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LIFE AND DEATH

A HIDDEN NORFOLK NOVELLA

J M DALGLIESH


CHAPTER ONE

THE HINGES  of  the  lych  gate  shrieked  as  he  backed  into  it,  pushing  it open  against  its  wishes.  The  sound  carried  in  the  gloom.  A  fleeting moment  of  panic  threatened  to  derail  his  plans  and  he  took  pause, scanning  the  nearby  homes  for  signs  of  movement.  Would  the residents' attention be piqued by someone entering the churchyard at this time of the night? It wasn't necessarily late, certainly not for him at any  rate.  Often,  he  would  wander  the  area  well  into  the  early  hours, watching those going about their evening routines in total ignorance of his  presence.  The  interior  rooms  of  several  nearby  houses  were illuminated, but the owners were elderly. He knew them all, if only by sight  rather  than  by  name.  There  he  stood  for  a  moment,  alone,  the gentle  breeze  passing  over  him.  The  trees  swaying  from  side  to  side. 

Watching.  Waiting.  The  weight  he  bore  was  cumbersome  and unwieldy, but not overly heavy. With no sign of potential interference, he  resumed  his  course.  The  wooden  gate  hung  open  by  its  own volition. The thought occurred that a passer-by would realise someone was present, but he dismissed his concerns as paranoia. Even in broad daylight  scant  attention  was  paid  to  the  church  or  its  surroundings. 

Twice this year already the church had seen the lead stripped from the roof.  Immoral  thieves  with  no  compunction  about  stealing  from  the
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house  of  God.  They  would  face  their  maker,  seek  to  justify  their actions... just as one day, so would he. 

Thick  cloud  cover  shrouded  the  light  emanating  from  the  moon, making the going treacherous to anyone unfamiliar with the layout of the  yard.  His  boots  crunched  the  unseen  gravel  beneath  his  feet.  He knew his destination, passing headstones and tomb markers with their incumbent’s  names  long  since  worn  away.  Reaching  the  rear  of  the graveyard, he slowed. Drawing a deep breath as he came upon it, he stopped. Overwhelming sadness washed over him, much as it always did,  only  this  time  it  seemed  more  poignant.  More  final.  Glancing down  at  the  side  of  the  face  cradled  against  his  forearm,  he  forcibly blinked  away  tears.  She  was  but  a  slip  of  a  girl.  Waif-like.  So  fragile and yet once so strong, fierce and determined. Such a waste. Kneeling down, he lowered her to the ground, placing her head gently down at the foot of the marker. The grass was mature, well-kept and trimmed short  despite  the  rapid  growth  that  came  at  this  time  of  the  year. 

Laying her legs aside one another and straightening out the left knee, he sat back on his haunches and cast an eye across her. In the nearby trees  the  sound  of  an  owl  hooting  startled  him,  piercing  and  in  some way judgmental of his actions. 

Her  expression  was  peaceful  now.  Often,  he'd  read  how  the expression  at  death  carried  into  the  next  life,  forever  etched  on  a victim's features but not so on this occasion. No longer was there the antagonism,  the  anger  and  callous  scorn  she  so  easily  cast  about  her towards  anyone  who  ventured  into  her  sphere.  The  indignation  had dissipated.  The  fire  was  no  longer  burning.  Her  eyes  stared  blankly skyward and this unnerved him. Gently sweeping his left hand across her  face,  he  closed  them.  In  death,  she  took  on  the  appearance  of  an angel.  A  persuasion  that  escaped  her  in  life,  now  ever  present  for eternity. It suited her. Reaching past her head, he retrieved a handful of flowers from the vase beside the headstone. Even in the darkness the colours were vibrant, a mixture of white, pinks and yellows. Bringing her  hands  to  one  another,  he  carefully  placed  the  stems  in  her  palms and  gently  laid  them  together  at  the  centre  of  her  chest.  Sitting  back and taking another deep breath, he brought his hands together, tilting his head slightly forward. Mouthing a quiet prayer, his brow furrowed
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as his conscience sought to make itself heard over his calming words. 

How dare he snatch the life of one so young with so much to live for. 

How dare he set her down here and pray for her eternal soul. He had no right. 

 I have every right... 

CHAPTER TWO

DRIVING THROUGH THE OUTSKIRTS, it was a chocolate box presentation of the  quintessential,  traditional  Norfolk  village.  Although  Tom  Janssen knew  he'd  never  been  here  before,  it  was  striking  how  familiar  the locale  appeared  to  him.  Reaching  the  heart  of  the  village,  he approached  a  fork  in  the  road  as  it  met  the  village  green.  A  brightly painted ornamental sign fashioned from timber and metal hung from a white post at the point where the roads diverged alongside the green. 

The  depiction  was  a  coat  of  arms.  Not  one  that  Tom  recognised. 

Remembering  the  summers  of  his  youth,  he  imagined  a  game  of cricket  taking  place  there,  although  there  was  little  evidence  that  this was  any  longer  the  case  here.  Leaving  the  main  through  road,  he headed for the church visible through the trees of the nearby properties lining the road. One solitary police car was parked at the entrance to the church yard and he was disappointed to see no officers present at the cordon. 

Bringing  the  car  to  a  stop  behind  it,  he  got  out.  The  day  was overcast  and  threatening  rain.  A  strong  wind  was  coming  in  off  the North  Sea,  bringing  a  bitter  edge  to  early  spring.  Drawing  his  coat about him, he slipped under the blue and white tape at the perimeter and made his way towards the church. Early reports that came his way
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suggested  the  body  of  a  young  woman  was  found  in  the  church grounds,  and  the  initial  assessment  led  him  to  understand  it  was suspicious. Walking up the path towards the church, he looked around for the crime scene. The apparent blasé approach irritated him. If this was  a  potential  murder  case,  as  he  was  led  to  believe,  then  a  greater effort should be made in order to preserve the scene. In his experience, forensics should already be here, or at least advising the first attenders of what they should be doing. This would never have been allowed to pass  for  acceptable  on  his  watch.  The  approach  was  probably symptomatic  of  the  situation.  A  new  chief  constable  along  with  a reorganisation  in  order  to  cope  with  the  new  reality  of  policing,  the politically  acceptable  way  of  referring  to  budget  cuts,  combined  to leave some areas in a state of flux. As usual, these plans were mapped out on a white board and implemented without speaking to those on the  ground  who'd  be  tasked  with  carrying  them  through  to  reality. 

