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Critical Acclaim for Leigh Russell

‘Taut and compelling’
– Peter James



‘Unmissable’
– Lee Child



‘A brilliant talent in the thriller field’
– Jeffery Deaver



‘Leigh Russell has become one of the most impressively dependable purveyors of the English police procedural’
– Times



‘Smoothly professional fare from the always-consistent Russell’
– CrimeTime

		
	

Glossary of acronyms




	DCI

	-   

	Detective Chief Inspector (senior officer on case)





	DI

	-

	Detective Inspector





	DS

	-

	Detective Sergeant





	DC

	-

	Detective Constable






	PC

	-

	Police Constable (in uniform)





	SIO

	-

	Senior Investigating Officer (here the DCI)





	SOCO   

	-

	Scene of Crime Officers (collect forensic evidence at scene)





	PM

	-

	Post-Mortem or Autopsy (examination of dead body to establish cause of death)






	MO

	-

	Medical Officer








	CCTV

	-

	Closed Circuit Television (security cameras)







	GCSE

	-

	General Certificate of Secondary Education (high school examinations)








		
	

 

 

Dedicated 
to 
Michael, Jo and Phill

		
	

 

 

CUT SHORT

 

 

A DI GERALDINE STEEL MYSTERY

 

 

 

LEIGH RUSSELL

 

 

 

THE CRIME & MYSTERY CLUB LTD




	

‘Draw your chair up close to the edge of the precipice and I’ll tell you a story.’

F. Scott Fitzgerald

		
	


PART 1


‘pity this busy monster, manunkind, 
not. Progress is a comfortable disease: 
your victim (death and life safely beyond) 
plays with the bigness of his littleness’

E. E. Cummings
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Goodbye

He scrabbled at brittle leaves with clumsy gloved fingers then, crouching low, wriggled through the bushes. He glanced around to make sure no one was watching before he trudged away along the path. He’d been clever, careful to leave no clues. No one would find her in the park. It was his secret, his and hers, and she wouldn’t tell. He had no idea who she was, and that was clever too. It meant she didn’t know who he was.

He hadn’t chosen her because she was pretty. He hadn’t chosen her at all. She was just there. But she was pretty and he liked that. No woman had looked at him since school; she had stared into his eyes. She only said one word, ‘No!’ but she was speaking to him and he knew this was intimacy, just the two of them. It was a pity he wouldn’t see her again, but there would be others. It was raining hard. He sang softly, because you never knew who was listening.

‘Sweet the rain’s new fall, sunlit from heaven, like the first dew fall, on the first grass, praise for the sweetness of the wet garden ...’

The rain would wash her clean.

He faltered as he rounded a bend in the path because a woman was walking towards him. Then he saw she was older, and she wasn’t pretty like the woman he’d hidden under autumn leaves. She asked him about a music shop called Bretts. He didn’t know what to say so he walked quickly past. He wasn’t allowed to talk to her.

‘Never talk to strangers,’ Miss Elsie said. The park was a dangerous place and he knew he shouldn’t trust people who offered him sweets. He must never get in the car if they offered to take him home, not even if they called his name. The world was full of sin. The woman watched him hurry past. He was frightened.

‘Don’t worry,’ Miss Elsie said. ‘I won’t let anyone hurt you.’ He walked more quickly and he didn’t look back.
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Sophie

A shrill scream pierced the air. Judi gazed helplessly at her daughter. Sophie’s fair curls shook furiously, her angelic face twisted in rage.

‘Won’t!’ Sophie shrieked. She stamped her foot, ran to the table and flung her plastic bowl to the floor. Coco Pops and rusty milk splashed onto the Amtico tiles. Judi lunged forward, gripped Sophie’s little forearm and slapped her hand. The child was shocked into silence before she crumpled. It took Judi nearly an hour to pacify her. No sooner had harmony been restored than the doorbell rang and Judi remembered she’d invited her neighbour round with her small son. She opened the door and saw Alice with two children in tow.

‘Sorry,’ Alice said. ‘I completely forgot I promised to look after Jamie’s friend. We can leave it for today, if you like.’ Before Judi could reply, Sophie ran forward squealing with glee.

‘Jamie! Jamie!’

Judi smiled. ‘Don’t be silly. Come in. It’s fine. Gerta can take them all to the park.’

Judi and Alice settled down with coffee and slivers of cake while the three children trotted busily along the pavement behind Gerta.

‘We’re going to the park,’ Jamie crooned and Otto repeated the words in a singsong chant.

The children’s playground was on the far side of Lyceum Park. Gerta hoped she might see the fit young gardener who sometimes worked there and smiled as she passed through the open gateway. Her eyes flicked round eagerly, but the park was deserted. It was ordinary enough, a typical urban park with scrubby grassland, and a lake boasting a halfhearted jet of water that could hardly be called a fountain. A few ducks pottered at the edge of the scummy surface alongside fat pigeons. They rounded a bend in the narrow asphalt path and saw the playground to their right, its ground covered in tree bark. As they approached the central bank of overgrown trees and shrubs on their left, the two boys raced past Gerta into the children’s area. Sophie scurried fretfully at their heels.

Sophie always played with Jamie. They were best friends. They played on the slide in the park. Not the baby slide. They played on the big big slide. Mummy said they played nicely together. But Jamie was playing with Otto. Sophie wanted to push him off the slide, only Gerta was on the bench watching them. Gerta needed to go away so Sophie could push Otto off the slide and play with Jamie. She and Jamie took turns nicely on the big slide. Mummy said so. Mummy liked Jamie. Mummy didn’t like Otto. Otto was horrid.

‘Make Otto go away,’ she wailed, but Gerta shook her head and told Sophie not to be silly. Sophie wasn’t silly. Gerta was silly, and Otto was silly. Sophie didn’t care. She’d go away and hide and they wouldn’t be able to find her. Mummy would give Gerta a big smack and make Gerta cry.

Sophie flew with fairy wings across the path and into the magic trees. The leaves were red and yellow and brown and green. It was a good place to hide. She watched a hungry caterpillar crawling down a tree. It took a long time but no one came to find her. She picked up a stick and poked the leaves. Mummy never let her play with sticks but Mummy wasn’t there.

‘Sophie!’ she heard Gerta’s voice, rising with panic, and giggled.

‘Sophie!’ Jamie called.

‘Thophie!’ Otto echoed.

‘Go away, Otto,’ Sophie whispered. She was so quiet, no one heard her. Sophie wriggled further into the bushes. It was damp and scratchy. She saw a beetle scurrying along the ground and poked it with her stick. A bee buzzed by her ear. There was a hand in the leaves. She poked it and a cloud of nasty insects flew up. Sophie took no notice of them. She’d seen something worse, hiding in the leaves. The wicked witch was lying in the mud, staring up at her. Sophie didn’t like it there any more. She wanted mummy.

‘Mummy!’ she yelled. She heard scrabbling in the bushes and saw Gerta peering down. Gerta looked like the dog with saucer eyes. Her mouth gaped wide open and she started to scream.

Sophie covered her ears. She didn’t want the wicked witch to wake up. ‘Go away, Gerta!’ She wanted mummy. She wanted to go home.
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Move

Flushed with excitement, Geraldine clutched the key. The sharp metal dug into her flesh. After months of anxious waiting she was finally taking possession of her new home. She suppressed an impulse to shout, ‘Yippee!’ The estate agent was watching her. She smiled while, inside her head, laughter bubbled.

‘You’re new to the area, aren’t you?’ the estate agent asked and she nodded, conscious of his bold eyes. ‘What brings you here?’

‘Work,’ she replied.

‘It’s a very nice flat,’ he remarked. ‘What did you say you do?’

‘I didn’t.’

‘Maybe I’ll find out,’ he smiled. Geraldine wasn’t sure if he was flirting and felt like an awkward teenager. He obviously hadn’t seen her details, as he didn’t know she was a detective inspector. Accustomed to knowing about other people’s lives, she felt unsettled. She hadn’t even learned his name, and he was familiar with the interior of her bedroom.

The estate agent seized her hand in a warm, firm grip, congratulated her once more on her purchase and turned to leave.

‘Is it a good time to buy?’ As soon as she spoke Geraldine was afraid he’d see through her clumsy ploy but it worked. He spun round to face her.

‘Property prices have been rising in the UK for fifteen years.’

‘Will the trend continue, do you think?’ She was tempted to invite him in for coffee, but she didn’t have any milk.

‘There are a lot of people saying the bubble’s going to burst some time in the next two years.’

‘What do you think’s going to happen to property prices?’

‘If I could predict the future of the housing market, I wouldn’t still be working for a living.’ He hesitated before scribbling on a business card. ‘Here’s my mobile number. Why don’t you call me when you’ve settled in?’ She reached out and took the card. ‘I don’t usually meet women like this,’ he added, suddenly intense. Then he turned and walked away. Geraldine lingered in the doorway, watching his confident stride. She tried not to think about Mark.

It never occurred to Geraldine that Mark might leave her, until the evening she’d come home to find him in the hall surrounded by suitcases. Gazing past her, Mark announced that he was moving out.

‘After six years,’ was all Geraldine managed to say.

‘We both know this isn’t going anywhere.’

‘This?’ she echoed stupidly.

‘Us. Our relationship. We’ve been taking each other for granted for too long. I hardly see you any more. You’re always working. It’s time we both moved on.’

Geraldine wanted to protest, to promise she’d change. She tried to speak but the words stuck in her throat. Mark had packed all his belongings. His silver letter opener had gone from the hall table. His coat wasn’t on its hook. It went through her head that soon there’d be no trace of him in the flat apart from the rubbish he’d thrown in the bin, and the smell of him on her sheets. When that faded, she’d be left with nothing. They faced one another across the draughty hall.

‘Where will you go?’

Suddenly brisk, Mark seized hold of a case. His eyes were fixed on a point just above her left shoulder. ‘I’m moving in with a friend.’

‘A friend?’ she repeated, the word suddenly threatening. ‘What friend?’

Mark hesitated then spoke gently. His features softened. ‘Her name’s Sue.’ Geraldine clenched her fists until she felt her nails bite into the soft pads of her palms. Mark’s face grew taut again. ‘I’ll pick up the rest of my stuff tomorrow,’ he called out as he lugged his large suitcase through the front door. It closed behind him with a hollow clunk. Alone, Geraldine clutched the edge of the bare table and howled.

‘He’s not worth crying about. He’s a lying toad. Forget about him, he’s not worth it,’ her sister raged on the phone later that evening.

Geraldine had been planning to spend the rest of her life with the lying toad. ‘What am I going to do?’ she wept.

‘Forget about him,’ her sister repeated. It didn’t help.

Mark had always claimed he didn’t believe in marriage. That was another lie. He just hadn’t wanted to marry Geraldine. When she heard he was engaged, less than a year after walking out on her, she was consumed by an anger that left no room for self-pity.

‘You’ll meet someone else,’ her sister assured her. Geraldine nodded, privately determined that she would never be emotionally vulnerable again. There was more to life than the future Mark had snatched away from her. He’d blamed her career for the failure of their relationship, but her job wasn’t going to walk out on her. She managed to convince herself that she was happy to be single, devoted to her work.

Situated in a pleasant tree-lined avenue, her new flat suited Geraldine well, offering a haven from the stresses of her work on a mobile Murder Investigation Team based in the South East. As soon as she could, she took a few days off to paint her living room. Restful cream walls and beige carpet gave an illusion of space, enhanced by a large mirror above her small fireplace. She threw a critical look at her reflection. Dark eyes stared steadily back at her.

Once she’d finished decorating, she settled down to finish unpacking. Absorbed in boxes, she almost missed the doorbell. She ran to the entryphone. On a little shelf above the handset she saw a card: CRAIG HUDSON, RESIDENTIAL SALES CONSULTANT. Her glance lingered on the name.

‘Washing machine,’ a voice crackled over the entryphone.

‘Come on in.’ Geraldine pressed the buzzer for the gates. A few moments later her doorbell rang and she opened the door to a lanky man, his hair damp and his shoulders flecked with rain.

‘Miss Steel?’ She nodded and he consulted his paperwork. ‘Your washer dryer,’ he read aloud.

‘Come in.’ The man loped after her into the kitchen and sized up the space.

‘Yes,’ he confirmed, nodding his head. ‘It’ll fit.’ He glanced hopefully at the kettle. ‘It’s a nasty day out there.’

Geraldine was keen to return to her unpacking. ‘Can you bring it in, please?’

The delivery man sighed and walked slowly out, his large feet dragging at the fluff on her new carpet.

The two delivery men shuffled up the path in the drizzling rain.

‘This way,’ Geraldine said. Her breath caught in her throat as she glimpsed the second man and sensed that he recognised her. Standing aside, she scoured her memory to recall if she’d ever seen him before. She tried to picture him with a bald head or long straggly hair, instead of a grubby grey cap pulled low on his forehead.

Geraldine avoided meeting his eye again as, grunting and nodding at one another, the two men manoeuvred the washing machine into the kitchen. She didn’t put the kettle on while they plumbed it in. She wanted the delivery men gone from her flat as quickly as possible, so she could have the place to herself again, and was relieved when the front door closed behind them. She cleaned the kitchen thoroughly, wiping away all trace of the dirty wet marks they’d left on her floor.

Her housework done, she poured herself a mug of coffee and settled down once more beside a large pile of boxes. As she was ripping brown parcel tape off a box with a satisfying whoosh, her work phone rang.
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Team

An Incident Room was being set up as Geraldine arrived at the police station. Woolsmarsh was a small town around half an hour’s drive from her new flat, which meant she’d be able to stay at home instead of having to find accommodation locally. There was a buzz of activity as she walked in and she had to step aside smartly as two computers were carried past her along a narrow corridor. A harassed officer with a clipboard approached her as she hovered in the doorway.

‘Hi, I’m Detective Inspector Geraldine Steel, MIT,’ she said brightly.

‘DS Peterson is on the Murder Investigation Team. He’ll fill you in,’ the other woman said, nodding with relief as a young officer came into view, hurrying purposefully along the corridor towards them. He wore a navy suit, crisp white shirt and sober striped tie, like a graduate dressed up for his first grown up job interview. His vigorous enthusiasm contrasted with Geraldine’s first impression of the police station, thrown into disarray by the arrival of the Murder Investigation Team. The DS paused in his stride and smiled. A little over six foot, he was heavily built with huge shoulders. He looked as though he worked out. Geraldine liked him at once. She held out her hand, which was immediately seized in a strong grip.

‘Ian Peterson, Detective Sergeant,’ he said. Something about the eager way he announced himself suggested that he’d only recently been promoted.

‘DI Geraldine Steel. What’s going on?’ As they watched a desk being manoeuvred into the Incident Room, Peterson told her they were there to investigate the murder of a local girl. That was all he knew. He shrugged apologetically as though he ought to know all the details of the case.

‘That’s more than I knew until you told me,’ Geraldine fibbed and he smiled with relief, his blue eyes candid and friendly. They entered the Incident Room where a briefing was about to begin.

Desks for the three inspectors attached to the case had been set up in one corner, there being no accommodation in the small station for them to have their own offices. The room was packed and people were still arriving, milling about in the cramped space. As she made her way over to the inspectors’ corner Geraldine recognised Ted Carter, a grey haired man with classic good looks who’d been her mentor during her year as acting DI when she’d been completing her training for the rank. He’d always treated her with gentle courtesy and she was pleased to see his familiar leathery face as she made her way over to the corner. Carter nodded and stood up to greet her, his long legs wedged awkwardly behind his desk.

‘Small world,’ she grinned. His brown eyes wrinkled in an answering smile.

Carter half turned and introduced the other DI on the case. ‘This is Tom Merton, Geraldine Steel.’ They shook hands. Merton’s grip felt chilly after the young sergeant’s energetic handshake. Soft wisps of ginger hair hovered like improbable candyfloss around his unpleasantly flushed pink face. Unlike Carter, Merton didn’t return her smile as he enquired in a reedy drawl if she knew DCI Gordon. Geraldine shook her head. The other two inspectors on the case had both worked with the detective chief inspector before, and she hoped she wouldn’t be at a disadvantage as the new girl on the team.

‘The name sounds familiar,’ she said uncertainly. With a nod, Merton retired behind his desk. Geraldine had the impression Carter was about to say something else, when a hush fell over the room.

‘Speak to you later,’ Carter whispered, ‘DCI’s here.’

Geraldine made her way over to her own desk. She thought she caught Merton giving Carter a malevolent look as she turned to face the woman standing beside the Incident Board. 

