
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


TIGHTROPE

The Fine Line: Book Two

Andrea Frazer


After entering a house where a commotion has been overheard, two community police officers make a horrific discovery.

Detective Inspector Olivia Hardy and Detective Sergeant Lauren Groves are dispatched to investigate, triggering a major investigation which ends up with Hardy being usurped as Senior Investigating Officer.

It’s yet another problem for Hardy, as she suspects that husband Hal is having an affair. Meanwhile, as Groves descends into alcoholism after her husband’s desertion, both officers’ lives seem to be spiralling out of control.

When a baby’s body is found at the back of the police station, Hardy takes the unpleasant case, determined to succeed and show the world she’s still capable – but things don’t turn out exactly as planned...

The second in the Fine Line series of gritty detective novels by acclaimed author Andrea Frazer.
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PROLOGUE
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The door swung open at a touch, unlocked and unlatched, revealing a wide hallway. Dimly visible, the staircase rose from deeper in the house. There was a carpet, but its pattern was dirtied beyond recognition and the pile was matted and sticky. There was no central light fitting and the walls were scarred with pale patches where pictures had once hung, and the bloom of mildew. The whole scene was utterly bare and forlorn.

The one clump of real colour that caught the eye was a string of red, already turning brown, that ran like a thin river from just beyond the entrance to the house, through the house, disappearing into the gloominess of the interior. Silence hung in the air like a scream, and specks of dust swam through the sea of it, disturbed by the movement of the door.

A low moaning pierced the atmosphere; a spear of sound that was agonisingly loud in the dead house and drew the callers to the middle room on the right-hand side, from which protruded a lone foot, on the toe of which was a female shoe. A male counterpart was caught in a shaft of sunlight from a distant window in the depths of the large house, elevated on a step that indicated a slightly lower level in the ground floor.

Her jaw was broken, her teeth a bloody mass of stumps made jagged perhaps by the steel-capped toe of a boot, and the ends of her fingers twitched with a life of their own, but there was something wrong with her face which took a couple of seconds to comprehend. Her eyes were gone, the sockets bloodily empty.

And still her fingers twitched, and she moaned quietly, her limbs at unnatural angles.

The man’s shoe came into contact with something gelatinous underfoot and he looked down. The woman looked from the face of the thing on the floor, then at the man’s shoe, and vomited.

The man was in the kitchen, agonisingly close to the freedom of the rear door, sprawled in a pool of blood which surrounded the pile of his disembowelled insides, an expression of gut-wrenching agony and disbelief on his dead face.

The male caller half-dragged his companion into a room empty of everything except a worm-eaten wooden chair and settled her there, as a babble of voices intruded from the outside world and broke his mood of absolute horror. Putting a finger to his lips to keep her silent, although he didn’t know why, he left her and crept through the rest of the rooms on the ground floor. Apart from the room where they had found that poor wretch of a woman, there was not another stick of furniture.

He made a quick call, sotto voce, and then crept up the stairs, wary of others present but hidden, his senses heightened for confrontation, his breathing shallow and careful.

The tracks in the dust of the first floor were numerous, and the inside walls were stacked to the ceilings in each room, but this was not the only unexpected aspect of the property. Looking up the next flight of very narrow and steep stairs to the attic quarters, he unclipped the torch from his belt, for he dare not flip on a light switch in case he disturbed somebody concealed up there. A creaking tread had his heart in his mouth but no shadowy figures appeared above him.

The second floor proved as devoid of people as the first, but he was unnerved by a bright light that shone at the bottom of the three doors at the top of the staircase. Should he risk going in, or should he collect his partner and just skip it? Taking his courage in both hands, he flung open a door as a pungent aroma assailed his nostrils, and the lit space, all knocked into one huge room, revealed a complex network of hydroponics and plants. An indoor forest of money lay before him: an expanse of evil triffids that could fill the mental health wards and fatten the coffers of whichever evil bastard had planted this ‘field of dreams’.

He encountered no opposition and made no sudden movement, stunned into immobility, until the wailing scream of an ambulance siren cut through his thoughts with the precision of a lancet, and he flew down the stairs like a hunted animal.
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‘And where exactly was this?’