That  was  how  he  found  himself  with  a  skeleton  team  and  a fragmented  chain  of  command.  Seemingly,  uniform  was  suffering  a similar result. 

Passing  around  to  the  left  of  the  church,  the  right-hand  side  was close to the boundary wall and from the description he was given was unlikely to be where he was needed. Surveying the area, he noted the grounds were well maintained. The grass was kept under control even around  the  centuries-old  graves  where  the  names  had  long  since become  unreadable.  The  final  resting  places  of  those  people  now unknown  to  any  parishioner  who  still  frequented  the  church.  Others had  flowers  set  beside  the  markers,  but  these  were  predominantly more  recent  burials.  The  headstones  fashioned  from  black  or  grey marble  with  gold  inlaid  descriptions.  He  didn't  need  to  go  much further  before  he  found  her.  As  he  approached,  the  visible  exposed skin, aside from the face and hands, was from ankle to just below the knee,  looking  decidedly  pale.  She  wore  a  dark  trench  coat  that  was tightly  fastened  from  her  neckline  to  below  the  knee.  A  cursory examination  of  the  material  saw  no  mud  or  vegetation  caught  in  the material of the overcoat, and he judged it to be a wool and cashmere blend. Certainly not the highest quality but material that would collect detritus  were  it  to  be  dragged  across  or  if  it  were  in  some  way  to

6 J M DALGLIESH

connect with the ground. Overnight, the temperature had fallen away, and it had been cold. Without the cloud cover and strong wind, there would  undoubtedly  have  been  a  frost.  As  it  was,  it  remained  one  of winter's last gasp attempts at holding on before the warmth of spring could assert itself. 

Careful with where he put his feet, seeking to avoid damaging any potential forensic evidence, he came to stand before the body. She was a pretty girl, in his opinion. Arguably not a classical beauty, round of face rather than chiselled and angular. He judged her to be in her early to  mid-teens,  certainly  not  beyond  the  age  of  a  school  leaver  which struck  a  chord  of  deeper  sadness  within  him.  Any  premature  death was tragic, but children of any age cut through the most. Dropping to his  haunches,  he  examined  her.  There  was  much  that  he  found surprising  at  first  glance.  Aside  from  being  deceased,  there  was  no visible  evidence  of  trauma.  Her  make-up  was  largely  in  place  as  if recently applied, a deep burgundy lipstick, black eyeliner and notably heavy  on  the  foundation.  The  latter  he  judged  to  be  for  more  than merely  to  mask  the  adolescent  acne  that  he  could  see.  Both  her  ears were pierced multiple times and her hair was shaved close on the one side,  left  long  on  the  other.  Interestingly,  this  too  appeared  to  be immaculately  presented  and  he  was  in  no  doubt  the  body  had  been posed for effect. But for whose benefit? 

"Sir" Excuse me, sir," said a voice from behind. "This is a restricted area!" 

Tom  rose,  glancing  back  over  his  shoulder  at  the  approaching uniformed constable who struggled to walk quickly with the steaming mug in his hand, an expression of consternation on his face. Either he was  getting  old  or  they  were  recruiting  straight  from  school,  for  this lad seemed barely old enough to drive let alone police the community. 

He  was  short,  a  common  enough  trait  for  generational  people heralding  from  Norfolk,  although,  in  comparison  to  his  own  frame topping  out  at  six  foot  three,  very  few  people  he  came  across  ever matched  him.  Brandishing  his  warrant  card  as  he  stood  slowed  the constable's approach. What had been an animated quick step morphed into  a  tentative  approach,  open-mouthed  and  concerned.  Was  that  a

LIFE AND DEATH 7

 result  of  failing  to  lock  down  the  crime  scene  or  the  prospect  of  meeting  a senior officer for the first time? 

"DI  Janssen,"  he  said  flatly,  glancing  down  at  the  body  at  his  feet. 

"Tell  me,  is  it  customary  procedure  for  Norfolk  Constabulary  to abandon securing of a crime scene in order to..." his eyes flicked to the mug of what he presumed was tea, "grab a cuppa?" 

The constable appeared crestfallen, more than merely embarrassed. 

He looked around for somewhere to put the mug down. Janssen held up a hand. 

"No,  no.  It's  a  cold  morning.  I'm  sure  you've  earned  your  refs, Constable...?" 

"Collet...  sir,"  he  said  with  a  hesitant  stammer.  Looking  over  his shoulder at another figure stepping out from the church, he sought to justify himself. "It was quiet and the caretaker— " 

"Don't worry, PC Collet." 

"I  secured  the  scene.  No  one  has  been  here...  aside  from  me  and Martin,  the  caretaker,"  he  said,  with  a  casual  flick  of  his  hand  at  the newcomer. 

Janssen  took  in  the  older  man's  measure.  His  features  were weathered,  probably  making  him  look  far  older  than  his  years.  He looked nervous, on edge. 

"Who found the body? You?" 

Martin nodded. 

"What time was that?" 

"This  morning,  shortly  after  seven.  I  had  some  maintenance scheduled  for  the  exterior  timber  work  of  the  church,  prepping  it  for the coming year." 

"You're an early riser." 

"Always  have  been.  Plus,  with  the  vandalism  we've  been experiencing in recent months, it pays to vary when I get here." 

Janssen raised an eyebrow in query. It was PC Collet who replied. 

"The church flashings have been repeatedly targeted over the winter. 

The long winter nights have helped the thieves pass through undetected. 

It's not really an area we can patrol often, if at all, and they know it." 

"I see. Neighbourhood Watch, is it active?" 
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Martin scoffed. 

"Not so as you would notice," he said. "It's a quiet village. Used to be much more vibrant, but these days there isn't a lot to draw people in. Younger folk hang out making a nuisance of themselves before they get  old  enough  to  leave  and  then...  well,  most  of  the  locals  are knocking on." 

"Probably worth knocking on a few doors anyway, once CSI show up,"  Janssen  said  to  PC  Collet,  who  nodded.  "Did  you  see  anything untoward when you arrived? Anything unusual?" 

"Besides  from  the  dead  girl?"  Martin  said,  clearly  not  wanting  to look  at  the  deceased.  His  eyes  drifted  anywhere  but  down.  "No.  No one's interfered with the church and everything was as I left it the last time I was here." 