A jacket hung loosely on Kathryn Gordon’s spare frame. Pale skin stretched tightly across her face but hung slack beneath her chin, and her eyes burned with determination. She wore no make up and her greying hair was cut in a severe bob along her jaw line. Her pallor contrasted with two red blotches on her cheeks, giving her a clown-like look, but there was nothing cheerful about her expression. Geraldine glanced round the room. All eyes were fixed on Kathryn Gordon.

‘Now that I have everyone’s attention,’ the DCI said, ‘let’s begin. I’m your Senior Investigating Officer, DCI Kathryn Gordon.’ She didn’t speak again immediately. Instead, she turned to the Incident Board to look at a bruised face staring blankly into the room.

‘We’re here to find out who murdered this young woman yesterday. So far, her killer’s not giving anything away.’ Kathryn Gordon tapped at the photo with a rapid flick of her wrist and turned back to look round at the expectant team. On the periphery of her vision Geraldine was aware of officers straightening up and pulling their shoulders back. ‘Her name’s Angela Waters,’ Kathryn Gordon went on. Apart from the rasp of her voice, the room was completely still. Only the hum of computer monitors could be heard. ‘Also known as Angie or Ange. Twenty-two years old, slim, blonde, address 14a Marsh Crescent. She was killed about twenty-four hours before her body was discovered in Lyceum Park this morning by a young child playing in the bushes. There’s been a lot of disturbance. The child trampled on any evidence that might have been left on the ground, and her au pair went crashing in after her. In addition, the mud’s been disturbed by animals: foxes, rats, squirrels, possibly a dog. Some kind of animal was there over night, tampering with what little evidence there might have been, before the child arrived on the scene to foul things up completely. She was probably killed in the bushes where the body was discovered but SOCOs haven’t been able to identify individual footprints or movements with any certainty, due to all the mess at the scene.’ She grimaced. ‘The victim was strangled so we’re not looking for a weapon but uniform are making a thorough search of the surrounding area. At the end of this briefing some of you will be joining them.’

The DCI paused and glanced back at the picture on the

Incident Board before continuing. ‘The victim’s wrists were held together over her coat sleeves so it’s impossible to say what was used to secure them. She was very thin so her assailant might have held her wrists with one hand just long enough to force her to the ground. We won’t know more until we get a full forensic report but it seems nothing’s been left at the scene to help us identify the killer. Any threads have probably been brushed off in the leaves, mud and animal faeces. From the pattern of bruising on the neck we believe the killer was wearing leather gloves, but there’s no other trace, no blood from the victim or the killer, no saliva, no dandruff, no blood or skin under her fingernails. A fingertip search of the immediate area has revealed nothing so far. Hopefully we’ll have more to go on after the full postmortem report tomorrow but so far there’s no sign of any defence injuries.’

The DCI looked around. ‘We need a swift result,’ she said. ‘We’ll interview all the usual suspects, and anyone who may have known the victim: boyfriend, family, acquaintances, anyone who knew her. We need to chat up the neighbours, check out the local shops and pub. Angela lived with a man, John Drew. Drew works in ...’ she glanced down for corroboration, ‘car sales. The Honda showroom on the Hinckley roundabout. We need to check out the workplace. Let’s do it this morning, while he’s not there. He went home, after we told him about Angela’s death. See what you can dig up about him from his colleagues while he’s out of the way and don’t be too gentle. We’re also looking for anyone with a history of violent assault. I want all the local hostels checked, and a thorough grilling of anyone recently released or out on parole. Whatever there is, find it.’ Glancing round, Geraldine caught DS Peterson’s eye and he grinned at her.

‘Right, get your schedules from the duty manager. DC Mellor, can you get on to Rotherhithe where Angela Waters comes from? Ask them to speak to the mother, interview Angela’s brother, and find out if there was a father around.’ Sarah Mellor looked up from her notepad and nodded, her smile a welcome surprise among the tense faces.

Geraldine, sent to interview the child and the au pair, was pleased to find she was working with DS Peterson.

As the team dispersed, Kathryn Gordon stood for a moment gazing at the victim’s face. It wasn’t the image of death that worried her, but the prospect of a lucky killer. So far wildlife and a small child had obliterated any evidence. She glanced round the quiet Incident Room before slipping into her office. Closing the door firmly, she opened a filing cabinet and drew out a bottle of whiskey.
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Gerta

There were two people in the porch. The man was broad shouldered, towering over the woman who stood very still and upright, her dark hair pulled back neatly from her face. Judi knew who they were straight away but she checked their ID carefully all the same. As police officers, she was sure they’d appreciate her responsible caution.

The woman’s voice was low and soothing, well trained in calming nerves and situations. ‘Mrs Judith Brightley? You spoke to Detective Constable Mellor this morning. I’m Detective Inspector Steel and this is Detective Sergeant Peterson. We’ve come to question your au pair, Gerta Hersch. I understand she can speak without an interpreter.’

‘Yes, that’s right. Do come in, Inspector Steel and ... er ...’

‘Sergeant Peterson.’

‘Yes. This way. Can I offer you anything? Tea? Coffee?’

She left them in the lounge and called from the bottom of the wide staircase. ‘Gerta! Can you come down please?’ For such a shrimp of a woman, she had a surprisingly loud voice, Geraldine thought. Glancing round, she smiled at the sergeant’s grunt of appreciation as he sunk his bulk onto a large chintz sofa.

Gerta’s eyes were bloodshot and puffy from crying as she came into the room, sniffing noisily. She sat down and began to sob quietly, twisting a handkerchief in her small fingers.

‘Miss Hersch, did you know the dead woman? Was she a friend of yours?’ Peterson asked brusquely. Geraldine noted with surprise that the sight of a woman in tears seemed to irritate him. A brief memory flickered into her mind, a snatch of conversation overheard at the station; Peterson was having problems with his girlfriend. Geraldine gave the au pair a sympathetic smile.

‘No.’ The sobbing stopped and she blew her nose noisily.

‘Thank you. Now, perhaps, we can make a start. Please tell us exactly what happened this morning, Miss Hersch.’ The DS had his notebook ready.

‘Ja. I am in the park with my little girl Sophie, James and Otto also.’

‘James and Otto ...?’

Judi entered softly with a tray of tea and luxury biscuits, a small child in tow. She handed the visitors their cups, offered the biscuits, and sat down with the third cup. No tea for Gerta. The small girl, aged about four, stared at Geraldine with huge blue eyes.

‘Jamie is my next-door neighbour’s son,’ Judi explained. ‘Otto’s his friend.’ The child burst into a curious wail. ‘Oh dear.’ Judi set her cup down. ‘What is it, my precious?’ Geraldine almost choked on her tea at seeing how seriously Sophie’s mother took the child’s tantrum. Peterson coughed to cover a smile or a grimace, it was difficult to tell which. He put down his pencil and took a quick gulp of his tea. The china cup looked like part of a doll’s tea set in his hand.

‘Jamie’s my friend!’ the child blubbered. Geraldine saw the child dart a calculating glance from behind her fingers at her mother, who was clearly taken in by her show of grief.

‘Yes, yes,’ she crooned, ‘Jamie’s your friend. No one said he wasn’t.’

‘Perhaps you could take Sophie out so that we can talk to Miss Hersch?’ Was that a touch of sharpness in Peterson’s voice, Geraldine wondered? He was shaping up well, affable but very quick on the uptake, and not afraid to speak his mind.

‘Horrid, horrid Gerta!’ Sophie shrieked, directing a look of such alarming gall at the au pair that Geraldine was intrigued.

‘Why?’ she asked, and noticed Peterson sit back, relieved. Doubtless she could rely on him to intimidate an intransigent villain, but a four-year-old girl was unfamiliar territory, and this four-year-old was plainly used to getting her own way. Geraldine sank to her knees and whispered confidentially to the child. ‘Tell me about Gerta.’ The tears vanished in a twinkle.

‘Jamie’s my friend. We play nicely. Mummy said so.’ The nature of Gerta’s offence soon became clear: she’d allowed Otto to play with Jamie. Geraldine took a deep breath. She had no special training in interviewing children, but she could be patient. ‘Gerta’s horrid and silly. She made Jamie play with Otto and she made me go under the leaves with a stick.’ She glanced up at her mother. ‘I played with a stick. A big stick. Gerta made me. And Gerta made me touch the hand. It got bigger and bigger until it was huge and I cried and cried because ...’ she paused to check that she had their attention, ‘... it was the wicked witch!’ She plopped her thumb into her mouth and reached out to her mother for reassurance.

‘So, Miss Hersch,’ Geraldine resumed as she rose from her knees and returned to her seat, ‘the children,’ she avoided mentioning their names, ‘were playing and ...’

‘Sophie is playing.’ The au pair threw a fearful glance at her employer. ‘She is hiding in the bushes. She knows she must not go in the bushes. It is not permitted to go in the bushes. I am telling her this.’ Mrs Brightley sniffed. Geraldine wondered if this domestic drama would end in a dismissal and a call to the agency for a replacement. Or perhaps the cowed Gerta would be more amenable now she’d slipped up and allowed Sophie to run off, unsupervised.

‘I am seeing at once she is gone,’ Gerta continued. ‘Quickly I look and I find her in the bushes.’ She shuddered, back in the moment. ‘And I am seeing something in the bushes. Under the leafs I am seeing the hand. It is the hand of the woman. I bring Sophie away from the leafs at once. I am cleaning her and I call at once Mrs Brightley and she is telling me go to the home. I bring Sophie to the home at once. And the little boys also. And Mrs Brightley is calling the policeman on the telephone.’

Peterson was scribbling furiously. Gerta slumped in her chair gazing disconsolately at Sophie who scowled back at her. A single tear flickered down the au pair’s cheek and Geraldine thought how young she looked – eighteen, nineteen – to be so far from home, hemmed in by a foreign tragedy. She’d probably been looking forward to coming to England. Poor kid.

‘Thank you very much, Miss Hersch. You’ve been most helpful.’ With a polite nod at Mrs Brightley, she stood up.

‘Thank you for the tea,’ Peterson added as he rose to follow.

‘We’re looking at a quick, efficient murder, not a bungled assault,’ Geraldine said, as they drove back to the station. ‘What does that tell us?’

Peterson glanced across at her. ‘Someone wanted to make sure she was dead?’

She paused. ‘There’s no sign of any struggle.’

‘Perhaps she knew her killer,’ the DS replied, ‘and wasn’t expecting an attack. But we know he approached her from behind,’ he added, ‘so it could have been a complete stranger, taking her by surprise.’

‘It doesn’t look like a frenzied attack,’ Geraldine said, ‘more a deliberate killing. Almost clinical. Was it planned? Did her killer just want her out of the way, for some reason?’

‘Which would mean he knew her.’ Peterson pulled up at a red light and turned to look at her.

‘Does it point to that? That the killer hated her, enough to want to kill her?’ She pondered. ‘It was relatively quick. Hopefully she didn’t even have time to realise what was happening. He came up behind her, grabbed her arms, pulled them behind her back, maybe tied them, just enough to immobilise them, although I don’t know if he’d have had time for that, turned her round to face him – I wonder why? – and strangled her. He’s a strong bastard. It was all over pretty quickly. But then, he had to be quick. He must’ve been afraid of being disturbed.’

‘Oh, he was disturbed all right,’ Peterson said.

Geraldine tried to imagine the scene. ‘A sudden rush of fear and a frantic struggle, before she lost consciousness. It would all have been over in a couple of minutes. No time to shout for help.’

‘She might have been too frightened to call out, or too surprised. Then again, we don’t know she didn’t shout for help,’ Peterson pointed out. The traffic light turned green and he pulled away. ‘Are you saying you think the killer wanted to finish the job quickly so she didn’t suffer?’

‘A considerate killer? It’s possible, if he knew her. But so was the need to finish the job quickly. He strangled her in the park, remember.’

‘Yes,’ Peterson agreed. ‘He’d have to be quick, whatever his feelings.’

‘But why would he do it in such a public place?’

‘Suggests an opportunistic killing. In any event, he wouldn’t want to hang around.’

‘So the question is: did he want to kill her? Or did he want her dead?’ Geraldine asked intensely. Peterson frowned and she shook her head. ‘It’s not the same, is it? Not the same thing at all. Because if he simply wanted to kill ... regardless of his victim’s identity ...’ She fell silent and they considered the possibility. ‘But the killer wanted to see his victim’s face. He was checking he had the right girl,’ she went on uncertainly.

‘Or he was enjoying watching her,’ Peterson said grimly. Geraldine winced as the DS voiced her own fears. They both knew that if the killer had strangled Angela Waters in pursuit of some perverse pleasure, he was likely to strike again.

The Incident Board had been updated. The names of Angela Waters’ mother and brother were pinned up. Carter had taken a sergeant to the car showroom, a twenty-minute drive away, from where he would go on to question the neighbours. Merton was following up known offenders. Geraldine’s next task was to visit the café where Angela had worked and then interview her boyfriend, John Drew. She tried to suppress her excitement. Statistically, she knew the boyfriend was the most likely suspect.
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Café

A menu hung in the bay window of the Bella Cafe, alongside a notice advising customers that the café was open from ‘7 to 7, for the Best Cup of Coffee, with a Choice of Genuine Italian Pastries’. The fluorescent-lit interior boasted gaudy orange walls and tubular steel chairs with garish green plastic seats. It was empty apart from a girl dressed in black trousers and a white shirt who greeted them solemnly.

‘Table for two?’

Geraldine held up her warrant card. Wordlessly the girl motioned them to a corner table.

‘It’s about Angie, isn’t it? Is she in some sort of trouble? Only she didn’t turn up for work yesterday and the boss is hopping mad. She still hasn’t called in. I tried to phone but she’s not answering her mobile. Has something happened to her?’ She waited between them as they sat down.

‘Please take a seat, Miss ...?’

‘Christina.’ She fell into a chair and rested her chin on her hands. ‘Boss’ll be out soon.’ She nodded morosely in the direction of a small white door marked ‘STAFF ONLY’.

‘How well did you know Angela Waters?’ Geraldine asked her cautiously. She placed a tape recorder on the table. Peterson sat, pen poised. Christina looked up and the question hung in the air as a stout, balding man burst through the staff door and summoned her with a peremptory gesture. She rose and shuffled over to him. Although he spoke in muted tones they could tell he was scolding her. Finally she remonstrated and his demeanour transformed. He switched his attention to the two detectives and advanced on them, his head inclined sideways in a servile pose. A black moustache bobbed on his upper lip as he spoke.

‘Sir, I beg pardon.’ His voice was incongruously high. ‘I did not appreciate you are police. Please accept coffee. On the house.’ He threw a perfunctory nod at Christina before smiling at Peterson.

Geraldine addressed him. ‘We’d like to speak to Christina without interruptions, and then we’ll talk to you, Mr ...?’

‘Umberto. Antonio Umberto is—’

‘We’d like you to close your café while we talk to you, Mr Umberto. Please turn your sign round. We’ll start with Christina. This needn’t take long,’ she added, as the proprietor stiffened. He scurried to the door, then withdrew behind the counter to eavesdrop.

Geraldine spoke quietly. Across the table, she saw Peterson struggling to catch her words as they dropped into the silence. Christina glanced nervously at her boss, busily straightening wilting sandwiches on a white plate.

‘Christina, I’m sorry to have to bring you bad news about Angela. She was attacked in the park yesterday, and died there.’ The girl looked down at the table. She didn’t make a sound but her chin trembled and she pressed her hands together in her lap until her knuckles went white. Geraldine waited.

‘Killed?’ Christina repeated at last in a barely audible murmur.

Briefly, Geraldine outlined what had happened. ‘She didn’t suffer, but we have to find out who did this, so I need to ask you a few questions.’

Christina had worked with Angela Waters for seven months, but as far as information went, it was soon clear they’d drawn a blank. Christina knew little about her co- worker beyond what had emerged in idle chatter during quiet moments. The girls didn’t socialise outside work and Christina had never met John Drew.

‘Who?’

‘Angela’s boyfriend.’

‘Oh, Johnny. Yeah. Sorry. I didn’t know his surname. Ange never stopped talking about him. She was crazy about him. I told her she was too young to even think about marriage. ‘Get out there and play the field,’ I told her.’

‘Had Johnny asked her to marry him?’

‘I don’t think so. It was just something she talked about, you know, how some girls do. I think she put up with a lot from him but they seemed to be working it out.’

‘Working what out?’ Peterson asked.

‘His commitment phobia. The usual.’ She shrugged. A single tear rolled down her cheek and she blinked. The reality of her colleague’s death had hit her. Christina leaned her elbows on the table and shielded her face with one hand. The fleeting intimacy had slipped away.

‘You said she put up with a lot from him. What did you mean?’ Geraldine asked. Christina shook her head. ‘Did she ever mention an argument? Did she complain that he drank? That he’d lashed out at her in a rage?’

