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      Everything was perfect. Just like she had imagined it. Yearned for it.

      And she knew that he wanted it too.

      The butterflies in her stomach made her tingle and shake. She tried to ignore them, or at least enjoy their nervy, shivering anticipation, and gave the living room one final inspection. She saw a speck of dust or a curl of fluff on the carpet that may or may not have been imaginary and bent down to pick it up. Holding it between thumb and forefinger she walked into the kitchen, put it in the pedal bin, knocked any dirt residue off her fingers and smoothed her skirt down, the material crackling beneath her fingers, electric, removing any creases. Everything had to be perfect. Including herself. Especially herself.

      A quick check of the pans on the stove in the kitchen – everything simmering away nicely, the extractor fan humming, the windows lightly misted with the homely fog of cooking – then back into the living room for yet another look round. She crossed to the sofa, moved a cushion, repositioning it slightly. Then moved it back again. She didn’t need to, knew it was just nerves. She stood back, admiring. Everything was as she had pictured it, the best it could be. But then it should be. It had to be. She would only be doing this once.

      And she would have no second chance.

      The room was open plan; the living room at one end, the dining area at the back of the house. The cushions had been plumped up, placed in exactly the right spots on the sofa and armchairs. The room had been stripped, decorated, painted. Then cleaned, dusted and accessorised. Everything was in its place. She turned to the dining area. The table was laid out as she had wanted it, as they had both agreed. The crockery and cutlery, the tableware and place settings, even the covers and tie-backs on the chairs all matching and co-ordinated. It looked beautiful.

      Beautiful.

      She smiled. Felt something stir within. A ripple ran through her. Pride, she thought. Pride that her feminine skills and womanly ways were to be appreciated by someone at last. Someone special. Very special. She could have cried but it would have spoiled her make-up.

      She hadn’t just waited a long time for this evening; it was the culmination of a lifetime. She held out her hands, ignored the shaking and admired her nails. They had been professionally rendered the day before. Glossy acrylics, French-manicured, shaped and buffed. Costly, but worth every penny. Shiny and strong, they felt like they were more a part of her than her real ones underneath. Just like everything else, in fact. She smiled at her own joke, giggled. Then stopped. Remembered what all this was for. And hoped he would appreciate it.

      He would. She knew he would. She wouldn’t have gone to all this trouble if it were otherwise. Wouldn’t have made the effort for him. When they had first spoken to each other she had thought he sounded promising. Better than all the others. Not a fantasist, a time-waster. Something more real about him. Honest about his intentions. And when they met for the first time her hopes had been confirmed. He’d touched her, nothing serious, just stroking her arm, and there had been a definite spark, an exchange of energy as a frisson of electricity passed between the pair of them, jumping both ways. They looked at each other when it happened. And they knew. She had found him. The man she had been waiting for. Mr Right. And she was just perfect for him. He had found his Miss Right.

      She had been looking for him for a long time. She had thought she had found him on a few occasions. It had gone from nervous curiosity to a huge yearning to find not just anyone to fill the emptiness but the right person to make her complete. But the times before had just been false dawns. So many that she had started to despair of ever finding anyone. The patterns had become depressingly familiar. She met quite a few men but most didn’t interest her. Or there wasn’t a great enough spark. The few that she did find something in common with she would see again. And that would usually lead to a relationship.

      The sex was always important, and she enjoyed it, but that wasn’t the most important aspect, she told herself. She enjoyed the closeness that came from being with someone. The intimacy. And of course being accepted for who she was. Once that happened she would work hard to make sure it developed into a relationship. She would encourage her partners to share things with her. Their hopes, their dreams. Their fantasies. And in turn she would do the same with them. For the most part it would be fun. She would try to kindle the spark between them and they would find themselves moving on from just sharing to acting out those fantasises. She thoroughly enjoyed that. Then, when they had come to know each other really well, their inhibitions cast aside and her fear of rejection diminished, when she felt secure enough to say anything and be sure they weren’t going to run, she would tell them her ultimate fantasy. The one that would make her life complete.

      And then her would-be perfect partner would turn out to be just like all the others. Not always straight away. Some would hang around, try to accommodate what she wanted, force themselves to want it too. But it would never work. So they would start to find excuses for not seeing her. Work appointments. Family commitments. They would still come round for sex when they were in the mood, and she would always give them what they wanted in the hope they would stay, but it was never enough. They wanted some of her but they couldn’t take all of her. And gradually they would leave her, bit by bit. Excuse by excuse. Every single one. Every time.

      It would leave her devastated, heartbroken. Back to square one and bereft. The unfulfilled fire would still burn within her, giving her the strength to try again. He must be out there somewhere, she would think. He must be.

      And she would start looking once again.

      Now her quest had brought her to this one. Things had started the same way, progressed from a spark to a flame to a fire. It was going well. Very well. And very quickly. So well she had felt able to tell him of her ultimate desire. And he didn’t run away. Didn’t call her names or feel repelled by what she told him. He just nodded. Smiled. And told her his ultimate fantasy.

      And that was when she knew she had found him. Her perfect man.

      She checked her watch. The butterflies fluttered once more. Bashing their beautiful wings against her raw nerve endings. He was due any minute.

      She gave one last look round the living room, one last look round the dining room. A quick check of the kitchen. She didn’t want anything to spoil it. That would be awful.