"Did  you  see  anyone  else  out  and  about,  other  early  risers  or  dog walkers?" 

"No. I didn't see a soul. Usually don't until mid-morning when I'm here. Most people walk their dogs across the way, along the bridle path at the other end of the village." 

"The  two  of  you  are  more  experienced  locally,"  Janssen  said, looking between them, "do either of you know her?" 

"She's  one  of  those  I  told  you  about...  one  of  the  nuisance  kids," 

Martin said. 

"Do you have a name?" 

He shook his head, averting his eyes from Janssen's gaze. 

"There's  a  bunch  of  them.  They  often  hang  out  in  the  woods," 

Martin  indicated  towards  the  pine  trees  located  to  the  rear  of  the church. "Starting fires, drinking and larking about." 

"They cause trouble?" 

"Nothing  serious.  Just  kids  being  kids,  you  know.  Listen,  if  you don't mind, I'd rather wait in the church if you need anything further from me?" 

The  caretaker  was  uncomfortable,  which  was  understandable under the circumstances. Members of the public were unlikely to come across  a  dead  person,  let  alone  one  whose  death  was  considered suspicious. Janssen inclined his head in agreement, and Martin turned to  head  back  to  the  church.  Only  then  did  he  glance  furtively  at  the
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body  on  the  ground.  Up  until  that  point,  he'd  offered  no acknowledgment she was there. 

"She looks a little young for that, wouldn't you say?" Collet asked. 

"I figure she's fourteen, tops." 

"Exactly. I know I was up to questionable activities with my mates in my teens, but... she's still a bit young for hanging out at late night bonfire parties and drinking. Particularly on a school night." 

"We need to find out if they were hanging out last night. If so, who was there and what did they get up to? If not, what was she doing out here?"  Janssen  said,  looking  around.  A  bank  of  mist  had  drifted  in, presumably  from  the  coast,  and  carried  on  the  breeze.  Consequently, the  air  felt  damp  and  heavy.  "Pretty  girl,"  he  said  quietly,  lowering himself  back  down  onto  his  haunches  and  cupping  his  chin  with  his right hand as he scanned the girl once more. 

"Adopted  the  Goth  look..."  Collet  said,  stepping  closer.  "All  very Mary Shelley, isn't it?" 

Janssen looked up at him quizzically. 

"Mary Shelley... she wrote— " 

"Frankenstein...  I  know.  Arguably  creating  an  entire  new  genre while she was at it, but I don't get the reference." 

"Legend is she lost her virginity in a graveyard," Collet said. "Over her mother's grave no less." 

"Seriously?" 

"Could be an urban myth I suppose, but everyone says so. I don't think she was murdered in a graveyard, though." 

Janssen found his curiosity piqued. 

"What makes you so sure it's murder?" 

"Bruising to the neck." 

Collet  was  very  matter  of  fact.  Janssen  looked  closer.  The  young constable was correct. There was a darkening of the skin just below the collar  line  and  only  visible  from  a  certain  angle.  The  bruising  must have  been  recent.  Had  there  been  more  time  prior  to  death  then  the colouring  would  have  deepened.  As  it  was,  it  was  a  slight discolouration  around  the  throat  that  stretched  almost  to  be  in  line with the ears. 

"You're right." 
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"Manual strangulation, if I had to guess," Collet said. "Judging from the pattern we can see, I imagine it's a big guy, big hands and a strong grip." 

Janssen had to agree. Strangling someone to death with your bare hands was harder than many might envisage. The muscles of the neck are  strong,  even  in  such  a  slight  girl  as  this,  and  when  placed  under pressure push back. Causing death by this method took some time, a matter of minutes requiring constant pressure. In the case of a murder, with  a  victim  probably  fighting  back.  He  turned  his  attention  to  the girl's  finger  nails,  her  hands  clasping  the  stems  of  the  flowers.  They were  not  particularly  long,  more  reminiscent  of  those  expected  in  a tomboy  rather  than  a  girly-girl  but  painted  black,  nonetheless.  They were  not  cut  short  though,  so  there  was  always  the  prospect  of  trace evidence  of  the  attacker's  DNA  contained  beneath  them.  He  couldn't see  any  defensive  wounds  to  her  knuckles  or  hands,  nor  the  visible body in general. If she was fighting for her life, he would expect to see evidence to back that up. As it was, she was immaculately presented. 

He turned his focus to the nearby ground, to where the body lay. 

"Yeah, I thought that too," Collet said aloud. 

"Go on," Janssen replied. He was interested to hear the constable's insights. 

"Killed  someplace  else  and  then  left  here.  Placed  here,  even.  The surrounding  ground  hasn't  been  disturbed,  there's  no  sign  of  a struggle. The girl herself is well presented. The killer fastened her coat after  he'd  murdered  her.  Otherwise,  the  bruising  would  be  more visible." 

"And then he set her in this pose for us to find her." 

"It's  a  bit  macabre  for  rural  Norfolk,  sir.  Well...  for  anywhere,  but you know what I mean?" Collet corrected himself. 

Janssen  was  impressed.  Perhaps  the  young  man  wasn't  quite  the inept young plod he'd originally figured him for. 

"What's your name, Constable?" he asked, standing. 

"Collet. Eric Collet, sir." 

Janssen offered his hand. 

"Tom Janssen." 
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Eric  Collet  was  surprised  but  willingly  took  the  inspector's  hand and shook it warmly. 

"Hell of a first day, sir!" 

"Tom  will  do  just  fine,  Eric,"  he  said,  looking  around.  "Until  I  get this CID department up and running, I'm understaffed. Do you have a change of clothes at the station?" 

Eric was puzzled. "No, no I don't." 

"Well, once CSI get here and we can hand over the scene, you'd best get yourself home and change. It's been a while and it'll take me some time to get back up to speed with the lay of the land... and you're going to help me do it." 

CHAPTER THREE

JANSSEN SOUGHT  refuge  in  the  church  from  the  intensifying  rain.  The forensic  examination  of  the  crime  scene  was  well  underway.  The  CSI team,  clad  in  their  forensic  coveralls,  were  busy  cataloguing  the  area surrounding  the  body  and  once  done  they  could  then  go  further.  He was hanging around in the hope of a strong lead coming forward. 

