights and sizes, pieces of driftwood, rope and cable. When it comes to disposing of the body, you’re laughing. If a hole in the sand doesn’t suit, then with a bit more effort you can cover the victim with stones. After the deed is done, the tide comes in and washes everything clean. Your footprints, fingerprints, traces of DNA, all disappear. Scenes of crime officers, eat your hearts out.


Every half-decent weekend in summer, the shoreline at Wightview Sands on the Sussex coast is lined with glistening (and breathing) bodies. This stretch of beach is estate-owned and spared from the usual seaside line-up of amusement arcades and food outlets. The sand is clean and there is plenty of it, in sections tidily divided by wooden groynes. Lifeguards keep watch from a raised platform. There are no cliffs, no hidden rocks, no sharks.


This Sunday morning in June, the Smith family, Mike, Olga and their five-year-old daughter, Haley, arrived shortly before eleven after an uncomfortable drive from Crawley, paid their dues at the gate, and got a first sight of the hundreds of parked cars on either side of the narrow road that runs beside the beach.


‘Should have started earlier,’ Mike said. The heat had really got to him.


‘We’ll have plenty of time to enjoy ourselves,’ Olga said.


‘If we can park this thing.’


They cruised around for a bit before slotting into a space on the left, sixty yards past the beach café. Outside the car, the breeze off the sea helped revive them. They took their towels and beachbags from the boot. Mike suggested a coffee, but young Haley wanted to get on the beach right away and Olga agreed. ‘Let’s pick our spot first.’


Picking the spot was important. They didn’t want to sit too close to the lads with shaven heads and tattoos who had several six-packs of lager lined up beside them. Or the howling baby. Or the couple enjoying what looked like a bout of foreplay. They found a space between three teenage girls on sunloungers and a bronzed family of five who were speaking French. Mike unfolded the chairs while Olga helped Haley out of her clothes. The child wanted to run down to the sea with her bucket and spade. The tide was well out.


‘Remember where we are,’ Olga told her. ‘Just to the right of the lifeguards. Look for the flags.’


‘You’re fussing,’ Mike said.


‘Stay where we can see you. Don’t go in the water without us.’


‘Lighten up, Olg,’ Mike said. ‘This is a day out. We’re supposed to relax.’


Haley ran off.


‘If I don’t get my fix of coffee soon, I’ll die.’ Mike went in the other direction.


Olga sat forward in her chair and watched every step Haley took. Whatever Mike said, she didn’t fuss for fussing’s sake. She knew how easily things could go wrong because she’d worked as a nurse in an A & E department before she got married. The beach was new territory. Until the child had been to the water and found her way back at least once, it was impossible to relax.


Briefly Olga’s line of sight was blocked by a woman doing exactly what Olga and Mike were doing a few minutes before, choosing the best place to sit down. She was hesitating, taking a good look around her. Olga couldn’t see past her. The woman took a few steps down the beach, spread a large blue towel on the sand, unfurled a windbreak and pushed the posts into the sand to screen herself on three sides. To Olga’s relief, she could now pick out the tiny figure of Haley again, jumping in the shallows.


The woman took time to get settled. She took off her headband and shook her hair loose. It was copper-coloured and looked natural, too; right for the pale, freckled skin. She was some years older than the giggly girls on sunloungers. Around thirty, Olga reckoned, watching her delve in her beachbag and take out a tube of sunscreen and a pair of sunglasses. Finally she sank out of sight behind the windbreak.


Sunscreen was indispensable today, unless you wanted to suffer later. The light was so clear you could see the green fields of the Isle of Wight ten miles across the Solent.


Mike returned with his hands full. ‘Where’s the kid? I got her an ice cream.’


Olga pointed Haley out. ‘You’d better take it down to her.’


‘My coffee’s going to get cold.’


She laughed. ‘Should have thought of that when you bought the ice. All right. Give it to me.’ Her own coffee was just as certain as his to lose its heat, and she was not one of those submissive women, but she didn’t want another argument to ruin the day so she took the ice cream down the beach, threading a route through the sunbathers, feeling cool drips on her hand and trying not to sprinkle them on other people’s warm, exposed flesh. Grateful to reach the damp sand where no one was lying, she kicked off her flip-flops and enjoyed the sensation of the firm surface against the soles of her feet. She felt like a child again.


Haley had found two other girls about her own age and was helping them dig a canal. She didn’t want the ice cream, or, more likely, didn’t want to eat it in front of her new-found friends.


‘Shall I eat it for you?’ Olga offered.


Haley nodded.


‘You remember where we are? Near the lifeguards. The flags. Remember?’


Another nod.


Olga turned and made her way back more slowly, licking the sides of the ice cream. The beach looked entirely different from this direction. The people, too, when you saw them feet first. She was surprised at where she’d left the flip-flops, much further to the right than she thought. She set a course for the flags above the lifeguard post, beginning to doubt if Haley would have the sense to do the same. Before spotting Mike, she passed the woman with the copper hair, now down to a white two-piece and spreading sunscreen on her middle. Their eyes met briefly. She had a nice smile.


‘She all right?’ Mike asked, propping himself on an elbow.


‘She’s with some other girls, digging in the sand. Can you see?’


‘What’s she wearing?’


Typical Mike, she thought. ‘Navy and white.’


‘Right. I can see.’ He lay back on the sand and closed his eyes.


Typical Mike.


Olga lifted the lid off her less-than-hot coffee, still watching her child. Bits of conversation were going on all around. A beach may be restful, but it’s not quiet.


‘I didn’t fancy him,’ one of the teenagers was saying. ‘He’s scary.’


‘What do you mean – “scary”? Just ’cos he didn’t have nothing to say to you. That’s not scary.’


‘His eyes are. The way he looked at me, like he was stripping off my clothes.’


‘You wish!’


The giggles broke out again.


Just ahead, a man in a black T-shirt crossed Olga’s line of vision. She could see his top half above the windbreak. He was talking to the copper-haired woman. From the tone of the conversation, they knew each other and he was laying on the charm and not getting the response he was trying for. To Olga’s eye, he wasn’t an out-and-out no-no. In fact, he was rather good-looking, broad-shouldered, with black, curly hair and the cast of face she thought of as rugged – that is to say, strong-featured, with a confident personality defined by the creases a man in his thirties begins to acquire. He was saying something about coincidence. His voice was more audible than hers. ‘How does it go? Of all the gin-joints in all the towns in all the world . . . For that read “beaches”. What are you doing here?’ She made some reply (probably ‘What does it look as if I’m doing?’) and he said, ‘OK, that was pretty dumb. It’s a nice surprise, that’s all. Can I get you an ice cream or something? Cold drink?’ Obviously not, because he then said, ‘Later, then? You don’t mind if I join you for a bit?’ Then: ‘Fair enough. Suit yourself. If that’s how you feel, I’ll leave you to it. I just thought – oh, what the fuck!’ And he moved off, the smile gone, and didn’t look back.