      She looked down at her hands once more. Still trembling. Only to be expected. She had every right to be nervous. She was about to embark on the proudest, most beautiful, most perfect moment of her life. She was going to become who she had always dreamed she could be. The doll’s house was still in the corner of the living room. The one she had played with when she was little, had taken with her everywhere she had gone. She thought of the hours she had spent with it, losing herself in the lives of the dolls, wishing she could live there permanently, become one of them. She looked up, caught her reflection in the mirror over the fireplace. Smiled.

      She had a very pretty smile, even if she said so herself. Mostly when she looked in the mirror, especially when she didn’t have any make-up on, all she could see were her sad eyes. Sad and depressing. Because she knew what was behind them and hated it, always avoided looking at them. But with her make-up on she was a different person. One who could smile at herself, properly smile, because she saw the person she had always imagined herself being. The person she now was.

      ‘You’re beautiful,’ she said. ‘Beautiful.’

      The doorbell rang.

      Her breath caught in her throat. She looked round again. Smoothed down imaginary wrinkles in her dress, gave the room one last check. She took a deep breath. Another.

      And, her heart hammering in her chest, the butterflies trying to escape, went down the hall to open the door.

      Smiling as brightly and as widely as she could.
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      ‘Jesus Christ, is she… smiling? Just what we want before Christmas.’

      The lead forensic scene investigator’s voice carried from the middle of the living room to the hallway. Detective Inspector Phil Brennan made to move inside. An arm thrust across his body, restraining him.

      ‘Not yet,’ said the voice attached to the arm. ‘Maybe you do things differently out in the sticks, but we follow the rules here.’ Then a cough. ‘Sir.’

      Phil looked at the speaker, aware that other eyes, down the hall, were on him too. Detective Sergeant Ian Sperring carried an extra ten years and an extra twenty-odd pounds compared to Phil. Plus an open dislike of authority, especially when it came in the shape of a younger superior officer from outside the area.

      Well this is working out, thought Phil, the note of sarcasm directed towards himself. He wondered whether to say anything, to give DS Sperring a reminder, gentle or otherwise, about who was in charge of the case and respecting the chain of command. Decided against it. They were working. They needed their energies for the job in hand.

      But it wouldn’t be forgotten. Just dealt with later.

      The two men wore regulation hooded blue paper suits and booties, second-skin latex gloves. Despite the December cold, Sperring was red-faced and sweating in his. They were both impatient to be allowed in. Phil craned his neck round the door frame again. Just the glimpse of what he saw both stunned and sickened him.

      ‘Call me when you’re ready,’ he said, turning and heading outside.

      A white tent had been erected around the doorway, lit from inside. Blue plastic sheets had been staked and placed to stop onlookers and news crews peering in. Beyond that, yellow and black tape marked the perimeter of the ordinary world

      The location wasn’t important. No matter where he went, it was always the same. When a murder was committed, it opened a doorway from the ordinary world to the nightmare world. And those doorways could appear, he had discovered throughout his career, anywhere and everywhere.

      The house was cold enough, but outside was freezing, the Birmingham winter being particularly harsh.

      Birmingham. Of all places. Phil had never imagined he would end up working here.

       

      It was eight months since a deliberate explosion had killed Phil’s father and almost killed his mother and himself. Eight months since he had come out of a coma. Eight months since his daughter’s abduction and his wife’s fight to get her back. Eight months. A long time to think about where he wanted to go, what he wanted to do with his life.

      But still. Birmingham.

      ‘You know, maybe we should get away for a bit,’ Marina, his criminal psychologist wife, had said one night in July as they sat on a bench outside the Rose and Crown pub in Wivenhoe. They were squeezing what they could out of the brief summer. Phil was, uncharacteristically, wearing a baseball cap, as his scars were still a little vivid, his hair not yet grown enough to cover them. Their young daughter, Josephina, was with her grandmother for the evening. They had both decided they needed to talk.

      Three months had passed by then. Their wounds, physical, mental, emotional and spiritual, had been patched up but were still fragile. Sudden, unexpected movements could and did split them open again.

      At first they hadn’t talked about what had happened, not in depth. They hadn’t been able to articulate it; like soldiers sharing a horror of surviving war, the experience had shell-shocked them into silence. But gradually, over time, that had changed. They needed to do it and had found a way. To Phil and Marina it was like learning a new language; different and unfamiliar, yet evolving into forms expressing and communicating hurt, loss, rage and guilt.

      Once they had reached that stage, they had both received counselling, separately and together. Just as they had learned how to talk and communicate once more, now they relearned how to walk, readying themselves to move on. But recently Marina had been distracted, like something else was on her mind, something she couldn’t discuss with him. And now, first asking Eileen to look after Josephina, she had decided they should go to the pub to talk. Phil, with some trepidation but no choice, had gone along with her.

      ‘A holiday,’ he had replied, somewhat relieved. ‘Good idea.’ That was what she had been up to, he reasoned. Booking a holiday. Keeping it from him as a surprise. Yes. That must be it.

      ‘Yeah…’ Marina put down her gin and tonic, leaned across the trestle towards him. The lowering sun made a golden halo around her mass of dark curls. Phil never tired of seeing that. Hoped he never would. ‘That would be good. Help with your convalescence and all that. But I was thinking something a bit more… long term.’

      Phil shuddered inside. She’s leaving me. Next she’ll tell me that she can’t look at my face without being reminded of what happened. He said nothing. Waited for her to continue.

      ‘You gave me the idea,’ she said.

      Phil frowned. ‘Me?’

      ‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘You said you were dreading going back. Walking into the office, the whole team staring at you, wondering how damaged you were, whether you were still up to it.’