"Here you go." 

Janssen turned, accepting the cup of tea from Martin, the caretaker. 

"Terrible business, all this, isn't it?" 

"Yes,  it  is.  Sadly,  it's  very  much  my  business.  Although,  it  always pains me more when it's a child." 

Janssen  noted  the  melancholy  mood  depicted  in  Martin's expression. The man didn't know where to put himself or what he was supposed to say. 

"You  don't  need  to  wait  around,"  Janssen  said.  "I  think  there  are enough police officers here to keep the church safe and secure. Martin took a deep breath, bobbing his head slightly. 

"I telephoned the vicar. He's coming down in a little while. I'll see what he wants me to do." 

Janssen sipped at his drink. The warmth of the liquid was nice, but the tea was stewed, far too strong for his taste and missing sugar. Even
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so,  it  was  the  gesture  that  counted.  He  looked  around  at  the  interior. 

This was an Anglican church, very much austere and grey. Aside from the  stained-glass  windows  and  the  ornate  carvings  at  the  entrance  to the pews, it was simple in appearance. The church felt cold, not only due to the draughts passing through it, he was certain. He was always impressed  by  the  architecture  along  with  the  character  of  these medieval buildings. He did find it odd how such a building could offer such great comfort to many. Then again,  parishioners were not here for the building. 

"Do you have enough here to keep you busy, Martin?" 

The  question  pulled  the  caretaker  from  his  deep  thought  process. 

He  raised  his  eyebrows  in  response,  but  it  was  clear  the  question hadn't resonated. 

"Maintaining the church and the grounds? Does it keep you busy?" 

"Always busy," Martin said quietly. "Excuse me for a moment." 

He turned and walked slowly away without another word. Janssen found  it  an  odd  response  to  his  question  but  dismissed  it  due  to  the nature of the experience the man was having. Discovering a dead body was  never  easy.  There  was  more  than  that,  though.  However,  he couldn't put a finger on what exactly. The sound of someone entering the church and shaking the rain off their coat made him turn. The vicar was  standing  in  the  nave,  bedraggled  and  serious  looking.  Janssen crossed towards him. The man took his coat off and placed it on a coat rack  mounted  on  the  wall,  above  an  occasional  side  table  bearing  a donation  box  and  a  few  leaflets  about  parish  activities  by  the  look  of them. 

"Detective Inspector Janssen," he said by way of greeting. 

The man forced a smile. 

"Reverend  Michael  Easter."  The  vicar  offered  his  hand.  "Martin called  me...  I  must  say  I  didn't  quite  believe  it  when  he  said  what happened. I thought he must be having one of his moments." 

"His moments?" 

"Oh... Martin is a little..." 

His explanation was interrupted by the return of the caretaker, and the  vicar  allowed  his  sentence  to  tail  away.  He  moved  towards  him, placing  a  reassuring  hand  on  the  man's  upper  arm.  Martin's  head

14 J M DALGLIESH

sagged,  and  for  a  moment  Janssen  thought  he  was  about  to  break down. He was disappointed in himself for failing to have realised how much of an adverse effect the events had taken on the man. 

"Don't worry, Martin," Reverend Easter said. "You can get yourself off now. If the police don't mind, obviously?" 

The last was said to Janssen, who nodded, smiling weakly. 

"One  of  my  officers  will  come  to  see  you  later  and  take  your statement. In the meantime, feel free to head off." 

They'd  had  an  initial  discussion  but  the  official  statement  of  what he  found  and  when  could  be  taken  down  later.  Martin  left  without another word. The vicar shook his head slightly as he watched him lift his coat from the rack, fasten it and head out into the driving rain. 

"Such a shame for him. Of all the people to make such a horrendous discovery, it had to be him." 

"Why is that so?" 

"Martin  is  a  lovely  man,  gentle  and  incredibly  kind.  As  a community, we would be lost without him. He not only looks after this church,  but  we  have  four  under  our  auspices  and  he  visits  those  as well." 

"Four churches?" 

"Indeed. Congregations are not what once they were... despite what you  may  hear  from  the  church  hierarchies."  Reverend  Easter  tapped the end of his nose with his forefinger. 

"How can you be in four places at once?" 

The vicar laughed. 

"I can't. Only the almighty has that ability. No, we make use of lay preachers and I rotate myself throughout the community. It is hard to strike the right balance to keep everyone happy, but I try." 

"And Martin? You were saying?" 

"Oh yes, Martin. Well, he's been with us for many years. He was a charity appointment. I know that sounds awful, but he came to us via the  Barnardo’s scheme for disadvantaged children. Many of these poor souls would struggle to find regular work if left to their own devices and  need  something  of  a  helping  hand.  As  I  said,  he  is  a  kindly  and gentle  soul.  I  dread  to  think  what  such  a  discovery  will  have  on  his mental state, I really do." 
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Janssen looked towards the empty nave, hearing the wind and the rain coming down outside. Evidently, the door had been left open. 

"I must admit, I didn't realise. He seemed to take it in his stride... to an extent, anyway." 

"Quite  so,  Inspector.  That's  Martin  all  over.  Committed.  I  trust  he gave you every assistance?" 

"Yes,  indeed,"  Janssen  said.  "Tell  me,  are  you  familiar  with  any  of the local children and what they get up to in these parts?" 

"As  much  as  the  next  resident,  I  suppose,"  Reverend  Easter  said, appearing thoughtful. "Kids will be kids." 

The familiar rustling sound of a person moving in forensic coveralls announced  the  arrival  of  the  lead  crime  scene  investigator,  Terry Daniels.  Janssen  excused  himself  and  crossed  to  join  him  as  he removed the hood. 

"Bloody weather!" he said, grimacing as the vicar glanced over with a despairing look. "Sorry." 

Janssen smiled internally. 

"Are you ready for me?" 

Donning a pair of forensic gloves and covers for his shoes, Janssen allowed himself to be led out to the scene. The rain was easing, but he turned his back to shield himself from the gusts driving at him as they entered the tent. The body was still in situ, an image of peace amongst the drumming of rain on canvas and the sides of the tent reverberating as they were buffeted by the wind. 

"I've not come across a murder scene so well presented before." 

"I  thought  that  too,"  he  agreed.  "My  initial  instinct  was  that  she's definitely  been  posed,  but  I'm  not  entirely  sure  what  the  message  is. 

