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DAY ONE

It was the kind of crisp, bright January morning that made the residents of Richmond, Surrey, glad to be living out of London’s congested West End. The Thames glistened in the early-morning sun. The shops and main street were quiet: it was just before six a.m. Danny Fowler pedaled past the Richmond Hotel, eager to reach the sloping road and freewheel down the hill. He had only three newspapers left to deliver. With his usual finesse, he zigzagged across the street and mounted the pavement, pausing as he folded a Times and a Daily Mail before propping his bike against the wall and hurrying over to the houses that faced the river. Just a Daily Telegraph to go, and then his round was finished; he couldn’t wait to get back home for his breakfast. As he returned to his bicycle, stomach rumbling, a white shape caught his eye. Unsure what it was exactly, he swung his leg back over the crossbar and scooted across the road to look down the sloping bank.

It looked like a mannequin or a blow-up doll. Its arms were raised above its head, as if waving for attention, and its legs were spread-eagled. There was something strange about the way it was positioned that Danny couldn’t make out from this distance, so he pedaled down the narrow lane that led to the river for a closer look.

What Danny found would stay with him for the rest of his life. He ran screaming, leaving his bike where it had fallen. The woman’s naked body had been severed in two at the waist. Her dark auburn hair spread out behind her; her skin so white, it looked completely bloodless. Her face was bloated and the corners of her mouth had been slashed, giving her a clown’s grimacing smile.



Detective Inspector Anna Travis arrived at the Richmond Hotel to join the murder team that had taken over the car park. She hurried over to Detective Chief Inspector Glen Morgan, who was standing by the police catering truck, Teapot One, with a cup of tea in his hand.

“Get yourself a hot drink and then we’ll be going over to the tent. And brace yourself: it’s not a pretty sight.”

Anna ordered a coffee as the rest of the team huddled in a group around Morgan.

“Paperboy found her this morning. Came in with his mother; he’s given us a statement. I let him go, as he was very shook up; he’s only fourteen.”

Morgan looked across at the second forensic white van drawing up, and then back to the faces of his team. “I’ve never seen anything like it,” he said flatly.

“Is she fresh?” someone asked. Morgan shook his head.

“Hard to tell. I’d say maybe a couple of days, but don’t quote me. The lab will give us a more specific time.”

Morgan was a good-looking man with cropped dark hair and a leathery complexion. A golf fanatic, he spent most weekends out on his local course. He squashed his empty cup and tossed it into a bin. “Okay, let’s get over there, and be prepared.”

“High as a kite, is it?” asked a young detective.

“There’s no stench, but what you see will turn your stomach.”

They made their way down the same narrow lane that Danny had taken to get to the riverbank. There a white forensic tent was already erected, paper-suited scientists milling in and around it. There was a large box of paper suits outside, along with the usual masks, overshoes, and rubber gloves.

Bill Smart, a forensic expert, came out of the tent and looked at Morgan, shaking his head. “It’s bloody unbelievable.” He removed his rubber gloves. “I won’t be eating breakfast this morning, and that’s a first. She wasn’t killed on site. Someone brought her here and set up a sick tableau that’s had us all stunned. At first glance I’d say we don’t have much forensic evidence; maybe come up with more when we get the body over to the lab.”

As the murder team donned their paper suits, Bill Smart removed his, rolling it into a ball and dumping it into the waste bin provided. As he bent down to remove his protective shoes, he had to pause and take a deep breath. In his thirty years as a forensic expert, he had never come across anything so grotesque. It was the hideous gaping smile that had got to him. It would get to them all.

Anna adjusted her mask as she followed Morgan into the tent. This was now her fourth murder inquiry and she had come a long way since that first cadaver that had made her instantly sick. She had not seen DCI Langton, who she had worked with on the Alan Daniels case, since then, but she had often heard about his exploits. She doubted if he had paid any attention to hers, or the fact she had upped her rank from detective sergeant. Her subsequent cases had been domestic; to have cut her teeth on a serial killer like Daniels was something a good few junior detectives envied.

The detectives stood in silence outside the police tape encircling the body.

“She’s been severed at the waist. The two sections of her body are about ten inches apart,” Morgan said quietly. He gestured with his gloved hand. “Mouth slit each side. Hard to tell what she looked like before this was done to her. She’s got abrasions all over her body.”

Anna inched further forward, staring down at the dead woman. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed a young rookie detective turn away and hurry out of the tent. Anna didn’t look up. She knew exactly how he felt, but remained calm as she took in the awful sight.

“We won’t have anything from any clothes, obviously. First priority is to identify her.” Morgan blinked as flashbulbs went off; photographs were being taken from every angle. He looked over to the doctor, a rotund man with thick glasses, who squinted back.

“Neat job. Whoever did the dissection knew what they were doing. Her blood’s been drained: reason her skin is so white. I’d put the approx time of death at two or three days ago.” He headed out of the tent, sidestepping two scientists in his haste. Morgan followed.

“Doc, can you just give me a few minutes?”

“Outside. Can’t talk in there.” The doctor and Morgan moved further away from the tent. “Jesus God, what animal did that to her?”

“Is there anything else you can tell me?”

“No, I was just called out to determine your victim was dead. I’ve got to get back to surgery.”

“You said it looked professional,” Morgan said.

“Well, it looks like it to me, but the pathologist will give you more details. It’s a very neat cut, not jagged, and a thin-bladed knife was used on her mouth. How thin, how long, though, I couldn’t tell you. There are further cuts to her face, neck, shoulders, and legs.”

Morgan sighed, wanting more details. He turned back to stare at the flapping tent opening. One by one his team came out, subdued and shocked. They removed their paper suits and overshoes. Anna was last out and by the time she’d discarded her suit, the others were heading back toward the car park. She looked up the bank to see that a group of spectators had already gathered on the road. The sightlines between them were clear: the killer obviously wanted the victim found quickly. Whoever it was might even be watching them at work. The thought chilled her.



Richmond police station was only ten minutes’ drive from the murder site, so the incident room had been set up there. They regrouped at eleven thirty as a large whiteboard was being erected. Desks and tables with computers were brought in for the team to work at. They busied themselves, selecting their areas, as Morgan stood in front of them.

“Okay, let’s get started,” Morgan said, and burped; he excused himself and took an antacid tablet. “We need to know who the victim is. We’ll be getting photographs in, but until we get her identified and the lab reports back, there’s not a lot we have to go on. According to the doctor, the work on her body looked professional, so we could be after a suspect with medical or surgical experience.”

Anna put up her hand. “By the way the body was displayed, knowing it would be visible from the road and therefore would be found quickly, do you think the killer could be local?”

“Possibly,” Morgan said as he crunched his tablet. He stared ahead, as if trying to think of what he should say next, and then shrugged. “Let’s start with missing persons in this area.”



The victim was eased into a thick plastic body bag and removed from the site at one fifteen. A team of uniformed officers had already been assigned a fingertip search of the area. Due to the good weather and early-morning frost, the ground was hard, so any footprints were few and far between.

Morgan had also asked for a house-to-house to be started on the properties overlooking the river. He knew this murder had been carefully planned, but they still might get lucky if someone had seen a car in or around the area during either the night or early morning.



Photographs of the victim were pinned up in the incident room to an uneasy silence from the team. In the past few years, such photographs had been kept in files rather than displayed: it was felt that the investigating detectives were not helped in their work by the emotional impact of constantly seeing death staring down at them. There was also the possibility that a relative or someone being questioned might see them and become distressed; however, Morgan insisted the photographs should be on view. He felt it was necessary for each and every one of his team to understand the gravity of the case. The murder was going to create a media frenzy. Until the killer was arrested, there would be no weekend leave.

By six o’clock that evening, their Jane Doe was still unidentified.

DAY TWO

The lists of missing persons in the Richmond area yielded nothing, so the net was spread wider. None of the residents of the riverside houses had seen anything suspicious, not even a parked car. The area was not well lit, so their killer would have been able to come and go undetected at night. What they were able to ascertain, however, was that a resident walking his dog at two in the morning passed the murder site and saw nothing. Therefore, their killer had deposited the body between the hours of two and six.

