

[image: ]





 Also by Tania Carver

The Surrogate




 
 
 

 
The Creeper

 

 
TANIA CARVER

 
 
Hachette Digital

www.littlebrown.co.uk




 



 



 
Published by Hachette Digital 2010

 
Copyright © Tania Carver 2010

 



 
The moral right of the author has been asserted.

 



 
All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


 



 
All rights reserved.

 
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

 



 
A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

 



eISBN : 978 0 7481 1641 6

 



 
This ebook produced by JOUVE, FRANCE

 
Hachette Digital 
An imprint of 
Little, Brown Book Group 
100 Victoria Embankment 
London EC4Y 0DY

 



 
An Hachette Livre UK Company




Once again thank you to David, Dan, Thalia, Andy and the rest of the team at Little, Brown. And to my agent Jane Gregory and everyone at Gregory and Company. Huge thanks to Joan Medland for her expert advice.

 



The version of Colchester General Hospital as imagined in this novel is entirely my own. As is Colchester, for that matter.




 PART ONE




 1


It was the little things she had noticed first.

Ornaments slightly out of place, a mug on the draining board that she thought she had put back in the cupboard, a damp towel in the bathroom that should have been dry. Little things. Puzzling things.

Unsettling things.

But not enough to be worried about.

If Suzanne Perry had known then how far it would go, what kind of nightmare her life would become, she would have been more than worried. She would have run as fast and as far away as possible.

Suzanne was twenty-six. She lived alone in a flat on the Maldon Road in Colchester. She worked as a speech therapist at the General Hospital. She had broken up with her boyfriend a few months ago and, while she had dated since then, she wasn’t looking for anything serious.

She just wanted to enjoy herself.

Suzanne went out with her friends once a week, to a few bars in town, maybe a club. She liked dancing. She liked whatever was popular. She played Little Boots and Lady  Gaga in the car and sang along. She enjoyed movies, especially comedies. And eating out, when she could afford it. Some nights she wished she had a boyfriend, some nights she liked nothing better than curling up on the sofa with a chick-lit novel, a bar of chocolate and a glass of white wine.

She was attractive and friendly and she didn’t think she was anything special.

But someone did.

Someone thought Suzanne Perry was very special indeed.

The nightmare started in early June. Suzanne was asleep in her bed, in her room, in her flat. The doors locked and bolted, the windows secured. She thought she was safe.

She was wrong.

The thick, heavy drapes were pulled close at the window, the wooden blinds tight shut. As always. Since she had been a child she was a light sleeper, needing total darkness and silence. So her bedroom was like a sensory deprivation chamber. She loved that.

But this night was different. This darkness was different. Not comforting or secure but cold and deep, as if the safety of her womb-like room had been breached. She didn’t know if she was dreaming or awake. The room was hers and not hers.

She lay on her back in her bed, her eyes wide open, her head propped up on pillows, stared straight ahead into a nightmare-black darkness of deep, dank shadows in which huge, hulking shapes could be glimpsed. She blinked, tried to move. Couldn’t. Blinked again. Her head, full of imagined whispers and screams, ached.

A shadow detached itself from the darkness, moved towards her. Her heart raced, she tried to roll over, pull away. Couldn’t. Her body wouldn’t respond.

The shadow took shape. An outline against the blackness. A human shape, bulky, with two huge, glowing eyes at the front of its head. Bright, like car headlights. Suzanne tried to  shield her face, but her arm wouldn’t respond. She closed her eyes. The shadow moved in closer. Suzanne, her heart hammering, kept her eyes closed. Her brain sent a signal to her mouth: open, scream. Nothing happened.

She kept her eyes screwed tight shut, tried not to breathe. Pretended she wasn’t there. Willed herself to waken.

Nothing happened.

She opened her eyes. The dream room was spinning, a pitch-black kaleidoscope. She pulled it into focus. The shadow was right beside her, its bright eyes by the side of her head. She could feel its dream breath on her dream cheek.

She closed her eyes again, tried to move her lips, a mantra running through her head: It’s only a dream . . . it’s only a dream . . . it’s only a dream . . .

Then the shadow spoke. Low, burbling and monotonous, a rattle and rasp like a pan of water boiling dry. Crooned, painful words she didn’t understand.

She tried to understand, form those words into sentences. There was something familiar about the sound, carried over from her waking life if only she could understand it. But the words shivered away into the recesses of her dream, lost and irretrievable.

Then the shadow moved, flowed over her body; it smelled of dark, oily, toxic smoke.

Then it wasn’t smoke. It became hard, rough, unyielding. She held her breath once more, tried to call out. Nothing. She tried to pull her legs away, stand up. Nothing. Bring her hands up clenched as fists, fight the shadow off. Nothing.

Cold, hard hands touched her, ran down her sides. Her dream body recoiled, but stayed where it was. The hands slowly moved down to her thighs, to the hem of her T-shirt.


It’s only a dream . . . only a dream . . .

The hands moved her T-shirt up, over her thighs.


Only a dream . . . a dream . . .

She screwed her eyes closed once more.

The shadow started talking again. The wounded, twisted crooning.


Wake up . . . wake up . . .

The crooning building, getting louder . . .


Only a dream . . . wake up, please . . . wake up . . .

Then flash of light. A scream. Not Suzanne’s.

Then silence.

Suzanne opened her eyes. The shadow had gone. She was alone in the darkness once more.

Her heart was still hammering, her breathing harsh and ragged. She kept her eyes closed. Willed herself to go to another area of sleep. A safer, kinder one.

Suzanne slept.

 



A harsh, shrill noise crashed in Suzanne’s ears.

She jumped, opened her eyes. Blinked. Looked around. Sighed. Her womb-like bedroom. She closed her eyes again.

But the noise wouldn’t let her sleep: Chris Moyles’ voice blaring out, telling her in his own unlovable way that it was time to get up.

She opened her eyes again. Something wasn’t right. It took her a few moments but she worked out what it was. Sunlight was streaming round the edges of the blackout curtains.

Suzanne sighed again. Normally she liked to lie after the alarm woke her, cherish the last few foggy tendrils of sleep that had wrapped themselves round her. Leave it as late as possible before throwing the duvet back and reluctantly trudging off to the shower.

But not this morning. Not with the nightmare she’d had. She didn’t want to stay in bed a second longer than she had to.

Now she threw the duvet back, felt pins and needles all down her arms. She swung her legs round and down to the floor. They ached, felt heavier than usual, stiffer. She tried to  sit up, felt her head spin. Blinked as the room refused to stay still. She flopped back on the bed again.