DI Olivia Hardy, passing a fairly average day in the CID suite in the town’s police station, held the handset away from her ear and stared at it as if it were a snake, her face livid as if what she was being told were an outrage. ‘And this was just down the road?’ There were a few seconds of relative silence as she listened intently, and then said, with incredulity, ‘And the poor cow survived?’

DS Lauren Groves looked up at these words, scenting trouble. ‘Whassup?’ she asked, still mentally embroiled in the paperwork she had been catching up with.

‘Come on. We can walk. It’s only in Gooding Avenue,’ was the terse reply. ‘It’s a nice day: for us, anyway.’

‘What’s happened?’

‘You’ll see. And right under our bloody noses. I don’t believe it. The barefaced cheek of some criminals.’

‘What’s going on?’

‘It’s quicker to look than to talk. Let’s be off.’

Nowhere in Littleton-on-Sea was far away from anything else, although this did not really include its new and rapidly burgeoning suburbs. The old town was small, and when Olivia had joined the police service, had little modern housing on its perimeter, with the exception of what had been, then, a brand new, sprawling council estate.

That had been in the days when the police station had been new as well, and the town was not a hotbed of crime. In the intervening years, however, it had spawned a huge ring of new and fairly cheap housing. The older buildings had continued to age and fall into disrepair and it was now like a pie, with a stale Georgian and Victorian filling and a hugely thick crust of rapidly ageing, jerry-built boxes.

The financial recessions of the last three decades had taken their toll on the economy of the town, as had cheap flights to Spain, and its mainstay – family holidays – had all but disappeared. There were precious few of the bucket-and-spade brigade left in England, most of them converted to kids’ clubs and sangria.

The boarding houses and bed and breakfasts had slowly dwindled and died, along with the jobs that they provided, and the town was now a sink for petty criminals, illegal immigrants and the casual trafficking of drugs. Olivia had seen this transformation and often mourned the loss of the olden days which, with the benefit of hindsight, she now regarded as the golden days.

She was, after all, approaching the big five-o in the next couple of years, and she felt every day of her age some days. She was married, and suddenly, with the good weather, remembered fondly how the summer had been a string of treats for her and her two children. Her husband, a teacher, had a lot of free time in the month of August, and ice creams, paddling, sandcastles and candyfloss had filled a lot of days and produced suitably exhausted and happy children at the end of them. August had been a month of endless pleasure, negating the need to go away for a holiday.

Now the summer meant the endless problems of what students, released from the endless round of partying of which their term-time consisted, relocating their louche activities back onto home soil. There were precious few holiday jobs for them to come back to, and so her days were filled with incidents of shoplifting, petty theft, small-scale drug deals and weekend fights fuelled by alcohol, drugs and legal highs, the like of which didn’t exist when she had been a rookie cop.

There had been no skunk then to suck kids into paranoia and schizophrenia, just good old hashish. There had been no alcopops to encourage kids to drink at a younger and younger age, and the concept of the legal high had not even been predicted. Life was so much harder for kids now. It wasn’t just an unwanted pregnancy that had to be avoided; it was the other multifarious temptations that modern life threw at them and expected them to be able to cope with.

With the advent of all these temptations, Olivia’s time in the service had had more and more to do with younger people getting involved in criminality, but a case that she and her fairly new partner, DS Lauren Groves, had dealt with late the previous year, and the personal problems that must have been forming for some time but which had eventually come to a head, had really piled on the pressure. Suddenly the presence in her life of her husband and children had been painfully highlighted, and she realised that she had not kept her eye on the family ball.

At least she still had Hal. Lauren had been deserted by her husband, Kenneth, who had run off with the family’s nanny, and was now having to cope with life as a single parent. Olivia was keeping a firm eye on the three other members of her family, determined that her job should not distract her as devastatingly as it had done such a short time ago.

This was a lot of introspection in such a short walk, and in just a couple of minutes they had reached the perimeter wall of a large, three-storeyed Victorian villa, set four-square in its gardens. At the wall stood a whey-faced community police officer and her male partner, who leaned against its solidity trying to appear as if he faced such horrors every day. An ambulance was just leaving the kerbside, its lights and siren on, and a gaggle of neighbours clustered on the pavement, weaving the cloth of rumours and speculation in an excited undertone.

Shaking her head to clear her mind of everything except what she was about to discover, she said, ‘DI Hardy and DS Groves. You found this?’

