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      We started this as a light-hearted exercise. Little did we know how difficult it would be for us jointly to commit a murder in Lichfield and then solve it,  without giving too much away to the readers before the time was right.

      We were lucky that Jim and Hugh have experience in these matters (writing about murders, that is, not committing them) and were able to fit the different parts of the jigsaw together to make a whole picture.

      Thank you also to our newest member, Kent Parson, who read through the almost-finished product and suggested some changes to improve the story that you now hold in your hands.

      The cover image is a painting by David Brown, who served in the West Bromwich and Lichfield City Police Forces for several years during the 1960s and early 1970s before becoming a social worker, and whose work has been featured on the covers of a number of Jim’s books. Thank you, David.

      Lastly, we would like to remember our oldest member, Una Adams, who passed away in the summer of 2018, and whose work is featured in our first collection of writing, Reflections. She is remembered and missed.

      
        Cathy Dobbs

        (Founder of Lichfield Writers)

        Lichfield, December 2018

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Thursday  1 March 2018

        

        Day 1 of the investigation

      

    

    
      Detective Inspector Jean Mason slammed the car door, and going to the boot, took out a pair of green wellingtons and slipped them on. At five foot eight she was tall and slim and usually dressed in well-fitting clothes, but today she looked like the Michelin Man’s wife, dressed in a long skirt, two jumpers, a body warmer and a padded overcoat.

      It was the first of March, officially almost spring, but the day was bitterly cold. The temperature gauge in her car said –6C but the cold north-easterly wind made it feel like minus 14. Something else to thank Mr Putin for, she thought as she stood up, locked the car and walked carefully up the embankment to the path surrounding Stowe Pool. Lichfield had been largely untouched by ‘The Beast from the East’ and there was barely any snow on the grass, but Mason had no intention of giving the boys a story to tell and embellish about how the Boss had gone arse over tip on the icy embankment.
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      The pathologist had already arrived, and a yellow and white tent had been erected over the path and embankment where the body had been found by an early morning dog walker. Forensics were combing the embankment and the banks of the Pool for clues. They’d be there until it got dark, and Mason was glad that it wasn’t going to be her who would be outdoors all day.

      The path was covered in black ice, and Mason walked with great care to where Sergeant Kramer, a 22-year veteran of the service with a shaved head, a well-developed beer belly, and a scalpel-sharp mind, was waiting for her.  ‘What have we got, Michael?’ she asked, brushing a lock of blonde hair behind her ear.

      ‘A dead woman. Mid to late twenties by the look of her. She’s been strangled and had her head smashed into the path a few times before being rolled down the embankment. Her blood – well, probably hers – is still visible on the path, Boss.’

      ‘Right, let’s see her.’

      Kramer stood aside and Mason entered the tent. The pathologist was Dr Phillip McGuire, a cheerful Irishman with a full grey beard, and dyed black hair who usually hummed when examining a body, but was now silent. ‘What’s the story, Phillip?’

      ‘And good morning to you too, Jean. How are you?’

      ‘I’m good, and you?’ she asked, a smile trying to form at her cold lips.

      ‘You don’t want to know about an old crock like me. Now if I was twenty years younger…’

      This time the smile reached her eyes and she laid her hand on his shoulder before asking him again, ‘What have we got, Phillip?’

      ‘A young woman, aged between 25 and 29, who has been strangled. Looks like manual strangulation. The hyoid bone is broken. Post mortem injury to the back of her skull as well. Whoever killed her smashed her head into the path – several times.’

      ‘Has she been molested in any way?’

      ‘I don’t think so, but I’ll confirm that back at the mortuary as soon as they get her to Cannock. The PC who responded to the initial call found her handbag on the embankment. Forensics have it now. I asked them to hurry up and let you know its contents,’ he said.

      ‘Thanks. You’re a mind reader. Okay, let me have a look.’

      The pathologist bent down and lifted the white body sheet to reveal a face that Mason had seen only the previous day on the train from Birmingham to Lichfield.
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      The dead woman and an older man had joined the train together at Sutton Coldfield, and sat down on the other side of the carriage. They had been talking quietly, both trying to keep their voices down, when suddenly the man, almost shouting, said ‘You can’t do that! I won’t allow it!’  Seemingly surprised at the sound of his own voice, the man blushed, and folding his arms, said no more until the train was approaching Lichfield City.

      The young woman stood up and he stretched his legs out in front of her, preventing her from leaving her seat.  ‘Where are you going?’

      ‘Where do you think?’