Olga glanced towards Mike to see if he’d been listening. His eyes were still closed.


In another twenty minutes the tide was going out amazingly fast across the flats, transforming the scene. Haley hadn’t moved, but she was no longer at the place where the waves broke. She was at the edge of a broad, shallow pool of still water. A bar of sand had surfaced further out, and the waves were lapping at the far side. A child could easily become disorientated. The other girls were no longer with her.


‘I think I’ll go and talk to her,’ Olga said.


Mike murmured something about fussing.


She made the journey down the beach again, marvelling at the huge expanse now opened up. Men on skateboards were skimming along the wet sand, powered by kites as big as mattresses. A game of beach cricket was under way.


Haley looked up this time and waved.


After admiring the excavations in the sand, Olga asked if she was ready for some lunch. Hand in hand they started back. ‘I like it here,’ Haley said.


‘Isn’t it great? But it’s lunchtime. Now let’s see if we can find our way back to Daddy.’


‘There.’ The child pointed in precisely the right direction. Kids have more sense than adults think.


‘Race you, then,’ Enjoying the sight of her loose-limbed, agile child, she let Haley dash ahead and then jogged after her to make it seem like pursuit, until the risk of tripping over a sunbather forced her to slow to a walk. Already Haley had reached Mike and given him a shock by throwing herself on his back. Laughing, Olga picked her way through the maze of legs, towels and beachbags. The copper-haired woman, comfortable behind her windbreak, looked over her sunglasses, smiled again and spoke. ‘You’re a poor second.’


‘Pathetic is a better word.’


‘Wish I had her energy.’


‘Me, too.’


Olga flopped down beside Mike and reached for the lunch bag.


Mike revived with some food inside him and actually began a conversation. ‘Amazing, really, all this free entertainment. Years ago, people would queue up and buy tickets to see a tattooed man. One walked by just now with hardly a patch of plain skin left on him. No one paid him any attention.’


‘I wouldn’t call that entertainment.’


‘Then there are the topless girls.’


‘I haven’t noticed any,’ Olga said.


‘Over there, on the inflatable sunbeds.’


She took a quick glance. ‘Girls? They look middle-aged to me. Trust you to spot them.’


‘I was talking about the way things have changed. Your dad and mine would have paid good money to watch a strip show.’


‘Not mine.’


‘Don’t you believe it. He was no saint, your old man. I could tell you things he said to me after a few beers.’


Olga said, ‘Let’s talk about something else. When are we going for a swim?’


‘Not now, for Christ’s sake. It’s miles out.’


Unexpectedly, Haley asked, ‘Can I bury you, Daddy?’


‘What?’


‘I want to bury you in the sand.’


‘No chance.’


‘Please. The girls I was playing with buried their daddy and it was really funny. All you could see was his head.’


‘No, thanks.’


‘You can bury me, then.’


‘I’m not going to bury anyone.’


‘Please.’


‘Later, maybe.’


Haley sighed and went down the beach to look for her new friends. Olga, reassured that the child wouldn’t get lost, opened a paperback. Mike lit a cigarette and took a leisurely look around him to see if there was more entertainment on view.


The afternoon passed agreeably, more agreeably for Olga when the topless women turned on their fronts.


‘A bit creepy, I thought, the kid wanting to bury me,’ Mike said after a long silence.


‘There’s nothing creepy about it. It’s something children like to do. It’s comical, seeing someone’s head above the sand and nothing else, specially if it’s their own dad.’


‘If you say so.’


‘Well, you’ve got to have a sense of humour.’


‘There’s enough death on a beach without having your own child wanting to bury you.’


‘I don’t know what you’re on about.’


‘You only have to take a walk along the shoreline. You’ll see fish half eaten by gulls, bits of crabs, smashed shells. Nothing is growing. It’s a desert, just stones and sand.’


‘Cheerful!’


‘You asked.’


Olga may have slept for a while after that. She felt a prod in her back and seemed to snap out of a dream of some sort. The paperback lay closed beside her.


‘Time to face it,’ Mike said. ‘The tide’s turned.’


Olga heaved herself onto her elbows and saw what he meant. That big expanse of sand had disappeared. ‘Oh, my God. Where’s—’


‘She’s OK. Over to the right.’


Haley and the others were playing with a frisbee.


‘We must tell her if we go for a swim. I don’t want her coming back and finding us gone.’


‘We’ll do it, then.’


On the way down, Olga interrupted the frisbee-throwing to tell Haley they wouldn’t be long. The child was so involved in the game that the words hardly registered.


The conditions were ideal. The waves had reached the stretch of beach that shelved, so getting in was a quick process, and the water coming in over the warm sand wasn’t so cold as she expected. After the first plunge, the two of them held hands and jumped the waves and it was by far the best part of the day. Once when a large wave swept them inwards, Mike lifted her and carried her back to the deeper water. There, they embraced and kissed. The tensions rolled off them like the beads of water.


They stayed in longer than they realised. The people closest to the incoming tide were gathering their belongings and moving higher up.


‘Where’s Haley?’


Mike didn’t answer. He took a few quick steps higher up and looked around.


‘Mike, can you see her?’


He said with his irritating, offhand manner, ‘She’ll be somewhere around.’


‘I can’t see the girls she was with. Oh, God. Mike, where is she?’


‘She won’t be far away.’


‘We’ve got to find her.’


‘You told her we were going for a swim. She saw us.’


‘But she isn’t here.’


He began to take it seriously. ‘If she’s lost, someone will have taken her up to the lifeguards. I’ll check with them. You ask the people who were sitting near us.’


She dashed back to their spot. No sign of Haley. The woman with copper hair was lying on her side as if she’d been asleep for hours, so Olga spoke to the teenagers.


‘No, I’d have noticed,’ one of them said. ‘She hasn’t been back since you ate your sandwiches. Pretty little kid with dark hair in bunches, isn’t she?’


‘You’re sure you haven’t seen her?’