Her body felt as if she had done a particularly strenuous workout in the gym followed by a huge session in the pub with Zoe and Rosie then had just collapsed into bed and not moved all night. But she knew that wasn’t true.

She’d had a night in, watching Corrie, eating a bar of Fruit and Nut. Couple of phone calls then a long bubble bath and an early night with a Kate Atkinson novel. No workout. Only a small glass of wine, what was left in the bottle.

Suzanne tried once more to stand and made it, her legs shaking, the room spinning. Maybe I’m coming down with something, she thought. Swine flu, probably. She stumbled towards the window, placing one hand on the sill to steady herself, pulled back the drapes, ready to see what kind of day it was.

She didn’t get as far as looking out of the window.

The blinds were up, which explained the extra light in the room, and there was something stuck to the pane of glass. She frowned, not quite understanding what it was doing there, why the blinds were up. Then she pulled the object off, scrutinised it more closely.

And felt her heart lurch.

It was a photo. Of herself, sleeping. The oversize T-shirt she wore for bed - the one she was wearing now - had been pulled up, revealing her trimmed pubic hair, the tops of her thighs.

Blood sped round her system. Her chest pumped, as if she couldn’t get enough air into her body. Her legs shook even more.

She turned the photo over. Gasped as fear shuddered through her. There were words on the back. Neatly printed block capitals. She read them.

 



I’M WATCHING OVER YOU

The nightmares punched back into her head. The shadows. The lights. The voice.

The hands on her body.

Suzanne’s head spun rapidly, her legs gave way, her eyes closed.

It was no nightmare. It had been real.

She fainted.
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Well,’ said Detective Sergeant Mickey Philips, trying to give a cocky smile, ‘someone didn’t like her . . .’ The smile then disappeared as his face rapidly changed colour, draining to a shade of mildewed putty. He then heaved his head over the side and was sick into the river.

‘Do it in the bag . . .’ Detective Inspector Phil Brennan’s words came too late.

‘Sorry . . .’ The apology came accompanied by gasps and spitting.

Phil Brennan shook his head, turned away from his new DS and back to what was before him. New or not, he couldn’t blame the man. Not really. In his years with the Major Incident Squad - MIS - he had seen plenty of unpleasant things but the sight before him was definitely one of the worst.

The body had once been female. Now, it more resembled something from a butcher’s shop or a horror film. Abattoir leavings. The woman had been stripped naked and severely mutilated. Tortured. Her torso, arms, legs and head were criss-crossed by a lattice of scars, most of them deep. Whip marks, Phil guessed. Knife marks. Chain marks, even.

But amongst all that devastation two things stood out for Phil. The first was that her vagina had been savagely mutilated, even more so than the rest of her body, and her legs spread open at the base of the light tower. The second was that a word had been carved into her forehead:




 WHORE 

‘I think,’ said Phil, ‘someone’s trying to send a message . . .’

He was standing on the deck of an old lightship moored to King Edward Quay on the River Colne in Colchester. A banner along the front railing proclaimed it to be used by the Sea Cadets. Each side of the river seemed to host two separate worlds. The quay held a ribbon of single-storey buildings, all fenced off businesses and none of them looking too prosperous: a scrapyard, a garage, a couple of small manufacturing units. Brightly coloured billboards loudly proclaimed urban redevelopment.

On the opposite side of the river apartment blocks in glass, metal and wood, some cool and minimal, some gaudy and primary-coloured, lined the bank side. Creating a mini Docklands skyline, they demonstrated the redevelopment along the Hythe. The past on one side, the future on the other, thought Phil. Old and decaying versus shiny and new. And in the middle, a dead woman on a lightship.

Phil shook his head, tried to clear away the thoughts that had preoccupied him on his way to work. About his personal life. Shove them to one side, get on with his job.

DS Mickey Philips hauled himself back upright. Phil looked at him. ‘Better?’

He nodded, cheeks now flushed with exertion and embarrassment. ‘Sorry. Suppose it’ll get easier . . .’

Phil’s features were tight. ‘If it does, it’s God’s way of telling you to go and work security in M & S.’

‘Right. Yes, boss.’ Mickey Philips risked a glance at the body. ‘Is it . . . d’you think it’s her, boss?’

Phil looked down also. Flies were beginning to gather. He batted them away, knowing they would return. ‘I hope so,’ he said. ‘I mean . . . I hope not, but yes, because I’d hate to think there was another . . .’

Mickey Philips nodded, understood.

Phil turned away, looked upwards. The sun was up already, the sky a vivid robin’s egg blue. The air alive with warmth and possibility. But for Phil, the brightest light cast the darkest shadows. He saw the scene with cop’s eyes because he saw the world with cop’s eyes. He couldn’t help it; it was the job. Instead of the living he saw the dead. And the ghosts of the dead spoke to him all the time, asked him for justice, for peace. The gentle creak and maw of the boat giving the dead woman a voice, seeming to whisper to him, plead with him. Find who did this. Let me rest.

Julie Miller had disappeared a week last Thursday. Twelve days ago.

Phil hadn’t dealt with the case directly, an ordinary missing persons not falling under the MIS remit unless foul play was suspected. But he had heard about it.

In her late twenties, regular boyfriend, worked as an occupational therapist at the Colchester General Hospital. Own flat, own car. And then one night she disappeared. The police investigated, found no signs of a struggle, forcible abduction or murder. The distraught boyfriend had been thoroughly questioned and released. Uniforms had checked hours of CCTV footage following Julie to and from work. Nothing. It was as if she had completely vanished.

Julie Miler was young, pretty, white and middle class. The media’s favourite profile. They got involved, issuing appeals, showing photos. Julie’s parents and boyfriend had given a press conference, made tearful pleas to her to return home. And still no sign of her.


People do that all the time. Disappear. The words no comfort or consolation for Julie’s parents but they heard them over and over, a mantra of no explanation. She’ll either come back on her own, people said, or she won’t. No one knew what to do next, apart from hope Julie sent a postcard from somewhere hot and far away.

‘This our runaway, then?’

Phil turned at the voice. Detective Chief Inspector Ben Fenwick was walking up the gangplank, his blue suit, gloves, boots and hood somehow not obscuring his smugness.

‘I think so, sir,’ said Phil, knowing that ‘sir’ gave the pretence of deference Fenwick liked. ‘I mean, I hope so.’