      The halo around Marina’s head disappeared, the sun hidden by a cloud. ‘Let’s not —’

      ‘You said so yourself. Even told that police counsellor you were sent to.’ There was an undercurrent to that statement – clearly Marina thought the job should have been hers. She continued. ‘How everything around here reminded you of what had happened, and that you couldn’t shake it off.’

      Phil said nothing. There was nothing there he could disagree with.

      Marina sat back, drank. The alcohol gave her the courage to speak her mind. ‘It was the same for me. You know that. Worse in a way – I haven’t got a job to go back to. I can’t rejoin the police as a psychologist, DCI Franks made that perfectly clear.’

      ‘What about Essex? I thought the university would have you back. Jump at the chance, your old mate there said.’

      She shrugged, her face in shadow. ‘Yeah, well, my old mate doesn’t hire and fire. And the ones that do, well… maybe they thought that after everything that’s happened, the notoriety, having me there, my name, might attract the wrong kind of student.’

      ‘They tell you that?’

      ‘Not in so many words. Just in the spaces between the words.’ She looked around at the harbour, the pub, the people as if she wouldn’t see any of it again. Or not for a long time. ‘Still, they’re not the only university in the country… I’ve been headhunted.’

      Things fell into place for Phil then. He felt relief at understanding, apprehension at what she was about to say next. ‘Where?’

      Marina paused before speaking. ‘First, I should say it’s a good job. Very good. Good money, level seven. Lecturing in psychology. Senior position.’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘Birmingham.’

      Phil stared at her. ‘Birmingham? But —’

      ‘Yeah, I know. I said I’d never go back after the childhood I had there. But everything’s changed. I’ve changed. And none of my family are left there now. Thank God.’

      ‘But Birmingham…’

      ‘It’s like a new city now. Hardly anything left of the old one. A good place to make a fresh start.’

      Phil paused before speaking. ‘With me?’

      She reached across the table, took his hand in hers. ‘Of course. I wouldn’t want to go without you. Or Josephina. We’re a family. A team.’ She smiled. ‘So what d’you say?’

      ‘This would be permanent?’

      ‘A year. At least. Probationary period. Just so they can be sure that, you know, my name doesn’t attract the wrong kind of student.’

      ‘What about me?’

      ‘Get a transfer. A secondment.’

      Phil stared at her. ‘And end up in Ops or Traffic or plain clothes or something? Or stuck in the office, desk-jockeying. I’d want to go into Major Crimes. Front-line work. It’s what I’m good at. What I know. What I am.’

      ‘Well, with your arrest rate and commendations it shouldn’t be too difficult. Think about it.’

      He did.

      And surprisingly, it wasn’t.
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      ‘Birmingham.’ Standing on the doorstep in the cold night air, saying it aloud, still didn’t make it any more real. ‘Birmingham.’

      ‘Ready when you are, DI Brennan. Boss.’

      Phil turned at Sperring’s voice. The DS had caught him talking to himself and was staring at him, thoughts of a less than complimentary nature behind his eyes.

      Phil felt himself reddening. ‘Just reminding myself where I am, DS Sperring.’ Once he’d spoken, he felt angry with himself. Despite his age, Sperring was a junior officer. Phil didn’t need to explain his actions to him.

      ‘Whatever works for you, sir.’ Sperring, face passive but clearly unimpressed, turned and went back into the house.

      Phil turned to follow and stopped. He became aware of his breathing, listened to his body for pain, tightness. He had always suffered from panic attacks, even before the explosion. A lot of police at his level did – more than would let on, he had discovered. It went with the job. When they hit they were excruciating and debilitating. And back on front-line duties, in charge of what looked to be a major homicide, heading up a team that didn’t know him and, if Sperring was anything to go by, didn’t trust him, this would be the perfect time to get one.

      He hesitated, breathed deeply, told himself everything was OK. His occupational therapy had been good and his psychological tests had been solid and consistent. He had been given a clean bill of health. He was fine, fit. Ready to go. His physical scars would heal. His stomach lurched.

      It was the mental ones he worried about. How much had the explosion, the coma really taken out of him? What was still buried inside? What had he forcibly contained within himself in order to return to work?

      There was only one way to find out.

      Checking his chest for those familiar tightening bands and finding none, he looked at his hands. They weren’t trembling too much.

      I’m ready, he told himself.

      Ready to push everything else to the side: the pain, the uncertainty of the previous few months, the horror of the months before that. Operations. Convalescence. Doubt. Cruel doubt, building from nagging to consuming to outright fear: that he would ever be whole again, fully functioning as a man, a husband, a father. That he could ever come back to work, ever regain the respect of a team, ever be as good as he had previously been.

      Yes, he said. I’m ready.

      Ready to step into that nightmare world once more. To take control. Listen to the ghosts, honour the dead.

      Ready.

      He hoped.

      He stepped inside.

       

      The hallway seemed even brighter after the dark outside. Squinting, he reached the living room. ‘What’s the state of play?’

      Detective Constable Nadish Khan, standing beside Sperring in the doorway, turned to him. Short and sharp, with enough cockiness and self-composure to power a small town. He flicked a thumb inside. ‘You seen that film Seven?’ he asked.

      ‘Yes,’ said Phil, slightly confused.

      ‘Proper old-school stuff. But good, you know? Brad Pitt. That old black guy who always plays the clever one.’

      ‘Morgan Freeman,’ said Phil. He gestured to the corpse. ‘What’s that got to do with…’

      ‘Well, you know how they did it, so you got these proper horrific crime scenes, but you only get glimpses of them, you know; someone’s standing in the way, that kind of thing? And it leaves you to put the rest together in your head?’