‘Look, I never met the guy. All I know is she said she thought he was the one, you know. He was always giving her flowers, which was sweet, but she was scared he wasn’t the marrying type. The good ones generally aren’t.’ Mark darted into Geraldine’s thoughts but she drove him from her mind and focused resolutely on what Christina was saying. ‘She never said anything about any fights.’

‘You said she put up with a lot from him?’

‘Only that he wouldn’t make a commitment. They never do.’

Geraldine carefully kept her voice even. ‘Do you think one of them might have been seeing someone else?’

‘You mean two-timing? Not her. She was crazy about him. And, anyway, she’s not like that. I told you, she’s ... she was nice.’

‘And her boyfriend?’ Peterson pressed her, but the questioning had lost its force.

‘Look, I want to help the police and all that, but I don’t know anything about her boyfriend. I never met the guy. As for Ange, she was really nice, but I only ever saw her here. I don’t even know where she lives.’ Christina looked close to tears again.

‘Thank you, Christina. You’ve been very helpful.’ Geraldine pulled out a card and handed it to the girl. ‘I’d like you to contact us if you think of anything else that might help us to find out more about Angela.’ Geraldine looked up and caught the proprietor’s eye, he was listening intently. He looked away quickly, and resumed fiddling with the food on the counter. ‘Mr Umberto,’ Geraldine called, ‘we’d like to speak to you now, please.’ He kept his eyes fixed sullenly on the floor as he walked to the corner table.

‘Go clean the kitchen,’ Umberto growled as he sat down. Christina jumped up and disappeared through the staff door.

Umberto looked apprehensively from Peterson to Geraldine. ‘I been busy,’ he said. ‘My kitchen always sparkles like a pin. Only one of my staff, she’s gone. Just like that. Not a word.’ He threw his hands in the air, making a whistling sound through pursed lips. ‘This is how it is with young girls today.’ He shrugged. ‘They come, they work a little, they go. Who knows where they go, one day she’s here, next day she’s gone. Not even a phone call. Not a word. Is not like Italy, the young women. Here no one cares, no one got family to teach them what is right and what is wrong.’ He sighed. ‘Now what am I going to do?’

Geraldine interrupted him. ‘Angela Waters is dead, Mr Umberto.’

He looked shocked. ‘Angela dead?’ he repeated, his nervous chatter silenced. He stared at Geraldine. ‘She is dead, you telling me?’ He crossed himself, and shut his eyes briefly.

Geraldine asked for Angela Waters’ details and Umberto hurried through the staff door to fetch them. He ran on his toes, surprisingly light on his feet, returning a moment later with a slip of paper. Angela’s name, address and mobile telephone number had been written in a childish scrawl in smudgy blue biro. After seven months’ employment, that was all she’d left behind. Umberto had no other records. He’d paid her in cash. He assured them he kept scrupulous records, which were available for inspection at any time, but they weren’t at the café just then. They were with his most honest accountant, a good man, more like a priest, who helped him.

Geraldine interrupted his earnest defence. ‘We don’t want to inspect your records, Mr Umberto, although I daresay the Inland Revenue would find them interesting.’ Umberto was deeply sorry but his accountant was on holiday and ‘all my papers are taken with him.’ His protestations about Angela were equally insincere. He declared that the café would never recover from her loss. ‘She don’t complain. She is clean and always she smiles to see me.’ The only thing that rang true was when he said, ‘Always she gets good tips. Is good for everyone, yes?’

‘We’d like to take a look around,’ Peterson said.

Mr Umberto flushed. ‘You want to look around?’ he repeated, as though the sergeant had made an obscene suggestion. He followed them through the door marked STAFF ONLY. Christina wasn’t there. As Geraldine turned to Umberto, the girl reappeared through the fire door. She smelt of cigarette smoke. Geraldine and Peterson exchanged a glance.

‘I just been out for a breath of air,’ Christina mumbled, and turned to the sink. She began to scrub it furiously. Mr Umberto nodded and shrugged, as if to say, ‘What can you do? You just can’t get the staff nowadays. Is not like Italy.’ They had a quick look around the kitchen.

‘I’d like to speak to you again, Christina. In here.’ Geraldine led the girl back in to the café and they sat down, out of earshot of Umberto. ‘Just one last question, Christina. You were here at work, yesterday morning?’ The girl nodded. ‘What time did you arrive?’

‘I was on the morning shift but Angie never turned up at one so the boss asked me to stay on. He was hopping mad. It wasn’t the first time. She was always phoning in sick. Only yesterday she never phoned. The boss swore he’d sack her this time. I had to work a twelve hour day, without a break.’ Peterson’s eyes narrowed at that but Geraldine focused on her line of questioning.

‘Were you busy here yesterday morning?’

Christina shrugged. ‘The usual.’

‘How does it work, then, Christina? You’re serving at the tables, and Mr Umberto is where? In the kitchen?’

The girl laughed. ‘Him? In the kitchen? Never. That’s me, that is. In and out the kitchen, serving tables, clearing tables, washing up. All he ever does is stand behind the till and make sandwiches. He won’t trust anyone else to do it. No one slices like he does, he says.’

‘I bet he can slice cucumber thinner than anyone,’ Peterson chipped in and Christina sniggered.

‘You’re right there.’

‘Did he go out to the kitchen at all?’

‘No. I told you. He never does. All he ever does is stand by his precious till, slicing, and grinning at people as they order their sandwiches.’

‘Was he here all morning yesterday, Christina? He didn’t go out for anything? Think carefully.’

Christina answered straight away. ‘He never leaves the café when it’s open. He doesn’t trust anyone. Won’t even go to the toilet. He won’t give anyone else a key, or let us near the till.’ Geraldine sat back. She had her answer. Antonio Umberto couldn’t have slipped out to the park on Wednesday morning.

‘The Food Standards Agency might want a chat with that charmer, after the Inland Revenue finish with him,’ Peterson muttered to Geraldine as they climbed back in the car.

She nodded. ‘Remind me to cross Bella Café off my list of places to eat.’

‘What do you reckon on Umberto, ma’am? I think he’s hiding something.’

‘He’s a slimeball all right,’ Geraldine agreed, ‘but the waitress gave him an alibi. And being crooked doesn’t make him a suspect in a murder case. Where’s his motive?’

‘Umberto’s accounts are fiddled,’ Peterson said. ‘Maybe Angela Waters found out.’

‘Hardly a motive for murder.’

‘She could have been blackmailing him?’

‘Hmm. It’s a thought, I suppose. Christina’s given him an alibi, but we’ll check out the possibility anyway.’ Peterson grinned enthusiastically as she gave some credence to his theory, making her remember he’d only recently been promoted to DS. ‘I’ll have a constable put onto it straight away,’ she promised. ‘We can find out if there’s been any unusual activity in his account, or any change in his takings or spending, although I’ll bet a lot of it never reaches the bank.’ There was a pause.

‘What are you thinking, ma’am?’ he asked.

‘I’m thinking we should pay a visit to Johnny Drew,’ she replied. ‘And I’m thinking it’s time you called me gov.’

‘Right you are, gov,’ he grinned again. Geraldine glanced in the mirror as they drove away. The sign on the door had been turned round. It was business as usual at the Bella Café.
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Johnny

The flat Angela Waters had shared with her boyfriend was above a shabby parade of shops on the edge of a rundown estate. Dull white paint stained yellowy brown, like nicotine fingers, grimy shop frontages, litter blowing across the pavement: torn newspaper, food cartons, plastic bags like deflated balloons brought urban wildlife in the shape of foxes and rats scavenging the area. Yet the street possessed a vitality lacking in the more expensive areas of town; a community that screamed its commitment to life. However hard it might be, life was precious.

Geraldine heard the sergeant’s feet thud above her on the concrete staircase. It formed a dismal passageway between a derelict printer’s and a flower shop from which a dark-haired girl in a very short skirt stared curiously at them. The staircase stank. Geraldine reached the top and stepped on to a balcony that ran above the shop fronts. It was draughty and strangely quiet. Geraldine looked over the parapet on to the street where, far below, a group of boys in grey and brown hoods were kicking a can along the gutter. From her elevated viewpoint, she watched a diminutive old woman crawl along the pavement towards them. Geraldine tensed, but the youngsters were intent on their can.

She knew she mustn’t let her judgement be clouded by intuition, but Geraldine had misgivings about Johnny Drew even before she saw him. He made them wait too long and when he finally came to the door, his woebegone expression was too fixed. Although he displayed all the signs of the shocked bereaved, she was convinced he was playing a part. Following him along the gloomy hallway, Geraldine sized him up from behind, noting his narrow shoulders and torso, his body skinny beneath a tight fitting T-shirt. He led them into a back room that smelt of stale beer and cigarettes, where they sat on a worn sofa and chairs that didn’t match. Restless eyes in a sharp face flitted over her and away in motion as rapid as the movements of a trapped fly.

Frowning at her notebook, she struggled to keep up with Drew’s pat answers. He had probably been rehearsing this scenario for hours. He must have known they’d be round. He spent his working week selling cars. Now he was selling his innocence. Geraldine hadn’t believed his expressions of grief, but nor did she believe he had killed Angela Waters. Once again, she couldn’t have said why, but something didn’t feel right. His grief might seem insincere, but that didn’t make him a murderer.

Angela had allegedly complained that Johnny wasn’t ready to settle down, but that was hardly a motive for murder. His alibi was more interesting. It wasn’t watertight, not by a long chalk. He told them he’d been busy arranging test drives on the morning of the 26th September. Details of cars rolled off his tongue, but he couldn’t give a satisfactory account of his movements between ten and ten thirty. He said he’d been in the forecourt chatting up a punter. It might be true, but he couldn’t recall the customer’s name. He thought it might have been a Mr Shah. He’d only met Angela’s mother and brother once and admitted he hadn’t liked them much. Angela had never mentioned a father. He didn’t know if her father was alive, didn’t even know if she had one. They’d never talked about their families.

‘Was she seeing anyone else?’ Geraldine hazarded. Johnny actually snorted, oozing confidence. ‘Arrogant bastard,’ she thought.

‘Did she have any enemies? Can you think of anyone who might have hated her enough to want to do this to her?’ Peterson asked.

‘Look,’ Johnny burst out, anguish flaring suddenly in his eyes. ‘I’m doing my best to get my head round all this. Not just losing my girl, as if that’s not bad enough, but ...’ He dropped his head into his hands. His shoulders shook. This was no act. He wasn’t that good. Geraldine gave him a moment.

‘I’m sorry, Mr Drew,’ she resumed, ‘but we’re investigating a murder. If there’s anything you can tell us, anything at all, we need to know. And your alibi ...’ She tailed off pointedly.

‘I’m not a fucking idiot,’ he snapped, raising bloodshot eyes to meet her gaze directly. ‘If I’d wanted to do her in – which I didn’t so don’t go getting the idea that I did – but if I had, don’t you think I would’ve sorted out a story? Do you think I’m an idiot as well as a murderer? I can’t remember what I was doing at ten o’clock on Wednesday morning. I was probably having a smoke. If there was an appointment at ten it would’ve been in the book. But I was at work. I never left the place that morning, I’m sure of that. And I didn’t kill Ange. What the hell do you people think? That I’m some kind of perv that gets his rocks off killing girls? It wasn’t me, but someone killed her. And what are you lot doing? Are you out there looking for the sick bastard? No, you’re in here, harassing the one person who cared for her. I looked after Angie. She was just a kid, that’s all. How am I going to manage now?’ It could have been a cry from the heart, or a calculated bid for sympathy. Either way, they weren’t going to get any more out of him.

‘Is there anything else you can think of that might help us?’ He shook his head. ‘Thank you, Mr Drew. We’ll be in touch.’

‘Damn right you will. I want to know who the fucking bastard is who did this to my girl. And if I ever get my hands on him, you’ll have something on me all right.’

As they reached the bottom of the concrete staircase and emerged, blinking, into the sunlight, the dark-haired girl from the flower shop darted past them up the stairs. Geraldine watched the top of her head as it bobbed along the balcony and stopped outside Johnny Drew’s door.

‘I wonder what he does with all his money,’ she muttered. ‘He can’t spend it all on this dump.’ John Drew was dodgy, but Geraldine didn’t believe he’d murdered Angela Waters. He hadn’t felt comfortable expressing his grief, but he’d shown no signs of remorse, and although she wouldn’t admit it out loud, he didn’t fit the mental image she was forming of the killer. Intuition was useless without evidence, but Johnny Drew felt wrong. As far as Geraldine was concerned, the identity of the killer remained a mystery.
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Chips

Jim was frightened. He didn’t know why. People stared at him or pretended he was invisible. A woman turned her head away as she passed him. She knew what he was thinking. Women could do that.

‘I done nothing to be ashamed of,’ he muttered crossly.

‘I know you do your best,’ Miss Elsie said. He smiled because she’d come back.

‘Miss Elsie!’ He called softly, in case anyone was listening. A man glared at him and he walked more quickly.

‘Don’t panic,’ Miss Elsie said. He fumbled in his pocket for the key to his room and threw it down a dark glistening drain. That was clever because now they’d never find out where he lived. Then he frowned. It meant he couldn’t go home. That was a shame because he liked his room. He had a picture of Miss Elsie there, hidden in a box on top of the wardrobe.

‘Put your thinking cap on,’ Miss Elsie said, but that wasn’t fair. He was hungry. He couldn’t think when he was hungry.

‘Is that all you got?’ the girl asked when he held out a twenty pound note. She was stupid. Twenty pounds was a lot of money. He was only buying chips.

‘I want chips please,’ he repeated. He spoke as clearly as he could and thrust his twenty-pound note at her again. The girl scowled as she took it.

‘I give you coins,’ she complained, handing over his chips. The girl turned to the till. Jim saw a black ponytail dangling below her cap. The chips warmed his hands as he stared at her hair, swinging. If he lunged forward he’d be able to reach it. The sight of her hair made him forget about her funny voice. He grinned. ‘What you laughing at?’ the girl asked, spinning round suddenly to face him. He could tell she was cross. Their fingers touched as she held out his change. Her skin felt greasy and he nearly dropped his chips in fright. He turned and ran. ‘Hey! You forget change!’ the girl shouted half-heartedly.

He kept running. He ran until his legs ached. When he stopped, winded, he was round the corner from the park. The chips were cold but he ate them greedily, sitting on the doorstep of an empty house. When he’d finished eating he felt thirsty. He needed a drink and somewhere to sleep. He glanced around. No one could see him sitting there, concealed behind an overgrown hedge. Drawing his knees up to his chin he wrapped his arms round his legs and began rocking gently backwards and forwards.

‘Clever boy,’ Miss Elsie said and he laughed softly to himself. They’d never find her, hidden under the leaves. And they’d never find him.
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Honda

DI Carter and his sergeant DS Black pulled into the forecourt of the Honda showroom on the Hinckley Roundabout.

‘Nice,’ Black said, looking around.

‘Come on,’ Carter answered. ‘We’re not here to look at cars.’

‘Shame. Not that I’d go for a Honda, but even so. There’s something about a brand new car, isn’t there? They’re so shiny and ...’ He paused, searching for the right word.

‘Expensive?’ Carter suggested. ‘Come on, let’s get on with it.’ They entered a plush powder blue and white showroom where an attractive girl behind a white desk smiled up at them brightly. Everything in the showroom was gleaming.

‘Can I help you?’ she asked. ‘A salesmen will be with you in a moment if you’d like to test drive one of the cars.’ They smiled back, taking out their warrant cards. A young man approached them as she examined their credentials, his suit stylishly cut, teamed with an expensive looking red tie. He threw them the same professional smile that the girl had given.

‘Marcus Morrissey,’ he introduced himself. ‘Sorry to keep you waiting, sir. We’re short staffed this morning. Can I help you?’

‘Yes,’ Carter replied, turning so the salesman could see his ID card. ‘We’d like to ask you a few questions about a colleague of yours, John Drew.’

‘I’m afraid he’s not here,’ Morrissey said breezily.

‘There was a phone call for him earlier on,’ the receptionist added. ‘He said he had to go. He wouldn’t say why, but he looked pretty shaken.’

‘Is Johnny in some sort of trouble?’ Peter Morrissey asked.

‘I’m afraid there’s been a death,’ Carter told them.

‘Oh dear,’ the girl said automatically. Her eyes fell.

Black stepped up to the desk. ‘Were you working here yesterday morning?’ he asked. She nodded, suddenly serious. ‘And you, sir?’ Marcus Morrissey confirmed that he’d been there every morning that week.

‘Who else was here in the showroom on Wednesday morning?’

‘Just us and the boss, Robert Lakeland.’ He told them Robert Lakeland was away. He wouldn’t be back until after the weekend. The receptionist thought he might be at home on Sunday and gave them her boss’s address and telephone number.