‘Yes, ma’am,’ replied the male officer. He was tall and broad with dark skin and reminded Olivia of her husband Hal when he was younger.

‘You both look like you could do with a cup of something hot and sweet. Get yourselves back to the station and report to my office when we’ve finished here. I want a full verbal report and a written back-up. Don’t miss out any detail, no matter how small.’

The female officer looked after the disappearing ambulance and then whispered barely audibly, ‘Did they take the eyes? Please tell me they took the eyes.’

As Groves looked nonplussed, Hardy, keeping her voice gentle, instructed them to give their names to her sergeant and she’d see them back at the station later. ‘What was she talking about?’ asked Groves.

‘I hope you haven’t got a full stomach. Gird your loins. Let’s walk this one through, and I’ll get the station to contact the FME and a CSI team.’

A couple of uniforms sauntered up to guard the exits but soon altered their relaxed body language when they caught the inspector’s eye. The two detectives found the door on the latch, but not yet locked. Paper suits were donned in public view in the front garden, giving the goggling neighbours full value for money. This was the sort of thing that Hardy particularly disliked, being on the short and tubby side and managing to look scruffy even in her best clothes, whereas Lauren was tall and willowy and would have looked elegant in a bin liner.

Without a thought, the inspector yelled at them to disperse, as the pair stepped over the threshold into the drab void of the house. The flowers in the front garden, grown wild through lack of care, mingled their sweet perfumes, disturbed by the unaccustomed passage of visitors up and down the path, with that of the blood in the interior.

Within what seemed only seconds, they were joined by a white-suited horde, all eager to get involved in what promised to be a very unusual case. The position the woman had lain in was marked out, and numbered markers were placed where there was any sign of blood or other possible evidence. A photographer began to click away, occasionally pausing to take a sweep of video film on his small handheld camera.

Although the officers were fast, they were also thorough, and they soon moved ahead of the two previous arrivals on the crime scene. Hardy and Groves stepped slowly and carefully, observing each part of the house as they moved through it. The hall and ground floor rooms of the building gave the impression of a house, no longer a home, abandoned long ago.

The room, in the entrance of which the blinded woman had been found, was furnished only with two venerable but disintegrating sofas, each topped with a grubby sleeping bag and a filthy pillow. There was some detritus of everyday living, in the shape of a few empty beer cans, crushed and discarded, and a number of empty takeaway cartons, their contents long-consumed and casually discarded onto the already filthy carpet.

A room across the hall held only a solitary, rickety wooden chair – the one where PCSO Harris had bidden PCSO Strickland wait while he went through the rest of the house – and the remains of curtains, now in tatters, hung at the windows, doing their inadequate best to provide privacy for any inhabitants in the room.

The first foot or two of the kitchen looked like a tiny square of abattoir had been transferred there, so covered was it in blood, and numerous indications showed that there was a lot of evidence in this area. The victim here seemed to have been eviscerated and his face, even in death, showed his fear and incomprehension at the way events seemed to have overtaken him. Lauren had to look away from his eyes which appeared to be fixed in an expression of mute appeal for help that had never arrived. Without entering and contaminating the scene, the two women moved to the foot of the stairs where they waited whilst a couple of anonymous suited and masked officers scurried down. One murmured, ‘You’ll be amazed at what you’ll find up there,’ in her ear, scuttling off before she could identify his voice.

Before they could mount, however, a voice summoned Hardy to a cupboard underneath the wide staircase and showed her the electricity meter, which had been bypassed and was whirling away at great speed indicating a heavy usage of the utility. After a whistle of appreciation, they reached the first floor only to be overwhelmed by the amount of cigarette cartons, boxes of cigars and bottles of high-end malt whisky.

‘Good God!’ exclaimed Olivia. ‘Someone was planning a helluva party.’ The goods were stacked from floor to ceiling, with the exception of where there were windows, and several piles of exotic alcoholic ingredients were piled up in the middle of the floor. All the rooms proved to be similarly stuffed, but that did not explain the heavy use of electricity.

‘Next floor,’ an anonymous voice advised them, and they headed towards a much narrower staircase, this one covered in worn linoleum rather than the threadbare carpet of their route to the first floor.