DAY THREE

Day three and they were ready at the mortuary. Morgan asked Anna and another detective to join him for the preliminary report. Time of death was now estimated at three days prior to discovery. They had not as yet been able to take a rectal temperature, as there seemed to be some kind of blockage, but they would have more details after the full postmortem. The pathologist also confirmed what the doctor had suspected: the incision was professionally done, using a surgical saw, and the blood had been drained before the dissection. There were four lesions where drainage tubes might have been inserted; the amount of blood would have been considerable. He suggested their killer would have needed a place to perform the “operation.”

“She has severe bruising to her back, buttocks, arms, and thighs. It would appear she suffered numerous blows from some kind of blunt instrument. The cuts to either side of her mouth could very well have been done with a sharp scalpel. They are deep, clean, and precise.”

Anna looked to where the pathologist indicated. The victim’s cheeks now gaped open, exposing her teeth.

“I will need a lot more time, but I understand the need to give you as much as possible at this stage. In all my years, I have never seen such horrific injuries. The pubic area and the skin around the vagina have been sliced numerous times. You can see the slash marks like crosses, up to five inches in length.”

His lengthy report continued as Anna made copious notes, not allowing herself any emotional connection. The constant crunching sound of Morgan chewing his tablets was becoming annoying. The pathologist then removed his mask and rubbed his eyes.

“She must have suffered an awfully slow death and she must have been in excruciating pain as these injuries were forced on her. She has marks to her wrists that I would say were from some kind of wire, so she would have been held down for the brutality to occur. The wire has cut the skin quite badly on her right wrist.”

He slipped his mask up again as he moved around the body, and then gently brushed back her thick auburn hair. His hand still resting on her head, he paused before speaking softly.

“There’s more,” he said.

As he continued, Morgan stopped chewing. Anna couldn’t write a note. What was described next was so horrific that she felt her own blood draining. It was beyond all their comprehension that someone could have subjected the victim to such atrocities while she was still alive.



Anna sat in the rear passenger seat, Morgan up front. He had not said a word for the past ten minutes. Anna turned the pages of her notes and began adding more.

“Back to the station, sir?” their driver asked.

Morgan nodded.

“You all right back there?” Morgan asked as they slowly pulled out of the mortuary car park.

Anna nodded, closing her notebook. “I won’t sleep well tonight,” she murmured.



Back at the incident room, Morgan repeated what they had been told at the mortuary. Again Anna noted that strange uneasy silence. The team looked at the dead woman’s photograph and then back to Morgan as he took a deep breath.

“And that’s not all. Our victim was tortured and humiliated and forced to endure a sickening, perverted sexual assault. We have not as yet had all the details, as they are still working on her.”

Anna glanced furtively around the room; the detectives’ expressions said it all. Two female officers were in obvious distress.

DAY FOUR

Day four and they still had not identified their victim. No witness had come forward. The fingertip search had found nothing incriminating in the immediate vicinity, so the search area was now being widened. Moreover, the forensic report had brought disappointing news: their girl had been thoroughly cleaned up. They had no fibers or hairs; her nails had been scrubbed so vigorously, the tips of her fingers were raw. They had been able to determine that her hair was dyed auburn and her natural color was dirty blonde, but the make of the dye would take time to identify, as they had so many brands to test. Fingerprints yielded no clue to her identity, as there was nothing on any police record. However, it seemed that she had recently had some dental work done: there was a certain amount of decay to her teeth and two caps were missing, but her fillings were intact. It was possible, therefore, that they might get a result from her dental records. The team also now knew she had been dead for seven days: three days before the body was discovered and the four days they had been investigating her murder.

The team had been waiting for a photograph that was being worked on to remove the clown cuts before being issued alongside the press release. They gathered round as a computer printout was posted up on the board. Her face had been re-created with no imperfections.

“She was beautiful,” Anna said.

Morgan sucked on another tablet. He shrugged. “Let’s hope to God this gets us a result, because we’ve been going fucking nowhere fast!”



The Evening Standard’s late issue carried the picture and a request for anyone with information to ring the incident room. The article did not give any mention of the body being dismembered, or any details of the way it had been discovered: just the location.

The phones soon started ringing nonstop, all the team busy fending off the crank calls and listening to the possibles. It was at seven minutes past eight in the evening that Anna received a call from a Sharon Bilkin. Hesitantly, she gave her name and address before saying she was sure that the photograph was of her flatmate, Louise Pennel. The last time Sharon had seen Louise was three days prior to the murder.

DAY FIVE

Sharon Bilkin came to the station at nine o’clock. She was twenty-six years old, a baby-faced blonde wearing too much makeup. She had brought numerous photographs of Louise with her. The team knew immediately Louise was their victim. Sharon was able to tell them that she had last seen Louise at Stringfellow’s nightclub; Louise had stayed on after Sharon left, which was just after midnight on January ninth. Louise had not returned home. When asked why she hadn’t reported this, Sharon said that Louise often stayed away for two or three nights at a time.

Sharon told them that Louise worked as a dental receptionist. When the surgery was contacted, they said that they also had not seen her since the ninth. They had not raised the alarm either: Louise’s frequent absences from work meant they were not surprised or suspicious when she didn’t turn up. Moreover, they had given her notice to quit the week before.

Louise, they also discovered from Sharon, was an orphan; her parents had died when she was a young teenager. There were no close relatives, so Sharon was asked if she would be prepared to formally identify Louise.

Sharon was shaking with nerves; when the green cover was drawn back, she let out a gasp. “What’s the matter with her face? Her mouth?”

“Is this Louise Pennel?” Anna asked.

“Yes, but what’s happened to her mouth?”

“It has been cut,” Anna said, giving the nod to the mortuary assistant to recover Louise’s face.



Sharon spent two hours with Anna and Morgan, answering their questions. She gave them a few names, but was sure Louise had no steady boyfriend. She also said that Louise wanted to get into modeling like her, which was why she had so many photographs. One in particular that Sharon showed them was heartbreaking. Louise was wearing a red, glitter-sequined minidress, a glass of champagne in one hand and a red rose caught in her hair. She had the sweetest of smiles, her lipstick a dark plum. Her large, dark brown eyes were heavily made up and she had a small uptilted nose. She had been a very pretty young woman.

The incident room was buzzing with the news that they had an identification, giving the whole team an adrenaline rush. They had been so frustrated, waiting for their first break. Now that she was identified, they could kick-start their hunt for her killer.

DAY SIX

Morgan was back at his desk the following morning at seven fifteen. A priority was to interview the dental surgeon Louise had worked for. Morgan was busy listing everyone he wanted to see that morning when Anna walked into his office with a copy of the Mirror.

“Excuse me, sir; have you seen this?”

“What?”

“Second page.”

Morgan reached across to take the paper. He sat down heavily. “Fuck. How did they get this?”

“Must have got it from Sharon; she had enough photographs. We put out so many requests for help in identifying Louise, no one would have thought to ask Sharon not to go to the press.”

Morgan sucked in his breath in a fury. The article said little: just that the victim the police were trying to name was Louise Pennel. There were a few sentences about how Sharon, her flatmate, had identified Louise. There was a picture of a scantily dressed Sharon, but the main photograph was of Louise with the red rose in her hair.

Roses are red, violets are blue, who killed Louise and slit her mouth in two?


Jack Douglas, the Mirror journalist who had printed Sharon’s story, looked at the single sheet of typed writing that had been sent anonymously to the crime desk.

“Sick fuckers,” he muttered. He screwed it up and tossed it into the waste bin.



DCI Morgan held up the newspaper to the team in the incident room. “We’re gonna get a lot of crap aimed at us over—” Before he could finish his sentence, he buckled over in agony, clutching his stomach. There was a flurry of activity around him. He was helped into his office in excruciating pain, unable to stand upright. An ambulance took him to Richmond Hospital at ten fifteen. The team hovered around, discussing what could be wrong with their gov. By midmorning they knew it was serious. DCI Morgan had bleeding ulcers and would be out of action for some considerable time. This meant that a new DCI would have to take over the case, and fast.

By early afternoon, they were informed that DCI James Langton was stepping in, and bringing two officers with him.
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DAY SEVEN

Anna watched from the incident room window as Langton arrived. It was just after ten. He parked erratically and then slammed the car door shut. He was still driving his beat-up Rover, but was looking far smarter than poor old Gov Morgan had ever managed, in a navy blue striped suit, a pale blue shirt with a white collar, and a maroon tie.