      ‘Yes…’

      ‘And you know how your imagination works, how what’s in your head is worse than what’s actually there?’

      ‘Yeah…’

      ‘I’ve just seen glimpses. And I hope it’s my imagination.’

      ‘That bad.’

      Khan nodded. ‘Pretty much.’

      ‘Joy,’ said Phil.

      ‘Anyway,’ continued Khan, ‘Jo Howe’s just finishing up.’

      Phil peeked in. Jo Howe was the leading forensic scene investigator. A short, round, middle-aged woman. She was just straightening up from the body. Phil glimpsed the corpse behind her. Cold, rigid. He saw blonde hair, a pink party dress, like a child’s idea of what an adult would wear. Howe moved in his way again and his glimpse was gone.

      She shook her head. ‘God…’

      ‘You ready for us yet?’ Phil called.

      ‘Thought I was. Just one second…’

      Phil looked down the corridor, out into the night, back to the living room. He shivered. The house seemed about as cold as it was outside.

      It was an ordinary house in an ordinary boxy housing estate just off the Pershore Road on the fringes of Edgbaston. Built fairly recently, gated, and at odds with the larger, older Edwardian houses it was nestling between, the estate seemed to have won a competition for how many tiny houses could be squeezed into as small a space as possible.

      ‘Who called it in?’ Phil asked Khan.

      ‘Community support officer,’ the DC replied. ‘Neighbour reported that the house had its lights on day and night, and no one ever went in or out.’

      ‘Very civic-minded.’

      ‘Gated community, innit? Thought something must be up.’ Khan smiled. ‘Neighbour said they’d seen a thing about cannabis farms on the telly. Thought it was one of them. Thank God for public vigilance, yeah?’

      Phil nodded. Khan’s accent – young, street yet Brummie-inflected – took some getting used to. ‘Yeah. In this case, anyway. Who owns the house?’

      ‘Rented,’ said Sperring, hearing the conversation and crossing to them. ‘A letting agency operating just off Hurst Street. City Lets.’

      ‘We know who the tenant is?’

      ‘Glenn McGowan. Moved in a couple of weeks ago. Short-term let. They had no one over Christmas so they let him take it. Said he wouldn’t want it for long.’

      Phil gave a puzzled frown. ‘How d’you know all this?’

      Sperring’s face was impassive. ‘Phoned the agency before I came here and remembered the conversation.’ His voice matched his face. ‘I’m police. It’s what we do.’

      Khan, Phil noticed, looked slightly uncomfortable at Sperring’s words. Phil weighed up whether to challenge him or not. He decided this wasn’t the right time. Concentrate on the investigation.

      ‘Glenn McGowan. What do we know about him? Anybody contacted him yet?’

      ‘Not yet,’ said Sperring. ‘We’re looking into it. He seems to have done a runner.’

      Phil looked into the living room. ‘Don’t blame him.’

      Jo Howe gave the all-clear. Phil stepped into the room. ‘Come on,’ he said. Sperring and Khan followed him.

      ‘I’m Phil Brennan, by the way,’ he said to Jo Howe. ‘New DI with the Major Investigation Unit. SIO on this case.’

      He was sure he heard a disparaging remark from Sperring’s direction.

      Jo Howe introduced herself. ‘What a lovely way to meet.’ She was small, cherubic, with a face more suited to smiling than frowning. She wasn’t doing much smiling at the moment.

      ‘So,’ he said, ‘what have we got here?’

      She stepped back.

      ‘Look for yourself.’
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      The first thing Phil noticed was the smile. Wide and taut, fixed and immobile. Like the Joker from Batman, he thought. Or one of his victims.

      The woman’s face was overly made-up, with not a square centimetre of natural skin showing through, creating a barrier between decomposition and the outside world. Her eyes were highly coloured and elaborately lined, with huge false eyelashes. Her lips were shining bright red, her face powdered and pale, her cheeks almost as rosy as her lips.

      ‘Well overdone,’ said Jo Howe. ‘Make-up like that can be seen from space.’

      Phil kept gazing at the face, transfixed. ‘She looks like a doll…’

      Once he had thought that, he couldn’t get the idea out of his mind. He looked at her body. The make-up was consistent with her clothes. She was dressed like a doll too. Her dress was pink gingham with puffed meringue shoulders, in at the waist then out in a pleated skirt with ruffled white netted underskirts beneath. Her legs were covered in pink nylon, her shoes heeled and pink. Long pink satin gloves covered her forearms.

      ‘Is the pathologist here yet?’ asked Phil.

      ‘On her way,’ said Khan. ‘Shouldn’t be long.’

      ‘She’ll have her work cut out with this one,’ said Sperring.

      Phil stood back, still studying the body. She was sitting at a table laid for dinner. One arm was frozen in mid air, finger and thumb pressed together. A teacup lay on its side on the table nearby as if it had been dropped or fallen. He clocked the table.

      Two place settings. And properly done: matching crockery, correct cutlery. Knives and forks for the first course on the outside, working inwards; plates and bowls in the right order, wine and water glasses at the side of the settings.

      ‘Check…’ Phil heard his own voice. It sounded like it was coming from the wrong end of a telescope. ‘Check those glasses for DNA.’

      He looked again at the body. The pink gingham and the white underskirt were splattered and stained a dark blackish red around the hem. He reached out a latexed hand, lifted the skirts. The pink stockings underneath were similarly coloured. He lifted them further.

      ‘Jesus Christ…’

      She wore no underwear. And where there should have been genitals there was just a gaping hole.

      Sperring and Khan knelt down beside him, looked also.