Usually, a killer is seeking to dehumanise the victim. If not by way of mutilating  the  body,  then  often  by  humiliation.  Either  exposing  the genitals,  posing  them  in  an  unflattering  position  or  some  kind  of mocking accessory. This... this is different." 

"I agree. He's not only set her out in a dignified way, but he's also fastidiously  presented  her.  Look  here,"  Daniels  said,  kneeling  and pointing to her head. "I'm pretty sure he's combed her hair. She looks like she just stepped out of a salon. How many murder victims do you see as neat and tidily presented as this?" 
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"First one for me." 

"And  here,"  he  pointed  to  her  neckline,  "he  fastened  her  coat  up after he killed her, and we haven't even considered the placing of the flowers yet." 

"It's almost as if he was reverential to her." 

"Quite the opposite of what we would usually find in this scenario." 

"Question is... how do you come to kill someone you revere?" 

Daniels inclined his head. 

"That's your department, not mine, I'm happy to say. I can process the  science,  but  you  lot  get  to  figure  out  the  motivation.  Any thoughts?" 

"Perhaps  he  reveres  women...  or  teenage  girls.  Fantasises  about their purity or innocence and sought to keep her that way." 

"It's a start." 

"Do you have anything for me I can use?" 

Daniels  produced  a  sealed,  transparent  evidence  bag,  passing  it across to him. Inside was a cashpoint card. 

"How about an ID?" 

Janssen turned the bag over in his hand and read the name printed on the face. 

"Anna Jarvis." 

CHAPTER FOUR

THE CRUNCH  of  the  gravel  beneath  the  wheels  could  be  heard  as  they pulled off the highway and parked up in front of an unassuming red brick  detached  bungalow.  Set  back  from  the  road  and  on  a  large  plot for  what  seemed  to  be  a  small  property  in  contrast.  The  edge  of  the driveway, and indeed lining the path to the front door, were decorated with  little  stone  animals.  They  were  all  painted  white  and  struck  as natural,  or  what  passed  for  natural,  in  the  eyes  of  mass-market production. 

Janssen  got  out  of  the  car  and  movement  from  within  the  front room, beyond the veil of the net curtains hanging in the bay window, caught  his  eye.  Glancing  across  at  Eric,  he  flicked  an  eyebrow  as  a figure appeared at the front door. They had barely taken a step towards it.  He  smiled  warmly  as  he  read  the  look  of  concern  on  the  elderly lady's face as her eyes flitted between the two officers. 

"It's  Anna,  isn't  it.  You're  police  officers.  I  can  tell."  She  was flustered, looking very much like she hadn't slept. Before there was an opportunity for her to respond another figure emerged from the house behind  her.  This  was  a  man,  seemingly  of  a  similar  age.  Both  must have been well into their mid-to-late seventies, which surprised him. 

"Mr and Mrs Phillips?" 
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"Yes," the man said, stepping past his wife and coming to stand on the  edge  of  the  covered  porch  and  folding  his  arms  across  his  chest. 

His  brow  furrowed  and  he  appeared  less  worried  but  arguably irritated by their presence. "What's she done this time?" 

"For heaven's sake, Terence. Let the man speak." 

Janssen  easily  assessed  their  dynamic.  Both  were  concerned  with one  fearing  the  worst  and  the  other  assuming  the  situation  was something of her own making. 

"Perhaps  we  should  go  inside  and  have  a  chat,"  he  said,  glancing between the two of them. Terence's stance softened, dropping his arms to  his  side,  and  he  looked  to  his  wife  who  ushered  him  aside, beckoning  them  to  come  inside.  Eric  Collet  fell  into  step  behind Janssen,  following  the  lady  indoors  with  her  husband  coming  in behind the small group. 

"In  and  to  the  right,"  Terence  said.  It  struck  Janssen  that  the  man was either used to controlling the situation or sought to make himself feel as if he was. His wife was already leading them in that direction, her anxiety dominating her body language as she turned to face them once  inside  the  room.  The  fingers  on  one  hand  wiggled  at  her  side whilst the other fidgeted with the string of pearls around her neck. 

"Where is she? Is she okay?" 

She offered them a seat, but he declined. Neither of them was in a rush  to  sit  down,  and  it  would  have  been  odd  to  deliver  the  news looking  up  at  them.  Eric  was  alongside  him,  clearly  not  wishing  to make eye contact with either Phillips. 

"Can  I  confirm  that  you  are  Terence  and  Rosemary  Phillips, guardians of Anna Jarvis?" 

"We  are,  yes,"  Terence  said,  coming  to  stand  next  to  his  wife  and placing  a  reassuring  arm  around  her  waist.  She  leant  into  him.  A movement  that  was  subtle  but  significant,  nonetheless.  The  four  of them made what was a reasonable-sized room feel claustrophobic. 

"I'm  afraid  we  have  some  bad  news."  He  kept  his  tone  neutral. 

There was no need to convey emotion. The news was dramatic in itself. 

"A  body  of  a  young  girl  was  found  early  this  morning."  Rosemary gasped and, for a moment, he thought her legs were about to give out beneath her. Terence tightened his grip. Apparently, he had considered
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the  possibility  himself.  They  needn't  have  worried–  as  Rosemary steadied  herself,  and  aside  from  the  look  of  worry  shifting  to  one  of despair, she turned to her husband and bobbed her head in response to his unasked question. 

"Are... are you sure it's her, Anna, I mean?" Terence asked, his tone implying more hope than conveying the sense of it being a real case of mistaken identity. 

"We  will  need  to  ask  the  next  of  kin  to  carry  out  a  physical identification  to  be  certain.  At  this  time,  the  physical  description  we have on record is similar, but we will need to be sure." 

Rosemary released herself from her husband's supporting arm and crossed  the  room  to  the  fireplace,  returning  with  a  photograph  in  a frame. She passed it over to him and Janssen scanned the image. It was a  beach  shot,  taken  on  a  sunny  day  with  Rosemary  and  a  young  girl standing with their faces towards the sun. Both were squinting in the bright  light.  With  only  a  cursory  inspection,  it  was  clear  to  him  that their  victim  was  indeed  Anna  Jarvis.  Meeting  her  eye,  he  nodded solemnly. 