Langton was joined in the car park by DS John Barolli and DI Mike Lewis, the other two officers Anna had worked alongside on the Daniels case. They carried a mound of files between them. They chatted together for a few moments before heading into the station.

Anna was sitting at her desk making herself look busy when Langton strode into the room, flanked by Lewis and Barolli. He went straight to the incident board and looked over it before facing the team. He introduced his sidekicks and, giving a curt nod to Anna, expressed his regret that their gov had been taken into hospital. Then he moved on to the case.

“I will need to assimilate all the data you have, but meanwhile, you can’t waste any time. It seems you have little or nothing to go on, bar the fact you have your victim identified. I want forensics over to the girls’ flat, as it has not yet been eliminated as the scene of the murder. I want you to start listing all Louise Pennel’s friends and associates and start taking statements fast. She was missing for three days; where was she? Who was the last person to see her alive? Give me until tomorrow morning for my briefing; until then, let’s get moving!”

A murmur erupted as he gathered up a row of files and looked around for Morgan’s office. A young female DC led him through the incident room past Anna’s desk. Langton paused for a second and looked at her.

“Hello, Anna. Nice to be working with you again.” Then he was gone.

Anna flushed, turning back to her computer screen. Barolli and Lewis came over to stand by her desk. Barolli made a joke about it becoming a habit. Anna looked confused.

“Well, you were brought onto Langton’s team for the Alan Daniels case when Detective Hudson got sick. Now we’re together again, but this time it was your guv’nor who got ill. Putting something into the coffee, are you?”

Anna smiled, but was not amused.

“I suppose that case must have helped to get you a promotion. Congratulations,” Lewis said.

She couldn’t help noticing an undercurrent of sarcasm in his tone; it had obviously not helped him. The duo then followed Langton into his office.

The young DC came out from Langton’s office, which faced the incident room and so had blinds for privacy. Anna watched as the DC filled three mugs with black coffee and a plate with doughnuts.

“Good-looking, isn’t he? Nice suit,” she said.

Anna smiled. “He hates his coffee cold. If that’s stewed, I’d get the canteen to make a fresh pot.”

“So you’ve worked with the DCI before?”

“Yes, a while back.”

“Is he married?”

Anna turned away. “Not as far as I know. That coffee will be cold if it wasn’t before.”

As the young DC moved off, Anna looked over to the officer working at the next desk. “What’s her name? I keep forgetting?”

He didn’t even look up. “Bridget, like the diaries.”

Anna smiled. The young DC was slightly overweight but very pretty, with silky blonde hair, unlike Anna’s own spiky red. Anna had tried to grow hers longer but it didn’t look right, so she had gone back to her usual cropped cut, which held in check the curls that liked to spring up.



There was a strange atmosphere in the incident room. Langton’s remark about their lack of results had hit home and the team was feeling out of sorts. Nevertheless, Anna worked at gathering names and addresses of Louise’s known associates and, along with the rest of the team, began arranging interviews. Her first priority was to go to Louise’s flat to reinterview Sharon herself.



Louise had lived in the top-floor flat of a narrow four-story house off Balcombe Street, close to Baker Street tube station. Anna paused to catch her breath; the stairs were steep. The staircase narrowed as she approached flat nine. She knocked and waited.

“Come in,” Sharon called out. Anna pushed the unlocked door open. The small hallway was as narrow as the stairs and was crammed with photographs of Sharon, some of her modeling teenage clothes and others in which she was rather more scantily dressed. There were none of Louise.

“I’m in here,” Sharon called from the kitchen, interrupting Anna’s scrutiny. “I’ve put the kettle on; do you want tea or coffee?”

“Coffee, please. Black, no sugar,” Anna said as she entered.

“It’s only instant,” Sharon said, busily wiping down a sink that was stacked with dirty crockery.

“That’s fine.”

Anna sat at the small folding plastic table; the rest of the space in the tiny kitchen was taken up with cheap cabinets, a fridge, and a washing machine.

“I don’t think there is anything I can tell you that I haven’t said already,” Sharon said as she poured boiling water into two mugs.

“I just want to go over a few things to find out what type of person Louise was.” Anna took her notebook and a tape recorder from her briefcase. “Do you mind if I tape us? It’s in case I don’t write something down I’ll need to check out.”

Sharon hesitated and then nodded, drawing out the other chair.

Anna checked to make sure her tape was running. “You gave us a list of Louise’s friends and we’ll be talking to them, but can you think of anyone else?”

“I went through my address book again last night and there’s no one that I can think of.”

“Did Louise have a diary?”

“I don’t know.”

“Maybe we could have a look around later? If you would like to see the Section Eight warrant?”

Sharon shrugged as she munched a chocolate chip biscuit, not even glancing at the document that Anna showed her.

“You mentioned to DCI Morgan that Louise was seeing someone.”

“I don’t know his name and I never met him. I only saw him the once, when he rang downstairs for her. He didn’t come in. I was just going out, so I saw him go to his car and wait for her; well, I presume that’s what he was doing.”

“What type of car?”

“I was asked that. I don’t know. It was black and shiny, but I don’t know what make.”

“Can you describe this man?”

“I already have.”

“Yes, I know, but just for me.”

Sharon finished her biscuit and wiped the corners of her mouth with one finger. “Tall, maybe six foot. He was wearing a long dark coat, very smart, and he had short dark hair. I only really saw the back of him. Oh yeah, slight hook nose, I remember that.”

“What age, do you think?”

“Hard to tell; thirty-five to forty-five? He wasn’t young and he wasn’t her usual type.”

“How long had Louise been seeing this man?”

Sharon shrugged. “I dunno; I think she knew him before she moved in here. She didn’t see him that regular, but she was very keen on him.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Well, when she did have a date with him, she spent hours getting dressed, changing her clothes; she even borrowed some of mine. She said she wanted to look smart for him, sophisticated, and she bought some new shoes: very high, spike-heeled ones.”

“Are they missing?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t looked.”

“We can do that later. I’ll also need you to look through her wardrobe and see if any of her clothes are missing.”

“I can do that, but I don’t know if I’ll be able to tell; you see, we shared the flat but, I mean, we weren’t close friends.”

“Really?”

“She answered an ad I put in Time Out when my last flatmate left. It’s rented and I couldn’t afford to live here by myself, so I needed someone fast.”

“When was this?”

“About seven months ago. I dunno where she lived before; she didn’t have that much luggage. She didn’t have a lot of money either; well, her job paid peanuts.”

“You said she worked for a dentist?”

“Yeah, but they paid her minimum wage, ’cos she was having some of her teeth fixed. She needed some caps and fillings done, so I guess when that had been finished she would leave. She didn’t talk about her work much, just that it was really boring and she had this thing about hearing the dentist’s drill.”

“And you work as a model?”

“Yes, mostly catalog work. I also do part-time at a café up the road.”

Anna plowed on, keeping the questions simple, not wanting to unnerve Sharon before trying to ease her onto more personal topics.



Langton, Barolli, and Lewis spent the entire morning sifting through the case history. By two o’clock, having worked through lunch, they closed the files.

“They’ve got nothing,” Langton said quietly.

“Yeah, well, at least they’ve identified her.”

“We’ll have a briefing at the end of the day; in the meantime, I’ll go over to interview this Sharon, her flatmate.”

“Travis is there,” Barolli said.

“I know.” Langton walked out.

Barolli looked at Lewis quizzically. “He said anything to you about her?”

“What? Travis?”

“Yeah, he did a double take when he saw her name listed on the team, but then pretended not to have noticed. They got on, didn’t they?”

“I was told a bit more than ‘got on’! In fact, you remember Jean—that stony-faced DC?—she said they were having a scene.”

“No way! She’s not the gov’s type for one, and for two, he wouldn’t be so crass as to screw someone on his team. He gets his leg over enough women without shitting on his own doorstep.”

“Well, it’s what I was told,” Lewis said, slightly embarrassed.

Barolli flicked open the postmortem file and stared at it. “You read through all this? What had been done to her?”

Lewis shook his head. They had been under pressure from Langton to get through the files as fast as possible, so had taken half each.