      He withdrew his feet and she stepped past him and headed for the toilets behind the man. By the time the train stopped in Lichfield City she had not reappeared and the man looked back over his shoulder. The toilet door was still closed and read ‘Occupied’. As the man fell back in his seat, Mason saw the woman step quietly from the toilet to the carriage, where she pushed the ‘Open’ button, stepped from the train and sprinted into the waiting room.

      Well, good for her, thought Mason and suppressed a smile.

      The end of the line was Lichfield Trent Valley, just a mile away from the City station. When the woman didn’t reappear after the train had stopped, the man went to the toilet door and knocked hard on it. No answer. He noticed the ‘Locked’ sign was off, and pressed the toilet ‘Open’ button and watched the door slide open to reveal an empty cubicle. Rushing to the door, he pressed the door ‘Open’ button and jumped from the train, started to run, but stopped after ten yards, and walked quickly down the steps and out into the car park, where Mason saw him jump into a white Avenis taxi.

      ‘You know her?’ asked McGuire.

      ‘No. But I saw her on the train yesterday with a middle-aged man who was insisting that he wouldn’t allow her to do something?’

      ‘Do what?’

      ‘I’ve no idea. I’m going back to the station. Let me know when the autopsy is.’

      ‘This afternoon at three sharp. Unless an outbreak of the plague erupts.’
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      Back at the station, Mason quickly briefed Chief Superintendent Clarke on the case. Lichfield wasn’t known for serious violent crimes, and this one was out of the ordinary. Only the second murder in three years. The local press would be all over it before midday. Sitting at her desk, she brushed a lock of hair from her right eye and logged onto the system, then punched the speed dial on her phone to call Forensics.

      The familiar voice of Bill Withers said, ‘Morning, Jean.’

      ‘Morning, Bill. Have you had time to do your stuff on the victim’s handbag?’ She didn’t need to say which case. There was only one that mattered right now.

      ‘Yes. I knew you’d want it ASAP. Jenny is just typing it up. She’ll send it to you within the next ten minutes together with the photos.’

      ‘Thanks, Bill, and thank Jenny for me too.’ Hanging up, she started checking her emails but all she could think about was the body of a young woman who had been told yesterday that ‘You can’t do that. I won’t allow it’.  Her reverie was broken by a ping, which told her that a new message had arrived from Forensics. She smiled and clicked it open.

      The report on the bag was short. The bag itself was from Primark, but the pale blue purse with a Scottie dog wearing a tartan scarf was from Debenham’s. It contained £52.39 and a receipt for coffee at the Boswell Bites café, dated February 28, and timed at 5:18. A credit and a debit card, both issued by a high street bank, both in the name of Nicola Toomey, and a typed letter from a Doctor Lunham of Lichfield.

      She clicked on the email attachments and saw that the letter confirmed an appointment at his surgery at seven the previous evening, 28 February. The reason for attendance was not specified, but did mention that she would be required to settle her bill following the procedure. The address of the surgery was near Stowe Pool Odd, thought Mason, Nicola Toomey’s address wasn’t on the letter.

      Other attachments included a photo of Nicola Toomey with her arm around a handsome young man who looked as if he’d just left university and a printout of an email from someone, presumably her boss at Randell and Hopkins, Solicitors, authorising a day’s leave today – the 1st of March. There was an address with a telephone number below the signature on the email. No phone had been discovered in the bag or on the body. Had the killer taken it? she asked herself.

      The report concluded that, at least on a preliminary showing, there was only one set of prints on the bag and the contents that had been tested so far, and these could probably be assumed to be the victim’s. There were no blood splatters, which would be consistent with the wounds inflicted and the position of the bag relative to the body, some 150cm away to the victim’s right.

      Picking up the phone, Mason asked the switchboard to put her through to the writer of the email, a Mr Bright of Randell and Hopkins, Newhall Street, Birmingham. Ten minutes later she had the home address of the mother, Mary Toomey, as the nominated next of kin. Mason picked up her car keys and asked the desk sergeant if there was a WPC available who could accompany her on a death notification and headed out to the compound to wait for WPC Clayton, who joined her five minutes later.

      ‘Where to, Boss?’

      Mason gave her an address in Newtown, Birmingham, where they would deliver the worst possible news that any parent can ever receive.
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      As WPC Clayton expertly wove the car through the heavy Birmingham traffic, Mason took advantage of the fact that for once she wasn’t driving, and used the time to think and plan ahead. Before leaving the station, she’d given a description of the man she’d seen with Nicola the day before on the train, instructed Sergeant Kramer to set up an incident room, gulped down a mug of strong black coffee and devoured an old chocolate bar she’d found lurking at the bottom of her handbag. She’d also asked Kramer to track down the driver of the Toyota Avensis taxi which had taken the man to God knows where – and Mason definitely wanted to know where.