‘We’ve been here all the time. She went the wrong way, I expect. Not surprising, is it, with all these people?’


Olga asked the French family. They seemed to understand what she was saying and let her know with shrugs and shakes of the head that they hadn’t seen Haley either. She looked up to where the lifeguards had their post, a raised deck with a wide view of the beach. Mike was returning, looking about him anxiously.


She felt the pounding of her heart.


‘They’re going to help us find her,’ he said when he reached her. ‘It happens all the time, they told me. All these sections between the groynes look the same. They say she’s probably come up the beach and wandered into the wrong bit.’


‘Mike, I don’t see how. I told her several times to look for the flags.’


‘Maybe there’s another flag further along.’


‘She’ll be panicking by now.’


‘Yes, but it’s up to us not to panic, right?’


Easy to say.


‘You stay here. This is the place she’ll come back to. One of us must be here,’ he said. ‘I’ll check the next section.’


She remained standing, so as to be more obvious when Haley came back – if she came back. Appalling fears had gripped her. A beach was an ideal hunting ground for some paedophile. Her Haley, her child, could already be inside a car being driven away.


‘She’ll be all right,’ one of the teenagers said. ‘Little kids are always getting lost on beaches. It happened to me once.’


Olga didn’t answer. She was shivering, more from shock than cold. Supposedly a non-believer, she started saying and repeating, ‘Please God, help us find her,’ out there on the beach. All around her, people continued with their beach activities, unaware of her desperation.


Mike came quickly around the edge of the groyne shaking his head. He wasn’t close enough to be heard, but it was obvious there was nothing to report. The worry lines were etched deep. He pointed as he ran, to let Olga know he would search the section on the other side. She folded her arms across her front. Her teeth were chattering.


‘Why don’t you cover up your shoulders?’ one of the teenagers suggested. ‘There’s a wicked breeze since the tide turned.’ She got up and brought a towel to Olga. ‘Try not to worry, love,’ she said, wrapping it around her and sounding twice her age. ‘Someone will bring her back.’


Olga couldn’t speak. She wanted to be doing something active towards finding Haley, organising search parties, alerting the police. Instead, she had to stand here, gripped by fear and guilt. How selfish and irresponsible she had been to go for that bathe and stay so long in the sea. She’d put Haley completely out of her mind while she and Mike enjoyed that stupid romp in the waves.


‘Isn’t that your little girl?’


‘What?’ She snapped out of her stupor.


The teenage girl who had brought her the towel was still beside her. ‘With the man in the red shorts on the bit above the beach.’


‘Oh, my God!’ Haley, for sure. She was holding the hand of a strange man, the pair of them standing quite still. Olga screamed Haley’s name and started running up the beach towards them. ‘She’s mine! That’s my child! Haley!’


Haley shouted, ‘Mummy!’ and waved her free hand. The other was still gripped by the man, a shaven-headed, muscled figure in tight-fitting red shorts that reached to his knees. He didn’t attempt to leave.


Continuing to shriek, ‘He’s got my child! That’s my child!’ Olga scrambled up the steep bank of pebbles, nightmarishly slipping back with each step, yet oblivious of the pain to her bare feet.


As soon as she was close enough she shouted, ‘What are you doing with my child?’


He called something back. It sounded like, ‘Easy, lady.’


‘Let go of her!’


She stumbled the last steps towards them and heard him say, ‘I just found her. I’m the lifeguard.’


She had to play over in her brain what he had said because it was so clear in her mind that he was evil, a child-snatcher.


But when she reached the stone embankment above the pebbles, the man released Haley, who flung herself at her mother with arms outstretched.


‘Oh, Mummy – I was lost.’


‘What happened? Are you all right, darling?’


‘This man found me.’


He said, ‘Did you hear me, Mrs? I’m the lifeguard. She was in our hut. One of her friends went there for first aid.’


‘One of those girls I was playing with was hit in the face by the frisbee,’ Haley said. ‘It wasn’t me that threw it. Her eye was hurt, so we all went up to get some help. She’s all right now. Her mummy came and took her and her sister away. I was left. I couldn’t see you anywhere.’


Olga felt tears streaming from her eyes. She apologised to the lifeguard and thanked him all in the same sentence. Haley was still in her arms, gripping her possessively. She’d had a big fright. Olga carried her back to their spot on the beach. Mike hadn’t returned, but the people around smiled and asked if Haley was all right.


Olga explained what had happened. She looked in the picnic bag and found a can of drink for Haley. ‘We’ll be leaving as soon as Daddy gets back,’ she said. ‘The tide’s coming in, anyway.’


People were packing up all around them. The French family dismantled their windbreak and folded their towels. The teenagers said goodbye and carried the loungers back to the store. Of those around them, only the copper-haired woman appeared intent on staying until the tide forced her to move. It was practically at her heels.


‘Where’s Daddy?’


‘He went looking for you. He’ll be back soon.’


‘We’ll have to get up soon, or we’ll get wet.’


‘I know. We can give him a few minutes more. We might have to meet him at the car.’


‘Is he cross with me?’


‘I’m sure he isn’t. We’ll tell him what happened.’


Olga used the time to fold the towels and fill the bags.


Presently Haley asked, ‘Why isn’t that lady packing up? Her feet must be getting wet.’


The child was right. The woman hadn’t made any attempt to move yet.


Olga couldn’t see her properly. The windbreak was around her head and shoulders. Probably if Olga hadn’t already made such an exhibition of herself she would have popped her head over the canvas and said, You’d better move now, sweetie, or you’ll get a wave over you any minute. The experience with Haley had temporarily taken away her confidence.


A little further along, the lager lads with their empties heaped in front of them were watching with obvious amusement the progress of the tide towards the woman’s outstretched feet.


Olga looked round for Mike, and there he was at last, striding towards them.


‘Brilliant! She came back, then. Are you OK, Hale?’


Haley nodded.


Mike kissed her forehead. ‘Thank God for that.’


Olga started to explain what had happened, but was interrupted by Haley.


‘Mummy, don’t you think we ought to wake the lady up? She’s going to drown.’


‘What are you saying?’ Full of her own drama, she’d shut everything else out of her mind. Now she saw what Haley was on about. ‘God, yes. Mike, you’d better go to her. She’s out to the world. I don’t know what’s the matter with her.’


He said, ‘It’s none of our business, love.’


‘There’s something wrong.’