It was the smell of which they were aware first, harsh and pungent, making them catch their breath. ‘Has some idiot left that door open?’ the same voice called out in disgust, and Hardy and Groves continued to mount the stairs, their hands over their mouths as they had not donned masks. ‘Get it shut!’ Whoever was calling the shots was determined to contain the odour.

Stepping gingerly through the door and closing it behind them, the two women were dumbfounded to see a waving crop of marijuana plants. The temperature was high, as was necessary for them to thrive, the floor lined with thick plastic so that the sprinklers could do their work without leaving watery signs on the ceilings below. The lights of the heat lamps were blinding.

The rest of the vast space, for all the rooms had been knocked into one, had been thickly insulated and then covered in a sturdy silver foil to reflect heat back into the attic, including the skylights. There were also wide pipes snaking around the room, all disappearing into what was evidently a chimney breast, and there were large fans which directed much of the smell into these flexible pipes. No wonder so much power was being used and, thanks to the meter being illegally bypassed, free gratis.

‘I’ve seen enough. I’ve got to get out of here. The smell’s making me feel really sick and peculiar.’

‘That, Sergeant, is the smell of ‘skunk’; hybridised by an American chap who managed to increase the strength of the drug thirty-fold, but omitted to transfer an important chemical which makes the effects benign. It’s from this evil combination of other strains that cannabis psychosis has emerged. Users become more and more paranoid and sometimes violent in the mistaken idea that they’re protecting themselves.

‘Skunk has virtually nothing in common with the hash the old hippies used to smoke and I strongly believe that instead of reclassifying it back up to Class B, it should have been separated out into its different strains and one made legal the way they’ve done in the Netherlands, the other stamped out with a viciousness that would leave its growers’ heads spinning.’

‘I didn’t realise you knew so much about it,’ coughed Groves, backing out of the doorway.

‘I made a point of it when I had that trouble with Ben last year.’ The inspector and Hal, a steel drummer and retired teacher from Barbados, had two children, Hibbie and Ben, aged sixteen and eighteen respectively. Both had rather blotted their copybooks in the previous year, and Olivia was still smarting from the incidents that had so rocked her world.

Groves had understood how shaken her partner had felt, as she contemplated the end of her marriage at the end of the previous year, when she had caught her husband in bed with the au pair, and they had both fled back to the Middle East where he was working on contract. Her children, Sholto and Jade, were, however, far too young to be involved in drugs, but had also suffered from the wind of change that had dragged them from attendance at their prep schools and catapulted them into a faith school close enough to their home for them to attend every day instead of boarding.

With a similarly nauseated expression, Hardy followed her, bidding her to get a move on. ‘We’ve got two new officers starting today, now that Redwood’s not coming back, and I want to be there when they arrive. We’ve also got a talk from someone from drugs and from traffic about some zero tolerance operation that’s coming up. As if we didn’t have enough to deal with here!’

Superintendent Devenish had decided that his force – strike that; his service – wasn’t ethnically diverse enough, so two officers were being transferred, one from Brighton and one from Yorkshire. Both DCs, Ali Desai complemented Terry Friend from the uniformed branch in representation of the Asian community, and Lee Oh satisfied the Far Eastern sector. Winston Harris, the Police Community Support Officer, had been an earlier appointment when the idea had first crossed devilish Devenish’s mind.

As the two women climbed the station stairs to the first floor CID office, the Super was on his way down from the second floor, his two new members of staff in tow. He seemed to have decided that he’d like to introduce them to the team himself. Gosh, he must be feeling smug, thought Olivia, as she tried not to stare at Devenish’s intimidating features. These two new appointments, apart from being a necessary addition to the CID staff, were typical of him – to blow with the wind on current thinking, in the hope of extra brownie points from above.

‘Come along, ladies. Where have you been?’ he bellowed and then, without giving them a chance to answer, added, ‘Your place at the moment is with your team, settling in these two new officers.’ Both women clamped together their lips lest they should say something they might regret. Hardy was being particularly cautious as she had been under the senior officer’s beady surveillance since they’d had a little professional difference of opinion at the end of last year, and she’d been trying to keep her nose clean ever since.

