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Detective Inspector Helen Shepherd walked briskly, her no-nonsense heels clicking on the bare concrete floor. Up ahead, the camera flashes and bright spotlights of the forensic team shone like a beacon in the perpetual gloom of the underground parking garage, guiding the way to the crimescene.


Helen scowled. She hated underground parking garages. In her experience, they had only two purposes, parking your car and committing crimes. And Helen had spent so much time investigating the latter that the last time she’d actually entered a garage to park her car, she’d pulled on latex gloves out of sheer force of habit, which raised some eyebrows at the shopping mall.


She nodded to the police constable guarding the crime scene, as he lifted the tape for her. The forensics team was clustered around a car parked in the furthest corner of the garage. A Toyota Corolla, old, blue, the sort of car commonly referred to as a “clunker”. The driver’s side door was open and Dr. Rajiv, the forensic medical examiner, was kneeling in front of it, doing his thing.


“So what do we have here?” Helen wanted to know.


“Overdose,” Dr. Rajiv replied without looking up, “Needle’s still in her arm.” He held up a disposable syringe and bagged it. “Pretty cut and dry case, if you ask me. No idea why they called you in.”


Helen couldn’t help but agree. Once she’d made sergeant, five years ago now, she thought her days of picking up strung-out addicts in dirty alleys lay behind her. And now she was a detective inspector and still got called in for a bloody overdose.


Dr, Rajiv extracted a thermometer from the body. “Died about three to four hours ago,” he announced.


Helen checked her watch. “Between five and six then.”


She took a step closer, so she could get a look at the body. It was a woman, young and reasonably pretty in life. Ginger hair, fashionable clothing, lips and fingernails painted in matching bright red tones. A sprinkle of freckles dotted her pale skin. On her left cheek, she had a mole the size of a pea.


“Still had her whole life in front of her.” Dr. Rajiv shook his head. “Such a waste.”


“She looks good, for an addict,” Helen said, “The clothes are clean and reasonably new, her hair’s been recently washed, she’s wearing make-up and her fingernails are neatly manicured.”


Compared to the drug addicts, both dead and alive, Helen had regularly picked up in dirty alleys and on park benches during her days on the beat, this girl looked positively neat and put together.


“She can’t have been on the needle for long,” Helen mused.


Dr. Rajiv lifted the dead girl’s arm to examine the veins. “You may be right,” he said, “Only two puncture marks, including the one that killed her.”


He lifted the other arm and pushed up the sleeve of the girl’s bright blue blouse. “This one’s completely clean.”


“An addict with only two needle marks? Doesn’t seem bloody likely.”


“Maybe she injected somewhere else where the marks wouldn’t be so visible,” Dr. Rajiv said, “After all, she seems like a high functioning addict. Let me check…”


He bent down to examine the bare legs poking out from underneath the hem of her miniskirt.


“Ah, I’ve got one — No, sorry. Just an inflamed insect bite.” 


Dr. Rajiv continued his examination. “Nothing,” he finally concluded, “I’ll have to wait till the autopsy to check hidden spots like between her toes and fingers. But so far, I only see two puncture wounds.”


He scratched his head. “Maybe she was a new user. Inexperienced, so she overdosed.”


“A new user who goes straight to H? No pot, no pills, no ecstasy? Just gets up one morning and decides to try H?” Helen shook her head. “Not very likely.”


“Maybe she used to smoke H and then switched to shooting up for some reason,” Dr. Rajiv pointed out.


“Possible,” Helen said, but she still wasn’t convinced. Something about this case smelled distinctly fishy.


She turned to PC Walker who was hovering near the edge of the crimescene as far away from the dead body as he could get. 


“So who found her?”


“Security guard,” PC Walker said, careful not to look at the blue Toyota with the body, “He was doing his rounds and spotted the woman sitting in her car. At first, he thought she was just sleeping, then he went to investigate and realised she was dead.”


“Did he recognise her?”


PC Walker shook his head. “Said he’d never seen her before, but that’s not unusual. Lots of drive-by traffic around here.”


“Ah well. Would’ve been too easy.”


Helen noticed that the constable was holding a women’s handbag and looking rather self-conscious about it.


“Is that her bag?” she wanted to know.


PC Walker nodded.


“So we do have an ID on the victim after all?”


PC Walker consulted his notes, awkwardly balancing the handbag. “Her name was Caroline Murray, aged twenty-three, according to her driver’s license. The car…” He flicked a finger at the blue Toyota. “…is registered to her.”


“Anything else?”


“She worked at P+G Advertising — we found this.” PC Walker handed her a business card in an evidence bag. “And she lived at 34 Rosewood Lane. We’ve also got her cellphone.” PC Walker held up a smartphone with a bright pink case.


“Anything in the phone?”


PC Walker swiped across the screen. “Today at five thirty she had an appointment with NUU,” he said.


“NUU? That’s all?”


“Could be some kind of abbreviation. Someone’s initials or maybe an acronym?”


Helen made a mental note to follow up on this mysterious appointment, should it become necessary. 


“Did you find any drug paraphernalia in the bag?” she asked, “Syringe, spoon, tourniquet, drug packages, aluminium foil, lighter, pipe, anything?”


PC Walker shook his head. “Well, there is a lighter. And a compact mirror.”
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