Fenwick nodded, his face a mask of professional concern. ‘Yes. Right,’ he said, standing beside Phil and looking down at the body, wincing. ‘Wouldn’t want there to be another one, would we?’

Phil had voiced the same sentiment out of concern for the victim. Fenwick, he knew from experience, had expressed concern at keeping his stats down.

There was no love lost between the pair of them. But they had called a temporary truce in order to get their jobs done. Since Phil was hardworking, inspired and always got results, Fenwick, as his superior, endured him as a necessary evil. Phil, for his part, thought Fenwick was a phoney; trotting out whatever the latest politically correct management-speak jargon happened to be, paying lip service to ideas of progressiveness and equality in the police force, but underneath his tailored suit and expensive haircut he was as reactionary and scheming as any old department dinosaur.

Phil noticed Fenwick had brought with him a similarly blue-suited sidekick who stopped walking when he did. Fenwick turned to the newcomer.

‘This is Detective Sergeant Martin. Rose. She was in charge of the original missing person’s case.’ Fenwick smiled. ‘She’s here to give her expert opinion.’

DS Rose Martin stepped forward, shared a small smile with Phil and Mickey, looked down at the body. She flinched, looked away. Phil feared her response was going to be the same as Mickey’s but she composed herself, looked again, bending down getting in closer. Phil admired her for that. Mickey, Phil noticed, seemed slightly put out at her reaction.

‘What d’you think?’ asked Phil. ‘You’ve got a better idea than us. Is it her?’

Rose Martin straightened up. Keeping her eyes on the body she nodded. ‘I think so. Yes, I think this is Julie Miller.’

Phil nodded. Looked at the body again.

Definitely no time for personal stuff now.
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Phil looked at the other three, all of them sweating inside their blue paper suits. He was aware what they must look like standing there, hoods up, feet and hands covered. A twenty-first century gathering of druids at a contemporary sacrificial altar.

‘Clearly not natural causes, then,’ said Fenwick, trying for a feeble joke.

No one laughed.

‘Her heart stopped,’ said Mickey Philips, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, ‘how natural d’you want?’

Phil turned to his new DS, the comment leading him to believe the man had regained his cocky composure after the vomiting incident. But the look in his eyes said something different. His words had been a genuine response to Fenwick’s weak joke. There was nothing funny or flippant about them. Phil began to warm to him a little.

‘Phil,’ said Fenwick, making a stab at some kind of authority, ‘I’d like you heading up the team for this case.’

Phil nodded.

‘And I think it would be a good idea if Rose, DS Martin,  that is, joined your team. She’s had nearly a week working on this already. Knows the lay of the land.’


The lay of the land, thought Phil. King Cliché rides again.

‘OK.’ Normally Phil liked to choose his own team members, make sure he could trust them, but he could see the sense in Fenwick’s words.

‘Good. I’ll handle the media and leave you to it. You report directly to both me and the Super in Chelmsford as per usual.’

‘What about the media? We going public with this?’

Fenwick frowned. ‘Let’s get a definite confirmation before we release any names. Don’t want to jump the gun, do we?’


Jump the gun. ‘Of course not.’

‘Good. Well, I’ll leave you to it.’

Fenwick turned and moved away. As he did so, Phil noticed that his hand lingered on the small of Rose Martin’s back for a few seconds longer than it should have done.

‘Right,’ Phil said and made introductions. ‘Looks like you’re my team on this one. We may get Anni back but we can’t count on that so let’s get cracking. Gather.’

Phil always had his team group at the site of an incident, pool thoughts, ideas.

‘Before we do anything else, let’s see what this scene tells us. What’s important here?’

‘You mean was she placed here deliberately, that kind of thing?’ Rose Martin frowned as she said it.

‘That kind of thing, yes,’ said Phil. He looked again at the body. ‘Her head’s facing towards the front end of the boat—’

‘Bow,’ said Mickey Philips. Phil looked at him. The DS blushed. ‘Front end. Bow. My old man. Used to take me sailing.’

Phil surprised himself and smiled. ‘Really?’

Mickey shrugged. ‘Yeah. Hated it. Always threw up.’ He gave a self-deprecating smile. ‘No change there.’

‘Concentrate,’ said Phil. They did so. ‘So her head is at the bow, her body in a straight line towards the cabin and the light tower. Her legs are apart.’ He looked at the other two. ‘Is that deliberate? Did whoever did this want us to find her like that? Or is it just accidental, the way it turned out?’

‘Looks deliberate to me,’ said Rose. ‘I mean, the body could just have been dumped and left. He took the time to arrange her, place her like that.’

Mickey pointed to the wooden deck. ‘There’s the scuff marks. Could they be from who ever left her here?’

‘Could be,’ said Phil. ‘Might have taken a while to get her the way he wanted her. There’s blood on the floor too, smudged where he’s moved her.’

‘Just one bloke, boss? Or d’you think there was more than one?’

Phil shrugged. ‘Hard to say. She doesn’t look that big. One guy would have struggled, two could have handled her easily.’

‘Killers working in tandem?’ said Rose. ‘Rapist-killers?’

‘We don’t know she’s been raped yet, Rose.’

‘It’s a fair assumption,’ said Mickey, pointing at her mutilated vagina, swallowing hard.

‘Sexually motivated, you think?’ said Phil.

Rose looked around the boat. ‘Legs apart with a huge tower of light between them? That’s Freud for Beginners, isn’t it?’

‘It looks that way but let’s not jump to conclusions. Wait till Nick Lines has his say. What we do know is she wasn’t killed here. Not enough blood. But she was left here for a reason.’

‘Her flat,’ said Rose.

Phil looked at her, waited.

She pointed over the river to the apartment blocks. ‘She lived there. In one of those flats. In fact, I think you can see this ship from her window.’

Phil felt a familiar tingle inside him. Information was coalescing, forming patterns. He didn’t know what it meant but he was sure it was significant. He nodded. ‘Deliberate, then.’

‘And I think it’s safe to say he hates women,’ said Rose, trying not to look at the carving on the body’s forehead.

‘I’d say that was a given.’ Phil looked at his watch. ‘CSI on the way?’ Phil hated saying that. But since the TV franchise had conquered the world the department insisted.

Rose nodded. ‘Ben called them on the way here.’


Ben, thought Phil.

‘Probably stopped for an ice cream,’ said Mickey Philips, wiping sweat off his forehead with the back of his gloved hand.

Phil ignored him.

‘No one touch anything,’ Phil said then looked pointedly at his DS. ‘No sweat and certainly no more vomit. Let’s get this crime scene sealed off.’