      ‘Aw, fuck…’ Khan turned away, stood up.

      Sperring kept looking. Phil watched his new DS. He was focused on what was in front of him, eyes hooded, expression once again impassive. Trying to be detached, Phil thought. Reacting and responding like a professional. Phil couldn’t fault him on that, at least.

      ‘What d’you see?’ he asked, kneeling next to the DS.

      ‘No blood,’ Sperring said. ‘Or very little. Cleaned away. Or drained.’ He peered in closer. ‘Minced flesh. God. But neatly cut. Well, considering what’s been done to her.’

      Phil let the skirts drop, straightened up. Sperring did likewise.

      ‘Hold on,’ said Khan.

      The other two turned. Behind them, the junior officer was swaying, eyes flickering. His face had turned bone white, as if he was suffering from a sudden deficiency of melanin.

      ‘Not in here,’ said Phil. ‘Locard’s exchange principle.’

      Khan nodded, straightened himself up. Phil knew he wouldn’t want to faint at a crime scene, where he could contaminate or destroy evidence.

      ‘I’m just…’ Khan turned, left the room.

      A look of amusement crossed Sperring’s face, then it returned to its usual unreadable expression.

      Phil waited until Khan had gone, then looked round the room and back at the body, trying to take it in as well as its surroundings. He glanced at his hands. They were shaking. Not wanting to go the way Khan had, especially not in front of Sperring, he turned away, gulping in air quickly, forcing his body to steady itself. This was his first test since coming back. He had told his superiors he was ready, that he could cope. Now he had to prove it.

      He sucked down more air, focused his mind once more. Turned back to study the body, the layout. He looked down again.

      ‘Legs have been tied to the chair.’ He glanced at Sperring. ‘What does that tell us?’

      ‘Staged? Left like this for a reason? From the lack of blood, the cutting wasn’t done here.’

      ‘Right,’ said Phil. ‘And that hand? The thumb and finger together? Must have been holding that teacup.’

      ‘Rigor?’ said Sperring. ‘Never seen it like that before.’

      ‘Me neither. Jo, get your team to check through the rest of the house. Look for blood, a murder scene. I don’t think he carried her too far; it should be in here.’

      She nodded, did so.

      Phil went back to looking at the body, trying to put himself in the victim’s place. Unconsciously, his hands began to move. He found himself miming her actions, imagining what he would do if he had been in that situation. He put his hands up to his neck.

      If someone was cutting me, I’d have fought. Tried to pull away. But I didn’t, so…

      ‘She was placed here, yes.’ Phil spoke aloud. ‘One arm is down, the other…’ He looked at the fallen cup, the rigid arm. ‘Here. Staged. And she’s smiling…’ He moved round to the other side of the table, bent down to get into her eyeline. ‘Smiling towards here…’

      ‘Whoever did it must have sat there,’ said Sperring. ‘The other side of the table.’

      ‘Romantic little dinner party. Lovely.’

      ‘Didn’t go quite according to plan.’

      Phil stood up, looked round the room once more, back to the dining table. Chair covers with tie-backs, table runner, matching crockery. All the same colour, all pink. He moved in close, examined the crockery. It looked new. There was something on both sets of plates. Red and brown lumps; congealed blood as sauce.

      ‘We’d better get that analysed,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t want to even speculate on what it is.’

      He turned once more, looked round the rest of the room. The living room was open-plan, all one big space, the kitchen off to the side. The walls were a light shade of pink, the carpet darker. The furniture was covered in throws of differing shades of pink with both matching and complementing cushions. There were even a few pink stuffed animals dotted around the place. It all looked new, fresh. Clean.

      He crossed to the wall the sofa backed on to. Leaned in close, smelled the wall. Turned back to Sperring.

      ‘How long did you say this house had been rented out for?’

      ‘Couple of weeks, something like that. Short-term let, they said.’

      Phil nodded. ‘This wall’s just been painted. Very recently.’ He knelt down. ‘The carpet’s new too. Still shedding the pile.’

      He moved slowly through the living area, careful to walk lightly, not to disturb any potential evidence. The sofa had been sat on; the throw and cushions reflected that. He looked closer. More than just sat on: lain on.

      He straightened up. Looked back at the dining area. Tried to piece together what had happened. Back at the living room. A TV sat in one corner, DVD player underneath. A few DVDs were piled neatly at the side. He checked the spines.

      A couple of Hollywood blockbusters, a bit of Formula One and some unmarked ones that looked home-made.

      ‘Let’s get those checked out,’ he said.

      Something else in the room jarred. He realised what it was. No Christmas decorations. No tree, not even a small plastic one. But there were cards on the mantelpiece. He opened them, began reading.

      
        
          Happy Christmas, Glenn, love Ted, Elizabeth and kids.

          Merry Xmas, Glenn, love Aunty Vi. Followed by a selection of kisses.

        

      

      He checked over some others, found the same kind of greeting to the same sole person. Glenn. No woman’s name.

      He found a large one, picked that up. To Glenn, it said in blue felt tip followed by a printed greeting and a jumble of mismatching signatures. A works card. He checked the company name: Allard Tec Ltd, Coventry. Made a mental note, replaced it.

      At the far end of the room, by the window, something caught his eye. He crossed to it, knelt down. A doll’s house. He turned back to Sperring, back to the doll’s house. No FSIs around. He touched it carefully, opening the front.

      It was fully decorated. He glanced round once more. The toy living room was a miniature facsimile of the real one.

      ‘Is that a doll’s house?’ asked Sperring, coming to join him.