“Bottom of the page.” Barolli used a pen to indicate where Lewis should read. It took longer than just a glance. He turned over to the next page of the report and continued reading, then slowly closed the file.

“Jesus Christ. I thought the beatings she’d taken were bad enough, along with the slashes to her mouth, but this is sick, fucking sick.”

Barolli nodded; the report had turned his stomach. “Beggars belief, doesn’t it? And they haven’t finished the autopsy yet! What kind of animal would do that?”

Lewis took a deep breath. “One we’d better bloody catch.”



Anna was sitting in Louise’s cramped bedroom. The single bed, with its pink candlewick bedspread, had not been made up. She had asked if Louise ever brought any guests back to the flat. Sharon had shaken her head: that was one of the house rules and, to her knowledge, Louise had never broken it.

“The landlady lives on the ground floor and she’d have a fit.”

“But Louise often stayed away for nights?”

“Yes, so did I; neither of us had got a steady bloke, though, so it didn’t really matter not being able to bring anyone back.”

Anna had to move her knees aside so that Sharon could open the wardrobe doors.

“I don’t know what’s missing. Like I said, she hadn’t lived here too long. Oh, hang on!”

Sharon walked out of the room. Anna got up to look at the clothes herself. They were hung in two sections: what looked like work clothes—white shirts and straight dark skirts, a couple of jackets—and clothes for going out, some very expensive, others just main-street glitter.

Sharon appeared in the doorway. “Her coat: she had a nice maroon coat with a black velvet collar and matching buttons; that’s not in here, or in the cupboard in the hall.”

Anna nodded and looked to the bed. “Did she usually make her bed?”

“No. She was a bit untidy. I was told not to touch it in case they wanted to take away the sheets and things.”

Anna looked at a dress on a hanger: low-cut, tight-waisted, with a layered skirt.

“She wanted to be a model. She was always asking me about agents and what she should do to try and break into it. She had a very good figure, but sometimes she wore too much makeup, which made her look older than she was; then she started wearing the dark red lipstick.”

The doorbell made Sharon jump; for all her chattiness, she was actually quite strung out. She went to answer the door, leaving Anna to carry on looking over the clothes. She checked the labels of two cashmere sweaters in the chest of drawers. They were both very expensive and one had never even been worn: it was still folded in tissue paper.

Anna heard Sharon calling to someone to keep on coming up the stairs. She checked over an underwear drawer. Some of the knickers were expensive lace, others well-worn cotton. Anna flushed and shut the drawer when she heard Langton’s voice asking Sharon for directions to the bedroom.

Sharon stood behind him as he appeared in the doorway. “Not a lot of room,” she said.

Langton gave Anna a brief nod.

“You do your own laundry?” he asked Sharon.

“We’ve got a washing machine but it doesn’t work that well, so we use the local launderette.”

“You still have Louise’s dirty washing, then?”

“Yes, it’s in the corner in that basket.” She pointed. “I don’t know what’s in there; I haven’t looked.”

Langton’s eyes roamed slowly around the room and then back to Anna as she gestured to the wardrobe.

“Sharon thinks Louise’s coat is missing.”

Langton nodded. His gaze swept the room once more before he turned to Sharon. “Is there somewhere we can talk?”

“The kitchen?”

He said quietly to Anna that he would leave her to it, and followed Sharon out of the room.

Anna did a thorough search, noting the hairbrush with dark red strands of hair still caught in it. They would take that. She did not find any personal notes or letters; there were very few knickknacks and no photographs. Louise’s cosmetics and toiletries were a mishmash of cheap products. There were a few bottles of perfume, some expensive, two of which were unopened. Anna took the stopper off the cheap-looking Tudor Rose, which was half empty, and sniffed: it was sharp and synthetic. In a rather grubby old floral silk makeup bag, she discovered several used lipsticks in various shades of pink and orange.

Anna found nothing under the bed apart from dustballs. She looked into the laundry basket: it was full of white shirts, knickers, and bras. She shut the lid and then went back to the chest of drawers. She found two empty handbags: one quite good leather but old-fashioned, the other a small, cheap-looking clutch bag. No handbag had been found. Anna made a note to ask Sharon what kind Louise was likely to have been last seen with. Anna found no checkbooks, no diary, and no address book. Leaving the room, she frowned as she heard a sound from the kitchen. She could not hear what was being said, but it sounded as if Sharon was crying. Langton’s low, soft voice talked on.

Anna went into the narrow bathroom; there was just room for a bath and toilet. A glass cabinet held aspirin and some prescription drugs, but the tablets were in Sharon’s name and were only for migraines. Anna moved into the hallway and opened the cupboard by the front door to find raincoats and old shoes. Looking up, she saw two stacked suitcases on a shelf. Standing on tiptoe, she read a label: Louise Pennel, and the address of the flat. Anna quietly eased the case down and carried it to the bedroom.

The old suitcase was cheap and plastic, with a mock silk lining. Inside, there were two photo albums and a worn address book with various names and addresses listed in no particular order. Sifting through the photo albums, Anna was able to get a better idea of who Louise was. There were some black-and-white snapshots of a couple; the woman looked very like Louise and, in a number of pictures, even had a flower in her hair. The man was very good-looking but with a laconic, almost bored air about him: he rarely smiled. There were a lot of baby pictures, then Louise in school uniform and as a camera-shy teenager. The more recent photographs were in the second album. There were some of Louise at parties and others of her standing by the Regent’s Park zoo’s chimp enclosure, shading her eyes and laughing into the camera. A few innocent-looking snapshots pictured her with various young men, always smiling and hanging on to their arm. Anna jumped as Langton appeared in the doorway.

“I need to get back. You want a lift?”

“Yes, please. I’d like to take these with me.”

He glanced at the albums and then walked out.

They sat in silence in the patrol car, Langton up front, Anna in the back. As they drove away, the white forensic van was just parking up outside Sharon’s flat.

“Louise was not a whore, but close,” he said, as if to himself.

“I wondered about that. She had some very expensive clothes; lot of cheap ones as well, but a few designer labels and some very exclusive perfume.”

“Sharon, I’d say, is on the game; not that she would admit it. Total denial, but she started to blubber when I asked her if Louise was. They would pick up men from clubs, sometimes together, sometimes not; on the night Louise went missing, Sharon scored herself a rock singer and spent the night at the Dorchester. Louise was often out every night. Sharon said Louise wouldn’t cook or eat anything if she didn’t have a date, so I guess the one-nighters were literally meal tickets! She described Louise as being very secretive, sometimes annoyingly so. She would be very coy about where she had been.”

Anna chewed her lip. Sharon hadn’t told her any of this.

“This tall, dark older guy is the one we need to trace.”

“Sharon said she thought he might be married, which was why Louise was so secretive about him,” Anna said quietly.

Langton nodded. “There was also something a bit kinky going on. Couple of times, she’d come back from being with him with bruises on her face and arms, very withdrawn, often crying in her room. She never said what was bothering her, just that she didn’t like doing certain things, whatever that means.”

Anna stared out of the window. Langton had got so much detail and quickly.

“The autopsy said there were no drugs.”

“Yes,” Anna said lamely.

“But she did take cocaine. Sharon said they had an argument about it. After one of the dates with this older man, Louise brought some back and offered it to Sharon. She was pretty sure that Louise was into some serious sex games with this guy. It’d sometimes be a couple of days before she’d return home, looking really knackered.”

“She had some very expensive underwear.”

Langton swiveled around in his seat to face her. “I think they went a bit further than sexy knickers!”

“Oh.” Anna tried not to blush.

He gave her one of his lopsided smiles. “ ‘Oh’? We’ll know more when they complete the autopsy; certainly taking their time. What we know already is pretty sickening.” He turned to face forward again. There was a long pause. “So, how’s life been?” he asked without looking at her.

“Fine, thank you.”

“Found yourself a nice chap, have you?”

“I’ve been working too hard.”

He snorted. “I wish the case looked as if you had; bloody nothing. To lose that amount of time before you got her identified was not good, not good at all, but then old Morgan was never what I’d call a fast thinker.”

Before Anna could reply, they pulled into the station car park. Langton was out and heading directly into the station ahead of her as if she didn’t exist. She hurried after him and almost caught a clip from the door as he banged through. It was a repeat performance of the last time they had worked together.