‘Should you be giving that out?’ Morrissey hissed at her.

‘Shut up, Marcus, it’s the police.’

‘Do you know where Mr Lakeland’s gone?’

‘Yes. He’s gone to a meeting at Head Office in Swindon. He often goes and stays over. He’s got a sister or someone he visits out that way,’ Morrissey told them.

‘His mother,’ the receptionist corrected him. ‘Robert goes to Swindon for a meeting every month. His mother lives there. He stays with her Thursday and Friday night, spends Saturday with his mother, and drives back down on Sunday. I think he goes to see his mother every weekend, actually.’

‘And what about Mrs Lakeland?’

‘She lives somewhere near Swindon. That’s why he goes there.’

‘His wife, I mean.’

‘Oh, he’s not married,’ the receptionist said.

His colleagues confirmed that John Drew had been at work the previous morning. He had no test drives in the book, and they definitely remembered him being ‘around’ but when pressed, neither of them could positively swear he’d been there all morning.

‘Is it possible he might have slipped away for an hour or so? Left the showroom completely?’ Carter asked the girl.

She hesitated. ‘I didn’t see him leave,’ she replied.

‘But it’s possible?’

‘I wouldn’t have thought so, but I suppose he could have done.’ She sounded doubtful.

Morrissey was equally vague. ‘I was out myself,’ he explained. ‘I think you’ll find I had a couple of test drives yesterday morning.’ Black checked. Morrissey had one test drive booked for ten o’clock.

‘How long were you away from the showroom?’ Morrissey reckoned he’d been gone for about twenty minutes. He’d spent some time chatting to a customer. He thought it unlikely John Drew could have left the showroom for about an hour without anyone noticing his absence.

‘I just can’t promise, hand on heart, he didn’t go out. I never saw him leave and I never saw him come back in. But I was very busy.’

‘What about CCTV?’

Morrissey shook his head. ‘The CCTV just covers the forecourt. It’s only staff cars at the back.’

‘One final question, Mr Morrissey,’ Carter said. ‘Did you know Angela Waters?’

‘Doesn’t ring a bell. Should I know her?’

‘Mr Drew’s girlfriend.’

‘Oh Angie. Johnny’s girl. Yes, he’s mentioned her but I’ve never met her. Is this something to do with her then? She in some sort of trouble?’ The two policemen exchanged a glance before Black explained the reason for their visit. Marcus Morrissey whistled. ‘Jesus. So that’s why Johnny’s not in today. Do you think he did it?’

‘We’re just carrying out routine enquiries, Mr Morrissey. Is there any particular reason why you think John Drew might be responsible?’

Morrissey looked taken aback. ‘Good lord no. It’s just that you’re here, asking questions. I thought, perhaps ... Well, nothing. Just that you’re here, that’s all,’ he mumbled in confusion.

‘This is a routine visit, Mr Morrissey.’ Carter handed each of them a card and asked them to be sure to contact him if they remembered anything about John Drew’s movements the previous morning. He thanked them for their assistance and the two detectives left.

‘They seem on the level,’ Carter commented as they drove off.

‘Not much help though,’ Black replied.

‘Perhaps Robert Lakeland will be more definite.’

Black grunted. ‘Couldn’t be less definite than those two,’ he said. ‘Shame people can’t be more observant. Not much use, were they?’ He sounded disappointed.

Carter smiled indulgently at his young colleague. ‘You can’t expect every interview to shed light on the case,’ he said equably. ‘It’s early days. We haven’t even got the postmortem report yet.’

Black nodded. ‘DCI’s probably there now. What do you make of her, then?’

‘DCI Gordon?’ Carter grinned. ‘I’ve worked with her before. She’s bloody good. Formidable woman though. It doesn’t do to get in her bad books.’

Black nodded. ‘I’ll remember that,’ he said.

‘And watch out for Geraldine Steel,’ Carter added. ‘She’s one of those rare officers who seems to sniff out a villain by instinct.’

‘Bloody women,’ Black grumbled amiably. ‘Too bloody clever.’
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Mortuary

Geraldine saw at once why the pathologist was known at the police station as Dr Death. His emaciated features smiled at her in a ghastly grin, which stretched his skin tightly across his jutting cheekbones, a fitting death mask for his grisly work.

Gazing down at Angela Waters, she felt a familiar anger and a tremor at the responsibility. Someone had strangled the breath out of Angela Waters’ young body with his bare hands. She glanced up at Peterson who was staring at the dead woman as though trying to memorise every sickening detail. Geraldine followed his gaze. At twenty-two Angela Waters looked about twelve. Her long blonde hair appeared natural but looking closely Geraldine saw the roots were dark. The dead girl had probably been a natural blonde who’d turned mousy as she grew up. She had heavy lidded blue eyes, a turned up nose and thin lips. In death, she’d acquired an ethereal quality, her skin implausibly pale above livid bruising on her jaw and neck.

Geraldine turned her attention to the pathologist. His eyes met hers above his mask, sharp yet compassionate.

‘We know she was twenty-two,’ he began, ‘but physically she appears younger, slightly malnourished.’

‘Anorexic?’ Geraldine asked.

‘Bulimic. You can see the discoloration on her finger joints.’ He raised one of the dead girl’s hands. ‘See this rough skin on her knuckles, from making herself vomit. Teeth are discoloured and beginning to decalcify. There are erosions and inflammation in the lining of the lower oesophagus.’

Geraldine heard Peterson groan softly but she didn’t look up. She was focusing on what the pathologist was saying. At the same time, she was recording his voice. A copy of his detailed written report would lack the immediacy of his live commentary. In any case, Geraldine liked to record her own responses at the time. It helped her build a picture of what had happened.

‘She’s just a kid,’ Peterson muttered behind his mask. Angela Waters had not been much younger than the DS, but she looked like a child.

‘She was grabbed by the arms,’ the doctor pointed to bruising on the dead girl’s lower arms, ‘and her wrists were secured.’

‘Was something used to tie them?’

The doctor shook his head. ‘Difficult to say. It’s possible.’

‘Do you think her attacker could’ve held her wrists together behind her back with one hand?’

He nodded. ‘It’s possible,’ he said again. ‘A man with large hands. She’s got skinny wrists. They’ve been crushed together quite violently. It’s possible.’ He moved round the table to the victim’s head. ‘A hand over her mouth,’ he indicated bruising on her jaw.

‘One hand holding her arms behind her back, the other over her mouth,’ Geraldine repeated.

‘Bastard,’ Peterson said vehemently.

‘Strong and fairly large, I’d say,’ Geraldine went on purposefully.

‘She was dragged along the ground,’ the doctor continued.

‘Before she died?’

‘Yes. There are scratches and grazes here, on the back of her legs. We found a thread under the nail of her right thumb,’ the doctor went on. Geraldine looked up at him quickly. ‘She seems to have managed to wriggle one hand out from beneath her. This little finger broke when she tried to grab onto something, probably after she was thrown to the ground.’

Geraldine tried to picture the scene in her head. Probably tall and certainly strong, the killer would have crouched down as he pulled the struggling girl into the bushes, her legs dragging along the ground. She must have reached out in panic with the one hand she managed to free when he seized her throat.

‘You’re saying they’ve found a thread from his clothes?’ Peterson asked, excited. Geraldine waited.

‘It’s a cheap dark grey fabric, 75% polyester, 25% viscose. The sort of stuff you might find lining an anorak, or it could have come from a scarf or woollen gloves.’

‘Any indication where it’s from? Any traces of sweat or—’

The doctor interrupted him. ‘Nothing so far. No blood. It’s pretty old, that’s all the initial analysis showed. Could be second hand. It was only one thread of fluff.’ He shrugged apologetically. ‘And there’s nothing to prove it came from the killer.’

‘You don’t think it could’ve caught under her nail before the attack?’ the sergeant asked.

Millard shrugged. ‘There’s no way of knowing.’

‘Fuck,’ Peterson burst out. The explosive syllable reverberated in the sterile air.

‘There’s more,’ the doctor said, ignoring the interruption. Geraldine looked at him again. ‘There are indications of physical abuse. A cracked rib,’ he pointed at the right side of her chest, ‘she’s had a broken wrist, and there are scars from old cigarette burns.’ He indicated several small marks on her shoulder and abdomen.

‘How recent were these injuries?’

The doctor hesitated. ‘In the past year or so, perhaps. I’m afraid I can’t be more specific. I doubt if these injuries were accidental, but they may have no bearing on the cause of death.’

‘Then again, they may have,’ Peterson replied grimly. Geraldine was silent. She was thinking about Angela Waters’ attacker. He was probably tall, with big hands. He was wearing an old anorak with a dark grey fleecy lining, or a grey scarf. She frowned. It wasn’t much, but it didn’t sound like Johnny Drew.
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Neighbours

Most of the shops below the flats where Angela Waters had lived with Johnny Drew were boarded up. Carter and Black were working their way through the others. They peered through the grimy window of an abandoned printers where a few broken shelves hung from metal struts on the walls. A pile of unopened mail lay inside the door, gathering dust. Apart from that the interior was bare. On the other side of the stairs leading up to Drew’s flat a narrow florist’s was more of a corridor than a shop premises. There wasn’t enough room for two people to stand side by side between shelves of dreary plants without being poked by a protruding stick or frond. Everything looked neglected. A young girl with dark hair stood chewing gum behind a short counter at the far end of the shop. She stared at them blankly when the DI held out his warrant card.

‘Do you know a woman called Angela Waters, lives upstairs?’ Carter asked her.

‘Knew her,’ the girl answered. ‘Dead, isn’t she?’

‘How do you know that?’

The girl jerked her head upwards. ‘Told me, didn’t he? Johnny. You lot ought to fuck off. Leave him in peace. Stop pestering him. You got no right.’ She seemed faintly animated.

‘How well do you know John Drew?’ Black asked her. She shrugged and said nothing. He repeated the question with an exaggerated show of patience.

‘Who says I know him?’

The DS sighed. ‘You said he told you about Angela Waters. So, how well did you know him?’

The girl frowned. ‘Customer,’ she said. ‘Comes in here, buys flowers on his way home.’

‘Was he a regular customer?’ Carter asked.

She nodded. ‘One of the best, he is.’

‘Do you know why he bought flowers? Was he feeling guilty about something? Did he and his girlfriend argue much?’

The girl shrugged. ‘How should I know? He bought flowers, that’s all I know. Perhaps he likes flowers. That’s what I do, I sell flowers. I’m not a fucking mind reader. And I don’t go round snooping on people.’ She gave them a filthy look. Even if she knew something that might help their enquiry, she wasn’t likely to talk to the police. All the same, Carter put his card on her grubby counter.

‘If you think of anything that might help us—’ he began.

‘Fuck off, pig,’ she cut in. She picked up the card and flicked it onto the floor, glaring at him as she did so. The card landed by Black’s feet. Neither of the detectives bent down to retrieve it.

They climbed the dank concrete stairs and tried the flats on either side of Johnny Drew’s. No one was in at number 15. A woman came to the door of number 14. She stared at them with the same glassy expression as the girl in the flower shop had worn. A man’s voice yelled from somewhere inside the flat.

‘Is it Billy?’

‘Nah,’ she called back over her shoulder.

‘Do you live here?’ Black asked.

‘What’s it to you?’ She began to close the door. Carter showed her his warrant card. She barely glanced at it. ‘It’s the filth,’ she shouted. From behind her came sounds of swearing, shuffling and thumping.

‘We’d like to ask you a few questions about one of your next door neighbours,’ Carter said.

‘It’s about them next door,’ the woman called out. A man in a grubby white vest appeared in the hallway behind her, scowling. Carter explained they were making enquiries about John Drew who lived at number 14a.

‘What you want to come bothering us for then?’ the man demanded. ‘Ask them next door.’ He pushed past the woman. ‘What you want to talk to them for, Cindy?’ He shouted as he slammed the door.

Carter shrugged. ‘There’s something they’re not telling us,’ he said quietly.

‘Something? They didn’t tell us anything,’ Black replied. He looked fed up. ‘This is a complete waste of time. People who live on an estate like this are never going to tell us anything.’

‘I grew up in a place like this,’ Carter told him evenly.

‘You ought to know then,’ Black replied. Carter didn’t respond; nothing seemed to rile him.

Cindy at number 14 turned on her partner as soon as the door closed on the two detectives.

‘You could’ve told them, Jeff.’

‘Told them what?’ He scratched his chest through his vest and yawned.

‘About him next door, that Johnny.’

‘What about him?’

‘About his hitting her.’ Jeff snorted and turned away as she continued her tirade. ‘It’s not funny. At it all the time, he is. She had a broken arm one time, remember? He done that. And I seen her with a black eye more than once. He’s put her in the hospital three times since we been here. It’s not right. He shouldn’t be allowed to get away with it.’

‘So? What’s it got to do with me?’

‘Well, I just think you could’ve told them, that’s all.’

‘What the hell would I want to go and do that for?’ he asked. He shuffled back along the hallway to the living room.

Cindy followed him. ‘Because he’s gone and done it this time, hasn’t he?’ She raised her voice. ‘Why else are the filth coming round here asking questions? Use your loaf. He’s topped her this time, for sure.’

‘Don’t be daft. Where’s the remote? And don’t you bloody shout at me,’ he added, ‘or you’ll be getting a black eye and all.’

Jeff threw himself into a chair and picked up the remote control. He flicked through channels on the Sky box.

‘Now my programme’s finished,’ he grumbled. ‘Bloody filth. They got no right, disturbing decent people. Get us the dope, will you? It’s under the floorboard.’

‘What’s it doing there?’

‘I bloody put it there, you daft cow. What did you think I was going to do with it? Wait till they come in for a poke around? You should’ve told me what they were after straight away.’

Cindy didn’t move from the doorway. ‘You should’ve said something,’ she repeated stubbornly, folding her arms ‘I’m telling you, he done it.’

‘Says you. Only you don’t know what’s happened. You don’t know anything for sure. It’s all in your mind, that’s what. But let’s just suppose you are right, for once in your life.’ He twisted his head round to face her. ‘We don’t know, mind. We don’t even know she’s dead. But let’s say she is, and it was him done it. He’s still going to be living right next door us, all the same. Is that what you want? A murderer,’ he said the word in a spooky voice, wriggling his fingers at her, ‘living next door to us knowing you told the filth he beat her up. You want to go pointing a finger at that piece of shit? You might as well ask him to put you next on his list. Think of it, he might be right behind you one night, coming up the stairs, nursing a grudge against you. Because he’s a nasty piece of work, make no mistake. You don’t want to mess with Johnny Drew.’

‘We can’t just do nothing.’ Cindy protested. Jeff stared at the television and she shrugged. ‘I’ll put the kettle on then, shall I? Poor cow,’ she added under her breath. Jeff was right about one thing: Johnny Drew was a piece of shit. Cindy hoped they’d put him behind bars and throw away the key.
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Pub

Carter and Black went to check out the rest of the shops. The dark-haired girl stared at them balefully from the doorway of the flower shop as they walked down the parade. Next door was a Chinese take-away. The DI brandished a mug shot of Johnny Drew at the girl behind the counter, who looked at it then thrust a menu at them. When Carter displayed his warrant card, the girl nodded and muttered something they couldn’t understand. Black showed her a picture of the victim.

‘She nice girl.’

‘Did you know her?’ the DS asked slowly. ‘Her name’s Angela, Angie.’

‘Nice girl,’ she grinned at him.

‘Come on,’ Black urged his companion. ‘What’s she going to tell us? That Drew liked chop suey?’

‘Ah, chop suey, very good. You want order?’ The Chinese girl nodded emphatically, and her ponytail bobbed up and down.

Their next stop was a newsagent’s. The young man behind the counter peered short-sightedly at Johnny Drew’s picture and nodded, rubbing his eyes with the back of his hand.

‘Think he lives upstairs somewhere. Drives a flash car. Is that the guy?’

‘Have you seen Angela Waters in here?’

‘Who?’

‘His girlfriend.’

‘Sorry, mate. Didn’t know he had one. I don’t know the geezer. Just seen him around. She gone missing then? I can put a note in the window if you like. No charge seeing as it’s police business.’

‘No. Thank you, but no.’

A rundown pub on the corner was their last stop. The sergeant raised his eyebrows at the grimy exterior, but cheered up when they went inside. A gas fire with fake coals flickered a welcome in one corner and a warm smell of baking hit them as they reached the bar. A blackboard inside advertised ‘Pie and Chips’ as the special.

‘What sort of pie is it?’ Black asked. ‘That smell’s making me peckish.’ He ordered pie and chips twice. Carter showed his ID at the bar and asked about Johnny Drew.