The three of them left the boat as the uniforms stepped in and did their job. The roads were cordoned off, blue and white tape stretched across all access routes, traffic stopped down the road and turned back. The CSIs would assume the largest possible area for a crime scene then circle inwards, blue-suited birds of prey, narrowing their scope of reference down to just the body. Then, using their painstaking, occult sciences, hopefully recreate the path it took to reach there. And, more importantly, tell Phil and his team who put it there. And maybe even how to catch them.

There was a man sitting on a wood and concrete bench in front of an urban regeneration mural. Middle-aged and balding, in a blue polo shirt with an exercise-free stomach spilling over the complaining waistband of work trousers. He looked visibly shaken. A uniformed officer who had been sitting with him stood up, crossed towards Phil.

‘That the guy who phoned it in?’ said Phil.

She nodded.

‘Made a statement?’

She nodded. ‘Came to open the garage as usual. Saw some seagulls - an unusual amount, he said - congregating on the deck of the boat. Crossed over to shoo them away, saw the body.’

‘He see anything else? Hear anything? Vans? People acting suspiciously?’

She looked down the length of the quay. ‘You know what some of these firms are like down here, boss. If it wasn’t for suspicious characters they’d have gone out of business long ago.’

Phil sighed. ‘Point taken. But take him through it again. You never know, something might trigger a memory. Thanks.’

The officer nodded, turned her attention back to the seated man. Phil turned back to the boat. He couldn’t see the body for the lip of the boat’s side but he knew it was there.

Mickey Philips came and stood alongside him, his eyes as focused as Phil’s, his hood pulled down. The departure of Phil’s previous DS had been traumatic, murdered in the course of work, an act which had devastated the whole team. He knew Mickey Philips was aware of that, knew his attempts at humour, however misplaced, his strained bonhomie, were just his way of trying to fit in.

Phil gave him a quick glance. The DS was unzipping his blue suit, pulling his shirt away from his chest to allow air to circulate. Mickey Philips was a burly, rugby-playing type. Stocky and muscled, like a shaved and domesticated bull. He was dressed like every policeman was supposed to be. Well-cut - but not flashy - suit. Polished shoes. Short, spiky haircut. Cufflinks, even. Under his paper suit, Phil looked the opposite. And deliberately so. Jeans. Superdry trainers. An untucked, flowered shirt with a suit jacket over the top. Hair spiked and quiffed. When he had graduated from  uniform and joined the Major Incident Squad he had been adamant he wouldn’t be swapping one uniform for another. And he had stuck to his word. In fact, he was well dressed by his usual standards.

DS Rose Martin came over to join them, her paper suit dispensed with altogether. Phil got his first real look at her. Tall and big-boned yet fit and lean, her straight black hair was cut into a long bob with a fringe resting below her eyebrows. And with her jeans, T-shirt, boots and designer-looking, collarless leather bike jacket, she looked like she fitted Phil’s work ethos better than Mickey Philips. But appearances, he knew, were deceptive.

Phil hoped there wouldn’t be tension between these two. He already had trouble with another of his DCs, Anni Hepburn. She had put herself in for promotion when the DS position needed filling, been unsuccessful and was consequently harbouring resentment about it. He had tried to call her, get her to join him this morning, but she had already been called out on another matter. He wondered whether she had arranged that deliberately.

He just hoped his team could put aside whatever differences they had and work together. They had to. It was his job to ensure that.

‘Right,’ said Phil, ‘before we start, any questions?’

‘Boss . . .’ said Mickey.

‘Yes, Mickey?’

‘Well . . .’ He glanced round at the boat, back to Phil. ‘I’m just wondering. I know I’m new here, coming from the drugs squad an’ that, but this looks pretty serious. Less like a one-off and more like a serial in the making, you know what I mean?’

‘What are you getting at?’

‘Well, shouldn’t we think about getting a profiler in?’

‘It’s a possibility,’ said Phil.

‘D’you know any good ones?’ said Rose.

‘One or two,’ said Phil. ‘One in particular.’

‘Worth a call?’ said Mickey.

Phil became thoughtful. Marina Esposito was the best profiler he had ever worked with. She was also his partner. His soulmate. The mother of his child. And the cause of his problems he had tried not to bring to work with him that morning. Right now she was distant. Hard to read, to talk to. Secretive, even. About where she went, what she did. Something wasn’t right. He would have to sort it out, talk to her. Work it out between them. It had taken so much to get them together, he wasn’t going to let anything pull them apart.

‘Not at the moment,’ said Phil. ‘She’s . . . busy. Anything else?’

They both shook their heads.

‘Good. Oh, and one more thing.’

They looked at him expectantly.

‘Welcome to MIS,’ Phil said.
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‘Hi.’

Marina Esposito sat down in the chair provided, looked at the man opposite her. He was still, his face, his posture serene, in an attitude of listening. She gave him a small, tentative smile.

‘Traffic was awful,’ she said. ‘Murder coming up past the station. Everything rerouted, for some reason.’ She sighed. It covered up the awkwardness she was feeling. ‘But I made it. Wouldn’t want to miss our session.’

She was dressed in a long, black linen skirt, white linen top, jewellery. Large-lensed sunglasses pushed up on the top of her thick, dark, curly hair. It felt good to be out of the house. To get dressed up for something. For anything. Even to come here.

Marina pulled the chair round, positioned it the way she wanted. The windows were open, the late spring/early summer air and morning sunshine giving the institutionalised room a warmth and life it didn’t often have.

‘Right then . . .’ She sighed again. Then found things that  needed doing before she could next speak. Physical actions that helped to compose her mind. She switched her phone to silent, rearranged the contents of her bag prior to placing it on the floor. Marvelled at some of the things she found there. Pushed her hair behind her ears, arranged her neckline. Pulled her top away from her chest, allowed air to travel down there, stop it sticking. Eventually, with nothing more to occupy them, her hands came to rest in her lap like grounded birds. The signal that she was finally ready to talk.

‘So . . .’ She glanced at him. His face was immobile. Waiting. ‘I’ll start. It’s been . . . OK. Yeah,’ she said, as if convincing herself, ‘OK. Josephina’s doing well. I’ve left her with her . . . with Eileen and Don. They love her. So that’s . . . that’s where she is this morning.’

Marina sighed. Words were tumbling through her brain. She grasped for them, clutching them, hoped she settled on the right ones. ‘I’m . . . things are going all right. Since we last . . . since our . . . since the last time I came to see you. All right.’ She nodded. ‘Yeah.’