With a sigh that vented all the day’s frustration, he stepped the few paces down the beach to where the water was already lapping right around the windbreak. He bent towards the woman. Abruptly he straightened up. ‘Bloody hell – she’s dead.’
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‘Isn’t this a job for the police?’ Mike Smith said.


The lifeguard gave him the look he used for people who drift out to sea in inflatables. ‘By the time they get here, sport, she’ll be three feet underwater.’


‘Have you called them?’


‘Sure.’


Three of the lads who had been drinking lager came over to see what was happening and got asked to help move the body. One walked away, saying he wasn’t touching a dead person, but the others stayed, and so did Mike. Ankle deep, they lifted the corpse and carried it up the shingle and past the lifeguard post to the turf above the beach, watched by a sizeable, silent crowd. The lifeguard asked them to lay the body down for a moment. Evidently he didn’t want it in his hut. He went inside and came out with a key and opened a nearby beach hut.


‘We’ll take her in there.’


Once the dead woman was deposited on the floor of the narrow wooden building, the lager lads walked away, and Mike started to go with them, but the lifeguard said, ‘Hold on, mate. You can’t leave. You found the body.’


‘What do you mean, “found the body”? I was on the beach like everyone else. Anyone could see she wasn’t moving when the tide came in.’


‘The police’ll want to talk to you.’


‘I’ve got nothing to say to them,’ Mike said. ‘I don’t know who she is. We just happened to be sitting behind her.’


‘Was she with anyone?’


‘Not that I noticed. Look, my wife and kid are waiting in the car. We’ve got a long drive home.’


‘The police should be along shortly.’


‘I’ll tell my wife, then.’


‘You’re coming back?’


‘Sure.’


Mike marched to the car park, got in the car and started the engine.


‘Is that it?’ Olga asked.


‘Yup.’


‘We don’t have to talk to the police?’


‘We’ve had enough hassle for one day. We’re leaving.’ He put the car in gear and drove across the turf to the road leading to the exit.


He had to make way for a police car coming at speed with siren sounding and blue light flashing. It stopped a short distance ahead, opposite the lifeguards’ hut, and two policemen got out.


‘Are you sure this is right?’ Olga asked.


‘We can’t tell them anything. We know bugger all. We don’t know who she was or why she snuffed it. All they’ll do is keep us here for hours asking idiot questions.’


Inside five minutes they were in a long line of traffic heading away from the coast.


Police officers Shanahan and Vigne stood in shirt-sleeve order outside the open door of the beach hut where the woman’s body lay. They hadn’t gone right in. The lifeguard offered them each a can of Sprite and they accepted. Somehow it made a morbid duty more tolerable.


‘Are we one hundred per cent certain she’s dead?’ PC Shanahan asked. He seemed to be in charge, young as he appeared with his innocent blue eyes and smooth skin.


‘You’ve only got to look at her,’ the lifeguard said.


This they were in no hurry to do. In the doorway they could see the undersides of her feet, bluish-white and wrinkled by the water. That was enough for now.


‘It’s not up to us. A doctor has to certify she’s dead.’ Shanahan turned to PC Vigne, who looked at least five years his senior. ‘Haven’t you sent for the police surgeon, lamebrain?’


Vigne used his personal radio.


‘What happened to her things?’ Shanahan asked.


‘Things?’


‘Bag? Clothes?’


‘Couldn’t tell you. We just lifted her up and brought her here.’


‘She must have had some things with her.’


‘She was lying on a blue towel. I can tell you that.’


‘There you go, then. Handbag?’


‘Didn’t notice one.’


‘We’d better go and search. We won’t know who she is until we find her bag.’


The lifeguard said, ‘How do you know she had one?’


‘Keys, purse, money. Where did she keep them?’


‘A pocket?’


‘Was she wearing something with pockets?’


The lifeguard shook his head. ‘Two-piece swimsuit.’


‘So let’s look for a bag. Where exactly was she lying?’


They closed and padlocked the door of the hut and stepped at a businesslike pace along the path above the beach. The waves were rattling the pebbles and the exact spot where the woman had been found was two feet underwater already. Most people had quit the stretch of beach, except for an elderly couple just above the water-line in deckchairs. Shanahan asked if they had noticed anyone pick up a beachbag or anything else belonging to the person who was taken from the water. The woman said she must have been asleep. The old man was obviously gaga.


‘Is that the towel?’


‘Where?’


Shanahan pointed. He had spotted something blue shifting in the foam at the margin of the tide. ‘Would you mind?’ he asked the lifeguard. ‘We’re not dressed for the water.’


So the towel was recovered, a large, plain bath towel. A search of the bank of shingle above the sea produced nothing else. There should have been a windbreak, the lifeguard announced. When they’d first seen the woman, a windbreak had been set up around her. Someone must have seen it abandoned and decided it was worth acquiring. ‘They’ll take anything that isn’t nailed down.’


‘They can keep it as far as I’m concerned,’ said Shanahan. ‘We’re looking for a bag.’


‘That’ll be gone, too. Something I’ve noticed about beaches,’ the lifeguard said from the rich store of his experience. ‘None of the usual rules apply. People find stuff and think it’s fair game to take it if no one is around. Well, we’ve all heard of beachcombing. The bastards pick up things they wouldn’t dream of keeping if they found them in a street.’


‘Great,’ Shanahan said. ‘To sum up, we’re supposed to identify this woman from one blue towel and the costume she was wearing.’


The lifeguard was more upbeat. ‘At the end of the day you’ll find her car standing all alone in the car park. That’s your best bet. Most people come by car. This beach isn’t the sort you walk to.’


‘Unless someone nicked the car as well.’


‘Or she was driven here by a friend,’ said Vigne. A few years in the police and you expect no favours from fate.


They radioed back to say they were unable to identify the dead woman and some of her property was missing. They were ordered to remain at the scene and wait for the doctor.


So they sat in the sun on the canvas seats outside the hut, with the wind off the sea tugging at their shirts.


‘What age is she, this woman?’ Shanahan asked.


‘Don’t know. Thirties?’


‘As young as that? Makes you think, someone dying like that.’


‘Heart, I suppose.’


‘Do you reckon?’


‘Is sunstroke fatal?’


‘Couldn’t tell you.’


‘My money’s on heart. Could happen to anyone.’


Vigne said, ‘There’s something I heard of called sudden death syndrome.’


‘Come again, lamebrain.’


‘Sudden death syndrome. You can be perfectly fit and go to bed one night and never wake up.’