He entered the CID office with no clue to his imminent arrival therein, and discovered a cacophony that would’ve disgraced an unruly classroom. ‘Silence!’ he bellowed, clapping his hands for extra volume and, as the noise tailed away, turned to DI Hardy and gave it as his opinion that she should teach her staff a little office decorum. ‘This is a place of work, not a playground – who threw that paper aeroplane?’ he continued, raising his voice again.

An embarrassed silence greeted this question, and he resumed in a slightly quieter voice, ‘May I introduce you to your new colleagues, DC Oh and DC Desai.’ He waved a magnanimous hand in the direction of the two embarrassed but smiling strangers. To this there was a smattering of applause and a couple of catcalls. ‘I want you to take them under your wing and assimilate them into your team as smoothly as possible, as there are important moves afoot.’

‘Do you mean the massacre in that drug den in Gooding Avenue?’ called a voice from the rear of the office.

‘What massacre? What drug den?’ It would appear that the news of the community officers’ find had not yet had climbed to the necessary height to make a superintendent aware of it.

‘DS Groves will accompany you back up to your office and explain everything, while I get these new lads settled in, sir,’ Hardy cut across his spluttering, and pointed to two empty desks awaiting their occupants. ‘Sit yourselves down, lads. We’ve got an operation coming up at the weekend which I want you all to put your hearts and souls into, as well as your backs. We will be carrying out operation ZeeTee, which stands for Zero Tolerance, in regard to drink and drugs. It’s a county-wide operation, with neighbouring services willing to cooperate if necessary.’

‘Why is it “zee” and not just “zed”?’ asked the long-serving and long-suffering DC Lenny Franklin in a peeved voice. He hated anything that smacked of Americanism.

‘Because it is. Now, pipe down and just listen. We have been issued with a number of the new drugalysers that can detect cannabis and cocaine in saliva. As you will remember from a demonstration a few months ago, these are one-use saliva swabs so I don’t want any of you messing about with them for a lark.

‘For your information, a list of illegal drugs and their tolerance limits is posted in the medical room, along with a list of prescription drugs which are on the banned list whilst driving, and the limits under which these are tolerated. We don’t mind people needing such treatment, but we will prosecute if these drugs are misused for other purposes. Feel free to check the list out in your own off-duty time.

‘This is a full-on operation which will use every officer available, leaving only a skeleton staff. Traffic will be out with the ANPR cameras, and some officers not usually out in vehicles will be with them so that they can do single shifts. Anyone not involved in this will be out on the streets literally looking for trouble or following up leads.

‘Uniformed officers will be picking up every drunk outside pubs and clubs, and we want to show this town a real crackdown. The colleges and universities have just finished their academic year, and students will be celebrating being home for the holidays. Remember that every available and vaguely suitable premises will be running English language courses for foreign students, and they need keeping an eye on too. No wonder they shoplift and pick pockets – considering what they’re charged for the privilege of lacklustre teaching, I’m not really surprised.’

This was a subject in which she was taking more interest this year, as her husband Hal had taken on a teaching post in one of these out-of-term-time language schools, some of which were pop-up. He had been retired for some little while now and had decided that he really ought to keep his hand in, and had also registered for some supply teaching as well, before the end of the school term.

Olivia and Hal had been married over twenty years and had been living in the same pretty cottage for most of that time, Hals’s parents having retired early to their native island and leaving their home in two pairs of safe hands.

‘Right, now about this incident that DS Groves and I have just attended: as you probably already know, the station grapevine being what it is, there’s been a murder and an attempted murder in Gooding Avenue.’ None of the officers looked surprised at this. ‘It was originally called in by a member of the public reporting the sound of raised voices and screaming. What you may not have heard is that also uncovered has been a large stash of presumably smuggled booze and tobacco products on the first floor, and a cannabis farm on the second floor.

‘It’s been well-insulated, which is why we haven’t had any reports, from the helicopter spotters, of the property giving off a large amount of heat. It’s also been well ventilated, so we’ve had no reports from the neighbours about the smell – although I’m slightly surprised. It’s our pungent old friend skunk.

‘I want us to dive straight into this so, Desai, I want you to pick up our PC Shuttleworth – easily recognised as the only one of our uniformed branch who looks like he plays rugby for the county, which he does – and get yourselves over to the hospital. I want you to get fingerprints from both the dead man and the injured woman and run them through the Police National Computer, and see if that poor woman’s conscious yet – he’ll need to book out a Lantern machine.