"Perhaps we should sit down." He glanced to the sofas, floral print, clean and impeccably presented, as was the rest of the room. Terence ushered  his  wife  over  and  helped  her  to  sit  down.  She  immediately placed her hands together in her lap, nervously rubbing them together. 

Terence  sat  down  alongside  her  and  reached  out  with  a  supportive hand. She took one of hers and placed it gently in his. 

"What  happened?"  she  asked.  Her  eyes  stared  straight  into  his, almost  imploring  him  to  ease  the  acute  pain  she  was  feeling.  He couldn't do so. 

"We  don't  believe  this  was  the  result  of  natural  causes.  It  would appear  that  Anna  was  attacked  by  someone  late  last  night.  We  are treating  this  as  a  murder."  Rosemary's  head  dropped;  her  worst  fears confirmed.  For  his  part,  Terence's  expression  went  blank.  His  eyes seemed hollow, without focus. 

"Do  you  know  where  Anna  was  last  night,  or  in  the  early evening?" 

"Not anything special, as far as I know," Terence said, looking to his wife. Rosemary offered a slight shake of the head. 
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"Did she have plans to meet anyone... friends, boyfriend perhaps?" 

Janssen took out his notepad, glancing between the two of them. 

"She  was  here  for  her  tea.  She  never  misses  that,"  Terence  said, thinking hard. 

"What time was that?" 

"Six...  we  always  eat  at  six,"  Rosemary  said.  Terence  nodded  his agreement. 

"And afterwards, where might she have gone?" 

"Anna...  is...  was,"  Terence  corrected  himself,  "quite  a  guarded young lady. Not really one to open up. It's a product of her background I think." 

"Can you tell us about it, her background?" 

"Certainly,  yes.  Anna  was  placed  with  us  for  the  first  time  four years ago. She has struggled to nail down any sense of permanence in her life," Terence said. 

"She lost her mother so young... it was terribly difficult for a girl to be on her own in the world with no one to look out for her,” Rosemary said. "Bless the poor child, shifted from pillar to post." 

"You said  the first time. Could you elaborate?" 

"Yes, when she lost her mother – traumatic as that was – there was nowhere for her to go and we took her as an emergency placement. We have fostered emergency cases for years, and so she came to us then. 

Subsequently, social services tried to find more permanent placements for her, but they never came off." 

"You're talking about adoption?" 

Rosemary nodded, and Terence took up the narrative. 

"The  thing  is,  at  the  age  where  Anna  came  into  the  system,  there aren't many people looking to adopt in that age range. At least, very few  around  here  that  we  are  aware  of.  Prospective  parents  are looking  to  grow  a  family,  not  necessarily  babies,  but  once  you  are getting  above  the  age  of  eight  or  nine  the  waiting  list  becomes  quite short." 

"But you said she found a place or must have for her to leave you." 

"Well, it also didn't help that Anna could be... difficult." 

"Difficult, how?" 

"Behaviourally. Anna's mother, God rest her soul, was not an ideal
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role  model  and  Anna  had  to  look  after  herself  in  the  main,"  Terence said. 

"Forced  to  resort  to  stealing  food  at  times,"  Rosemary  said.  "The poor thing. I'm not one to judge, but some people just aren't equipped to be parents." 

"Did she cause you problems?" 

"Often."  Terence  whispered  the  word,  looking  at  the  floor  and offering  a  shake  of  the  head.  "Today  wasn't  the  first  time  the  police have been brought to our door, but more often than not it was truancy from school or shoplifting... drinking alcohol on the beach. That type of thing." 

"This  behaviour  of  hers...  it  led  other  families  to  send  her  away, back into the system?" 

"Yes, I'm afraid so," Rosemary said. 

To Janssen, she sounded regretful. 

"But not the two of you?" 

"How  could  we?  Without  us,  she  would  most  likely  end  up  in  a children's home. Not that there is anything wrong with that, but what example  will  that  set  for  her?  That  she  can't  count  on  anyone.  Other foster  families  took  her  in  in  between  her  placement  with  us.  As  we said, we are emergency carers only." 

"Usually," Rosemary added. 

"Quite  right,  usually.  But  on  this  occasion,  we  could  offer  Anna  a permanent place. At least until she hits adulthood," Terence said. 

"We offered to adopt her, but social services wouldn't entertain the idea." 

"Was Anna disappointed by that decision?" he asked. 

"We didn't tell her. We didn't want to dash her hopes," Terence said. 

"You said she kept her plans to herself. Do you have any idea where she may have gone last night or who with?" 

The couple exchanged glances. It was Rosemary who spoke. 

"Her  closest  friend  is  Karen.  Karen  Wheeler.  They  are  at  school together. Most likely, if she was set on meeting friends last night, then she would be one of them. Otherwise, the school might be able to help. 

They have been incredibly supportive with Anna." 

"Or there's Nathan," Terence said. 
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"Yes, of course," Rosemary said. 

"And he is... another friend?" 

"No,  no.  Nathan  Mitchell,"  Terence  said.  "He's  Anna's  counsellor. 

He specialises in working with troubled teenagers. The sessions were arranged  by  social  services,  but  we  gather  he  has  close  ties  with  the school due to his field of expertise." 

"Anna  held  him  in  high  regard,"  Rosemary  said.  "No  mean  feat bearing in mind how she views authority figures." 

"Negatively?" 

"Very  much  so.  She  held  a  deep  mistrust  of  any  authority  figure. 

That's partly why she caused us the problems she did, I reckon, trying to push the boundaries to see how far we would let her go. Almost as if  she  was  trying  to  prove  us  wrong,  force  us  into  reneging  on  our commitment to her." 

"Did you ever consider it?" 

"No. Never. We were all she had." 

"Speaking of which, there was no other relative on the scene. What about her father?" 

"Her  mother  never  registered  the  father's  name.  If  he  was  ever around,  then  Anna  had  no  memory  of  him.  Sad  to  say,  there  is  the possibility  that  we  will  never  know.  Anna's  mother...  well,  we understand  she  had  a  difficult  start  in  life  and  lived  in  a  permanent cycle of self-destruction." 

"Alcohol,  drugs..."  Terence  cleared  his  throat  with  an  awkward, forced cough. "Professional promiscuity... if you know what I mean?" 