      Bloody hell, even when she went shopping on her day off it resulted in work. Talk about being in the wrong place! she thought.

      ‘We’re here.’ WPC Clayton’s voice penetrated Mason’s thoughts.

      ‘Here’ proved to be a desolate jumble of concrete tower blocks and maisonettes made even uglier, if that were possible, by more recent garish renovations of cheap white plastic-framed double glazing and orange cladding. Mrs Mary Toomey, the deceased’s mother, lived at 62, Wellington Tower. Advising the next of kin was, in Mason’s opinion, the worst part of her job, although time spent in the mortuary came a very close second.

      Mary Toomey opened the door and Mason found herself looking down at a small woman who had probably once been pretty but now had lost her looks. She looked past Mason and saw Clayton’s police uniform, ‘What do you want? I ain’t done nothing wrong,’ she said her speech suspiciously slurred even at eleven in the morning.

      ‘May we come in, Mrs Toomey? We have some bad news for you,I’m afraid.’

      ‘No. I ain’t cleaned up the place yet,’ she said and laughed at her own witticism. The folds of fat around her neck and stomach moved up and down and Mason was conscious of the smell of cider and something stronger radiating from the woman.

      Mason doubted that the overweight woman in front of her was capable of understanding the news she was about to deliver, but stepping forward said, ‘The news I have for you is better said in private,’ and pushed past the woman into the hall. WPC Clayton followed her.

      ‘Well you’re in now, ain’t you? So tell me what’s so important that you bullied your way past a sick old woman.’

      ‘I’m sorry to inform you, Mrs Toomey, but your daughter Nicola was found dead in Lichfield this morning. We are treating her death as a case of murder, I’m afraid.’

      What little colour was in Mrs Toomey’s face drained away and she staggered backwards and slid down the wall. Sitting on the dirty carpet, head in her hands, the big woman’s full figure disintegrated into a mound of anguished sobbing from which the only intelligible words to emerge were ‘My poor baby’. After a few minutes of this, the two police officers helped the woman to struggle to her feet and stagger into the sitting room, where in preference to a cup of tea she poured herself a large glass of gin before adding a dash of orange squash. Gradually the alcohol produced a calmer state. Mason, whilst apologising for having to ask intrusive questions, gently began the process of learning more about Nicola’s life.

      ‘No. Nicola don’t live here any longer. She’s got her own flat but she spends a lot of time at her boyfriend’s. That’s where I thought she were last night. What were she doing in Lichfield?’

      ‘We don’t know yet. When did she leave home?’

      ‘As soon as she had enough to buy herself a flat. She used to come back and see me regular like, but not so much in the last four months. She don’t get on with David. He’s my boyfriend.’ she said with a trace of pride. ‘We’ve been together for the past 18 months.’

      When quizzed further, she explained, ‘Nicola dain’t like the fact that David was only twenty-eight. She thought he was too young for me and she dain’t like his mates neither.  ‘Mindless layabouts’ is what she called them’, she sniffed.

      ‘Can I ask about Nicola’s father?’ Mason asked.

      ‘That crock of Irish shit. A right bastard. He’s nothing but a thug who ain’t afraid to use bully-boy tactics to get his own way.’ Her response was delivered with real venom. ‘And no, I ain’t seen the fucker in years and I don’t know where he lives either and I don’t even care if he’s still alive or not. Fucking bastard.’

      ‘Do you have a picture of him?’ asked Mason.

      ‘No,’ she replied, and then with an air of minor triumph said, ‘I tore them all up and set fire to them the week he walked out that door.’

      ‘Do you know if Nicola kept in touch with him?’ asked Mason.

      ‘Not as far as I know, but if she did, she wouldn’t have told me, but I’m pretty sure that he sometimes wrote to her and called her at work.’

      After obtaining photos and contact details for John Woodhead, Nicola’s boyfriend, and David Wrekin, the mother’s friend, and their addresses, Mason called the local police at Summer Lane and asked if they could supply a Liaison Officer to sit with Mrs Toomey for the rest of the day.

      While Mason and WPC Clayton waited for the liaison to arrive they inspected Nicola’s old bedroom. Unlike the rest of the house, the room was immaculate except for a layer of dust. Unfortunately, there was nothing left in the room that seemed to relate to her murder, and both officers were glad when they heard the bell ring and they were able to escape into the icy cold fresh air.
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      On the drive back to Lichfield, Mason wondered what David Wrekin was like. In twenty years with the police she had seen how certain women always seemed attracted to the worst possible men. Was it possible that Wrekin was just a younger version of Mrs Toomey’s first husband? A bully and a thug. If so had he tried it on with Nicola? Was that the reason she’d left home?’
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