“I’m right behind you,” she said curtly, but he just ran up the stairs two at a time before slamming into the incident room.



Langton stood in front of the team, looking at his watch, impatiently waiting for silence. It was just after six thirty. He held up the two photo albums brought from Sharon’s flat.

“I want these gone over with a fine-tooth comb: the boyfriends, the friends, anyone that can give us more clues to our victim’s lifestyle. Also, important, hit the clubs she used. Talk to anyone that knew her or might have seen her on the last night her flatmate saw her alive. We know she was missing for three days before her body was found. Where did she go? Who with? What we do know is that she was sexually permissive and took cocaine and ecstasy; that we found no trace of drugs is down to the fact her body had been drained of blood. Big clue, because any young lad screwing her isn’t likely to be able to not only drain her blood, but also chop her in two. The toxicology results might give us more details, but they’re going to need at least three to four weeks. The initial autopsy report gave us a lot of unpleasant details and I suspect there are more to come. Whoever carved this young girl up has to have a house or apartment that could facilitate such carnage. The suspect also has to have a car, as he transported the body to the murder site.”

Lewis interjected. “Maybe the killer could have borrowed a vehicle, even hired one.”

Langton suggested that he immediately check out hire cars for the relevant time and location.

Lewis grimaced; it would be a very long and boring job, and he muttered to Barolli that he should have kept his mouth shut.

“We have found no clothes or other personal items belonging to the victim, so I am sorry if I am going over old ground, but we need to check out skips, bins, the local tip, household waste collections, and someone will have to ascertain when the bins in that area were emptied.”

He turned to the board and pointed. “Take a look: the saw used to dissect her body did a very professional job, so it was more than likely used by someone who has medical or surgical experience. This narrows the suspects down, so eliminate eliminate until we get some perspective on the killer. We need to track down a tall, dark-haired man, driving a…” He gestured in exasperation. “Black car, expensive-looking. This man was known to be dating our victim. This man was very secretive; this man used drugs; this man also lured Louise into perverted sexual games. Our suspect is possibly married. To start with, concentrate in this area. Any doctor or surgeon struck off for medical malpractice, any doctor or surgeon with a police record. When we have exhausted that area, we widen the net, but I want this man traced!”

Langton dug his hands into his pockets. “I want a very closed shop on this one: keep your mouths shut about what was done to her. The press get hold of this horror and we’ll have a Fred West scenario, which we do not want. As it is, I will have the big boys breathing down my neck for a result, never mind some of the heavy-duty females skiing up the ranks.”

Anna felt this jibe was directed at her own promotion, though Langton never even glanced in her direction.

“I have asked for more officers to be drafted in to help us out.”

Langton continued his briefing for over an hour. Hardly anyone interrupted, even when he said some very derogatory things about the way they had been handling the case to date. He was determined that no more time would be wasted; they had to get results, and fast. When he finished, Lewis and Barolli handed the lists of duties that Langton had ordered to the operations manager. There would be no overtime; if need be, they would have to work around the clock. Langton returned to his office. It was like a whirlwind had passed through.

Anna went over to find out what Lewis had discovered at Louise’s place of work: not much. She was always late, bit of a shoddy worker; a very likable girl, just lazy. The dentist confirmed that he had given her notice to quit. He also confirmed that she was paid a low wage, as he had been doing a lot of free dental work on her. The other girls working at the clinic got on quite well with her, but she kept very much to herself and rarely, if ever, mixed with any of them socially. The dentist was married with four children, and on the night Louise was at Stringfellow’s, he was at a family dinner. He did not socialize with Louise and knew little or nothing about her private life; however, one of the dental nurses recalled that Louise had wanted to leave early one day, about a month before she disappeared. She had said she had an important date. The nurse had seen a black car, possibly a Rover, parked opposite the surgery, but she could not describe the man sitting inside. She said that the following day, Louise was very late for work and had showed them a bottle of perfume and a cashmere sweater she had been given by her “friend.”

It had stuck in the nurse’s mind because, midafternoon, Louise became very sick and had to leave the surgery, so she had to cover for her. She said that Louise often came to work very hungover. A couple of times, she had also looked as if she had been in some kind of fight: her face was bruised, and once she had deep scratches on her arms. Louise had claimed she had been tipsy and fallen down the stairs of her flat.



Langton rocked back in his chair, flipping a pen up and down as he listened to Barolli going over the wording of the press statements. Langton was being cagey about what they should release: too much information would result in a slew of sickos calling in. The most important thing to get across was that the police wished to contact the tall, dark middle-aged man in order to eliminate him from their inquiries. They also needed to know if anyone had seen Louise during those three days she was missing. Langton okayed the use of that same photograph with the red rose in her hair. He then called it quits for himself and went home.



Anna did not get home until late either. She felt too tired to cook, so had bought a pizza on her way home. She had a bottle of wine already open and poured herself a glass. The pizza was cold now, but she ate it anyway as she opened the copy of tomorrow’s Sun she’d picked up from the tube station. She knew the press release would be coming out the following morning, so it was a surprise when the now-familiar photograph of Louise stared back at her from page two.

The accompanying headline read POLICE HUNT KILLER OF RED DAHLIA. Anna frowned; it was not a dahlia but a rose in Louise’s hair. The article likened the case to a very brutal murder that had made history in Los Angeles in the mid-forties, that of Elizabeth Short: a beautiful girl who was nicknamed the Black Dahlia because of the flower she wore in her raven hair.



The journalist on the Sun crime desk had cobbled the story together, but his editor liked it; the catchphrase of the Black and Red Dahlias looked good in print, as did the two color photographs of the dead girls. Though they lacked any real detail about the Louise Pennel case, they could hang the article on the fact that the killer of the Black Dahlia was never traced, just as the killer of Louise Pennel, the Red Dahlia, remained at large after ten days.

The journalist kept quiet about the fact that he had received an anonymous letter pointing this out. The second contact from the killer lay crumpled in a ball in his office bin.
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Langton chucked the newspaper into the bin in his kitchen.

He snapped angrily into the phone. “Yeah, I just read it. No! Do nothing about it. I’ve never heard of this Black Dahlia woman, have you?”

Lewis said that he hadn’t either.

“Doesn’t really have anything to do with us, seeing as it was in the forties and in the bloody USA!”

Lewis wished he had never made the call. “Right, just thought if you hadn’t seen it.”

“Yeah, yeah; look, I’m tired out, sorry if I bit your head off. See you in the morning.” Langton was about to replace the receiver when he remembered. “How’s your son?”

“He’s terrific; got over that bug, and he’s got rows of teeth now,” Lewis said affably.

“Great; good night, then.”

“ ’Night.”

It was after eleven. Langton retrieved the paper from the bin and pressed it out flat on his kitchen counter.

Elizabeth Short, though aged only twenty-two, had been a jaded beauty with raven-black hair, white face, and dark-painted lips. The flower in her hair might have been a dahlia, but it wasn’t black. In comparison, Louise Pennel looked younger and fresher, even though they were about the same age. Louise’s eyes were dark brown and Elizabeth’s green, but eerily, the dead girls had a similar expression. The half-smile on their pretty lips was sexual, teasing, yet the eyes had a solemnity and a sadness, as if they knew what fate had in store.

DAY EIGHT

The next morning, Anna stopped off at a bookshop to buy her daily Guardian. Next to the till, there was a bookstand of half-price paperbacks, one of which was The Black Dahlia. Blazoned across the cover were the words TRUE LIFE CRIME. She bought it. By the time she got to the incident room, the phones were jangling; the press release was in all the papers, as was the photograph of Louise with the red rose. Numerous other tabloids had picked up on the Sun’s article and were also now calling Louise the Red Dahlia. A couple of articles referred to the original case in LA but most of them concentrated, as Langton had hoped they would, on the fact that the police were trying to trace the tall, dark-haired stranger.



Eight days into the inquiry, for all Langton’s snide remarks about Morgan, he had got no further in tracing Louise’s killer himself, though at least he did now have more facts to give the press. Although they had not been given all the details, the brutality of the murder, even tempered down, made shocking reading.