      ‘It is,’ said Phil, eyes still searching it. ‘But it’s empty.’

      ‘No doll,’ said Sperring.

      Phil looked at the body sitting at the table.

      ‘Apart from the one over there,’ he said.
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      The doll was in his pocket. He kept putting his hand in, touching it as he walked, unable to help himself. Stroking her hair, smoothing down her tiny pink gingham dress. Running his thumb gently along her smiling face, over her nose and eyes, the plastic indentations caressing his skin, making it tingle.

      She had looked so lonely sitting on the shelf, in her pink dress and little pink shoes, her smile red, wide and blank, that he couldn’t leave here there. And he couldn’t stay in either, he had to go out. So she had to go with him.

      Now he walked down Hurst Street in the city centre, the muted techno thud pounding from the bars and clubs matching his footfall, matching his heartbeat. Plugged into the city, alive with it.

      His hand in his pocket all the time, stroking.

      He had always done that. Even when he was a boy. If there had been something he found exciting, that obsessed him, he would take it with him wherever he went. Carry it round no matter what he was doing. Especially books. He could remember going clubbing with a copy of Thomas Harris’s Silence of the Lambs in his pocket, taking it out and reading a chapter in the strobe-lit darkness if there was no action happening before him, being transported to a world of serial killers and then looking up, disappointed to find that, no matter who was looking at him, giving him the glad eye, reality was mundane alongside it. Before that it had been Robert Bloch’s Psycho. Sometimes he didn’t read it; just took it out to stare at the lurid cover painting depicting a blood-dripping blade reflecting a pair of mad killer’s eyes. He could stare into those eyes for hours. And had done. Many times.

      And now he had the doll. And he couldn’t stop touching her.

      He stopped and looked round. Breathing in the smells of stale beer and cheap fried food on the cold night air, feeling the thump and hum of the music penetrate him down to his bones. He was humming with electricity, like an overhead cable. If someone touched him, sparks would fly from his fingertips. If he held someone, pressed his fingers against them, he could burn them. He could incinerate. That was how powerful he felt. He carried life and death within him.

      There had been questions afterwards: What was it like? What did it feel like? Was it as good as you thought it would be? And he had answered honestly: No. Shock and surprise had greeted the word. He had continued. It was better.

      He stood still. People moved all round him, flowed like a human river. He ignored them. His hand on the doll in his pocket, reliving the experience.

      Everything about it had been exquisite. From the time he turned up on her doorstep to leaving with her doll, the whole thing had been perfect. Gentle and loving. Just like they had both agreed. Her smile as she greeted him. Then the foreplay. Then deep, intense loving. Exploring her body. Playing. There was a moment when he thought she would back out, crumble. Not have the courage to go through with what she had agreed to. What she had said she wanted to do. That had angered him. He was ready just to take the blade and slash. See what she made of that. Or rather, what it made of her. But he hadn’t. He had been controlled. He had explained, put her at her ease. And it had all been fine after that.

      He had gone to work with the drugs, just as they had agreed. Then the blades. Cutting slowly, expertly. Clinical and precise, like the internet tutorials had shown him, but also tenderly, lovingly. Then the meal. He could still taste it, still summon up the aromas, the flavours. He felt he always would. It was the best thing he had ever eaten.

      She had been too weak to eat hers. Despite his best efforts, she had started to slip away. He had placed her where she wanted to be and waited. And watched. Eventually, with a final kiss and a smile for him, she had gone.

      But not before she thanked him. For making her dreams become reality.

      Something had happened then. At first he had thought it was an illusion, a fantasy. His mind playing tricks on him. But the more he thought about it, the more he decided it was real. When she had finally slipped away, her soul leaving her body, her mouth had opened and out had flown a beautiful, brightly coloured butterfly. He had seen it. And eventually he worked out what it meant. Her body was just the chrysalis, the husk. The butterfly was her beautiful soul, finally freed. And he had done that for her. He had made that happen.

      The exquisiteness of the moment had moved him to tears as he cradled the doll in his arms and cried and cried.

      Once he had regained control of himself, it had been a simple matter of honouring her wishes, arranging her how she wanted to be left. He should have left then. That was what they had agreed on. But he couldn’t. When he saw her sitting there, the doll in her doll’s house, just like they had both wanted, her perfect apotheosis, he couldn’t bring himself to leave. He just wanted to stay there with her, not let go, cling on to the special time they had spent together, relive every moment.

      So he had done. Revisiting the places they had been, reliving the experiences they had shared, eating once more from her plate. And then, when the memories were used up and there was nothing left but the doll before him, he had settled down and slept.

      When he woke, it was light and he was still lying on the living room floor. At first he didn’t know where he was or even who he was, but his memory soon returned. Though he didn’t know how long he had been there or what day it was. His first impulse had been to run, but he had stopped himself. That would have been a stupid thing to do. He would wait until dark, then leave as quietly as possible. He looked at the doll. Until then…

      When he had left, he had taken the plastic doll with him. He wished he could take the whole doll’s house, put her in her proper place, where she belonged, but it would have attracted too much attention. The neighbours might have thought he was a burglar and called the police. And that was the last thing he wanted.

      Once he had left, there hadn’t been a single second he didn’t wish he was back there, reliving the whole experience. He had wanted to climb on to the roof of the tallest building in the city and scream about what he had done, over and over and over. But he hadn’t. Just contented himself with his memories.

      For now.

      ‘Arcadian.’ He blinked and found himself back on Hurst Street once more. The voice that had spoken had been his.