She sighed again and a cloud covered the sun. The summer brightness was leached from the walls as they became grey and bleak and the room became what it was - an institutionalised, dying room.

‘No,’ she said, as if the change in the light had also stripped away her false brightness, leaving just a grim honesty. ‘Things are not all right. I mean, Phil and I are good. You know, good. We’ve got the new baby who’s just gorgeous, and the new house. So that’s all positive. That’s good. But there’s . . . you know. The other stuff.’

She waited for the sunlight to return. It didn’t. She went on.

‘The fear. That’s what they never tell you about. The fear. You’ve got this tiny little infant, this . . . human life . . .’ She clasped her hands, looked down at them as if they held her  invisible daughter. ‘And you’ve got to, you’ve got to look after her. You’re responsible for her. You’ve given her life, now you have to help her to live.’

She unclasped her hands. Looked up. Back at him.

‘Sorry. You don’t need to hear that. I’m sure.’ Another sigh. ‘Because there’s all the other stuff too. All of . . . this.’ The words were starting to tumble out now. This was what she had wanted to say. Came here to say. ‘I can’t . . . can’t . . . enjoy it. Any of it. There’s this shadow. This . . . spectre at the feast, elephant in the room. Call it what you like, you know what I mean. And sometimes I forget, and I’m happy for a moment. Just a moment. And I can relax. And laugh. And then I remember. And it starts again. And I just . . .’ Her hands were out in front of her, fingers twisted, as if grasping in the air for an invisible, intangible solution. Her voice dropped. ‘Sometimes I don’t think it’ll ever change. I think that this is it. This is the way it’ll always be.’

She looked round. The sunlight had returned and with it warmth, but Marina didn’t notice. To her, it seemed suddenly cold. Not light, but dark.

‘And . . . I can’t live with that.’

She stopped talking. She waited for a reply. None came. Took his silence as listening, as encouragement to keep talking.

‘It’s my fault. I know that. Mine. And . . .’ Her hands started grasping once more, fingers wriggling as if to be free. ‘I don’t know. I don’t know, I don’t know what to do . . .’

She paused, looked down at her hands once more.

‘I just feel so . . . guilty . . . And I am. It’s my fault. Everything that happened, everything that went wrong. My fault. But I don’t know what to do for the best. I need . . . I want this hurt to stop. I need to know what to do for the best . . .’

The tears came, as they always did at this time. She bent her head forward, reached out. Took his hand. He let her. She sat like that until it was time for her to leave.

She wiped her cheeks, took a tissue from her bag, dabbed her eyes, blew her nose. ‘I’ll be . . . I’ll be back soon. Thanks. For listening.’

She opened her mouth as if to speak once more, closed it again, her thoughts unvoiced, her words unspoken. She shook her head, placed the sunglasses over her eyes, turned, left the room.

‘Ms Esposito . . .’ A voice down the corridor. Footsteps accompanying it.

Marina stopped, turned. A nursing official was making her way towards her. She knew the woman, didn’t have anything against her, but still felt an irrational irritation bordering on anger at the sight of her. Marina waited until she was level. She looked at her. Made no attempt to remove her sunglasses.

The nursing official looked at the door Marina had just come out of. ‘How was . . .’

Marina took a deep breath, expelled it. Said nothing. She was glad the nurse couldn’t see her eyes.

The woman’s voice dropped. ‘I don’t mean to . . . you’ve been coming here for quite some time now. Longer than we would normally allow.’

‘I know.’ Marina’s voice was like old, rusted gears.

‘You have to . . . I’ll be blunt. This situation can’t continue. You must reach a decision. Very soon.’

Marina nodded, not trusting her voice this time.

‘If you’d like to, we can talk—’

‘No. No. I’ll . . . I’ll do it.’

The nurse looked relieved. ‘If you’re sure. But we’ll—’

Marina turned away. ‘I know. I have to go. I have to pick up my daughter.’ Her voice caught on the words.

She hurried down the corridor and out of the building.  The sunlight hit her but didn’t reach her. Without looking back, she hurried away.

To pick up Josephina.

To make her decision.

To try and get on with her life.
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‘So . . . is that it, then?’

‘Nearly.’ DC Anni Hepburn glanced down at her notes. ‘Just a couple of things. Can you just take me through it again from waking up, check there’s nothing I’ve missed . . .’

Suzanne Perry sat opposite her on the sofa in the living room of her apartment. She was still dressed in the T-shirt she had slept in, a dressing gown over it, pulled tight round her body. The mug of coffee she was holding was down to cold dregs. She swirled the gritty liquid around, her eyes following its progress, clamped to the mug as if scared to look anywhere else. She sighed.

‘But I’ve already . . .’

‘Please. Just once more.’ Anni’s voice sounded compassionate, tender yet laced with steel, showing she was used to having her requests carried out. It wasn’t something she had consciously worked on, just a skill that had naturally evolved with the job until it was an everyday part of her working identity.

Suzanne’s eyes slowly closed, her head lolling forward.  Then she gave a start, her eyes wide and staring, darting round the room as if searching for anything - or anyone - hidden in the shadows. Anni caught the look, tried to reassure her.

‘It’s OK. Just me here.’

A two-person CSI team had painstakingly examined Suzanne’s bedroom, hallway and any potential entrances and exits for possible clues to the identity of her supposed intruder. From the tone of their voices and the expressions on their faces, they didn’t seem to regard those chances as high.

Anni checked her notes. Looked at the woman before her. Suzanne Perry was a speech therapist, working at the General Hospital, first job after graduating from Essex University. She was tall to medium height, with a good figure, dark hair and a slight Mediterranean cast to her skin. But it was her eyes that you noticed first, Anni thought. Beautiful, clear brown eyes. Even through all the tears and redness, the beauty of those eyes came through.

The flat was on the top floor of an old Edwardian house that had been divided up, on Maldon Road. Quite spacious with good period fittings, but with its primary coloured bookshelves, beanbags, throws and sub-Bridget Riley prints on the walls, it had been furnished predominantly in a kind of Ikea version of sixties pop art. But already there were other touches creeping in that suggested the garishness would soon go, to be replaced by a more mature style. Anni had seen this kind of thing before. The first tentative steps taken between student and wage earner. It felt like that had been her, not so long ago.

This case was a natural fit for Anni. A reactive DC working with the Major Incident Squad, she specialised in rape cases, abused children, had been trained for any situation where a male presence might be a barrier to uncovering the truth. This case was clearly one for her. Plus, it would keep  her away from Phil, which, given the way things had been between them lately, wasn’t a bad thing.