‘I’ve heard of that,’ the lifeguard said.


‘But she wasn’t in bed,’ Shanahan said. ‘She was stretched out on the beach.’


‘There are worse places to die than a beach on a nice afternoon.’


‘That’s priceless,’ Shanahan said, ‘coming from a lifeguard. You should write that on a board and fix it to your hut.’


A dark-haired woman in a suit and carrying a bag stopped in front of the three of them reclining in the sun, and said, ‘Nice work, if you can get it.’ This was Dr Keithly, the police surgeon.


They all stood up.


‘You’ve got a corpse for me, I was told.’


‘In that beach hut,’ Shanahan said.


The lifeguard added, ‘A woman.’


‘She came to you feeling ill?’


‘No.’ He explained how the body was found. ‘Do you want me to open up, doc?’


‘Well, I hate to spoil the fun, but . . . please.’


Presently Dr Keithly stood in the entrance to the hut beside the feet of the deceased. ‘I could do with some light in here.’


‘I’ll fetch a torch.’


‘That will help.’


Torch in hand, she stepped around the outstretched legs. She was silent for some time, crouching beside the body.


Shanahan stood in the doorway, watching until the examination was complete. It seemed to take an age. ‘What’s the verdict, doc? Definitely dead?’


‘We can agree on that.’ Dr Keithly stood up and stepped out, removing her plastic gloves. She sounded less friendly now. ‘Did you take a proper look at her?’


‘We were waiting for you.’


She turned to the lifeguard. ‘But you recovered the body.’


‘With a bit of help.’


‘You got a good look at her, then. Didn’t you notice anything unusual about her appearance?’


‘Such as?’


‘The mark around her neck.’


‘What mark?’


‘I’d say it was made by a ligature. She seems to have been strangled.’


‘Christ almighty!’ the lifeguard said.


‘Come and see for yourselves.’


This had to be faced. All three men squeezed into the hut and watched as the doctor pointed the torch at the neck of the dead woman, lifting the reddish hair. A broad line extended right around the throat.


‘Is that definite?’ asked Shanahan. ‘Couldn’t it have been made by some kind of necklace?’


‘Unlikely. If you look here,’ said Dr Keithly, pointing to the nape of the neck. ‘See the crossover? And there’s some scratching on this side where she tried to tug the ligature away from her throat.’


‘Christ. Didn’t you notice this when you were carrying her?’ Shanahan said accusingly to the lifeguard.


‘Don’t turn on me, sport. I wasn’t looking at her neck. There was nothing tied around it.’


Shanahan sounded increasingly panicky. He could foresee awkward questions from CID. ‘How could this have happened on a beach in front of hundreds of people? Wouldn’t she have screamed?’


‘Not if it was quick and unexpected,’ the doctor said. ‘She might have made some choking sounds, but I doubt if she’d have been heard. What surprises me is that no one saw the killer actually doing it.’


‘She was behind a windbreak.’


‘Even so.’


‘She was probably stretched out, sunbathing. It would have been done close to the ground, by someone kneeling beside her.’


Vigne said, ‘Hadn’t we better report this? It’s out of our hands if it’s murder.’


‘Hey, that’s right,’ Shanahan said, much relieved. ‘You’re not so thick as you look.’





3



Two hours were left before sunset. The local CID had arrived in force and sealed off the stretch of beach where the body was found, but they need not have bothered. Most visitors had left at high tide when only a small strip of pebbles remained and the breeze had turned cooler. Away from the beach, several barbecues were under way on the turf of the car park, sending subversive aromas towards the police vans where the search squads and SOCOs waited for the tide to turn.


Henrietta Mallin, the Senior Investigating Officer, was already calling this case a bummer. A beach washed clean by the tide couldn’t be less promising as a crime scene. There was no prospect of collecting DNA evidence. The body itself had been well drenched by the waves before it was lifted from the water.


The SIO was known to everyone as Hen, and superficially the name suited her. She was small, chirpy, alert, with widely set brown eyes that checked everything. But it was unwise to stretch the comparison. This Hen didn’t fuss, or subscribe to a pecking order. Though shorter than anyone in Bognor Regis CID, she gave ground to nobody. She’d learned how to survive in a male-dominated job. Fifteen years back, when she’d joined the police in Dagenham, she’d been given more than her share of the jobs everyone dreaded, just to see how this pipsqueak female rookie would cope. A couple of times when attending on corpses undiscovered for weeks she’d thrown up. She’d wept and had recurrent nightmares over a child abuse case. But she’d always reported for the next shift. Strength of mind got her through – helped by finding that many of the male recruits were going through the same traumas. She’d persevered, survived a bad beating-up at a drugs bust, and gained respect and steady promotion without aping male attitudes. There was only one male habit she’d acquired. She smoked thin, wicked-smelling cigars, handling them between thumb and forefinger and flicking off the ash with her smallest finger. She used a perfume by Ralph Lauren called Romance. It said much for Romance that it could triumph over cigar fumes.


‘You boys got here when?’ she said to the uniformed officers who had answered the shout.


‘Four forty-two,’ PC Shanahan said.


‘So how was the water?’


‘The water, ma’am?’


She brought her hands together under her chin and mimed the breaststroke. ‘Didn’t you go in?’


Shanahan frowned. He wasn’t equal to this, and neither was his companion, Vigne. Hen didn’t need to pull rank. She was streets ahead on personality alone.


She explained. ‘You reported suspicious injuries at five twenty. Forty minutes, give or take. What were you doing, my lovely?’


Shanahan went over the sequence of events: the call to the doctor, the search of the beach and the doctor’s arrival and discovery of the ligature marks. He didn’t mention the cans of Sprite and the spot of sunbathing while they waited for the doctor.


‘Am I missing something here?’ Hen said. ‘You didn’t notice she was strangled until the doctor pointed it out?’


‘The body was inside the hut, ma’am.’


‘Didn’t you go in?’


‘It was dark in there.’


‘Is that a problem for you, constable?’


He reddened. ‘I mean I wouldn’t have been able to see much.’


‘There was a torch.’


‘The lifeguard didn’t produce it until the doctor arrived.’


‘Did you ask him for one?’


‘No, ma’am.’


‘Do you carry one in your car?’


An embarrassed nod.


‘Heavy-duty rubber job?’ she said, nodding her head. ‘They come in useful for subduing prisoners, don’t they? But there is a secondary use. Did you look at the body at all?’


‘We checked she was dead, ma’am.’