      That had been happening more often: zoning out, getting lost in his thoughts and memories, not knowing where he was when he returned. It didn’t worry him. He had just lived through the most extreme, most beautiful experience of his life. Only natural he would want to relive it.

      He recognised where he was now. Outside the Arcadian. An apologetically eighties collection of bars, restaurants and clubs, though he knew the real meaning of the word. Of course he did, he wasn’t thick. Arcadian. A resident of Arcadia, the most perfect paradise ever. He smiled. Thought of his doll. She was his Arcadia. He was the Arcadian.

      He became aware of men all around him. All shapes, all sizes. All looking for the same thing. Some stopped, their eyes roving up and down his body, smiling, nodding, gesturing. He didn’t return any of their looks. He had thought coming here would be a good idea. Meet someone, go off with them, feel the friction and burn of their body against his. But the doll in his pocket just reminded him of what he had done. Who he had become. He had the power of life and death. Electricity, not blood, coursed through his body. Compared to those around him, he was a god.

      But he had to go somewhere. He didn’t want to go home alone, so he walked, stopped at a pub. The Village Inn was festooned with rainbow banners, a poster on the side advertising it as the city’s number one cabaret venue. There was a long line of airbrushed images beneath, the faces wigged and made-up but none managing to hide the essential masculinity beneath.

      None were nearly as beautiful as his doll had been.

      Not Arcadian, but they would have to do. It would be like going back to eating kebabs after dining on filet mignon, but he knew that their friction and burn, their pounding, their need to stave off loneliness would be better than nothing. For now.

      Caressing the doll once more, he opened the door and went inside.

      Singing the body electric.
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      ‘Dearie dearie me.’

      The pathologist had arrived. She stood at the doorway, suiting up. Tall, slim, long hair pulled back into a ponytail. How apt, thought Phil. By her accent and bearing she seemed more at home on a horse than with a corpse.

      She smiled at him. ‘Esme Russell. You must be the new boy.’ She sounded like she had never mispronounced a word in her life.

      Phil introduced himself.

      ‘Welcome aboard.’ She crossed to the body. ‘Now, what have we here…’

      ‘No one’s touched her,’ said Sperring. ‘Been waiting for you, Esme.’

      ‘And so you should, Ian, so you should. Right.’ She stood over the body. ‘Dearie me. Something she ate disagreed with her?’

      ‘You tell us,’ said Sperring.

      Crime scenes were always horrific. And those that attended them often hid their revulsion with sardonic gallows humour. The alternative being to break down in tears or throw up. It was something Phil had never subscribed to. Laughing, for whatever reason, disturbed the scene, blocked the signals, the instructions that the ghosts were sending, made them angry. And he didn’t want that. He carried enough angry ghosts around with him already.

      ‘You boys can run off and busy yourself with whatever it is you boys do.’

      Phil shared a look with Sperring, who moved towards the hall. ‘Let’s have a look upstairs,’ he said. ‘We’ll leave you alone, Esme.’

      ‘Hardly that.’ She turned to the body, already engrossed.

      They left the room and started up the stairs. They reached the landing, both treading warily in case they disturbed any potential evidence, hands not touching walls or banister, feet making as little tread as possible. Phil looked out the window. Uniforms were going door to door, talking to neighbours, trying to build up a picture of the mysterious Glenn McGowan. TV vans and journalists were waiting ready to pounce behind the barrier. Phil had to shield his eyes from the glare of the arc lights.

      ‘Day fourteen in the Big Brother house,’ he said with a terrible Geordie accent.

      Sperring didn’t reply.

      The redecoration downstairs hadn’t extended upstairs. It was slightly shabby. Clean but not cared for. A typical rental property.

      Something on the landing caught Phil’s eye. He knelt down. Studied the carpet. Took his iPhone out, switched on the flashlight.

      ‘Ian, what d’you think that is?’

      Sperring knelt down alongside him. Looked where Phil indicated. The carpet was a nondescript brown, tough and hard-wearing, but dotted about were areas of darker discoloration. The DS unfastened his paper suit, reached into his pocket, took out a pair of reading glasses. Peered at the marks once more.

      ‘Blood, I reckon,’ he said.

      ‘Me too,’ said Phil. ‘Let’s get Jo and her team to take a look. Do a luminol test.’

      He straightened up, looked round the landing, deciding which room to try first. It was hived off into three bedrooms, each one smaller than the last, and a bathroom.

      ‘I’ll start here,’ he said, entering the smallest bedroom.

      Sperring moved off to one of the others.

      The room held a laptop, desk and chair. Some empty shelves on the wall. A racing car calendar had been pinned up. Phil checked the dates. The last entry was 10 December, the previous Friday night. It had a big star scribbled on it. There was nothing planned beyond that.

      He left the room, moving into the main bedroom. It had a bed, two side tables and a wardrobe. All in variations of brown and beige. He opened the wardrobe. A couple of suits, some jeans. A few plaid shirts. T-shirts, socks, underwear. An empty canvas holdall on top of the wardrobe. Nothing remarkable. He left the room for the bathroom.

      It was small, feeling crowded even with just Phil in there. He looked round. The showerhead was lying in the bath, curled like a long metal snake. There was something around the rim of the tub.

      He knelt down, examining it closely. Dried blood. Watered down but not totally washed away. He checked the shower curtain. The same. It had been streaked a pinkish-brown colour in parts. The wall behind the bath too.

      Phil felt that familiar tingle. This was the crime scene. He was sure of it.