‘Johnny Drew? Johnny Drew?’ the barman mused aloud. The DI showed him a picture, which he recognised straight away. ‘Yeah, I know the guy. Comes in here a lot. You with the drug squad then?’

Carter raised his eyebrows slightly and shook his head. ‘We just want to ask a few questions about him, that’s all. Did his girlfriend, Angela Waters, come in here with him?’

The barman’s eyes opened wide. ‘Angela Waters?’ he repeated. ‘That the girl was killed in the park?’

Carter leaned forward across the bar. ‘Where did you hear that?’ he asked softly.

All at once the barman was cagey. ‘Couldn’t say,’ he answered, scratching his head. ‘Just talk. I hear all sorts, standing here. Tell you what though,’ he went on, suddenly inclined to be helpful, ‘you might ask old Brian Burrows. He lives next door to Johnny Drew.’ He nodded at a man sitting hunched at a corner table by himself. ‘He knows most of what’s going on round here. Don’t believe all his stories though.’ He laughed. ‘Give him half a chance and he’ll be telling you how he won the war single-handed. Won’t say which war, mind.’

‘Give us two halves and whatever the old guy’s drinking,’ Carter said. He carried two glasses over to the old man who glared up at him suspiciously from under bushy grey eyebrows. Carter sat on the only free chair at the table. Black pulled another one over.

‘Here, what you after?’ Brian Burrows asked. Bowed shoulders rose inside his filthy jacket and his head swivelled on his scraggy neck, looking from Carter to Black and back again. The detectives showed him their warrant cards and Black explained the reason for their attention as Carter put a drink in front of the old man. He listened, cupping arthritic fingers round the pint.

‘Ah them next door,’ he said, nodding his head. ‘I been wondering when you lot would come round.’

‘You know about Angela Waters?’

The old man tapped the side of his nose with one gnarled finger. ‘Enough. I hear them, see. Always raising his voice, he is. And his fists. Oh yes, I hear him knocking her about. He might be small but he’s vicious. Give her a black eye once. She said she fell over but I never believed it.’ He shook his head knowingly and took a pull at his pint. ‘Before that it was a broken arm. Accident prone, they said. Hmph.’ He turned to face Carter. ‘It’s high time you lot did something about it. Noise pollution, that’s what it is, all that yelling and screaming. No thought for the neighbours, and the walls as thin as paper. Gone and complained about him, has she? About time too. I would’ve been down to say something myself, only he’s a right nasty one, that Johnny Drew. I wouldn’t want to get on the wrong side of him. She should leave him. Young girl like that.’ He shook his head. ‘You ought to lock him up. Do us all a favour. Give us a bit of peace and quiet.’

 The food arrived and Carter waited until the barman had gone. Black cut hungrily into his pie as the DI resumed. ‘Mr …?’

‘Burrows. Brian Burrows.’ He watched the sergeant eating. ‘You going to eat that or what?’ he asked suddenly, indicating the DI’s untouched plate. Carter sighed. He slid the plate across the table to the old man who tucked in eagerly. ‘Do a nice pie here,’ he said, his mouth full.

‘Mr Burrows. I’m afraid Angela Waters is dead.’

‘Dead? How did that happen then?’ The DI gave a brief explanation and the old man nodded his head, still eating. ‘Was him, mark my words. He’ll tell you was an accident but he done it. It’s as plain as anything.’ Carter thanked Mr Burrows for his help and asked him if he would make a statement. The old man hesitated. A forkful of pie hovered in the air. ‘All depends,’ he said, casting a shrewd glance at Carter.

‘On what, Mr Burrows?’

‘On who would be moving in next door if he went down. I could be out the frying pan into the fire, couldn’t I? Can’t blame me for wanting to feel safe in my own home. I’m entitled, after all I done.’ He nodded solemnly and shovelled another forkful of pie into his mouth.

		
	


PART 2


‘Computers are useless. They can only give you answers.’

Pablo Picasso
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Home

Carter caught up with Geraldine as she was about to leave and she agreed to join him for a drink before setting off home. Several of the team were already in the pub across the road from the police station. Merton was at the bar with Kathryn Gordon, who was buying a round. Peterson and Sarah Mellor were with them. Geraldine recalled hearing that the DCI had a reputation for ‘drinking with the lads.’ Here in the pub she looked comfortable and ebullient, a different person to the dour officer running the investigation. Her eyes smiled above cheeks that seemed less drawn. Even her hair, slightly unkempt, framed her face more softly. Everyone appeared relaxed apart from Merton, who always looked gloomy. He stood beside the DCI, tall and skinny, with an absurd potbelly. Geraldine joined the group. They were discussing the case in subdued tones.

‘We’ll certainly keep the pressure on the boyfriend,’ the DCI was saying.

‘Geraldine, let’s catch up,’ Carter suggested. He steered her over to a corner of the bar and smiled easily at her, his tone avuncular. ‘We haven’t had a chance for a proper talk. How’ve you been?’ Meeting his sympathetic gaze, she was tempted to answer honestly and tell him how isolated she felt in her tidy flat. Carter was a good listener who had offered her consistent support as her mentor.

‘I’m fine,’ she replied.

‘And how’s that lawyer of yours? Mark, is it?’

‘Not mine any more.’ She looked down, vexed that she still found it difficult to talk about the break up.

Carter knew her too well – or perhaps not well enough – to let it go at that. ‘Difficult break up?’ he asked gently and she nodded. Geraldine stared at her glass, unable to meet his gaze. For a panicky instant, she was afraid her self control might slip, but she gulped at her drink and the moment passed.

‘He walked out,’ she confided and was surprised at how easily the words formed on her lips. She could have been talking about the weather. ‘He met someone else,’ she added and understood with a rush of emotion that it wasn’t easy after all. ‘He said—’ She took a deep breath. ‘He said I was married to my work.’ She forced a laugh. ‘How’s your family?’

Carter nodded to acknowledge the change of subject and supped his pint, smacking his lips in satisfaction. ‘Jenny’s finished university now,’ he said. He took another pull at his pint and stared at the pitted surface of the wooden bar as though trying to decipher a message in the scratches. ‘She’s nearly twenty-two.’ The spectre of Angela Waters hovered between them. The DCI’s laughter interrupted Carter’s reverie and he raised his head. ‘Kathryn Gordon’s a bloody good detective,’ he said. Geraldine nodded but before she could reply, a shadow fell across them.

‘Cosy,’ Merton commented, glancing from Carter to Geraldine.

Carter gave him a nod. ‘Mine’s a pint, you miserable sod.’

‘Actually, I was just leaving,’ Geraldine said.

‘You haven’t finished your drink,’ Merton said. He made it sound like an accusation.

Geraldine shrugged and moved along to rejoin the group gathered around the DCI. Reaching her colleagues, she half turned and caught sight of Carter talking to Merton before her attention was caught by the discussion at the bar.

‘He’s the most likely,’ Peterson was saying in an undertone and she guessed they were still talking about John Drew. Several other officers nodded their agreement. John Drew was automatically a suspect. Geraldine wondered aloud if a man accustomed to hitting out in anger would approach a girl from behind and strangle her.

‘It’s all violence, gov,’ Peterson replied. Geraldine said she thought Drew would have been more likely to pummel Angela to death, or shove her down the stairs.

‘More his style,’ she concluded.

‘There aren’t any stairs in their flat,’ Peterson pointed out. ‘He’s the most likely suspect. If you ask me,’ he added quietly, glancing around the assembled officers, ‘we ought to be pulling him in.’

‘We’ve got no proof,’ the DCI pointed out.

‘How much proof do you need? He was violent. She never reported him, but you saw the previous injuries, ma’am. It must’ve been him. Why else would she have kept it to herself? That sort of abuse doesn’t end with a picnic in the park.’ Peterson made no attempt to conceal his impatience. ‘I think we should bring him in.’

‘It doesn’t matter what we think,’ Kathryn Gordon replied, ‘or even what we know. Without evidence, our hands are tied. Any case will be thrown out before we even get started.’

‘But the PM shows severe physical abuse over a period of time, ma’am. We can’t ignore that. Surely that’s our evidence, ma’am. It’s staring us in the face.’

‘You may be right, but this is all speculation. Any defence counsel would ride a coach and horses through it. Whatever we think, we’re not the jury. And even if we establish he was violent, that doesn’t prove he killed her. We need more than that. We need incontrovertible proof.’

A group of men came into the pub. The officers fell silent and drifted away to gather in small clusters round corner tables where they continued their discussion in low tones, leaning across their pints to hear each other speak.

‘One for the road, gov?’ Peterson asked. Geraldine shook her head. The pub felt stuffy and she was tired. It was a relief to step outside into the cool of the evening. She took a few deep breaths, trying to relax, but as she drove along dark streets the image of a white corpse kept flitting into her mind, and she was filled with anger. Angela Waters’ killer might have been in the pub that evening, laughing with his mates. The DCI was rigorous and demanding, which was encouraging. Carter had worked with her before and he said she was a fine detective. But they still had nothing to go on.

By the time she reached the gate to her block, Geraldine felt completely washed out. She pressed the button on her remote control and watched the gates whirr open. She drove slowly along the cul de sac where each of the front doors opened on to a small entrance hall to two flats. Geraldine had bought a ground floor flat, the one before last in the row. Access to her garage was at the end of the cul de sac, round the back of the flats. An unofficial one-way system was in operation. Everyone drove up the close to reach their garage, driving out past the garages to the gate. There was a mirror image of the arrangement on the other side of the close; a total of twenty flats. Apart from the electronic entry gates there was no way in to the complex. The far end of the close was inaccessible without climbing over a high perimeter fence. It was a secluded and secure place to live, exactly what Geraldine wanted.

She cruised up the close, thinking about the discussion at the bar that evening, and approached the corner at the end. An untrained eye might have overlooked a motionless silhouette lurking in the shadow of the fence. Not yet familiar with her surroundings, she almost missed the figure as she drove past. She shook her head and carried on round the corner, locked her garage firmly and hurried through the back entrance to the building. The narrow passageway inside was eerily silent and she felt nervous, relieved to lock her front door behind her.

Geraldine only realised how exhausted she was when she kicked off her shoes and sat down. Too tired to mess about in the kitchen, she grabbed a hunk of bread and cheese and settled down with a stack of paperwork: reports to read, statements to study, files to scan through. In addition, she wanted to know all about the area where the murder had taken place. 

Woolsmarsh was a town of contrasts. On the East side a neglected estate festered. Built in the sixties to house employees of a local ready-mix concrete plant, using raw materials from the gravel quarries South West of Canterbury, when the plant had closed down a generation later, those who hadn’t moved from the area to find work had gravitated to the Chartwell Estate where prostitution and drug trafficking rapidly became endemic. To the West a very different picture emerged. Bordering an exclusive golf club, the only estates in the West were those belonging to wealthy individual households.

It was late when Geraldine finally undressed and fell into bed. She was worn out but slept fitfully, disturbed by images of Angela Waters. When she woke up she realised that the face of the body on the mortuary table in her dream had been her own.
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Facts

There was a buzz of activity in the Incident Room as Geraldine went to her desk the following morning. She paused by the Incident Board to see what information had been added overnight. The board was tidy, everything presented in neat lists below the pictures, with arrows to indicate connections.

Carter came over and stood beside her. ‘The Chief’s a stickler for neatness,’ he said and Geraldine murmured in agreement. ‘And punctuality,’ he added. Before Geraldine could reply, Kathryn Gordon swept into the room. Geraldine propped herself against her desk and focused on the DCI. Geraldine imagined the hardiest of villains might quake before Gordon’s penetrating gaze. The genial woman of the previous evening had retreated once more behind a rigid mask, her hair a grey helmet, her eyes harsh slits. Geraldine felt immensely reassured that the investigation was in safe hands, but her optimism faded as Kathryn Gordon began to speak.

‘We’ve got a series of negatives so far,’ she said. ‘Forensics haven’t come up with anything new. The initial post-mortem report reiterates what we already know. We’ve found nothing at the site. No one’s seen anything, and no one unusual’s been spotted loitering in the park.’ Geraldine glanced around. Everyone’s eyes were fixed on the DCI apart from a constable who was busily making notes. ‘We’re probably looking for someone with a record. So far no one local seems to fit the bill but according to one of the neighbours the boyfriend, John Drew, has a history of violence.’ She pointed to his name on the board and Carter related what Brian Burrows had told them over a pie and a pint.

‘I hear him knocking her about,’ Carter read aloud, in a passable imitation of a local accent. Someone giggled and instantly fell silent. If the accent was amusing, the statement wasn’t. ‘He gave her a black eye. She said she fell over but I never believed it. Before that it was a broken arm. They said she was accident prone.’ Carter looked up. ‘When we told him Angela Waters was dead, he said he was convinced John Drew had killed her.’ A muted murmur hummed around the room although no one appeared to be talking.

‘This is all hearsay from a neighbour, quite possibly with a grudge. We’ve had no other reports of Drew being violent towards the victim.’ As Kathryn Gordon spoke, the room fell instantly silent. ‘But for now John Drew is our main suspect. Our only suspect so far.’ She tapped at his weaselly face on the board. ‘The boyfriend. What about his alibi?’ Carter nodded at Black.

‘He was at work,’ Black said. ‘No one saw him leaving but no one saw him not leaving.’ There were a few stifled sniggers.

‘Don’t waste our time, Sergeant,’ the DCI barked.

Unperturbed, the DS tried again. ‘They didn’t see him leave and thought he was there the whole morning. But they wouldn’t swear to it.’

‘What about the suspect?’ Kathryn Gordon asked, turning to Geraldine.

‘He said he was at work all morning.’

‘What was your impression? What did you think of him?’

‘He’s nasty enough, but I think he was telling the truth. I don’t think he killed her.’ Kathryn Gordon nodded, studying Geraldine’s face.

After the briefing, tasks were allocated for the day. They were spreading the net, looking for someone with a record, burrowing into John Drew’s past, and finding out what they could about Angela Waters’ short life. As Geraldine went over to check her schedule for the day, Merton approached her.

‘Boss wants a word,’ he said. Geraldine nodded to show she’d heard and made her way over to the DCI’s office. Having been summoned, Geraldine tapped at the closed door and went straight in.

‘Knock and wait for an answer before you come barging in,’ Kathryn Gordon snapped. Geraldine hurried to comply. She wondered how Kathryn Gordon would react to a serious oversight and resolved to tread very carefully.

‘John Drew,’ Kathryn Gordon said when she’d summoned Geraldine back in. ‘You don’t think he’s our killer, do you?’ She leaned forward on her desk and listened intently as Geraldine explained her reasoning. ‘It seems highly likely that he was responsible for some, or all, of the physical abuse the victim suffered before she died,’ the DCI pointed out when Geraldine had finished.

‘But we shouldn’t assume—’ Geraldine began.

‘We should never assume,’ Kathryn Gordon interrupted her. The two women’s eyes met in a brief flicker of understanding. Under pressure to achieve results, it was all too easy to jump to conclusions, as Peterson seemed to have done. ‘Close the door on your way out, will you?’ the DCI dismissed Geraldine.

‘Yes ma’am.’

It was only a matter of hours since the media had begun to report Angela Waters’ death but members of the public had already started phoning in. Additional clerical staff were being drafted in to take the calls. The majority would be spurious but they all had to be checked, all the cranks, the self-proclaimed guilty and the weirdo psychics who could hunt down villains in their dreams. Geraldine applauded Kathryn Gordon’s thoroughness but wished she hadn’t been given the job of monitoring messages, while they were waiting for more clerical staff to arrive.

The weekly Woolsmarsh Chronicle had come out that morning. Angela Waters’ murder dominated the front page, which meant there would be a spate of calls. There was a small article in the nationals, briefly stating that a woman’s body had been found. The local paper was more sensational. ‘STRANGLER STALKS THE STREETS’ the headline screamed on the front page, with several striking subheadings, including: ‘CHILD FINDS BODY’. Geraldine scanned the article, frowning.

The police have launched a massive manhunt for the killer of blonde 22-year-old Angela Waters whose body was discovered in Lyceum Park by 4-year-old Sophie (pictured below). Emergency services were immediately alerted following a 999 call made by the children’s mother. The park is still cordoned off this morning with officers in attendance. A post-mortem examination is expected to confirm that the victim was attacked in the park in broad daylight. Detective Chief Inspector Catherine Gordon, who is leading the investigation, said: ‘This was a vicious assault and my team are working tirelessly to discover the identity of the killer as quickly as possible. We are currently following several leads.’ 

Geraldine turned from the pile of newspaper reports and picked up a tape. She knew that the smallest of details might prove crucial and was determined to be vigilant, but her heart sank as she listened to a woman’s pathetic attempt to implicate her neighbour. The next caller accused his estranged wife.