‘So,’ Anni said, concentrating once more, ‘you woke up . . .’

‘No, before that.’ Suzanne Perry placed her coffee mug down on a nearby shelf but still kept her eyes on it as if it was a talisman giving out a protective aura. ‘While I was asleep . . . I thought, I felt . . . someone in the room with me.’

‘When you were asleep.’

‘I don’t know . . . I think I was asleep. But then . . . then . . . I felt it . . .’

‘It?’

‘Him. I felt him. His hands on me, his . . .’ She shuddered.

Anni waited.

‘And I couldn’t . . . I couldn’t move . . .’

Another shudder. Anni feared she might cry again. It had happened twice already. She pressed on.

‘You felt his hands on you.’

Suzanne nodded.

‘Do you remember whereabouts on your body?’

Suzanne looked to the floor, her cheeks red.

Anni had to be careful what she said. Traumatic experiences often left a victim open to suggestion. She didn’t want to say anything that could later, in court, be seen as leading Suzanne on. ‘Where did he touch you, Suzanne?’

Suzanne turned her face even further away, closed her eyes like she was anticipating a punch.

‘Suzanne.’ Steel in Anni’s voice once more. Suzanne’s head snapped back round. Now she had her attention again she allowed her voice to drop once more. ‘Suzanne . . . where did he touch you?’

Suzanne’s eyes closed once more, her lower lip began to tremble. ‘He . . . he moved my T-shirt up . . . I couldn’t stop him, I . . .’ The tears started again. ‘And . . . and he . . .’

Anni sat back. ‘OK. OK . . .’ Her voice was soothing once  more. ‘Take a moment.’ Anni waited until Suzanne had composed herself. ‘You said he spoke to you. Can you remember any of the words he said?’

Suzanne shook her head.

‘What did he look like? Can you describe him?’

Another shake of her head. ‘Just . . . a shape. And those eyes, shining, staring . . . like, like devils’ eyes . . . And his hands, touching me. And I, I couldn’t move . . .’

Anni didn’t press her any more. She decided to move on. ‘And then you, what? Slept?’

Suzanne shrugged. ‘Must have done.’

‘Then got up, opened the curtains . . .’

Suzanne nodded. ‘Yes. And then . . .’ Her head dropped once more.

Anni kept looking at her. Scrutinising her. Something was gnawing at her. ‘Were the blinds closed or open?’

‘Open. That’s how I saw the photo.’

‘You said earlier you like your bedroom dark. Is it possible you could have left them open?’

Suzanne shook her head. ‘I’m a light sleeper. I need the room dark as possible. Specially in the summer . . .’ Her voice trailed off.

‘So you couldn’t have opened the blinds yourself?’

‘No. I never open them.’ Her voice emphatic.

‘Do you open the window to sleep? When it’s warm?’

‘No.’ But her voice wasn’t so emphatic this time.

Anni saw the opening, jumped in. ‘Could you have left the window open and someone got in? Is it possible?’

Suzanne looked up at her, those brown eyes looking suddenly lost. ‘I . . . I . . . does it matter?’

Anni shrugged. ‘I don’t know, Suzanne. When something like this happens, we think everything matters.’

She sighed. ‘I don’t know . . . I didn’t . . . I can’t . . . I don’t know . . .’ She looked once more at the coffee mug.

‘What about the people downstairs?’ Anni had spoken to  her neighbours, got nothing from them, ruled them out. But she had to ask. ‘Could they have access?’

‘I don’t see how . . .’

‘Can you remember going to bed last night?’

‘I . . .’ Suzanne seemed about to answer in the affirmative but stopped herself. ‘No. I . . . I woke up this morning feeling really bad, shaky, like I was hungover or something.’ She screwed her face up, thinking back. ‘I can’t . . . I can’t remember going to bed . . .’

‘Had you been drinking? Were you hungover?’

She shook her head. ‘No. I just had a bath. Then some chocolate. A glass of wine. Red. Just one. With the chocolate. While I sat on the sofa. Red.’

‘Small glass?’

Suzanne nodded. ‘It’s . . . on the draining board. The wine bottle is there, too. With the, the cork in it. And then this morning I felt terrible.’

‘Maybe you’re coming down with something.’

‘Maybe. Swine flu. Great. Just what I need.’

‘So, the blind. If you can’t remember going to bed, you might have left it up by mistake. The window open.’

Suzanne frowned. ‘Up? No. The blind’s never up. It might have been open, but it’s never up . . . and the window . . . no. No . . . I didn’t, no . . .’

Anni looked at her face, checking for truth.

‘Never,’ she said. ‘Never . . .’

The fear was back in Suzanne’s eyes.
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The Creeper loved being close.

It was what thrilled him.

Not that he didn’t enjoy the planning - he did. All the following, the strategising. The courtship. The anticipation. It was all good, but it was all for an end result. Being close.

That was what really did it for him. Being in a relationship. Half of a couple. In someone else’s life. That was the part he loved most. It topped the lot, made everything else worthwhile.

And now he had found her. The one.

He smiled to himself.

He had been searching for her for so long. Everywhere. The town, the countryside. Here and . . . and there. Waiting to hear her voice, a sign, any of the things that would let him know that she was the one.

His star-crossed lover.

His Rani.

And he had her.

And that made him happy.

There had been false starts. Times when he thought he  had her, was sure he had her, only for her to disappear once more, leaving only a husk behind. A husk to be disposed of.

And he had been stupid, been a fool for love. But this one was real. He knew it. Could feel it.

And there she was now, so close to him, a few metres away. He could even reach out, touch her . . . like he had last night.

But he wouldn’t. Not while that policewoman was there.

He would just wait, be patient.

He lay back, stretched out. Listened to the sound of Rani’s voice coming through the boards.

Waiting for another chance to be alone with his lover.
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Phil looked along the quay, checked to see how well his instructions had been implemented.

The road was completely sealed off from the roundabout. Nothing and no one could get in or out. Workers in businesses along the quay had been given a few hours of enforced leisure and gawping. Phil didn’t think they’d mind.

Over the other side of the river and on the bridge, gawkers were gathering. Phil had ordered the erection of a white tent over the body, both to preserve the crime scene and to deter onlookers. As always, he wasn’t sure if doing that didn’t just make them even more curious.