‘Tell Shuttleworth I want him to stay on duty by her side as she may still be in danger, and I’ll arrange for him to be relieved at the end of his shift. To this end, please take separate cars. And make sure you bring back the fingerprint machine with you; don’t let it stay at the hospital. And for God’s sake, don’t lose it or let it be stolen.

‘Lenny,’ she called, fixing her most experienced officer with her beady eye, I want you and Oh to do a house-to-house both up and down Gooding Avenue to see if anyone’s heard or seen anything, no matter how small, either earlier today or in recent weeks. Plants that size don’t grow overnight; they didn’t sprout from magic beans.

‘The ring road runs behind it, so ditto with any of the houses carrying on up this road that might have had a view of the rear of the properties. We don’t know how whoever committed these atrocities got in or out. It is worth taking note of, however, that this all sprang from a call to the station about raised voices coming from that particular house, to the point that one set of neighbours thought it sounded like it needed checking out. Luckily for them, although not so for our victims, our community support officers, Strickland and Harris were nearby and immediately dispatched to check out the situation.’

‘So, what do I do?’ asked DS Groves, who had re-entered the office halfway through the session.

‘I want you to speak to Monty Fairbanks. He knows every face on this patch, and I need you to get a list of names to visit to see if we can uncover any rumours and gossip, and then collect PC Terry Friend and get visiting; it’s safer in pairs.’

‘And what will you be doing?’ asked Groves, sounding just a little bit peeved that, whatever it was, she wouldn’t be doing it with her.

‘Mind your manners, Sergeant. For your information, I shall be debriefing our two intrepid community officers, to discover whether they saw anything that they might have missed the importance of. I shall then be pushing for identification of our victims and the results of anything found by Forensics. Keep in mind that we’ll be working in collaboration with the drugs squad and HMRC on this one. The only part of it that’s ours is the violent side – as usual. And not a word about the cannabis farm or the contraband on your travels, or one of the other departments will have our guts for garters. Now, get yourselves out there and watch your backs; we’ve got someone very dangerous on the loose, and anything could happen.’

They all left the office, Lenny Franklin at the back and dragging his heels. As he reached the door, he looked over his shoulder and said, pleadingly, ‘Guv?’

‘I know it doesn’t seem very exciting, but you need to be prepared for the unexpected. And, just think, in a couple of years, you’ll be enjoying a well-earned retirement.’ Lenny’s face creased up in a scowl, but he picked up his pace and caught up with DC Oh.

Looking out of the window of the now empty office, Olivia could see a van parked outside number three Gooding Avenue, and presumed that this was drugs officers taking a separate set of photographs and removing the highly commercial crop. She sincerely hoped that some low-life was watching so that he – or she – could put out the word that there were no pickings left. The last thing they needed was a spate of break-ins looking for crumbs from this table.

As she exited the office, she left a message on the whiteboard that any officers returning in her absence, for there had been a few, to get in touch with DS Groves to get a list of names to be checked out.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Groves, being a diligent officer, decided to have a quick check of the drugs covered by new legislation while Monty Fairbanks was calling up names for her. To square her conscience for not doing this in her free time, she decided that she would work through her lunch break, and grab a sandwich to eat in the car.

Fairbanks’ eyes had lit up at her request for names connected with drugs. ‘Do you want users or suspected dealers?’ he had asked. If he had been a dog he would have been panting with anticipation.

‘Both, if you can manage it,’ she’d replied without thinking.

‘Suspected dealers, I can get a list together fairly quickly, but users, it’ll take some time, there are so many.’

‘Just the dealers for now, then.’

‘I wouldn’t go on your own, love. You don’t want to go blundering in with faces like that. There’ll be some pretty dodgy characters in there, and you’d probably have to have permission from the drugs squad.’

‘Firstly, I am not your “love”, and, secondly, I’ll seek whatever permissions I need before I go. I do not intend to go “blundering in”, as you so delicately put it,’ she snapped, her face reddening, because that was exactly what she had intended to do.

That was why she’d settled for a list of persistent users and parked herself in front of the notice in the medical room perusing the list of drugs which had a limit on them for driving. She was familiar with the illegal ones, but her brain began to tie itself in knots with the legal ones, and she spoke them to herself under her breath.