All the calls to the incident room regarding the Red Dahlia inquiry had to be monitored and checked out, so extra clerical staff had been shipped in. Of the many calls, seventy percent were from either jokers or perverts; thirty percent still needed investigating. It was a long day, with half the team interviewing Louise’s friends, such as they were, or trying to trace the male companions pictured in her photograph albums. Meanwhile, forensics had removed all the dirty laundry and bed linen from Louise’s flat to test for DNA. Langton was covering all areas but still felt like a headless chicken. He decided to go to Stringfellow’s with Lewis to make inquiries. Barolli was checking out the other two clubs that Sharon had said Louise often went to, hoping that someone would be able to identify their tall, dark stranger, or that someone would have witnessed Louise leaving the club. Taxis also had to be checked out; it was an endless, tedious slog, but it had to be done.

The officers who had been scouring the coffee bars local to Louise’s workplace had various sightings of her confirmed; she was often alone, though she would sometimes pick someone up and go to the cinema in Baker Street. No one questioned could give a name or recall ever seeing her with the same person twice, let alone a tall, dark stranger. She was always friendly and chatty; no one thought she was on the game, more that she needed company—preferably the sort who would pick up the bill.

Anna had not been asked to join the lads on their club crawl, but she didn’t mind. Her head ached from monitoring call after call, still with nothing tangible at the end of the day. During her lunch break, she had begun reading the book about Elizabeth Short’s murder. It had been written by a former Los Angeles Police Department officer, who had been attached for many years to the homicide division of LA County. He made some startling deductions and even put forward his own father as the killer. Anna continued reading once she was home. She didn’t expect to be up still at two o’clock in the morning, but she had been unable to put the book down. Even when she finished it, sleep didn’t come: all she could do was think about its nightmarish contents. Although Elizabeth Short had been murdered in the forties, there was nevertheless a sickening link beyond the similarities between her photograph and Louise’s. The murders were virtually identical.



Langton and Lewis looked tired out. They had spent hours at the clubs with little result. Louise was remembered by two waiters at Stringfellow’s, but so far as they could recall, she was always with a different man. They could not, from the vague description, identify any specific tall, dark stranger who had been with her. Her male friends were often young rock singers who she picked up in the club. The last night she was there had been a big show-biz occasion, with many glitzy guests who had been to a film premiere. They had roped off private sections and the place was jumping. The doormen and bouncers were no help; it seemed Louise came and went without a trace.

Barolli had not fared any better; a few people recalled seeing Louise, but not recently. He had tramped from one rather seedy nightclub to the next, showing her photograph. They had all recognized her; some knew she was dead, others didn’t. She was often alone, and would chat to the barmen about waiting for a modeling agent to contact her. It appeared she never drank too much and was always polite and friendly; if she was on the game, it was not obvious. Not one person questioned remembered seeing her with an older man; the clubs were mainly for people her age. She was known, but not known; they all thought of her as being a very attractive girl but something about her was not quite right. One barman said it was as if she was always waiting for someone, often looking to the club’s entrance expectantly.

Langton had asked for the cashmere sweaters they had taken from Louise’s flat to be traced. They were part of a large special deal for Harrods’s January sale the previous year, but none of the assistants could recall any tall, dark stranger buying one, either with cash or a credit card. The perfume, although costly, could have been sold to any one of hundreds of customers in a range of department stores. The search for Louise’s maroon coat also drew a blank. Sharon had made an attempt at describing Louise’s handbag, but “large black leather with a wide strap” was not much use. She also said that Louise sometimes used smaller clutch bags, but could not describe any in much detail. A search of the area where the body was found also yielded nothing. They were back almost to square one.

DAY NINE

Anna placed a call to the crime desk at both the Mirror and the Sun. She then went into the ladies’ to refresh her makeup. Running a comb through her hair, she stared at her reflection and took a deep breath. Langton might laugh her out of his office, but then again, he might not.

“Well, this is another fucking fruitless day,” he muttered as she tapped and entered his office.

“I wanted to have a quick chat.”

“I’m all ears.” He wasn’t; he was doodling on a notepad, his face set in anger.

“I just want to run something by you,” she said.

He sighed impatiently. “Well, bloody get on with it.”

She put the book on his desk. “It’s about the Black Dahlia murder.”

Langton swore, fed up with the constant references to a girl just because she had a flower in her hair, but Anna continued. “Elizabeth Short was murdered in 1947 in the United States; her killer was never caught. This book is written by a former police officer who believes that his father was the man who killed her.”

Langton stopped doodling and stared at the cover of the book.

“If you flick through to the middle part, I’ve put a yellow sticker on the relevant pages. There are also mortuary photographs you should look at.”

He sniffed and began turning over the pages. “What am I looking at?”

“The body: look how she was found.”

Langton frowned, turning the book this way and that to look at the black-and-white photographs. “Jesus Christ.”

“There’s a website.”

“What?”

“There’s a website; it contains more detailed photographs of the way the victim was discovered.”

“Holy shit. I don’t believe this.”

“I read it last night and I couldn’t believe it either. If you look at the pages marked with blue stickers, they are also relevant, I think.”

Langton sat back and began reading. He read in silence for about ten minutes, then he slowly lowered the book.

“So what are you suggesting? That the same guy killed Louise? He’d have to be in his nineties, for God’s sake!”

“No, no: the police officer’s father has been dead more than five years. Another possible suspect died in a fire in the sixties. Look at the next set of stickers.”

“What color?” He looked up and gave her that smile.

“Green. The man they hunted for Elizabeth’s murder was never traced; he is described as a ‘tall, dark stranger.’ There are also some sketches of him.”

“Fuck me!” Langton said, then snapped the book closed. “So?”

“So, I think we might have a copycat killer. I called both the Mirror and the Sun and spoke to their crime reporters. The Sun described Louise as the Red Dahlia. We thought it was just due to the flowers in the two victims’ hair. But they were both contacted.”

Langton leaned forward. “And?”

“In both cases they received an anonymous letter; neither thought anything of it, you know, possible crank, murder aficionado…”

“Yeah, yeah, and?”

“They destroyed them.”

“Fuck!”

“But look at the yellow stickers again. The LA killer sent many letters to the police and the newspapers, always gloating about how clever he was and that they’d never catch him…”

“I’m reading, I’m reading!” Langton snapped.

Anna waited until he had finished.

“The anonymous note to the journalist at the Mirror, as far as he could remember, said something about Louise’s mouth being slit in two. The one sent to the other journalist, Richard Reynolds at the Sun, mentioned the Black Dahlia case and called Louise the Red Dahlia. Until then, Reynolds had never even heard of the murder of Elizabeth Short.”

Langton flicked back and forward over the relevant photographs in the book.

Anna continued. “The first note was sent to the Mirror journalist after his article had been published.”

Langton sprang to his feet and shoved his hands into his pockets. “This is bloody good, Travis, bloody sick…but it’s possible. Jesus Christ, can you leave this with me for a while and I’ll chew it over? Don’t mention it to anyone. Not yet.”

Anna nodded and walked out. Langton didn’t come into the incident room until two hours later. He bent down to place the book on Anna’s desk. He was so close she could smell his after-shave.

“Can you get the website up for me?”

“Sure.”

He stared at the grotesque images of the dismembered Elizabeth and then said, very quietly, “Sick bastard, he even placed our body ten inches off the center. It’s bloody identical. My God, explain this one, huh?”

“Copycat,” Anna said without emotion.

Langton ran his fingers through his hair so that it stood up on end. “You think when this book was published it triggered…?” He used his hand to make a winding motion at the side of his head.

“Who knows? Something had to.”

Langton nodded, then patted her shoulder. “Get over to the offices at the Mirror and the Sun, see what they tossed; meanwhile I’ll bring this up with the team.”

“Okay,” she said, shutting down the computer, adding, “It’s a very popular website.”

“What does that say to you, Anna?”

She shrugged and again he leaned close to her.

“It says, Anna, that there’s a lot of sick fuckers out there, that’s what it says to me. Who the hell wants to see those mortuary photographs? It should be wiped off the web.”

“We have to find him,” she murmured.

“You think I don’t know that!” he snapped.

“It’s just that if he is a copycat murderer, there were two others: the police at the time reckoned they were done by the same killer. If he’s copycatted Elizabeth Short, then what may happen is he’ll go the whole nine yards and kill again.”