A full team of CSIs was scrutinising the deck of the boat and working their way out to the quay and the road. Taking impressions left on the ground, scraping surfaces, bagging and cataloguing anything that struck them as potentially interesting. Not for the first time, and definitely not for the last, the blue-suited, booted, masked and gloved figures reminded Phil of a haz-mat team stopping the spread of a lethal virus. Which in a sense, he supposed, was what they were.

As Phil watched, his hand instinctively went to his ribs. Nothing. No pain. It had been absent for months but it still surprised him.

He had been victim of panic attacks since he was a boy. He knew what had caused them originally - the children’s homes he had grown up in weren’t known for their nurturing atmosphere. In fact, they were at the cutting edge of Darwinism. They were bound to leave some scars, whether physical, mental, emotional or all three. When he had finally settled down with Don and Eileen Brennan, his foster-parents, later his adoptive ones and, ultimately, the only people he dared call Mum and Dad, the panic attacks had ceased. But during his police career they had made return visits. Usually mild, but sometimes crippling. Always at moments of great stress. Like a huge iron fist was wrapping itself round his ribs and squeezing as hard as it could. Squeezing the life out of him.

He knew some officers who would have milked the situation, seen a doctor, taken paid sick leave with union backing. But Phil wasn’t like that. He had told no one, preferring to cope himself.

But he hadn’t had one in months. Not since . . .

Not since he and Marina had set up home together. Not since he’d became a father.

But he still felt his body for the attacks. Braced himself for their return. Because it was only a matter of time until something happened, some dark trigger tripped and that iron fist would have him in its grip once more. Only a matter of time.

But not today. And not now. Or at least not yet.

Nick Lines, the pathologist, was examining the body in place. He called to Phil.

‘I’m about to turn her. Want to see?’

Phil hurried back up the gangplank, on to the boat.

Nick Lines was only slightly more animated and lifelike than the corpses he worked with. Stripped of his paper suit, and despite the warmth, he stood dressed in a three-piece  suit, pointed shoes, his tie loosened at the neck. He was tall, thin and bald; his glasses, perched on the end of his nose, might have looked fashionable on someone else. He wore the kind of expression that might have got him a part-time job either as a professional mourner or the kind of character actor in horror films who warned teenagers not to stray off the path into the woods. This expression, Phil knew from years of experience, hid a razor-sharp intellect and an even sharper - and dryer - wit.

Nick, together with a CSI, turned the body over.

‘Oh God . . .’

‘Hmm . . .’ Nick was masking any revulsion he may have felt by appearing to be professionally interested. For all Phil knew, he might have been.

Phil pointed. ‘Are those . . . hook marks?’

Nick peered at the back of the woman’s body. There were two huge wounds underneath her shoulder blades where something large and sharp had been gouged into her flesh.

‘Looks that way. By the way the flesh has torn, she must have been hung up to be tortured.’

‘Great.’ Phil felt his own stomach pitch. Emotions hurled themselves around inside him. Anger at what had been done. Revulsion. Sorrow. And a hard, burning flame in the pit of his stomach that made him want to catch the person who had done this. He stood up, turned away from the body. ‘So what have we got to go on, Nick?’

Nick stood also. ‘Not a lot. Female, mid-twenties. Tortured, sexually mutilated, murdered.’

‘In that order?’

Nick glanced at the body. ‘Your guess is as good as mine at the moment. But if I had to stick my neck out I’d say, judging by blood pooling and lividity, the sexual mutilation was carried out after the killing.’

Mickey Philips and Rose Martin came onboard. Rose had her notebook in hand, open.

‘You’d better stand near the side, Mickey,’ said Phil. ‘In case you go again.’

Mickey Philips was about to argue then got a look at the body. He moved over to the side.

‘Cause of death?’ asked Rose, her face rigidly composed.

Nick shrugged. ‘Take your pick. Knife wounds, chain wounds . . . she was comprehensively worked over.’ He sighed and, for the first time that day, Phil saw genuine concern break through the man’s brittle mask. ‘And from the looks of it, whatever the weapons were, they’d been . . . augmented.’

Phil fell silent, contemplative. He knew what that meant. Hammers. Nails. Razors. Blades. Julie Miller, if it was her, hadn’t died easily.

Phil swallowed. ‘Time of death?’

Nick looked round at the sky, back to Phil, a gesture that made him look like he was thinking but was more about regaining his composure. ‘It’s a hot day, Phil. Clearly, she was killed elsewhere and brought here. From what I can make out of the internal blood pooling and lividity in her body she was lying on her back for some time. Best I can do at the moment.’

Phil turned away, walked down the gangplank. The image of the dead woman seared on his retinas. The hatred someone must have felt to do that . . .

Nick called out to him. ‘I’ll let you know when I’ve got anything.’

‘Thanks, Nick.’

Phil called Mickey and Rose to him. Looked at the pair of them. His new team. He hoped they were as good as . . . Just hoped they were good. ‘Right,’ he said, ‘this is it. I should imagine this case is going to be high priority so I need you to be on top of your game here. Pool information. Support each other. No mavericking, right?’

They both nodded.

‘Right,’ said Phil. ‘Here’s what needs to happen. The Birdies should be here soon. They can—’

Mickey Philips laughed. ‘The what?’

‘Birdies,’ said Phil, impatient at the interruption. ‘DC Adrian Wren and DS Jane Gosling. Hence, the Birdies. Adrian can follow Nick to the mortuary, do chain of evidence. Jane can get started with you, Mickey, on the door-to-door.’

Mickey Philips looked around. ‘Over there?’

‘Start with the businesses here. Someone might have been in early, seen something. Then after that . . .’ He looked across the river. ‘The flats over there. Coordinate with uniforms. Rose, you handle that. You’ve done it before, see what Julie Miller’s neighbours have to say.’

Rose nodded. Phil looked saw the eagerness in her eyes. Ready, burning to go. He hoped that energy wasn’t misplaced. He didn’t want her making mistakes. Either of them, for that matter.

‘I’ll get Milhouse to set up the incident room back at Southway, get a mobile one put here, couple of uniforms manning it. Bit of presence, you never know.’ He looked between the two of them.

‘What about where she was killed, boss?’ said Mickey. ‘Should we be looking for that?’

‘Initiative is good,’ said Phil, ‘and I approve, but, as our esteemed leader DCI Fenwick would say, that would be creating a needle/haystack interface.’

Mickey, surprised at Phil criticising his superior, smiled. Phil also noticed that Rose’s attention sharpened at the mention of Fenwick’s name. He caught the look, filed it away with the other stuff.