‘Without actually noticing why?’


Shanahan lowered his eyes and said nothing. Vigne, by contrast, looked upwards as if he was watching for the first star to appear.


Hen Mallin turned her back on them and spoke instead to one of her CID team. ‘How many cars are left, Charlie?’


‘In the car park, guv?’


With her cigar she gestured towards Shanahan. ‘I thought he was half-baked.’


‘About twenty.’


‘When does it close?’


‘Eight thirty.’


She checked her watch. ‘Get your boys busy, then. Find out who the cars belong to, and get a PNC check on every one that isn’t spoken for. The victim’s motor is our best hope. I’m tempted to say our only hope. Have you spoken to the guy on the gate?’


‘He didn’t come on duty until two. He’s got no memory of the victim, guv. They just lean out of the kiosk and take the money. Thousands of drivers pass through.’


‘Was anyone else directing the cars?’


‘No. There are acres of land, as you see. People park where they want.’


She went through the motions of organising a line of searchers to scour the taped-off section of beach, now that the tide was on the ebb. Around high-water line they began picking up an extraordinary collection of discarded material: bottletops and ringpulls, cans, lolly-sticks, carrier bags, plastic cups, an odd shoe, hairgrips, scrunchies and empty cigarette lighters. Everything was bagged up and labelled. She watched with no expectation. There was no telling if a single item had belonged to the victim.


‘Did anyone check the swimsuit?’


‘What for, guv?’


‘Labels. Is it a designer job, or did she get it down the market? Might tell us something about this unfortunate woman. We know sweet Fanny Adams up to now.’


‘The towel she was lying on is top quality, pure Egyptian cotton, really fluffy when it’s dry,’ the one other woman on the team, DS Stella Gregson, said.


‘There speaks a pampered lady.’


‘I wish,’ Stella said. She was twenty-six and lived alone in a bedsit in a high-rise block in Bognor.


‘Never mind, Stell. Some day your prince will come. Meanwhile come up to the hut and give me your take on the swimsuit.’


Stella had a complex role in the CID squad, part apologist for her boss, part minder, and quite often the butt of her wit. She’d learned to take it with good humour. Her calm presence was a big asset at times like this. Together they crunched up the steep bank of pebbles.


‘We can assume she was murdered some time in the afternoon,’ Hen said, as much to herself as Stella. ‘I asked the lifeguard if there was any stiffening of the muscles when they carried the body up the beach, and he didn’t notice any. As a rough estimate, rigor mortis sets in after three hours or so. In warm conditions it works faster. I’d like the opinion of the pathologist – when he finally gets here – but …’


‘She was strangled here?’ Stella said in disbelief, turning to give her boss a hand up the last of the steep ascent.


‘That’s the supposition.’


‘On a public beach?’


‘I know,’ Hen said. She paused to draw a breath at the top of the bank. The smoking wasn’t kind to her lungs. ‘My first reaction was the same as yours, Stell, but I’m changing my mind. We can assume she was lying down, enjoying the sun, like most people are on a beach, and she had a windbreak around her head and shoulders, as the lifeguard stated. That means the killer was screened on three sides. He could choose his moment when no one was coming up the beach towards them.’


‘Not easy,’ Stella was bold enough to point out. ‘On a beach as crowded as that, people are going back and forth all the time, for a swim, or just to look at the water. And some of the sunbathers are stretched out with nothing else to do except watching others.’


‘You can’t see much through a windbreak. He could strangle her without anyone realising what he was up to. She’d be relaxed, maybe lying on her side with her eyes shut. Even asleep. If they arrived together, he’s already in position beside her. If not, he flops down as if he’s going to sunbathe with her. They’re lying on sand, so she wouldn’t hear him arrive. When he thinks no one is watching, he pulls the ligature over her head and tightens it before she knows what’s happening. If anyone did get a look, they could easily think they were snogging. Any sound she makes will be muffled, and a beach is a place where no one gets excited if a woman screams.’


‘Even so.’


‘Don’t you buy it, Stell?’


Stella gave a shrug that meant she was dubious, but couldn’t supply a more plausible theory. ‘There must have been people really close. They’re stretched out in their thousands on a gorgeous day like today.’


‘But they wouldn’t expect to be witnesses to a murder. Not on a south coast beach on a Sunday afternoon.’


They found the lifeguard sitting outside his hut. His duties had ended two hours ago, but he’d been told to wait, and at this end of the day he was looking less macho than a young man of his occupation should, with goose-pimpled legs and a tan steadily turning as blue as his tattooed biceps. He had his arms crossed over his chest and was massaging the backs of them.


Hen asked him his name. It was Emerson. He was Australian. Almost certainly didn’t have a work permit, which may have accounted for his guarded manner.


‘You were here keeping watch, Mr Emerson,’ she said to him, making it sound like dereliction of duty. ‘Didn’t you see what happened?’


‘Sorry.’


‘You lads have little else to do all day except study the women. Didn’t you notice this one?’


‘She was some way off.’


‘But you don’t sit on your backside all day. You’re responsible for the whole beach, aren’t you?’


‘That’s true in theory, but—’


‘You didn’t notice her?’


‘There were a couple of thousand people here, easy.’


‘Have you seen her before, on other days?’


A shake of the head.


‘Do you remember anyone who was on the stretch where she was found?’


‘The guy who told us about her.’


‘This was when?’


‘Getting on for high tide. Around four thirty.’


‘Describe him. What age?’


‘About thirty.’


‘Go on.’


‘Tall and thin, with short brown hair. Skin going red. Do you want his name?’


Hen said with more approval, ‘You got his name?’


‘Smith.’


A sigh and an ironic, ‘Oh, thanks.’


‘But he has a kid called Haley.’


An interested tilt of the head. ‘How do you know this?’


‘Earlier in the afternoon she was lost. Smith came up here and reported it. I told him kids often get lost and I’d spread the word. He told me where they were sitting and I said he should try the beach café, where the ices are sold. Kids stand in line for a long time there and sometimes the parents get worried. But I found the kid myself, looking lost, only a short way from here.’


‘Waiting for an ice cream?’


‘No. She’d come to our hut with some friends for first aid and then got separated from them.’


‘Was she hurt?’


He shook his head. ‘It was one of the other kids who needed the first aid. Hit in the face with a frisbee. Haley was OK. I handed her back to her mother.’


‘The mother?’ Hen said, interested. ‘You met her mother as well?’


‘Right.’


‘Smith’s wife?’