Janssen  nodded,  making  a  note.  Eric  looked  perplexed.  He  was  a young  constable  and  didn't  quite  understand  the  reference  to  Anna's mother working in the sex trade. 

"We will need that positive identification. Would you prefer it if we arranged something with Anna's case worker?" 

“No. I'll do it,” Terence said. “I'll not care for it, but I'll still be there for her.” 

CHAPTER FIVE

THE HEADMASTER ROSE from behind his desk as they were shown into the office. His expression was serious, his brow furrowed. Tom Janssen had spoken with him prior to their visit, so he knew the gravity of the situation. Extending his hand, Janssen took it before he and Eric took the offered seat. 

"Terrible news, Inspector. Truly dreadful. The fact that you are here suggests you believe there is some notion of foul play involved?" 

Janssen eyed him warily. He was reluctant to offer up any detail to the  investigation  at  this  time.  In  a  small  coastal  community  the likelihood of news travelling fast and without official sanction was to be  expected,  however  gossip  and  rumour  could  build  up  a  head  of steam all on its own and he didn't want to fuel any such thing. 

"We are keeping an open mind at this time. Ideally, we are looking to gain an insight into Anna's life, her schooling, friends, interactions with staff. What did you make of her?" 

The  head  sat  back  in  his  chair.  If  he  was  irritated  by  the  lack  of forthcoming information, he failed to display it. 

"Bright  girl.  Tremendous  potential,"  he  said,  pursing  his  lips  and inclining  his  head  to  one  side.  Janssen  could  almost  see  the  thought process turning over in his mind. 
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"I sense there's more to that than you're saying." 

"Intelligent,  yes.  Capable,  certainly.  But  that's  not  to  say  she  was ever able to apply herself for any length of time. Anna struggled with a lack  of  focus...  with  everything,  really.  She  had  a  limited  attention span.  Not  a  disorder  as  such,  certainly  not  ADHD  or  anything  like that, but she just couldn't stick at anything. Possibly why she was often getting herself into trouble." 

"What sort of trouble?" 

"Oh...  nothing  too  extreme.  Nothing  warranting  exclusion.  There was a fair bit of truancy and Anna could be disruptive in class. Many times, she would be sent to see her Head of Year for a talking to and, occasionally, myself. Although, she was much better in recent months. 

I started to see some stability in her. I presumed that was a reflection of her life in general." 

"What did you put her disruptive nature down to?" 

"Her background and upbringing," the head confirmed. "We made allowances. After all, despite wanting to play fair by every pupil, you cannot really treat the school as if everyone came in on a level playing field.  Some  children  respond  well  to  discipline  whereas  others  need more  of  a  supportive  arm  to  get  them  by.  I  hasten  to  add  we  didn't treat Anna as a special case but it's hard when you see the hand some kids are dealt." 

Janssen  could  agree.  Society  often  appeared  to  treat  those  whose start offered them little by way of a positive chance in life differently to some who arguably had no cause to come off the rails at all. When it came to troubled children, identifying the root cause of their behaviour could help to set them straight. 

"We  understand  from  her  foster  parents  that  Anna  was  very friendly with another pupil, Karen Wheeler." 

"Yes... Karen." 

There  was  something  in  the  tone  of  the  response  that  piqued  his curiosity. 

"Was it a positive relationship?" 

"Karen  is  a  difficult  pupil.  We  tried  hard  to  separate  them  in  the class environment." 

"Why?" 
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"They  fed  off  one  another.  It  happens  regularly.  Take  a  couple  of troubled  children  and  put  them  in  the  same  environment  and invariably they will find each other and magnify the situation." 

"We would like to speak with her if that's possible?" 

"Of  course.  I'll  have  her  brought  down,"  he  said,  reaching  for  the phone on his desk. Having made the request, he put the receiver down and smiled warmly. "Is there anything else I can help you with? I don't feel I am being particularly useful." 

"Don't  worry.  It  all  helps  to  build  a  picture.  What  can  you  tell  us about  the  counsellor  that  Anna  was  seeing?  I  believe  he  is  affiliated with the school. Is that correct?" 

"Not  affiliated  as  such,  but  we  take  a  holistic  approach  to  the schooling. Back when I first arrived, when the school took on academy status, we knew there needed to be some changes." 

"What sort of changes?" 

"Well...  the  competition  for  the  best  and  brightest  in  the  area  is shared with an independent school. They cream off most of the more academically gifted pupils, which leaves us not only with a struggle to make the average pass rate requirements but also... greater challenges to pupil welfare." 

Janssen sensed Eric shift in his seat. Up until now he'd been almost invisible,  leaving  the  questioning  to  him  but  his  demeanour  notably shifted. 

"You're being diplomatic, aren't you?" 

The  head  appeared  uncomfortable,  as  if  aware  he'd  spoken  out  of turn. He sat forward in his chair, clasping his hands firmly together. 

"Many of our pupils are not prepared for academia. That is to say, that domestically they don't live in an environment that is necessarily supportive  of  education.  Many  of  them  exhibit  signs  of  early  mental illness, for want of a more fitting phrase, and therefore find it hard to adjust  to  what's  required  of  them.  It  is  a  sad  fact  that  if  the  school doesn't make the grades, it comes under immense pressure to reform. 

Management of the school, teaching staff and standards will only take you  so  far.  What  we  are  trying  to  do  here  is  prepare  the  children  for life,  not  just  to  pass  exams.  Psychology,  support  networks,  including counselling,  have  a  significant  role  to  play  in  that.  We've  made

26 J M DALGLIESH

tremendous  strides  forward  with  all  of  this  and  Nathan  has  been instrumental  in  assisting,  going  way  beyond  what  he  invoices  us  for. 

I'll give you his contact details. He's done some marvellous work with many of our pupils." 

A knock on the door interrupted the conversation. It opened and a teenage  girl  was  shepherded  in.  Her  hair  was  jet  black,  artificially dyed,  and  swept  across  her  head  and  down  to  her  collar  on  one  side with the other shaved almost to the skin. It was a bold look to carry off. 

She wore a heavy, pale foundation, black eyeliner and matching black earrings.  Far  from  being  intimidated  by  an  impromptu  summons  to the headmaster's office, she already bore a scowl of indifference as she eyed the two policemen who turned to see her enter. Janssen stood and smiled  a  greeting  as  the  head  introduced  them.  She  eyed  him suspiciously as he greeted her. A sideways look towards Eric followed before  she  returned  to  him.  He  couldn't  tell  whether  she  was  putting on  a  show  of  defiance  at  a  perceived  injustice  in  her  removal  from class, or if this was her resting attitude. 