‘Morphine, methadone, diazepam, clonazepam, flunitrazepam, lorazepam, oxazepam, temazepam’ – so that was anything that ended in -pam, but the legal limits were so diverse. A thousand micrograms per litre were legal for temazepam, but only fifty for clonazepam. At that moment, she considered herself lucky not to be a doctor, but was bounced out of her reverie by a resounding slap on the rump and the voice of DC Daz Westbrook wishing her good day, followed by the lazy voice of DC Teddy O’Brien stating that he wouldn’t have done that because it could be considered assault on a police officer. Lauren blushed, but said nothing, her old-fashioned soul actually taking it as a compliment that Westbrook had been moved so to act.

Westbrook had been a replacement for former DC Colin Redwood, who had been dismissed from the service after leaking confidential information to the press. He had turned out to be not so much an improvement, as more of the same, in that he was young, mouthy and impertinent. Teddy O’Brien was in his mid-thirties and had retained his Irish lilt even though he had lived in England since the age of ten.

‘We phoned Lenny and he said you’d be down with Monty, and he pointed us in this direction. What have you said to upset him? He seemed to be in a right old mood.’

‘None of your bloody business, Constable.’ Suddenly, so was she. ‘And if you lay a finger on me again I shall have you up on a disciplinary.’ Why had she suddenly become so defensive?

‘Ooh. Aren’t we in a mood? Time of the month, Sergeant?’

‘How do you fancy joining the ranks of the unemployed, Westbrook? I shall speak to the inspector later about your disrespectful and sexist behaviour and, no doubt, she’ll have a few quiet words with you – one of which I rather hope is ‘off’.

‘No need to be mardy, Sarge.’ Westbrook really was pushing his luck.

‘No need to be bloody rude either,’ she snapped back at him. This young man had really got under her skin without her being aware of it. O’Brien, very wisely, kept his lip zipped.

‘Are you aware of what was discovered in Gooding Avenue this morning? Allow me to enlighten you,’ she suggested, as they shook their heads in blessed silence. She was more unsettled than she had realised by what had come to light that morning; and practically on the station’s doorstep, too. But how on earth could she do as she had been bidden without mentioning the drugs? She would have to get hold of a name from the drugs squad with whom she could liaise, before setting off on a wild-goose chase. What was Olivia thinking, giving her a task she couldn’t carry out?

As she scuttled off to get a name and contact number, the two male detectives headed back to the office.

‘Come on, Paddy, let’s get out of here. She can find us when she’s ready.’

‘My name’s not Paddy.’

‘OK, Mick.’

‘You cheeky little bastard. Call me Teddy or I’ll start calling you Ariel, and that’s the name of a fairy as well as a washing powder, Daz.’

‘Fair dos – Teddy.’

Liam Shuttleworth proved easy to identify for Ali Desai. Apart from being in uniform, he was easily the largest officer in the station. After introducing himself, he explained what Hardy wanted them to do, and that she wanted Shuttleworth to stay on in the hospital after they had taken fingerprints and seen whether the woman was able to speak to them, to keep a watch on her.

‘If someone injured her as badly as the inspector told us, they might have left her for dead. If word gets out that she survived, they might have another go at her,’ he explained. ‘For that reason, she wants us to take separate cars.’

‘I’ll just grab my newspaper,’ replied the uniformed constable, picking up his copy of the Daily Express.

At the hospital, they were shown to a single room in the ICU where the body of a woman lay in the bed, her face heavily bandaged with large pads covering her eye sockets. One of her legs was in a splint, as was one of her arms. She was hooked up to a number of monitors and had two drip bags slowly dispensing their contents into a cannula in the back of her right hand, the other being in a splint, the fingers separately bandaged. Her mouth was slightly open when she breathed, showing the place where teeth had been that morning when she woke up, and her nose was askew where it had also taken a heavy knock.

The nurse who had led them to the room commented. ‘She’s had a good going over. We’ve got her sedated, and she’s been for X-rays and a scan. Now we’re just waiting for a theatre to be readied so that we can set her broken bones, but she’ll possibly need her spleen removed. And then there’s her eyes, or rather, lack of them. How she’ll cope with living like that I’ve no idea. I don’t think I could do it.’

‘What about her eyes?’ asked Shuttleworth, Desai not having gone into specific injuries but who, nevertheless, was looking slightly nauseous.