‘I guess. The kid called her Mummy for sure. A bottle blonde, short, a bit overweight. Red two-piece. She was in tears when I turned up with Haley.’


‘So you saw exactly where these people were on the beach?’


‘I didn’t go right over. The mother ran up when she saw me with the kid.’


‘The woman who was murdered must have been somewhere near them.’


‘If you say so. It was really crowded.’


‘Where was Haley’s father at this time?’


‘Don’t know. Still searching, I guess.’


‘And he was definitely the same man who told you about the dead woman?’


‘That’s for sure.’


‘Did he give his first name?’


‘No. He just said his missing child was called Haley Smith, aged five, and he described her.’


‘Did he have an accent?’


‘Accent?’


‘Where was he from? Round here?’


‘Couldn’t say. You poms all sound the same to me. He wasn’t foreign, far as I could tell.’


‘So Haley was returned to her mother?’


‘That’s what I said.’


‘Then Mr Smith comes back and tells you he’s found a dead woman?’


‘That was a good half-hour after. I went back with him to look and it was true. The tide was already washing over her.’


‘How was she lying?’


‘Face down, stretched out. You could easily think she was asleep.’


‘I understand she was behind a windbreak.’


‘That’s right.’


‘Did you see any other property? A bag?’


‘Only the towel she was lying on. I got some lads to help us move her.’


‘Did Smith help?’


‘He joined in, sure. We got her up here and into the beach hut.’


‘How did you know she was dead? Did you feel for a pulse?’


‘No need.’


She said with a sharp note of criticism, ‘You’ve had first-aid training, I take it? You know you should always check?’


‘She’d gone. Anyone could tell she’d gone.’


‘That simply isn’t good enough for someone in your job. You know why I’m asking, Sunny Jim? If you’d felt for the pressure point on her neck you would have noticed the ligature mark.’


The lifeguard didn’t answer.


‘So you dumped her in the hut and put in a nine-nine-nine call. Why didn’t you ask Smith to stick around after the body was brought up here? You must have known we’d want to speak to him.’


‘I did. I asked him.’ Relieved to be in the right again, he responded with more animation. ‘I said, “The police’ll want to talk to you.” Those were my actual words. He said he had nothing to tell the police. His wife and kid were waiting and he had a long drive home. I asked him a second time to hold on for a bit, and he said he needed to see his wife and tell her what was going on. He promised to come back, but he never did.’


‘They hardly ever do,’ Hen said, making it sound like a comment on the fickle tendencies of mankind as a whole. With a knowing glance at her companion, she turned away.


Before the two of them stepped inside the beach hut, Stella said, ‘Guv, do you really think you should smoke in here?’


Hen looked at the half-spent cigar as if it was a foreign object. ‘Do you object?’


‘The pathologist might.’


She stubbed it out on a stone wall.


Inside, she directed the torch beam up and down the corpse. ‘Any observations?’


‘Would you point it at the head, guv?’ Stella knelt and studied the line of the ligature, gently lifting some of the long red hair. ‘The crossover is at the back here. Looks as if he took her from behind. Difficult to say what he used. Not wire. The mark is too indefinite. Would you hold it steady?’ She bent closer and peered at the bruising. ‘There’s no obvious weave that I can see, so I doubt if it was rope. Leather, maybe, or some fabric?’


‘Let’s ask the pathologist,’ Hen said. ‘I thought you were going to tell me how she rates in the fashion stakes.’


So Stella fingered the hair, looking at the layers. ‘It isn’t a cheap haircut.’


‘Is any these days?’


‘All right. She went to a good stylist.’


‘The manicure looks expensive, too.’


‘Obviously she took care of herself.’


‘The swimsuit?’


‘Wasn’t from the market, as you put it. See the logo on the side of the shorts? She won’t have got much change out of two hundred for this.’


‘A classy lady, then? No jewellery, I notice.’


‘No ring mark either.’


‘Does that mean anything these days?’


‘Just that she doesn’t habitually wear a ring. Did they find any sunglasses?’


‘No.’


‘I would have expected sunglasses. Designer sunglasses.’


‘Dropped on the beach, maybe. We can look through the stuff the fingertip search produced. Thanks, Stell. What kind of car does a woman like this tend to own? A dinky little sports job?’


‘Maybe – for the beach. Or if she’s in work, as I guess she could be, a Merc or a BMW would fit.’


‘Let’s see what the car park trawl has left us with.’


Outside, Emerson the lifeguard asked if he was needed any more.


Hen Mallin, half his size, took out a fresh cigar and made him wait, coming to a decision. ‘What time is it?’


‘Past eight. I’m supposed to be meeting someone at eight.’


‘You’re meeting one of my officers and making a statement.’ She flicked her lighter and touched the flame to the cigar. ‘Then you’ll be free to go.’


Soon enough there wouldn’t be much daylight left. The sky over the sea already had an indigo look to it. In the car park, a few of the search team dropped kebab skewers and tried to look busy when Hen and Stella approached.


‘Eight thirty. Car park closed. So what are we left with?’ Hen asked the sergeant in charge of this part of the investigation. ‘How many unclaimed vehicles?’


‘Four, ma’am. Two Mitsubishis, a Peugeot and a Range Rover.’


Hen muttered to Stella, ‘I know what your money’s on.’ To the sergeant, she said, ‘Did you check with the PNC?’


‘Yes, guv.’


‘And?’


‘Two have women owners. That’s one of the Mitsubishis and the Range Rover.’


‘How did I guess? Tell me who owns the four-by-four.’


The sergeant read from his notes. ‘Shiena Wilkinson, 37 Pine Tree Avenue, Petersfield. Had the vehicle from new, two years ago.’


‘Mrs, Miss or Ms?’


‘Dr.’


‘Is she, indeed? And the Mitsubishi owner?’


‘A Ms Claudia Cameron, Waterside Cottage, near Boxgrove. She bought it secondhand last January.’


‘And the others are registered to men?’


The sergeant told him the second Mitsubishi was owned by a Portsmouth man called West, and the Peugeot belonged to a Londoner called Patel.


‘It doesn’t prevent a woman from driving them,’ Hen said. ‘However, let’s start with the obvious.’


Dr Shiena Wilkinson’s Range Rover was parked near the entrance gate in front of the windsurfing club premises, a black vehicle in mint condition. Hen walked around it, checked the tax disc, and saw that it had been issued in Petersfield in April. Forced to stand on tiptoe for a sight of the interior, she looked through the side windows. On the front passenger seat was a pack of mansize Kleenex. A paperback of Jane Austen’s Emma was on the back seat.