      He stood up again, scrutinised. The bathroom looked clean apart from that. Trying to leave as little trace as possible, he carefully opened the mirrored cabinet on the wall. It was divided in half. On one side was shaving equipment, aftershave. Men’s moisturiser. Toothbrush and mouthwash. On the other side were more feminine things. Make-up. Removing pads. False eyelashes. Depilatory cream. Phil noticed the halves weren’t equal. The female side was fuller, overpowering the male side.

      Glenn McGowan hadn’t lived here alone, he thought.

      He closed the cabinet door but didn’t move. He’d missed something. He turned, open the door again. Saw it.

      Two people, but only one toothbrush.

      Maybe she just visits, he thought. Leaves her stuff here. He looked again. Awful lot of stuff…

      He closed the cabinet door, left the bathroom.

      ‘Think I’ve found the crime scene,’ he said to Sperring. ‘Bathroom.’

      Sperring nodded. ‘Come and look at this, sir.’

      Must be important, thought Phil. The older man had forgotten to be sarcastic.

      Sperring was in the middle-sized bedroom. Phil entered. It couldn’t have been more different from the main one. It was a miniature version of the living room. All pinks and frills. Curtains and matching duvet and pillowcases. Pink walls, pink carpet. Sperring was standing by the wardrobe. Phil joined him, eyes widening. It was full of women’s clothes. Dresses, skirts, blouses. Mostly pink and frilly like the dead woman downstairs. But in amongst them were others. Fetish wear. PVC. Rubber. Uniforms. He pulled out the drawers. Lingerie ranging from filmy and wispy to industrial and constraining. Another drawer yielded restraints, bondage material. The bottom drawer held sex toys. Phil took one out, held it. It was a huge black plastic phallus, about the thickness of his forearm.

      ‘Sex toy,’ said Sperring, clearing his throat.

      ‘Doesn’t look like there’s much fun involved,’ said Phil. He replaced it, closed the drawer. Turned to Sperring. ‘Well.’

      ‘Well indeed, sir.’

      Esme called them. They made their way downstairs.

      ‘Looks like we’ve got a deviant sex killer on our hands,’ Phil said to her. ‘We’d better find Glenn McGowan as soon as possible.’

      ‘That’s why I called you,’ said Esme. ‘I think I have.’

      ‘Where?’ asked Sperring.

      Esme pointed to the body, held up a blonde wig.

      ‘There,’ she said.
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      ‘Dear Christ…’ Phil discovered his voice.

      ‘Indeed,’ said Esme Russell.

      Phil looked from the pathologist to the dining table tableau to the blonde wig and back again. ‘But what is…’ Questions formed and fizzed in his brain quicker than he could articulate them.

      ‘If it’s answers you’re looking for,’ said Esme, ‘then I’ll have to disappoint you. Lot of work to do on this one.’

      ‘Glenn McGowan…’ Phil took in the scene once more. ‘Transvestite. Murdered while… eating? Or before?’

      ‘Hard to tell. Of course, it may not be him. He may have done the murdering and run.’

      ‘Possible,’ said Phil. He thought of the bathroom upstairs. Two identities, one toothbrush. ‘My gut instinct says this is Glenn McGowan. But I’ll keep an open mind.’ He looked again at the artfully arranged body.

      ‘We’ve got our work cut out for this one,’ said Esme.

      ‘Yeah… Time of death? Any idea?’

      ‘He’s been here a few days. The house is cold. Whoever did this turned the heating off before they left. Knew the body would keep longer.’

      Phil breathed deeply. ‘How long before you can do the post-mortem?’

      Esme shrugged. ‘Week before Christmas? Don’t know what it’s like in your neck of the woods, but it’s our busy time. The lonely and the skint top themselves, hypothermic pensioners freeze to death, binge-drinking teenagers think they’re superheroes… they all come out of the woodwork.’

      ‘Cameron’s Britain,’ said Phil.

      No one answered him. Everyone looked away.

      ‘Right…’ He felt uncomfortable, reminded once again that he didn’t belong here. ‘So… time scale?’

      ‘As quick as I can. But…’ Esme gestured to the body, ‘there’s a veritable smorgasbord to be going on with, so don’t expect anything soon.’

      ‘Smorgasbord. Right.’

      ‘Including what’s on those plates. But get your boss to bump this up in importance and you’ll have your answers quicker.’

      Esme’s eyes twinkled as she turned back to the body. Phil, thinking how all pathologists were the same, made his way out of the house.

      The street was cordoned off, the outer barrier keeping prying eyes away. Reporters had gathered beyond that point, telephoto lenses in position, waiting for one of the team to give something up. Beside them, members of the public craned their necks to see what was going on. Unable to believe how their own unremarkable street had become the focus of something so dramatic. Phil had been at the centre of enough crime scenes to know what they would be experiencing. And it would be conflicting: horror at discovering that the place they had regarded as a safe haven was just as terrifying as the places they imagined they were seeking refuge from; relief that it was happening to one of their neighbours and not themselves. And the illicit thrill of vicarious deviancy, as they wished for the crime to be the most depraved, salacious and titillating they could imagine because it made for better gossip. Phil had seen enough to know that the imagination of the general public was something to be very frightened of. Because that was who he cleaned up after every day.

      As he was removing the blue paper suit, Sperring came alongside him.

      ‘What now? Sir?’

      ‘Now?’ echoed Phil. ‘We plan what we’re going to do next.’ He shivered, flapped his arms about him, but it was no good. He could feel the cold penetrating through his clothes, right down to his bones. ‘But not here,’ he said. ‘Too bloody cold.’

      ‘I know somewhere,’ said Sperring.

      He walked towards the barrier. The crowd parted for him. Phil bobbed along in his wake.
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