My wife Jeanie hates blondes. I like blondes, see? The point is, Jeanie hates my girlfriend because she’s a natural blonde. And that girl who was murdered, she was blonde too. You thinking what I’m thinking? Only I wouldn’t put anything past Jeanie.

There were several messages from worried parents, and a call from a landlady whose tenant had disappeared.

I’m worried about my lodger. He’s such a nice quiet man, on account of his speech impediment. He’s not been back since Wednesday, so I thought the Woolsmarsh Strangler might’ve got him. Do you think I should let the room to someone else?

Then came a Mr Jack Ripper.

You’ll never catch me. I’m Jack the Ripper. You didn’t catch me last time and you won’t catch me this time. Jack the Ripper. Remember the name.

Geraldine spent most of the morning listening to messages. For a break, she tried to read through statements from people who knew John Drew, but she couldn’t settle. With an impatient sigh, she gathered up all her paperwork and deposited it in her drawer, which she closed with a bang. Turning to a new page in her notebook, she tried to think logically. Facts, she told herself, frustrated at having spent most of the morning listening to phone calls. Facts. She wrote the word in capitals at the top of the page, stared at it for a second then tore the page out, screwed it up and chucked it at the bin. Facts weren’t enough. What was the point of listing what she already knew? It was all there in her head. She’d seen investigations held up by a colleague getting a fixed idea, which turned out to be a blind alley. The important thing was to keep an open mind and be prepared to change her internal account of events in an instant. But she had to have that inner vision directing her search.

The facts needed to solve a case might be staring them all in the face, but that was useless if no one had the wit to put them together so they pointed in the right direction. Geraldine was as dedicated to gathering information as anyone else, but she was driven by intuition. Not everyone appreciated that one didn’t exclude the other. In her previous case, she’d spent hours trawling through reports. Only by memorising all the statements about a suspect who’d been cleared, and returning to question him again, had she picked up one possible inconsistency in his account.

‘You did well to spot that,’ her DCI had admitted with grudging admiration. ‘What made you go back and interview him again?’

Geraldine had shrugged, embarrassed by the praise and the question. ‘I just had a feeling something wasn’t right, sir.’

The DCI had scowled at her reply. ‘Don’t waste time on airy-fairy hunches. The key to success is sheer slog, Geraldine, sheer slog and hard evidence. Fancy ideas can lead you up the garden path. You can waste a lot of valuable time following hunches, Geraldine,’ he’d warned her adding, more gently, ‘and they can get you into hot water if you’re wrong.’

Geraldine sighed, opened her notebook, and began again. Everything pointed to John Drew. The report from Carter and Black had been interesting, alleging that Drew had been violent towards his girlfriend. The post-mortem confirmed the victim had sustained severe injuries in the past. The waitress at Bella Café hadn’t mentioned anything about a black eye, but Angela had only been working there for just over six months. It was feasible that Drew had slipped away from the Honda show room, driven into town, killed his girl friend, and returned to work without anyone noticing. A DC had driven from the Honda showroom to Lyceum Park and back again in just over forty minutes. The whole exercise could have been accomplished in less than an hour. But she found it difficult to believe Drew had dreamed up such a farfetched plan, and even less likely that he’d met Angela by chance in the park in the middle of a working day.

Geraldine sighed and stared at her notes. It still struck her as improbable that Drew would have attacked his girlfriend in a public place when there was considerable risk of discovery. People often walked their dogs in the park, or jogged there, even in the rain. The body had been dragged into the bushes which afforded some cover, but the initial assault on the path would have been visible from several directions.

‘In any case,’ she argued with Peterson as they sat over a coffee in the canteen, ‘how would Drew have known where she was at the precise time he arrived back in Woolsmarsh?’

‘He might’ve followed her.’

‘Not if he was driving back from Honda’s. And why follow her to the park and kill her there? It’s a risky place. Someone might’ve seen them. He could’ve taken her anywhere.’

‘He would have wanted to kill her away from their flat, somewhere anyone could’ve done it,’ Peterson said, but he agreed the exposed location suggested an unpremeditated attack. However, if John Drew had driven all the way back from work to kill Angela Waters, he must have had a plan in mind.

Drew remained their only suspect. They’d ruled out Umberto. Christina confirmed he’d been in the café all morning. 

‘Unless they’re providing an alibi for each other,’ Geraldine suggested, but neither she nor Peterson believed Angela Waters had discovered Umberto’s irregular tax records, threatened to expose him, and been strangled by her boss to keep her quiet. To make sure, Geraldine had asked Sarah Mellor to check their bank statements. No money had unaccountably left Umberto’s account and his lifestyle hadn’t changed. Maybe his books had been fiddled, but no one had been blackmailing him.

The DCI had Merton and Carter checking hostels, looking for someone with a record, but the boyfriend remained the most likely suspect. If he was guilty, Geraldine was confident they would wear him down, but she felt uneasy. She couldn’t overlook his anguished protest, when they’d interviewed him the day after Angela Waters’ death. That was the main problem: there seemed no obvious motive for John Drew to have planned to kill his girlfriend.

Back at her desk, Geraldine took out her notebook, then closed it with a sigh and shoved it angrily back into her bag. She knew they had to be patient, but it was hard to relax with Angela Waters’ killer loose on the streets. She could have driven behind him that morning on her way to work, caught a glimpse of him standing at a bus stop, or walked past him on her way to the pub the previous evening. They didn’t know who he was. He could be anywhere.
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Suspect

By lunchtime they had made no progress. There were more inane calls from the public, including several from concerned mothers.

My daughter’s gone out and she should’ve been home over an hour ago. Do you think something’s happened to her? Oh, hold on, I can hear her now.

Nonetheless, Geraldine listened to the whole tape of messages, afraid she might miss a clue to the killer’s identity.

That afternoon, the DCI decided to bring John Drew in and ‘have another go,’ as Peterson put it. Pleased to leave her desk, Geraldine led the way up the stale smelling concrete stairs. This time they didn’t find the suspect alone. He peered round the door wearing nothing but a crumpled T-shirt and boxers and protested loudly when they pushed past him to see the dark-haired girl from the flower shop lying sleepy-eyed on the sofa, naked above the waist, her short denim skirt hitched up her thighs. Angela Waters’ boyfriend hadn’t wasted any time finding comfort in his loss.

‘What do you want?’ he growled.

‘Get dressed, Mr Drew,’ Peterson replied. ‘We’re taking a trip to the station. We’d like to ask you a few more questions.’ The girl rose unsteadily to her feet, tugging at her skirt. She yanked a dirty T-shirt over her head.

‘You arresting me?’ Johnny Drew demanded.

‘You arresting him or what?’ the girl repeated sullenly. Her speech was slurred.

‘Shut it, Millie,’ Drew snarled. She hung her head, glaring up at the detectives through her dark fringe.

‘You arresting me then or what?’ He struck a defiant pose, legs apart, hands on hips.

‘We’ll arrest you for wasting our time, if you don’t get dressed now,’ the DS answered.

‘Beat it, Millie,’ Drew shouted over his shoulder as he disappeared into the bedroom, muttering about privacy, Peterson on his heels. The girl slammed the front door so hard the windows shook.

The suspect sulked in the car all the way to the station.

In the interview room, Peterson went in hard. ‘You like beating up girls, don’t you? It gives you a kick. That’s right, isn’t it? Makes you feel powerful.’

Drew wasn’t cowed. ‘What’s it to you?’ he countered, gazing levelly at the DS. ‘None of your fucking business, that’s what. I want a lawyer.’ He leaned back in his chair, folded his arms and stared at Peterson. They left him to kick his heels while they sorted out a brief. Once they reassembled, Peterson resumed. Geraldine felt confident that if Drew was guilty the sergeant would crack him, but she wasn’t convinced they had the right man.

‘You were telling us how much you enjoy beating up girls, Johnny.’

‘So? If a girl needs a bit of a slap now and again, what’s it to you? Some women like a bit of rough.’ He tried to wink at Geraldine but they could see he was scared. Too clever to deny that he’d raised his hand to Angela, Geraldine thought he must surely be too smart to risk discovery by attacking his own girl friend in broad daylight in public. She didn’t feel comfortable with this line of enquiry.

‘A bit of a slap?’ Peterson was saying. ‘A broken rib, a broken arm. You think some women like that, do you? How would you like it?’

‘Accidents. She fell and no one can tell you any different.’ Drew flapped his hand dismissively but he was riled.

‘Lose your temper a lot, do you, Johnny?’ Peterson asked.

‘Only with filth like you,’ Drew countered.

‘What about your girlfriend’s black eye, Johnny? Was that an accident too?’

‘She fell over,’ Drew repeated stubbornly, his temper under control again. ‘Look,’ he said, sitting up suddenly. ‘So there was maybe the odd time I raised my hand to her. But not as often as she’d have liked. She asked for it. I’m only human.’ He appealed to Peterson. ‘Don’t tell me you’ve never been provoked, Sergeant? You know how a woman can get you all worked up. And Angie knew how to aggravate. It wasn’t like she didn’t know exactly what she was doing. She knew what was coming, but she never let up. I’d warn her.’ He shrugged. ‘Don’t ask me why she kept on at me. You know how it is, Sergeant. What’s a man to do? Then it’d be all tears and snuffling and apologies.’ He didn’t clarify who had apologised to whom and for what. The solicitor whispered in Drew’s ear and the suspect nodded and shut up.

Geraldine glanced down at the report from Rotherhithe. The local CID had traced Angela’s mother. Mrs Phelps no longer had any contact with her daughter. At fifteen, Angela Waters had run away from home when her mother remarried. Mrs Phelps had no idea where her daughter was living, and didn’t care. It was a squalid but familiar story. Angela’s father was an alcoholic who used to beat his wife and small daughter viciously. He’d made no attempt to find them when his wife had packed up and left and they’d never heard from him again. After that, Mandy Phelps had drifted from one violent partner to another.

‘We heard you argued a lot with Angela,’ Peterson said.

‘Who? Me and Ange?’ Drew threw back his head and laughed. ‘Don’t give me that. Where did you hear that then? From the neighbours? Those walls are thin as paper. What did they hear then? What specifically did they hear? Interfering bastards. Ought to mind their own fucking business.’ There was a pause. He seemed to have regained his confidence. ‘No one heard me and Ange arguing. Couldn’t have. She had a really quiet voice. No one told you that, did they?’ He snorted. ‘They couldn’t say for sure it was me and Ange, could they?’ He glanced at the solicitor sitting silently at his side. ‘What they heard was shouting off the telly, that’s what. She used to love her soaps, Ange did. That must be what they heard. We never argued. Not me and Ange. She wouldn’t argue. Wasn’t her style. You didn’t know her.’

‘She wouldn’t answer back in case she got a beating?’

Drew glanced at his brief again. ‘I never beat her, right? Like I told you, maybe a bit of a slap now and again, when she asked for it. That’s all. Some women like a man to be in charge, you know what I mean. But she wouldn’t have stuck with me if she didn’t like it. Stands to reason.’

‘Only it got a bit out of hand, that last time, didn’t it, Johnny?’ the sergeant persisted, getting nowhere.

Drew was all arrogance again. ‘What are you on about now? You know you’ve got nothing on me. Nothing better to do than harass an innocent bloke who’s lost his girlfriend. Kick a man when he’s down, why don’t you? How’s that for abuse?’ The lawyer sat mute. Drew turned his attention back to Peterson. ‘This is harassment. I ought to complain about you, Detective Sergeant.’

‘You went too far, didn’t you?’ Peterson pressed on. Geraldine could hear the exasperation in his voice but Drew was a cool customer. ‘It was more than just a slap wasn’t it? You didn’t mean to kill her, did you? What happened, Johnny? Did she struggle? Fight back this time? Enough to provoke anyone, isn’t it?’

Drew stood up suddenly. ‘I’ve had enough of your fucking crap, Sergeant. Are you going to charge me or what? I told you, I was working on Wednesday. Ask anyone. There’s no way I touched her. You’re barking up the wrong tree, and it’s doing my head in. You should be out there, looking for the bastard that killed her, not hassling me.’

‘Why did you do it, Johnny?’ Peterson asked.

‘I keep telling you, I never done it.’ Drew rolled his eyes.

‘WHY?’ Geraldine wrote on her piece of paper, frowning.

Peterson persisted, but it was clear they were making no headway. In the end, even the sergeant had to concede they had nothing on Drew, and they let him go. He darted out of the door like a rat out of a trap.

‘Now where’s he off to in such a hurry?’ Peterson wondered aloud.

Johnny ran out of the police station as though a bomb was about to explode. Back on the street, he slowed down with an effort. He needed something to calm his nerves. His heart was thumping; he could hear it pounding in his ears. He slipped along an alley and reached the pub by an indirect route. No one was tailing him but he was jumpy as hell after the day he’d just had. He was taking no chances, not with the filth on his case. He sat hunched over a pint in a dark corner of the pub, waiting. As soon as his dealer arrived, Johnny slunk over. The dealer never hung around for long. He looked up but didn’t invite Johnny to join him. His eyes flicked round nervously. He could tell something was wrong.

‘I just seen you, Johnny, legging it out of the cop shop.’ His voice was low and angry. ‘What’s going on? You got a problem or what?’ 

‘No,’ Johnny was quick to reassure him. ‘Not a problem, exactly.’

‘What then?’

‘Well, yeah, in a way. I had to flush the gear down the kazi.’ The dealer frowned as Johnny perched on the edge of a chair.

‘What the fuck you gone and done that for?’ the dealer’s eyes were restless, skimming round the bar.

‘Had a visit, didn’t I?’

‘Shit.’ The dealer wasn’t laughing any more. His posture shifted as his legs tensed under the table. ‘Busted?’

Johnny stared at him, wondering what he’d brought. He shook his head. ‘Nothing like that. It wasn’t a bust.’

‘What then?’ The dealer was losing interest in Johnny. His eyes continually browsed around to see who else was in the pub.

Johnny explained. He’d been at home, all set, his gear laid out ready, when he’d heard a loud banging at his door. Looking out he’d seen two of them on his doorstep. ‘Filth.’

‘What they come for, if it wasn’t a bust?’ The dealer narrowed his eyes.

‘You’re all right. I flushed it away like I said. Only I needn’t have bothered. It wasn’t the drug squad.’ He looked down. ‘It’s Angie. Some bastard done her in.’ The dealer stared at him. Johnny made a whishing noise and pulled his hand across his throat.

‘They think it was you what done it?’ the dealer asked. He was interested now.

Johnny shrugged miserably. ‘What do you think? She was all right, my Ange. She was a good kid.’ He sighed. ‘So, what you got? I don’t suppose you could do us a discount, seeing as it’s the second time this week. It’s been a bloody nightmare. I can’t believe I panicked like that. Good gear too.’

‘Only the best.’ The dealer agreed. He considered. ‘Shame about Angie,’ he said at last. ‘She was a good kid.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Still, least it wasn’t Ballard’s mob,’ the dealer added.

‘Yeah, that’s one good thing, I suppose. It wasn’t Ballard’s lot. They wouldn’t have found anything, mind. I flushed it all away.’

‘Those bastards always find something,’ the dealer told him. ‘Even if they have to bring it themselves. Special delivery. You know that. How’s about you get us a pint, then?’

Johnny grinned in relief. ‘We’re all right then, are we?’

‘Sure thing. It’s not your fault the filth come calling. Only you should lay low till it’s blown over. Because they’ll be back. You can count on it. Once they get hold of you, there’s no knowing when they’re going to stop poking their fucking noses in. Best to lie low, is my advice.’

Johnny swallowed nervously. ‘I’ll be fine. They won’t be back. Honest. They’re done with me. So what you got for me?’

The dealer stood up. ‘See you around some time, Johnny,’ he said softly, moving away.

‘What about that pint?’ Johnny swore under his breath, furious with the filth for screwing everything up. It wasn’t right. Now he needed to score and he was getting the cold shoulder. He spat angrily on the floor.

‘Oi!’ a voice yelled at him.

‘Oh shut it,’ he muttered, getting to his feet. ‘I’m leaving.’

He called in at the Chinese for a portion of greasy chips on his way back to the flat. He had no Angie to cook dinner for him now. He swore. Angie’s death was causing him no end of grief. Back in the flat, he noticed a photo she’d put above the fire. He remembered when they’d taken it, the two of them together on the front at Blackpool the weekend they met. She looked so happy he was startled.