‘She doesn’t have any any more,’ said the nurse, curtly.

‘What?’ Shuttleworth looked appalled. Desai kept schtum.

‘Did nobody tell you?’ asked the nurse with compassion in his voice. ‘Whoever did this to her gouged them out of their sockets – not even leaving them hanging, but actually ripped them out of her head – and the ambulance crew didn’t manage to recover them. One of them they couldn’t find, the other seemed to have been squashed – trodden on, I presume, when she was picked up by the paramedics.’

Shuttleworth was speechless with shock and felt a chill run through his body. Whoever had done this to the poor woman was pure evil.

‘Could you give us any idea of when we might be able to speak to her?’ asked the DC.

‘Certainly not before she’s been to theatre, and probably not for some time after that. We’ll have to keep her sedated while her body tries to recover from the shock of what has happened to her, not to mention the shock of surgery. She’ll definitely need some metal plates inserted to hold her bones together. They’ve been quite badly broken. Given the bruising, I should think it was a baseball bat or something that was used on her, but that’s not really for me to say.’

The idea certainly raised some terrible pictures in the policemen’s minds. ‘So, she’s not likely to come round?’ Desai wanted a definite ‘no’.

‘Absolutely not,’ replied the nurse, rubbing the beginnings of stubble on his chin with the palm of one hand. ‘She’s sedated at the moment and, as I’ve already told you, that’s a state she’s liable to remain in for some time. We can let you know if there’s any change.’

‘That’s all right, I’m staying on. We don’t know yet if she’s safe, not even here, and I’ve been given the job of keeping an eye on her.’

‘She’ll be off to theatre pretty soon.’

‘I’ll just kick my heels while she’s being operated on; maybe get something to eat. It’s just about time for my trough.’

‘And a frame like yours must take some stoking,’ said the nurse, batting his eyelashes at the scandalised constable, who gave a sharp intake of breath and looked anywhere but at the member of staff.

‘I’m afraid we’re going to have to take her fingerprints,’ said Desai, hoping that this would not be vetoed.

‘Do you have to?’

‘We need to try to identify her. Nobody seems to know her.’

‘If you must; but be gentle.’

‘We will be. Shuttleworth, have you got that Lantern device? It’s a mobile fingerprint machine,’ he explained, ‘so we’ll only be needing the index finger of her right hand. And after that, do you think you could give us directions to the mortuary?’

He mumbled some instructions on the quickest route as Shuttleworth gently pressed the woman’s finger on to the screen of the device, the nurse’s eyes still on the constable’s broad back. He then left them to go about his business, and Desai said, much to the uniformed officer’s discomfort, ‘I think you’ve pulled, Shuttleworth,’ in an attempt to lighten the atmosphere.

‘Over my dead body,’ the young man replied with an expression of distaste on his face.

‘I’m sure he wouldn’t mind too much.’ The DC sensed that he shouldn’t push things any further and let it drop. ‘I’ll get back to the station, after we’ve taken a quick trip to the morgue.’

Maybe the instructions were a little awry, or maybe they’d been misremembered, but it seemed to take them rather a lot of footslogging before they finally arrived at the mortuary.

One of the mortuary assistants led them to a sliding metal drawer in a wall of similar openings, and slid out a body shrouded in a white sheet, stained with blood about the middle. ‘We need the right-hand index finger,’ said Desai, and Shuttleworth once again brandished the device in front of him like a weapon.

Wishing them the best of luck, the assistant withdrew the sheet and waited for one of them to comment. The right index finger was missing its top two joints.

‘What do we do now?’ asked Shuttleworth, rearing back as if he’d been bitten.

‘Take the middle finger, then do the left index finger just to be sure,’ advised Desai, improvising like hell.

‘Do you think we should ring in just to check?’

‘We can always come back. It’s not as if he’s going anywhere, is it?’ Desai was nothing if not pragmatic. ‘Then give me the thing. I promised I’d bring it back with me in case it gets half-inched hanging around here. And you, don’t forget to let us know if there are any developments – like a further attempt on the woman’s life, any suspicious visitors or maybe her regaining consciousness. I’ll arrange for you to be relieved of duty at the end of your shift. Now, you get back to that room and stand guard.’
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