‘I need to get inside.’


‘We’ll have to break in unless you’re willing to wait, guv,’ the sergeant said.


‘As you must have discovered, my darling, there are women who will, and women who won’t. I belong to the second group.’


A jemmy did the job, at some cost to the side window. Hen put on gloves and overshoes, stepped in, tried the seat and said, ‘She’s longer in the leg than I am, but that doesn’t tell us much.’ In the glove compartment she found a roll of peppermints, a bottle of cologne and a small bag of silver coins, presumably for parking machines. Right at the back was a doctor’s prescription pad. ‘Some people would kill for one of these.’ Attached to the door on the driver’s side were a couple of tickets for the Waitrose car park in Petersfield, dated a week before.


Dr Wilkinson’s medical bag was out of sight in the storage space at the rear. It held a stethoscope, blood-pressure gauge, speculum, syringe, sterile pads and dressings, tweezers and scissors. Nothing so useful as an address book or diary.


‘Order a transporter, Stella. I want this vehicle examined by forensics.’


‘Will you be wanting to look at the others, ma’am?’ the sergeant asked.


‘Hole in one, sergeant.’


The Mitsubishi owned by the Boxgrove woman was some distance away, near the beach café and close to the last remaining barbecue. This owner was not so tidy as Dr Wilkinson. The floor was littered with used tissues and parking tickets. A pair of shoes. Sweet wrappings. The tax disc was a month out of date.


‘Do you want this one opened, ma’am?’


‘Please.’


The jemmy came into play again, but not for long. From behind them came a scream of, ‘What the bloody hell are you doing to my car?’ and a woman came running from the barbecue.


‘I thought you told me the owner wasn’t around,’ Hen muttered to the sergeant.


‘You bastards! You’ve smashed my bloody window and the paint on the door is chipped,’ Ms Claudia Cameron protested. She was wearing a white wrap made of towelling and candy-striped sandals. Her spiky blond hair looked like the result of poking a wet finger into a live socket.


‘Hold on, love,’ Hen said as if she was speaking to a child. ‘Didn’t you see us checking this vehicle?’


‘Yes, but I thought you might go away. I’m only a few days over on my tax. It doesn’t give you the right to smash your way in . . . does it?’


‘You’re Claudia Cameron?’


‘How do you know that?’


‘You’ll be compensated, Ms Cameron.’


‘That isn’t good enough.’ Now that she had a legitimate grievance, she was going to get some mileage out of it. ‘Just who’s in charge here?’


‘Speak to the sergeant, OK? He’ll need your address and so on.’


She was part of the action and obviously didn’t want to be sidelined. ‘This is about the dead woman they found, isn’t it? Did you think my car belonged to her, or what?’


‘Did you see her yourself?’


‘No, but everyone is talking about it, poor soul.’


‘So how much do you know, Ms Cameron? Did anyone say anything at all to you that might help us find out who she was?’


‘Not really.’


‘“Everyone is talking about it”,’ Hen repeated to Stella in a good imitation of Claudia Cameron’s voice as they walked away, ‘but what did everyone see? Diddly-squat. What’s the betting Dr Wilkinson is cooking sausages at the same barbecue and will presently notice her beautiful Range Rover being hoisted onto the transporter and come running over?’


‘Don’t even think about it, guv.’


‘Actually, I’d welcome it.’


‘Why?’


‘I wouldn’t mind seeing a doctor.’


‘Aren’t you well?’


‘It’s in my head. I’ve got this feeling the whole world is against me, and when that happens all I want to do is shut myself in my car and listen to my Agatha Christie tapes.’


Stella laughed.
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Hen had chosen to direct operations from her own police station at Bognor rather than park a mobile incident room beside the beach at Wightview Sands. The crime scene wasn’t likely to yield any more evidence than they’d picked up in that first search. Two high tides had already rearranged the sand and stones. The Range Rover was no longer where it had been found. It had been transported to the vehicle forensic unit.


‘We have a possible victim, playmates – and I stress that word “possible”,’ she told her team, assembled for the first formal briefing. Small as she was, there was no disputing her authority. ‘She is Dr Shiena Wilkinson, from Petersfield, whose Range Rover was found in the car park close to the scene last evening.’


‘Don’t we have a positive ID yet, guv?’ one of the team asked.


‘Later this morning, I hope. One of the other doctors is going to the mortuary.’


‘A photo?’ Stella Gregson said.


‘Not yet.’


‘There ought to be one in her house.’


‘And the lads doing the search have been told to look out for it.’


‘Sometimes they have the doctors’ pictures on view in a medical practice.’


‘Not in this case.’ Stella was right to pick up on these points, but Hen wanted to get on. ‘The car is Dr Wilkinson’s. That’s for sure. All the others have been accounted for. She’s thirty-two and a GP, one of five who practise from a health centre in the town. She is unmarried and lives alone in Pine Tree Avenue, a newish development of detached houses overlooking that golf course that you can see from the Chichester Road to the south. She wasn’t on call over the weekend. She’d arranged to take three days off, Saturday to Monday. Likes going to the beach, apparently. But before we all get too excited about Dr Wilkinson, let’s get back to what we know for certain.’


She took a drag at her cigar and pointed with it to the poster-size colour photo of the face displayed on the board behind her. The woman’s wide-open eyes had the glaze of death and the mouth gaped. ‘Our victim has copper-coloured hair. All that was found with her was the two-piece swimsuit she was wearing. The towel was recovered from the water not long after. We were told she was partly hidden by a windbreak, but it was missing when our patrol arrived. Going by the quality of the towel and swimsuit, she wasn’t short of cash. She had a nice haircut and well-kept nails. No jewellery.’


‘Do you think the motive was theft?’ George Flint asked. George was the pushy sergeant who wanted Stella’s job.


‘It has to be considered. But you don’t need to commit murder to nick a handbag from a beach. People take amazing risks with their property every time they go for a bathe. If you want to steal a bag all you have to do is watch and wait.’


‘I know that, guv.’


‘She may not even have had a bag with her,’ Hen pointed out.


‘So where did she keep her car key?’


‘A pocket.’


‘In a swimsuit?’


‘They can have pockets.’


‘Ah, yes.’


‘Actually, this one didn’t,’ Hen admitted.


‘So where were her clothes? In the car?’
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