He picked it up and stared at her smiling face. Her long fair hair had fallen across her eyes like a veil. She had a habit of brushing it off her face with the back of her hand. With a curse, Johnny chucked the photograph in the bin. He winced as the glass smashed, and fell to his knees. Carefully he picked at the photograph to extricate it from the cracked frame. A shard of glass slit his finger. He sat back on his heels and stared in dismay at a trickle of blood that slid across the photograph obscuring Angela’s smile.
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Terry

Melanie Rogers flicked her long blonde hair off her face. She was humming, stirring the beans, and didn’t hear footsteps creeping up behind her. Suddenly she felt arms around her, squeezing all the breath out of her lungs. 

‘Stop it, Terry!’ she squealed. ‘You nearly made me spill it!’

‘Give us a kiss then,’ Terry laughed, nuzzling her neck with questing lips. Melanie enjoyed cooking for Terry in his grotty little kitchen. The first time, she’d experimented with a Gordon Ramsey recipe. Her cherry and port sauce had turned out perfectly but Terry had toyed with it and asked if she couldn’t cook normal food.

‘What do you like then?’ She’d tried not to look crestfallen.

‘Apart from you?’

She’d giggled. ‘You know what I mean.’

‘How can I think about food when you’re here? But give me sausage and mash any day.’ Melanie didn’t mind. Simple food was a lot easier to prepare. It left more time for the bedroom.

Melanie’s parents had never thought much of Terry. In the end, it was their disapproval that had prompted her to pack her bags and turn up, uninvited, on his doorstep. Her parents had broached the subject when she got home from work one evening. What had started as a ‘quiet word’ had quickly escalated into a noisy quarrel until Melanie had driven off in a rage. Throwing her arms around Terry on the doorstep, she hadn’t seen his eyes light up when he caught sight of her car over her shoulder or heard him whistle under his breath.

‘Are you for real?’ he’d asked, his eyes on the silver Porsche as he grasped Melanie in a tight embrace. She’d pressed her body against his and smiled.

Melanie loved being with Terry. Her parents’ disapproval didn’t bother her but she felt let down by her friend Lucy.

‘You’re moving in with him? You’ve only just met him. You don’t know anything about him, Mel.’

‘I know as much as I need to know. You sound like my mother,’ Melanie replied crossly. ‘And before you ask, no, he doesn’t know who my dad is. Seriously, Lucy, you should see him. He’s drop dead gorgeous.’

‘That’s all right then,’ Lucy replied and they laughed.

Peter Lamprey, head gardener at Lyceum Park, clicked his tongue disapprovingly on the roof of his mouth. His new assistant, Terry, was late for work again even though the boy only lived a mile or so away. He would have to have words with him. He’d seemed a pleasant enough lad when he’d first come along, but he’d turned out too easygoing for his own good. Peter had seen his type before. He selected a rake, and as he locked the tool shed saw the boy running lightly along the path towards him.

‘Sorry I’m late,’ the boy panted. He didn’t look sorry. ‘My alarm didn’t go off.’

Peter raised his eyebrows. ‘Well you’re here now,’ he grunted, and unlocked the shed again. ‘Wasting my time,’ he muttered under his breath. The boy paid no attention. ‘Fetch yourself a rake,’ Peter said, ‘we’re collecting leaves. First we’ll rake the grass, then you can take the leaf blower to clear the path.’

‘Can’t I just use the blower?’

Peter shook his head without a word and they set off, rakes in hand. Rounding a bend in the path, they met a group of girls on their way to school.

‘Morning ladies,’ Terry called out, with a wink. The girls giggled and simpered. Peter scowled. There was no denying Terry was a handsome boy and he certainly had an eye for the girls. Terry paused in his stride and turned to watch the schoolgirls strutting past.

‘He’s watching us,’ a voice shrilled to a chorus of laughter.

‘Come on, get a move on. And make sure you’re here on time in future. There’s more than enough to do, this time of year.’ Peter carried on grumbling as they walked. ‘You keep turning up late, you’re wasting my time. You listening to me?’ He stopped abruptly. Terry carried on walking, oblivious. Peter hurried after him and tapped him sharply on the shoulder. Terry looked round, startled. He pulled tiny earplugs from his ears and drew a small machine from his pocket.

‘What do you think?’ he asked. ‘My girlfriend gave it to me. It’s the latest one.’

‘What the hell is that then?’

‘It’s an Iphone. What do you think?’

Peter snorted. ‘New fangled gimmick,’ he muttered. Peter didn’t approve of all those new fiddle faddles. Computers, Ipods, mobile phones, he was having none of it. ‘Now you get yourself over to the far side of the lake, and I’ll start this end. Break for tea at eleven, and not a moment before.’ Peter stood for a moment, watching the boy tramp cheerfully across the muddy grass whistling a jaunty tune. ‘He won’t last long,’ Peter thought to himself. He gave him a month, tops. Gardening was too much like hard work for a loafer like young Terry. He walked around like he owned the park, when he bothered to turn up at all.

It was a bright morning, fresh after an early shower, and the grass seemed to sparkle. Peter gazed around the park, paying no heed to the dratted police who’d erected a tent over the poor dead girl, and were scurrying round it like ants at a sugar lump. The air was growing chilly under a glowering sky. Weathermen were predicting heavy showers but the clouds were too high for rain. Peter paid scant attention to forecasts. He’d spent too many years working outdoors to need some smooth talking git in a fancy suit to tell him what he could see with his own eyes. He scanned the sky and shook his head knowingly. The rain would hold off until nightfall. He checked his watch and scowled. One thing was sure: the boy would turn up when it was time for a break.

He looked round again. On the far side of the lake he saw Terry tramping across the grass. That boy was Trouble, Peter thought grimly. Trouble with a capital T.

‘Trouble,’ Peter muttered darkly to himself as he began to rake the leaves. ‘Nothing but trouble since he came. And never on time.’
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Secret

Jim stared through the railings and watched the old man as he raked the leaves. There was a young man and an old man. He’d heard them talking and he knew the old man’s name was Peter. It didn’t mean they were friends, but Jim liked knowing his name. Peter was a friendly name. Jim wanted to speak to Peter. He wanted to tell him they were the same. Jim did his work in the park as well.

Peter put down his rake and started pulling up little plants. He looked around, scowling, but he didn’t see Jim watching him from the other side of the fence. Jim wanted to ask Peter why he was pulling up the little plants when it made him angry.

Miss Elsie was worried. ‘I’m telling you to keep quiet,’ she said.

‘I’m only going to be his friend,’ Jim told her.

‘People like that aren’t worth trying to make friends with,’ she answered. She was trying to sound kind but he knew she was annoyed. ‘Don’t even think about him,’ Miss Elsie said but Jim took no notice. He closed his eyes.

When Jim looked for him again, Peter had disappeared. He was hiding in the bushes. Jim giggled. He knew that game. He shut his eyes and counted to ten but he didn’t go into the park to look for Peter. He was afraid of the policemen guarding the gate, even though he hadn’t done anything bad.

‘Keep out of trouble,’ Miss Elsie warned him and he nodded. He walked along the pavement beside the park and saw Peter through the trees. He was leaning on his rake, smoking. Jim grinned. He liked cigarettes as well. Now they had two things in common. But Peter wasn’t good at hiding. He was standing in the middle of the grass where anyone could find him.

‘I can teach him,’ Jim suggested. ‘I’m good at hiding. I’m the best,’ he boasted.

‘He doesn’t want to play with you,’ Miss Elsie said. She sounded sad.

‘You don’t know that,’ Jim answered. Peter looked up, scowling, and Jim stood completely still so Peter wouldn’t see him.

Miss Elsie was talking again. Her voice buzzed in his ear. ‘You can’t make the others be friends with you,’ she said. ‘You have to be nice to them so they like you.’

‘They’re not nice to me,’ he told her crossly.

‘I am,’ she said and she smiled.

Peter picked up his rake in both hands, holding his cigarette in the corner of his mouth. Jim watched a thin wisp of smoke curl upwards. It skirted round Peter’s eyes without making him blink. Jim wondered how he did that. When they were friends, he was going to ask Peter about it.

Suddenly Peter looked right at him through a gap in the trees. Jim was scared. Miss Elsie began to shout in his ear. He turned and ran along the pavement, away from the policemen, and Peter, away from the park, all the way to the end of the road. He was panting so hard his chest hurt but Miss Elsie wasn’t even out of breath.

There were things Miss Elsie didn’t know. When he told her she’d be pleased with him. She’d stop telling him what he could and couldn’t do. He thought of the girl hiding in the trees and giggled. There was a lot about him Miss Elsie didn’t know.

‘I’ve got a secret,’ he whispered. She didn’t answer. ‘With joy we hail the secret day, which God has called His own,’ he sang. He looked for her, but Miss Elsie had gone away.
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Media

Heather Spencer glanced at her watch. Living so near the school she could hardly arrive late, but there was time to finish her coffee before she left. The local radio station spun its early morning mix of jingles, debt consolidation, world affairs, sport, celebrity hype and the weather. She wasn’t listening, but thinking about the day ahead, when the radio suddenly caught her attention.

‘... so if you were in the vicinity of Lyceum Park in Woolsmarsh on Wednesday morning, the police would like to hear from you. Now over to Nick for the latest weather report...’ Heather frowned. She’d been in the park on Wednesday morning on her way to visit a pupil doing work experience in the music shop, Bretts. She’d missed the beginning of the item on the radio, but whatever it was had nothing to do with her. There were more pressing demands on her time, like what to do with her year nine class who were driving her up the wall. Four weeks until half term, she reminded herself, as she hurried out of the house.

It wasn’t until break time that Heather learned what lay behind the police appeal on the radio. When she reached the staff room, she helped herself to coffee and picked up a copy of The Times that was lying on the table. The front page reported that world powers were delaying until November any further decision about imposing tougher sanctions on Iran over its controversial nuclear programme. She didn’t bother to read the whole article but flicked through the paper. Suddenly a corner headline screamed up at her and she felt the hairs on her arms prickle.

POLICE APPEAL AS WOMAN’S BODY 
DISCOVERED IN PARK

A park was sealed off yesterday after the discovery of a woman’s body. Police were guarding access to a public park in Woolsmarsh as forensic experts examined the area. Detective Chief Inspector Kathryn Gordon, leading the investigation, said the victim had been identified as 22-year-old local resident Angela Waters. A post-mortem examination will take place shortly. ‘We cannot speculate on the cause of death. However, at this time the death is being treated as suspicious. Lyceum Park is a popular park that is generally busy, especially with people walking their dogs or passing through. We would like anyone who has been in the park to come forward as they may have unwittingly seen or heard something that may be of importance to this inquiry. We are particularly interested to hear from anyone who was in the area on Wednesday morning.’

Beneath the article was a small blurred picture of a girl with long blonde hair. Heather saw the paper quivering and put it down quickly. It was none of her business, she told herself, but she knew she’d been crossing the park just before ten on Wednesday morning. Did that make her a witness? An image flashed into her mind of the odd-looking man she’d encountered on the path. She wondered if she should go to the police, but was reluctant to get involved. She didn’t want to waste police time.

All afternoon Heather was distracted. While she’d been in the park, struggling to control her umbrella, had another struggle been taking place only a few feet away from her? 

‘Get a grip,’ she told herself sharply, and, when that didn’t help, she tried being kind. ‘Hang on in there. It’s nearly four o’clock.’

Heather had never been inside a police station before. She hesitated outside the square brick building with its elegant blue signs that reminded her of Victorian gas lamps. She expected to see people rushing along corridors, as they did on The Bill, and was surprised to find it hushed inside, like a library. A solitary uniformed policeman was sitting behind the front desk. He looked up and Heather smiled awkwardly. She wished she’d changed her shoes and put on some makeup, or at least brushed her shaggy hair. She felt scruffy and implausible, and she wanted to be taken seriously.

‘Er ... I have ... I may have some information for you,’ she began. 

‘Yes, madam?’

‘Er ...’ she glanced around as if the murderer might be lurking in the atrium. ‘... I may have some information ...’

‘Yes, madam?’

‘... about the body in Lyceum Park.’

She’d said it and she couldn’t back out. The policeman reacted instantaneously, as if she’d flicked a switch to set him in motion. He ushered her into a small waiting room, and invited her to sit down. It felt like a cell. Before she had time to read the notices on the walls, the door was dashed open and a smartly turned out young woman entered, closely followed by a tall man. The woman took a step towards Heather and smiled.

‘I’m Detective Inspector Steel,’ she said as they all sat down, ‘and this is Detective Sergeant Peterson. I understand you may have some information for us, Mrs – Miss –?’

‘Heather Spencer. Mrs.’

Heather took a deep breath, and launched into her carefully rehearsed story. ‘I’m a teacher,’ she began, keen to establish herself as a credible witness. ‘Last Wednesday I’d arranged visits to some of our pupils out of school on work experience. Most schools arrange their work experience at the end of year eleven, but we do ours at the start of year twelve. I had an appointment at nine fifteen, in the High Street.’ At first she felt embarrassed. It sounded trifling, but the detectives’ eyes were riveted on her. Their interest couldn’t be misinterpreted and Heather wondered why she’d hesitated to come forward. The police were very pleasant about it and encouraged her to tell them everything she could remember.

‘Where was the appointment?’ Heather saw the sergeant was taking notes. She was childishly excited to think they might check her story. She knew it would be corroborated.

‘My first appointment was with Mr Proctor at Miles and Proctor, number 7, the High Street.’ The inspector nodded. ‘He had one of our year twelve boys there for a week. Andrew Marsh.’ The sergeant was busy writing. ‘My next appointment was at Bretts, the music shop in Waverley Street, with Mr Williams, the manager. I was due there at ten.’ The inspector’s chair creaked. ‘I was crossing the park,’ Heather said. The inspector stared at her, unblinking, as though willing her to speak. ‘It must’ve been around nine forty-five. There was no one about.’ It was raining, she explained, and went on to describe her encounter with the man on the path. ‘It’s so difficult to be sure now,’ she concluded apologetically. ‘I remember thinking there was something odd about him – I mean, apart from his not speaking. I wondered if he was deaf, actually. I think there was something strange about him, but I can’t be sure that’s not hindsight, because I’ve been wondering if he could have been the man you’re looking for. The one who murdered the girl in the park.’

The inspector nodded, searching her face. ‘Where do you teach, Mrs Spencer?’ she asked at length, sitting back in her chair.

‘Redhill School.’ The inspector thanked her for coming forward and nodded at her colleague. Heather grinned in relief. ‘I just felt, on balance, that I should tell you, in case it might be useful. I mean, that’s not for me to decide, is it? And I often pop into Waitrose on my way home ...’ She tailed off lamely, regretting her reference to the supermarket a block away from the police station. It must sound as though she thought helping to catch a murderer was something to be fitted into her busy schedule when it was convenient, like doing her weekly shopping.

‘Mrs Spencer,’ the young sergeant said, ‘can you describe the man you saw in the park on Wednesday morning?’ 

Heather tried to picture him in her mind: around forty, tall and muscular. ‘He was wearing a baggy grey jacket so I couldn’t see his build clearly. It’s just an impression. I don’t know why, but he seemed – energised, somehow. When I spoke to him he sort of jumped back, like I’d startled him. And he stared at my lips when I was speaking, not at my eyes. That was when I wondered if he might be deaf. Although he seemed to be listening to me. It was odd. As though he couldn’t quite understand what I was saying. Or didn’t like my talking to him.’ The sergeant asked if he had any distinguishing features. ‘Oh dear, I’m not very good with faces. He had funny eyes, I think.’

‘Funny?’

Heather sighed. ‘I’m sorry. I wasn’t really paying much attention. But there was one thing that might help. He had a scar just above his top lip. It looked as though it had been split open in a fight a long time ago, or perhaps he’d had an operation on it.’ The sergeant looked up from his notebook. ‘I’m afraid that’s all I can remember. Do you think it was the man you’re looking for?’

‘It’s a possibility.’

‘That’s what I thought. I wish I could remember more about him. I didn’t look too closely, I’m afraid. I wasn’t paying him much attention.’

‘Of course not. Why would you? You’ve been very helpful, Mrs Spencer.’ The inspector gave her a card and asked her to be sure to call if she remembered anything else. Then the sergeant took her to see an E-Fit Officer who patiently attempted to reproduce the face of the man Heather had seen in the park, but Heather could only really picture a scar and peculiar eyes.

‘Does that look more like it?’ the officer asked each time she adjusted the image.

Heather shrugged and apologised. ‘I’m sorry,’ she kept repeating, ‘I really can’t remember what he looked like.’ All she could recall was that he made her feel uneasy, and that wasn’t something that she could define in a picture.
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Review

Geraldine stared at the e-fit until the image went blurry. She picked it up and held it at arm’s length then replaced it on her desk. Shaking her head, she pulled her notebook out of her bag. She’d never believed John Drew was guilty and Heather Spencer’s statement seemed to confirm her reservations about him. Reading what she’d written about him, she put a question mark by John Drew’s name and added to her notes.