Langton stuffed his hands into his trouser pockets. “I hope to Christ you’re wrong.”

He moved off and she was left feeling slightly depressed, not because he hadn’t at any point praised her good work; it was his closeness. She had wanted some personal response from him, but had received none. It was as if their relationship from the last case had never existed. She mentally shook herself and told herself to get it together; after all, it had been she who had not wanted to continue seeing him. The truth was, there had been no one she had even been remotely interested in since Langton, and she chided herself for letting her old emotions seep back to the surface.



Langton stood in front of the team, holding up the Black Dahlia book. Anna was well on her way to the Mirror’s offices by the time he mentioned that DI Travis had brought it to his attention.

“We have a very sick development,” he said.

He showed the mortuary photographs of Elizabeth Short to the team.

“This victim was killed in Los Angeles nearly sixty years ago, but pass the book around and look at the way her body had been dismembered. Pay close attention to the mortuary photographs: you will see they are virtually identical to the way we found Louise Pennel. In fact, the entire scenario is crossing over. Their main suspect was described as a tall man, thirty-five to forty-five years old, well dressed and dark-haired. Their suspect was known to have been driving a very expensive automobile!”

Langton pointed to the incident board: under WANTED FOR ELIMINATION was their prime suspect. He had been described by Sharon and the dental nurse as tall, dark-haired, and wearing an expensive draped coat. Neither woman was able to give the exact make of the car, but they described it as large and black, possibly a BMW or a Rover.

Langton looked into the dregs of his coffee, drained the cup, and placed it down. He watched as the officers passed the book around, glancing at his watch. Intermittent gasps punctuated the silence in the room. One detective after another saw the horror they were now investigating mirrored in the black-and-white pictures of the murder that had occurred nearly sixty years ago.

Langton continued. “There were two further murders; both were suspected to be by the same killer. If we are to consider, which I think we have to, that there is some sicko out there emulating this Black Dahlia killer, then it is also possible that he may have already targeted his second victim. Let’s hope to Christ we catch this bastard before he gets the opportunity for his next kill.”

A murmur erupted from the stunned team as Langton walked over to the coffee machine for a fresh cup. He turned back to the room as Lewis pinned up the old black-and-white picture of Elizabeth Short on the incident board.

“The press have already compared the two victims, more or less due to the fact Louise Pennel had a flower in her hair on the photograph they used; they have not, as yet, discovered that the brutality of these murders is almost identical. I am going to ask for a complete press embargo on any further comparisons between the two cases. I don’t want what was done to Elizabeth Short sparking a media frenzy of headlines. By withholding some of the details about the atrocities Louise suffered, we will be able to distinguish between the crackpot calls and a real tip-off, and it’s a tip-off I am desperate for.”

Langton’s mobile rang and he headed into his office to take the call in private. It was Anna, who was sitting in the canteen at the Mirror’s offices. She had taken a statement from the journalist who had published the first photograph of Louise.

“The journalist that received the typed note reckoned it was on schoolbook lined paper; the left-hand side was ripped.” She looked at her notebook and read the lines she had copied. “Roses are red, violets are blue, who killed Louise and slit her mouth in two?”

“Shit!”

“It had to have come from the killer, because we hadn’t given a full press release on the cuts to her mouth. I called Sharon and asked her if she had mentioned the wounds to the journalist and she said she hadn’t. Now for the twist: she also denies ever sending or being paid for the photograph.”

“Could she be lying?”

“I’m not sure; question is if she didn’t get paid for the photograph, who did?”

“Where did it come from?”

“He said he paid a runner for it; you know, they have contacts who hang out, taking photographs at clubs. Sometimes they get lucky.”

“Did you get a name?”

“Yep, Kenneth Dunn; I’m tracking him down.”

“Good, okay; keep in touch.”



Anna had arranged to meet Kenneth Dunn at a Radio Shack where he worked part-time. Dunn was very eager to speak to her and broke off a conversation he was having as Anna showed him her ID. He led her through to the back of the shop into a small storage area. Anna showed him the newspaper.

“Did you sell this picture to the Mirror?”

“Yes, they’ve already paid me for it.”

“How did you come by this photograph?”

“I can’t divulge my sources.”

“Why not?”

“Because I have to pay them, and we do a trade-off.”

“You didn’t take this photograph, correct?”

“That’s right.”

“So please tell me who gave it to you, or who you paid for it, or I will have you arrested for obstructing the police.”

“What?”

“It is imperative I know where this photograph came from and how it was passed to you, Mr. Dunn. This girl was murdered and it could become a vital piece of evidence; so, where did you get this photograph from?”

He sighed. “I was given it.”

“Who by?”

“Look, I don’t want to get her into trouble; it wasn’t her idea for me to sell it: it was mine. I make a few quid at weekends hanging out at clubs; you know, snapping the stars as they go in or out—especially out, they love shots of them boozed up and falling down—and their own photographers get bored hanging around. I mean, some nights, I’ve been there until four in the morning.”

“Who gave you this photograph, Mr. Dunn?”

Again he hesitated, his greasy face shining; his dark hair was smothered in a gluelike gel that made it stick up in spikes.

“Was it Sharon Bilkin?”



Anna returned to her car and bleeped it open. She threw in her briefcase as she dialed Langton’s mobile.

“She was lying: he got the picture from Sharon Bilkin on the promise he would try and get her some coverage, which he did, as she was featured in the same article. He didn’t take the photograph and he also didn’t know anything about the marks to our victim’s mouth.”

Langton gave a long sigh, then there was silence.

“Are you still there?” Anna asked.

“Yeah, yeah, just trying to get the time frame organized in my brain. The journalist is sent the photo, or it’s passed to him by this Dunn character, who got it from Sharon, right?”

“Yes, that’s what he said.”

“They buy it, release pictures; so when did this note ‘roses are red, violets are blue’ shit come in?”

“Day the article appeared.”

“Go back to that silly little cow Sharon. She lied about this; see if she is lying about anything else.”



Anna was almost out of breath by the time she reached the top of the stairs. Either it really was a long way up or she was getting out of shape.

“It’s open,” came Sharon’s singsong voice.

Anna found Sharon in the kitchen, wearing yellow marigolds.

“I couldn’t face the dirty dishes anymore, so I been doing the housework.”

Anna smiled; the kitchen did look a lot cleaner.

“We need to talk, Sharon.”

“Whatever. They come yesterday and took all her bedding and things from her wardrobe.”

Sharon pointed to the cards left on the table by the forensic team, pinned to a neatly written list of all the items removed. “I said they could take whatever they wanted; I mean, I don’t want her stuff and I don’t really know what to do with it. And with no rent from her, I’ve got to find someone else.”

“Ah, so that’s the reason for the house cleaning,” Anna said.

“Yeah, well, want the place to look nice, and no way am I going to say to a prospective tenant that the previous girl that shared with me was murdered. So, I don’t want her stuff. They took a lot, even her dirty laundry, but there’s still drawersful, and that old suitcase.”

“Is there no one she knew that would want her things?”

“I don’t know anyone.”

“But you still have her photographs?”

Sharon blushed and began to wash down the draining board.

“Sharon, you said that you did not give that photograph to the press. It’s very important, because if you did…”

“I didn’t sell it,” she said, rinsing the cloth.

“But you did give it to Kenneth Dunn. Sharon, please stop wasting my time.”

Sharon folded the dishcloth and hung it on the cooker rail, refusing to look at Anna.

“Sharon, this is very important. It may not seem as if you are withholding evidence, but I need to know exactly what happened.”

Sharon sat down. “All right, I know him. He’s done some snaps of me: a couple for a magazine called Buzz. He works up in Kilburn at a Radio Shack part-time until he gets his career as a photographer off the ground. I just bumped into him by accident: I didn’t arrange it; it was just a coincidence. We got talking and I told him about Louise, you know, what had happened to her, and we came back here for a coffee. I showed him some photographs and…I didn’t think it would matter.”

Anna said nothing.

“Nobody told me not to do anything with them, and I’d already given you a whole lot. Anyways, Kenneth said he could get me some publicity as well, so I let him have the one of Louise with the flower in her hair and some pictures of me.”