Phil continued. ‘We think we know who she is. Once that’s confirmed, hopefully the where and the why will follow.’ He looked at his watch. ‘Anni should be joining us soon, so that’s one more body.’ He looked between the pair of them. ‘Any questions?’

If they had, they were keeping them to themselves.

Phil breathed in, out. No pain. His ribs felt fine.

‘Good. Right. Let’s—’

‘What the hell’s going on with my boat?’

The three of them turned. A middle-aged man, red-faced and sweating, was running towards them, a uniform in pursuit.

‘Ah,’ said Phil, smiling. ‘I think this may be the boat’s owner.’ He turned to the other two. ‘I’ll deal with him. You go catch a killer.’
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Anni’s questions had kept Suzanne’s tears at bay. She pressed on.

‘Suzanne, your flat. The CSIs are checking everything now. They say the lock on the door hasn’t been forced. Same with the window. Is there any other way someone could have got in?’

She shook her head.

‘Anyone else have a key?’

Something flitted across her face. Dark and swift, an evil fairy-tale sprite. ‘No.’

Anni leaned forward, surprised by the response. ‘You sure about that?’

‘Just . . .’ Suzanne kept her eyes averted from Anni. ‘Zoe. My friend Zoe.’

The look hadn’t been for her friend Zoe. ‘No one else?’

Suzanne looked away, shook her head.

‘Suzanne, I’m trying to help you here. If there’s someone who could have had a key then please tell me. It could be important.’

Another sigh from Suzanne. ‘I think Mark might still have one.’

‘Who’s Mark?’

‘Mark Turner. My old boyfriend. But he’s . . . It’s not important. We’re not seeing each other any more.’

‘Could he have done this?’

‘I doubt it.’

‘Why?’

‘Because . . . because we’re not . . . he’s just not that into me any more.’ The American accent was an attempted joke but the bitterness of the words cancelled it out.

‘Oh,’ said Anni. ‘Right.’

Suzanne looked at her once more. ‘These things happen.’ Her voice reedy, unconvincing.

‘But he still has a key.’

‘Yeah.’ Suzanne frowned, as if the thought had just entered her head. ‘Not because he still wanted to see me. Just . . .’ She shrugged. ‘. . . because . . .’

‘Never gave it back.’ Anni took his details. ‘So you got a new boyfriend?’

Suzanne shook her head. Picked up the mug once more, toying with it, swirling the dregs round and round, staring.

Anni sensed there was something more. ‘Have you had trouble like this before, Suzanne? With men?’

She answered without taking her eyes off the mug. ‘I . . . no. Never. Nothing like this.’

‘Nothing at all? No intruders? Stalkers?’

The last word hit a nerve. Suzanne said nothing.

‘Suzanne?’

‘No.’ She shook her head with a finality that told Anni she wouldn’t be getting anything further from that line of questioning.

‘This photo . . .’ Anni gestured to it, sitting alongside her in a clear plastic evidence bag.

Suzanne braced herself once more, as if she was expecting a physical assault.

‘Are you sure it was taken last night?’

She nodded. ‘Yes.’

‘There’s no chance it might have been older?’

She shook her head.

‘You sure?’

‘I’m sure.’

‘Why?’

‘Because . . .’ Suzanne began turning the coffee mug once more. Cold, brown liquid spilled over the sides, splashed out on to the floor. She didn’t notice.

‘Suzanne?’ Anni reached out a hand. She placed it over Suzanne’s, stopping her agitated movements. Suzanne looked up at her. Anni held the eye contact. ‘Why are you so sure it was taken last night?’

‘I . . . it was. I had . . . in the bathroom last night, I . . . did my . . . my bikini line.’ She swallowed the words in embarrassment. ‘With a razor. I . . . cut myself. It’s . . . on the photo. You can, you can see the, the cut . . .’

Anni looked at the photo. It clearly showed Suzanne asleep with her T-shirt pulled up to her breasts, exposing her body. Her legs were open. She leaned in closer, squinting. The cut was clearly visible.

She looked back to Suzanne. The mug fell to the floor, the remaining liquid spilling out. Suzanne looked at it as if not understanding what it was. Then her head dropped, her shoulders moved rhythmically back and forwards.

Anni had no option but to let her cry.

Eventually, Suzanne found her voice. ‘I’m not - not lying . . .’

‘I didn’t -’

‘I’m not making it up.’

‘I didn’t say you were.’

Suzanne looked up, an angry fire fighting through the tears. ‘I wasn’t then and I’m not now. Right?’

‘You weren’t doing what then?’

Suzanne looked away, regained composure. ‘Nothing.’

‘What did you mean, Suzanne? Was it something to do with your ex-boyfriend Mark?’

She wiped her face with the sleeve of her dressing gown. Sat back, exhausted. ‘I can’t talk any more . . .’

Anni knew that was all she would be getting. For now. She leaned forward once more. ‘Suzanne, I’d like you to come with me.’

Suzanne sat back, fear and distrust on her face. ‘Where? Why?’

‘To the station.’ Anni’s voice was all calmness and reason once more. ‘I’d like you to be seen by a doctor.’

Anni nodded. ‘It’ll be sensitively handled. It won’t hurt. And I’d also like your consent to a blood test on top of that.’

‘Why?’

‘To see if you’ve got anything in your system that could have made you feel bad this morning. Other than a glass of red wine and chocolate, of course.’ She smiled. Suzanne didn’t return it.

‘OK?’

Suzanne nodded, her face slack, empty, like she was still in a dream. She stood up, her body moving like a somnambulist’s.

Anni told her to come as she was and bring a change of clothing to go home in. Suzanne numbly walked to the bedroom to do so. Anni watched her go. As Suzanne reached the doorway, she turned.

‘Do you . . . The door, I’ll, I’ll . . . keep it open.’

‘I’ll be here.’

Suzanne took a bag from the wardrobe, began to throw clothes into it. She was clearly traumatised, thought Anni, but something was off. Suzanne Perry was holding something back, hiding something. Never mind. While Suzanne was in the rape suite Anni would be at her computer running background checks.

Whatever it was, it wouldn’t stay hidden for long.
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The Creeper was missing Rani.

She had gone out. Left the flat with that black girl, the police officer. Left him alone. He didn’t mind. As long as she wasn’t too long. He would get lonely if she was away too long. Miss her. That wouldn’t do. And if she was away too long he would be angry with her.

And she really didn’t want that.

But he knew what to do. How to fill in the time until she returned, make it feel as if she was there with him.
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