WITNESS Heather Spencer TIME 9.45? 
 odd
 watching lips – deaf? foreign? 
 funny eyes 
 scar – top lip, vertical, old fight?
 About 40? Muscular?
 E-fit – too vague?

She put her pencil down and sighed. Too many question marks.

Heather Spencer was a credible witness. It was a pity she didn’t have better visual recall of the man she’d passed in the park. Geraldine followed up the leads from her description, searching for a man with a scar on his top lip. If it was a relatively recent injury, and he was local, she hoped they’d be able to trace him quickly, although she knew it was a slim chance. The local hospitals were co-operative, but it turned out to be a predictably wild goose chase. They widened the search but she knew it could take months. Even if they succeeded in tracking down the man Heather Spencer had seen in the park, he might have nothing to do with Angela Waters’ murder.

‘Can you describe the nature of the injury? Where exactly was the scar? How old was it? Was the injury sustained in a fight? Could it have been due to a congenital abnormality?’ The hospital administrators spoke rapidly, rushing the constables through a list of questions.

The impression that the man in the park hadn’t understood Heather Spencer suggested he might be a foreigner. Perhaps he was just passing through the area, leaving a gruesome calling card. Geraldine frowned at her notes, rejecting the idea that they might never identify this murderer who had slipped away, leaving no clues. Something was buzzing in her brain, a feeling she’d seen or heard something that might help lead them to the killer, if she could only remember what it was.

Closing her eyes to clear her head, she saw a pale thin form lying on a mortuary table, imagined Angela’s terror, silenced by a hand slapped over her mouth, her helplessness at being dragged off her feet, the dread she must have experienced at the end. Thinking about the victim’s history of abuse, Geraldine was consumed by a rage to discover who had committed the final atrocity. Nothing could restore Angela Waters’ chance of a better life, but at least her killer could be punished. There had to be some justice for Angela.

As she sifted through her memory, the DCI came to fetch her for a meeting with the press. None of Angela Waters’ family were available to join them for an appeal so they weren’t being televised. Nevertheless, it was a daunting prospect. Geraldine nervously patted her hair in place. 

‘Ready, ma’am.’

‘The nationals are here,’ the DCI said. They were all pleased at the coverage. The more publicity they generated, the more co-operation they could expect from the public. Geraldine thought of the tapes she’d been forced to sit through. No doubt there’d be plenty more spurious calls and misinformation. But, somehow, they would find him. If there was a chance an appeal through the newspapers might produce results, she was glad to do it. She’d read through endless statements and listen willingly to any number of tapes, if it helped. She owed it to that silent figure in the mortuary. Gritting her teeth, she marched into the briefing room.

The press conference passed in a blur.

‘What are the police doing to find Angela Waters’ killer?’

‘We’re doing everything we can,’ Kathryn Gordon assured them. ‘We’re leaving no stone unturned.’

Geraldine remembered playing on a pebble beach as a child, lifting up stone after stone looking for crabs. She’d never found one. She felt like that child on the beach now, hunting through numerous documents. Somewhere there had to be a clue to the killer’s identity, if they could only find it. But there was so much information to search through. She kept up her resolve and stayed at the station for hours after her shift ended, reading through reports and witness statements. 

She arrived back at her flat that evening too tired to cook. As she was scavenging in the kitchen, her sister phoned.

‘You’re always busy,’ Celia complained when Geraldine said she had no time to chat. Geraldine tried to explain the demands of her work. ‘You could at least get a girl in to clean, once a week,’ her sister suggested. ‘That would save you a bit of time, and it’s not as if you can’t afford it.’

‘Great idea. I’ll make sure I’m always here at the right time to let the cleaner in, shall I?’ Geraldine snapped. ‘Or maybe you’d like me to give a key to some stranger?’ She regretted her answer immediately. Her sister was only trying to be helpful. ‘I’m sorry. It’s just that I’ve got a lot on right now. I’ll call you soon.’ She hung up, opened her briefcase and pulled out the files she’d brought home. The memory of that small pale figure in the mortuary wouldn’t let her relax. Over a solitary supper of cheese and crackers, she settled down to work.
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Melanie

He’d only met the boy once, but Ron was suspicious of his daughter Melanie’s new boyfriend.

‘You assume everyone’s after your money. This Terry probably doesn’t even know who you are,’ Lynda protested. They both knew that was unlikely. Ron Rogers had been a huge rock star in his youth and still made frequent appearances on television. His ravaged features were familiar from award ceremonies and charity events on both sides of the Atlantic along with his wife, former international fashion model, Lynda Clare.

‘He knows who I am,’ Ron retorted testily. ‘His eyes were on stalks all the time he was here.’

‘It’s not like she’s planning to marry him,’ Lynda said, dismissing her husband’s concerns. ‘It’s just a fling. She’ll soon get bored of him.’ They lapsed into moody silence as Nora knocked and came in to announce that dinner was ready.

Nora liked to have everything perfect for Mr Rogers and his wife. He’d given up his music career years ago, but Nora still remembered Ron Rogers in his heyday. She’d been a devoted fan, buying all his records. She’d even seen him live in concert once, screaming along with all the other girls whenever he waved his electric guitar at them. Ron Rogers strode into the dining room, his wife at his heels.

Nora couldn’t help overhearing snatches of conversation at the table as she flitted in and out. She was fetching coffee from the kitchen when the front door slammed and Melanie ran in, her long blonde hair flying. She resembled her mother and would have been just as beautiful had her looks not been marred by a hint of her father’s horsey features. Even so, her face was almost perfect, with her mother’s striking green eyes, full lips and upturned nose. As a child, Melanie had idolised her father. He had that effect on people. Even now, with his grey hair and lined face, the effect of his presence in a room was electrifying. Nora smiled at Melanie and carried the coffee tray into the dining room.

‘I’m hopping over to Le Touquet,’ Ron Rogers was saying. He pulled on his cigar.

‘That’s a good idea,’ Lynda nodded her golden head at her husband who waved his cigar at the coffee pot. Melanie’s feet pounded across the wide hallway. Lynda glanced at her husband over the coffee pot and carried on pouring. Ron Rogers gave no sign he’d heard his daughter as Melanie flung the door open and hurried in. She sat down without an apology and looked up expectantly. Despite her furious scowl, her resemblance to her mother was remarkable.

‘Don’t suppose there’s any dinner?’ she asked Nora, without a word to her parents.

‘Thank you, Nora,’ Ron said firmly. ‘You can go.’ Nora dutifully withdrew.

‘But Ron,’ she heard Lynda protest, ‘she must be hungry.’

‘Should’ve been here on time, then,’ came the peremptory reply. Nora retired to the kitchen. Even at that distance she could hear raised voices from the dining room. All that money, and they were never satisfied.

Melanie was seething. Her father never listened to her. He always thought he knew better than everyone else. She hated the school he’d chosen for her, and the college he’d packed her off to had felt more like a prison. Now she was a working adult, her father had to stop thinking he was running her life. She was determined to stay with Terry and prove to her father that he could no longer control her every move.

‘You don’t even know him,’ she fumed. ‘You don’t know the first thing about him. You think he’s only interested in me for my money.’

‘Your money?’ her father repeated. ‘It’s not your money, is it?’

Melanie stared at him. ‘And what exactly is that supposed to mean?’

‘Oh Melanie,’ Lynda interrupted with a sigh, ‘don’t go upsetting your father.’

‘Terry doesn’t care about your money,’ Melanie insisted. ‘He’s an independent man. He earns his own money, not like some.’ She slumped in her chair, biting her lip.

‘I’m glad to hear he’s not a complete sponger. What does he do?’

‘He works in a park. It’s a perfectly respectable way to earn a living. Healthy too.’ She glared pointedly at her father, who had notoriously indulged in alcohol and drugs in his youth.

‘A gardener,’ Ron relit his expensive cigar. ‘Good for him.’

Melanie pushed her chair back and stood up. ‘You never care about what I want, do you?’ she grumbled. ‘Well, I’m not going to give him up just to make you happy. Why should I? What do you know about love? All you think about is money. What about my happiness?’ Ron’s eyes slid away from his daughter’s face. He nodded at the coffee and Lynda picked up the pot. It shook slightly as she poured.

They all knew Melanie didn’t earn enough at the chic art gallery where she worked to fund her extravagant tastes. Ron picked up his coffee and gazed levelly at his daughter over the rim of his cup. His fat cigar smouldered gently in his other hand. Melanie turned to appeal to her mother but Lynda sat immobile and stared at her lap, refusing to take sides.

‘See if I care,’ Melanie bleated. ‘You’re nothing but a bully. You think you’re a big shot, but you can’t buy me.’

‘I think we’re done here,’ Ron Rogers said evenly, indicating the table, but his eyes remained fixed on his daughter. Flicking her long blonde hair off her shoulders with a violent twist of her head, she slammed out of the room and out of the house. She roared off in her Porsche, along the empty road that led back to Terry.
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Lakeland

The DCI wondered if Heather Spencer could have been mistaken.

‘She struck me as a reliable witness, ma’am,’ Geraldine said, glancing round the room. Peterson stared at the Incident Board.

‘A reliable witness who can’t remember anything,’ Merton muttered.

‘The boyfriend’s profile fits,’ the DCI said, tapping the board, but she sounded unconvinced. John Drew had previous form. At eighteen he’d been accused of GBH but the trial had been thrown out when a key witness disappeared. Kathryn Gordon underlined the information on the board.

‘That was years ago,’ Geraldine protested, ‘and he wasn’t found guilty.’

‘Because someone cocked up the prosecution,’ Kathryn Gordon replied. She turned to Carter. ‘We need to speak to the Honda manager. Find Lakeland and see if he can shed any light on Drew’s whereabouts on Wednesday morning.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

No one at the Honda showroom knew where Robert Lakeland’s sick mother lived and he wasn’t answering his mobile phone. A constable telephoned the Honda Head Office at Swindon and established that Lakeland had left early to take his mother to a hospital appointment that afternoon. By the time the DC was connected to the right department, Robert Lakeland and his mother had left the hospital. He still wasn’t answering his mobile and there was no answer at his mother’s house.

‘Swindon want to know if you want them to look out for him?’

Carter decided there was no point. They would make contact with Lakeland before long. ‘Just keep trying his mother’s phone. They have to turn up there sooner or later.’

The DC finally got hold of Robert Lakeland’s mother. ‘She says he took her out for tea after the hospital appointment.’

‘Put him on,’ Carter said, reaching for the phone.

‘He’s not there any more, sir. He dropped her off and left straight away.’

Carter nodded. ‘We’ll wait till he gets home then. At least he’s on his way. I don’t suppose he’ll talk to us while he’s driving. Leave a message on his mobile and on his answer-phone at home, if he’s got one. Tell him to call us as soon as he gets in, it doesn’t matter how late. Say it’s routine, but we need to hear from him straight away.’

When Robert Lakeland phoned the station at seven on Friday evening, DS Black had already left for the night. Carter picked up his keys.

‘Want to come along?’ Geraldine heard him ask Peterson. The sergeant hesitated. ‘You don’t have to if you don’t want to,’ Carter said. ‘It’s not a problem.’

‘Of course I want to come.’ Peterson sounded vexed. ‘I’ll just call my girlfriend.’

‘If you’ve got plans, I don’t need you ...’ Carter began but Peterson was already on the phone. Geraldine tried not to listen.

‘I’m going to be late again ... Yes, as soon as I can ... I told you, I’ll be back when I can ... You’ll just have to manage without me ... I can’t promise but it shouldn’t be long ...’ He moved out of earshot.

‘Coming?’ Carter asked.

Peterson nodded, frowning. ‘Look, Bev, I’ve got to go.’ He hung up. Geraldine observed his long face thoughtfully out of the corner of her eye.

Robert Lakeland was a small, bald, energetic man in his late forties. He opened the door straight away and ushered them in.

‘Good evening, Mr Lakeland. I’m Detective Inspector Carter and this is Detective Sergeant Peterson.’

‘Yes, come in. I’ve been expecting you.’ He bustled around them. ‘I’m sorry I couldn’t get back to you sooner. I’m afraid my mother’s not a well woman, Inspector. As an only child it falls on me to take care of her. I’m trying to move her closer, but it’s not easy. Since they moved me here from Swindon it’s been very difficult. Very difficult.’ He sat down. ‘Now, Inspector, what’s this all about? It’s not this fuss about my dog again, is it? Only—’ Carter interrupted him to explain they were investigating the death of Angela Waters.

‘Ah yes, I read about that in the papers. A dreadful business. Right here in Woolsmarsh too!’ he added, as though that somehow made the crime worse. He was shocked to learn that the victim had been John Drew’s girlfriend. ‘My goodness. I had no idea. I knew he had a girl but she never came to the showroom.’

‘You’ve never met her?’

Lakeland shook his head. ‘My God, poor Johnny. What a terrible thing to happen.’

Carter leaned forward. Peterson sat, notebook and pencil at the ready.

‘Mr Lakeland, it’s very important you answer accurately. If you can’t be precise as to times, say so. Were you at the Honda showroom last Wednesday morning?’

‘Wednesday morning? Yes, I believe so.’ He sounded uncertain.

‘Are you sure?’

‘I’m always there all week or sometimes till midday Thursday when I drive over to Head Office in Swindon. This week was a Swindon week.’

‘Can you tell us,’ Carter paused and took a deep breath, aware how much hung on Lakeland’s next syllable, ‘was John Drew at work on Wednesday morning?’

‘John? He’s always there.’ Lakeland’s eyes flittered nervously from Carter to Peterson, busy writing.

‘Are you sure he was there all Wednesday morning?’

‘He’s in every morning. Never misses. I’ve got a good sales team, Inspector. They don’t mess about. That’s why we’re one of the most successful Honda—’

‘Could John Drew have left the showroom at any time on Wednesday morning?’ Carter interrupted.

‘I’d need to double check the book to see if he was out on a test drive.’

‘We checked. He wasn’t. Could he have left the showroom for any other reason?’

‘There wouldn’t be any other reason.’

‘Are you sure?’ Carter pressed him.

A flicker of annoyance crossed Robert Lakeland’s face. ‘Inspector, I’m not going to be pushed into saying something that’s not true. If John Drew left the showroom on Wednesday morning, I presume that would make him a suspect. I take it that’s what you’re driving at. If that was the case, why would I want to protect him?’

‘Can you be sure he didn’t go out?’ Peterson added his voice to the interrogation.

‘I run a tight ship, Inspector,’ Lakeland blustered, but he squirmed uncomfortably in his chair. ‘My staff don’t leave the premises without good reason. If they go off site, I know about it. And they have every reason to stay. They’re not going to sell cars anywhere else.’ Lakeland rubbed a chubby hand backwards and forwards across his mouth and tried to smile.

Carter leaned forward and spoke quietly. ‘Mr Lakeland, we need to eliminate John Drew from our enquiries. Are you able to confirm his whereabouts on Wednesday morning or not? It’s a simple enough question. I need a definite answer from you, an answer you’d be prepared to swear to in court, if necessary.’ Lakeland crumpled suddenly, like a balloon deflating. He wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand.

‘I can’t say,’ he admitted. ‘I was called away. My mother had a relapse. It happens more and more often. I’m at my wit’s end with her.’

‘Thank you, Mr Lakeland, you’ve been very helpful.’ With the usual request that Lakeland contact them if he thought of anything else, the two detectives left.

‘Which leaves Drew in the frame,’ Peterson concluded as he told Geraldine about the interview with Lakeland.

She nodded uneasily. ‘Just because Drew’s vicious doesn’t make him a murderer. No one saw him leave work that morning and, in any case, what about Heather Spencer’s statement?’

Peterson groaned. ‘It’s getting us nowhere, that’s for sure. She’s given us a lead of sorts, but who is this mysterious man she happened to see in the park?’

‘It’s not much to go on,’ Geraldine admitted, but the killer was out there somewhere. She hoped he’d been motivated by hatred or jealousy. If he was driven by darker impulses, Angela Waters might not be his only victim. She saw her own apprehension reflected in Peterson’s eyes and an uneasy silence fell between them.
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Celia

At the briefing they went over what they’d learned so far. It wasn’t much. They had pieced together the last hours of Angela Waters’ life. They knew where the attack had taken place, and had painstakingly reconstructed the sequence of actions at the scene. Geraldine had gone over it again and again until she could see it playing in her mind like a film. But the soundtrack was missing.

It was frustrating that they knew so little about the man Heather Spencer had seen in the park. After all their efforts, they were no closer to finding him. Kathryn Gordon had put a large red question mark by Heather Spencer’s name.
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