“Did you give him anything else?”

“No, he gave me fifty quid. He said he only got a hundred, so we split it.”

“Did you tell Kenneth Dunn about the marks on Louise’s mouth?”

“No, no, I didn’t, I swear I didn’t. I haven’t told anybody about them, I swear before God.”

“Did you give anything else to the journalist?”

“No, I never met him.”

“Has anyone called you, wanting to talk about Louise?”

“Only calls I’ve had are about the advert in Time Out; in fact, I’ve got a girl coming round this afternoon, so could you get Louise’s stuff out, because I don’t want it. It might sound awful, getting someone to move in, but I got to pay the rent and Louise owed me for a month.” Sharon smoothed her skirt with the back of her hand. “She was always on the scrounge. She’d say ‘Can I borrow five quid?’ and I’d always have to ask for it back. She was always short of money, and she wouldn’t buy groceries, she’d just eat my stuff. It wasn’t just food: she’d take my Tampax and nail varnish remover. I know it sounds petty, but it really annoyed me.”

Sharon was agitated, her cheeks flushed pink. “I know I shouldn’t be talking about her like this, but it’s the truth and she was such a liar. I’d say to her about paying me back, and she’d always plead poverty and that she’d pay me on her next week’s wages. One time, I was so fed up that when she went to work, I went into her room. She had two hundred quid in a drawer! I faced her out when she came back and she just said that she’d forgotten about the cash!”

“So she did pay you back?”

“Yes, eventually, but the point is I always had to ask. Like I said, she didn’t pay the rent on time, so I’m out four weeks. I often thought about asking her to leave.”

“But you didn’t?”

She shook her head, then frowned. Anna could almost see Sharon’s brain ticking over.

“What is it?” Anna said encouragingly. “Anything you think of might help me.”

“You know, there was something about her: I mean, she made you feel sorry for her. It was always as if she was waiting for something. Every time the phone rang, she’d give this expectant look toward it; never pick it up, though. I can’t explain it; it was like she was always hoping for something to happen. We did have a few good times. She could be very funny and the blokes always came on to her; she was a big flirt—well, at first.”

“What do you mean, at first?”

Sharon sighed. “When she first turned up, I rented the room to her because she was really sort of excited about her future, but after a couple of months, she was different, sneaking in and out, and she got very secretive. To be honest, I couldn’t really make her out at all. If you asked her a question about what she’d done before, where she lived, anything personal at all really, she’d never give you a direct answer. I think, well, it was kind of my in-tu-…” She frowned.

“Intuition?” Anna suggested.

“Yeah. I knew something was wrong, but I didn’t know what. Well, I’ll never know now, will I?”



Anna put Louise’s suitcase into the boot of her Mini. She’d helped Sharon pack up the rest of Louise’s belongings. There wasn’t that much: a few clothes and shoes, and some books. Anna was unsure what she would do with them. It was sad that this was all that was left of Louise’s life and no one wanted them.



The forensic team began checking over Louise’s garments. They were paying special attention to the dirty underwear, in case they found DNA that might be of use at a later date. The clothes were all tagged and listed and then pinned out on white paper, laid flat on a long trestle table. At the same time, the pathologist was completing his detailed autopsy. It had taken considerable time, due to the fact there were so many injuries; the dismembering and draining of her blood had hampered the usual tests. DCI Langton had called for an update and didn’t like what he was told. If it was at all possible, Louise Pennel’s murder was even more horrific than they had first thought. The pathologist said that it was without doubt the worst case he had ever had to work on, but that he would be able to give full disclosure within twenty-four hours.

A frustrated Langton sat in his office, brooding darkly. Nine days and they still had no suspect. Even with extra officers working alongside his team, they had not come up with a single witness who had seen Louise Pennel in those days before her body was discovered. He had an uneasy feeling that something was about to explode, and he would be at the receiving end of it.



Anna was kept waiting, as Richard Reynolds was not at his desk. She sat in the reception area of the Sun’s offices, reading back issues of the paper, for almost three quarters of an hour. She was just getting impatient when Reynolds strode over to the reception desk. He was tall, with a thatch of sandy hair and the most extraordinary blue eyes.

“Hi, I’m sorry to keep you waiting, but I expected you earlier, so when you didn’t show, I popped out to see someone. I’m Dick Reynolds.”

Anna stood up and shook his hand. “Anna Travis.”

“Nice to meet you. Do you want to come through to the news desk?” He bent down to pick up her briefcase and gestured that she should follow him. “If you’d prefer, we can bag someone’s office, more private; crime section’s a bit like Piccadilly Circus!” He held open a swing door, standing to one side to allow her to pass in front of him.

“Whatever,” she said pleasantly. It made a nice change from the usual stride and swinging doors of Langton and his mob.

“Someone’s office” turned out to be a cordoned-off corner with a desk cluttered with bright potted plants, stacks of papers, and a computer.

“Right, have a seat, and I’ll get some coffee organized.”

Dick left her for only a moment before returning and giving her a lovely wide smile. “On its way, Anna. Right, how can I help you?”

“It’s about the article you wrote, which showed a photograph of the murder victim Louise Pennel.”

“Right, yes; what about it?”

“I need to know where you got the photograph from.”

“Well, that’s easy: from a journalist that worked here.”

“You linked Louise Pennel’s murder and another case?”

“Right, the Black Dahlia. To be honest, it was a bit far-fetched; I hadn’t even heard of the old case, but as they both had a flower in their hair, it was just something to hook the story onto, really. I didn’t have much else to go on, as we hadn’t had a press release.”

“Have you since read up on the Black Dahlia case?”

“No, I’ve been on the missing kid from Blackheath.”

“So the only similarity between the two cases, as far as you’re concerned, was the flower?”

“Yep.”

“You said you got the photograph from another journalist; did he mention to you the Black Dahlia case?”

“No. I wouldn’t have known anything about it, but I got an anonymous letter that likened your girl, Louise Pennel, to…” He frowned. “Elizabeth Short was the other victim, wasn’t she? Happened years ago in Los Angeles.”

“Yes; have you checked into any details of her case?”

“Nope; went on the Internet to get a bit of info, but to be truthful, it was sort of sidelined by this young boy that’s missing; he’s only twelve.”

“Do you still have the letter?”

“No. I should maybe have kept it, because you are here and there’s obviously something going on, but we get a shedload of crank letters every time we headline a murder story. I spoke to someone investigating the case, Richmond station. I did tell them I’d destroyed it. I’m sorry.”

“Can you recall exactly what it said?”

Dick looked to the door as a young secretary carried in a tray of coffee and a packet of biscuits. By the time he had offered milk and sugar and then leaned back in his chair, Anna was feeling very relaxed in his company.

“It didn’t say much, just that the Black Dahlia killer was never caught. It also said that there was now another one, the Red Dahlia. In the photograph we had, the flower in Louise’s hair looked like a rose to me, but it made a good header.”

“Was it handwritten?”

“No, it was typed. Not from a computer; well, I don’t think it was, because it was quite heavy print. It was on a piece of cheap lined paper.”

“I have to ask you that if you do get any further contacts regarding the Louise Pennel case, you get in touch with me immediately. This is my direct line.” Anna handed him her card. He slipped it into his wallet as she put her coffee cup back into the saucer. “Thank you very much for your time.”

“My pleasure. Have you had lunch?”

“Pardon?”

“I said, have you had lunch? Only I haven’t, and there’s a nice pub a few minutes away.”

She flushed and buttoned her coat, unable to look at him. “I have to get back, but thank you for the invitation.”



By the time Dick Reynolds had led Anna back through the maze of corridors and out to her Mini, she had agreed to have dinner with him the following evening. She was feeling very pleased with herself; it had been a long time since she had been attracted to anyone and she had liked him from the moment she had set eyes on him.

Reynolds was soon back at his desk, logged onto the Internet. As they had not had a press release detailing the exact similarities, he still believed it was a case of both victims being very pretty girls who wore flowers in their hair and who were only twenty-two when they were killed. He hadn’t realized how much information there was: an entire website for the Elizabeth Short murder that detailed much more appalling similarities; with almost sixty years between the two murders, he decided to concentrate on his missing schoolboy story—for the time being, at any rate.
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