"Is this about Anna?" 

Janssen glanced to the head, who shrugged. 

"You've heard?" 

"Like, yeah," she said, rolling her eyes. "It's all over the school." 

"I'm sorry. I understand the two of you were good friends." 

"Anna was pretty cool." 

Janssen  offered  her  his  seat  and  she  took  it.  The  brash  confidence that she carried into the room in front of her fell away as she sat down. 

The head drew her attention. 

"These detectives would just like to ask you a few questions about Anna. It's not an official interview or anything, and I don't want you to think  you're  in  trouble.  That’s  right  isn't  it,  Inspector?”  he  looked  to Janssen. 

"That's  right,  Karen.  My  name's  Tom  and  this  is  Eric,"  he  said, indicating  the  constable  to  her  right.  She  glanced  across  and  Eric smiled.  "We're  just  trying  to  find  out  a  bit  more  about  Anna,  get  to know her a bit. Can you tell us about her? What did she like? Who did she hang out with?" 

"Is it true what people are saying?" Karen asked. 
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"What are people saying?" 

"That someone raped and murdered her." 

Karen  fixed  her  gaze  on  to  him.  Her  stare  was  focussed.  He  was aware she was testing him, trying to ascertain if he was trustworthy or just  another  authority  figure  faking  kindness.  His  response  would almost certainly dictate how open she would be with him. 

"We believe she was murdered, yes." 

Although  the  eyes  narrowed  slightly  her  expression  remained unchanged. 

"However, there is no evidence that she was sexually assaulted." 

The  decision  to  be  as  honest  as  possible  seemed  likely  to  be  the most  fruitful.  Karen  held  the  eye  contact  for  a  moment  longer  before her expression softened, if only a little. 

"I didn't see her last night. I was supposed to, but my old man was home." 

"Meaning?" Eric asked. 

She  offered  him  a  withering  look.  Janssen  smiled  internally  as  he saw  the  back  of  Eric's  neck  flush  with  embarrassment.  It  was  a  fair question, but Karen treated it with utter contempt. 

"  Meaning...  I wasn't allowed out." 

"Where were you intending to go?" Janssen asked. 

She looked at him and then to her headmaster sitting on the other side of the desk. If she feared enlightening them in front of him, it was quickly brushed aside. 

"We were going to hang out with the others down at the beach." 

"A bit cold, isn't it?" Eric asked. 

"Nah...  we  light  a  fire."  She  glanced  at  the  head  again  and  Eric seemed  happy  this  question  wasn't  dismissed  in  the  same  manner  as the last. "We have a drink. It's all good." 

"Any of your other friends in class today who may have seen Anna there last night?" 

Karen shook her head. 

"No. We don't really hang out with the kids." 

The comment could easily have been delivered by someone in their late teens or early twenties rather than a girl entering the fifth form of school. 
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"So, who do you hang out with?" 

Karen tensed. She was about to go on the defensive, he could tell. 

"Oh, you know. Just the local guys." 

"Was there anyone special to Anna that you know about? Anyone she might have been with alone?" 

"You mean like a boyfriend?" 

"Yes, that's exactly what I mean." 

"No. The boys around here are really immature. We don't have time for them to be honest." 

"What about the group you hang around with? Are they immature as well?" he said, taking great care not to sound patronising. She didn't respond. "It's okay, Karen. If you don't want to name names, that's fair enough but remember we're investigating your friend's murder. These people might be able to help us find out who did it." 

The  words  hit  home,  and  Karen  nodded  her  head  briefly  but  still avoided  making  eye  contact.  There  was  a  rule  among  teenagers  that was almost universal – don't talk to the grown-ups and especially the police. 

"At least, can you tell us where you tend to hang out?" 

She nodded once more. Karen described where they would usually meet  up,  seemingly  most  nights,  although  she  admitted  that  the numbers  often  varied,  and  she  was  unsure  as  to  how  many  would have been present the night before. He made a note of the directions as  she  explained  them,  and  a  quick  glance  towards  Eric  confirmed that he knew exactly the spot she was describing. There and then he made  a  mental  note  that  they'd  be  dropping  by  that  very  night, although he was careful not to mention that to Karen. The last thing he  wanted  was  for  their  circle  of  friends  to  go  to  ground.  There  was every  chance  the  killer  was  either  among  them  or  they  saw  Anna with him. 

Thanking  her  for  her  assistance,  he  offered  her  one  of  his  contact cards. 

"If  anything  comes  to  mind  you  think  I  might  need  to  know,  or  if you feel like you need a chat." 

Karen  took  the  card  without  a  word  and  stood  up  to  be  escorted out of the office and back to class. The headmaster opened the door for
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her and before she passed through, he drew her attention, addressing her in a formal tone. 

"We'll  need  to  have  another  chat  about  appropriate  hairstyle  and makeup presentation before the end of the day, Karen." 

"Yes, sir," she replied curtly. 

Closing the door, he turned back to them and shook his head. 

"Back in my day, pupils were excluded for sporting such a fashion. 

Nowadays, a stern talking to and a letter home is more appropriate." 

"Another of those things that requires changing?" Janssen asked. 

"It's  like  redirecting  a  moving  oil  tanker,"  he  replied  with  a  rueful smile. 

Janssen  rose  from  his  chair  and  thanked  the  headmaster  for  his time.  Leaving  the  office,  he  indicated  to  the  secretary  that  they  could find their own way out and set off for the main entrance where the car was parked. Glancing sideways to Eric, he nudged the younger man's elbow  to  get  his  attention  as  they  descended  the  stairwell,  their  feet echoing on the polished surface. 

"This place where they gather. You know it well?" 

"Oh, yes. It wasn't so long ago that I would have been hanging out there with my friends. Although that seems like a lifetime ago now. It's a well-known haunt of teenagers in these parts." 

"Good.  We'll  be  dropping  by  there  tonight.  Sorry  if  that  scuppers any plans you'd already made." 

"Nah... nothing that can't be moved." 

"You sure? You don't want to check with your other half?" 

Eric appeared pensive, holding back a response until they'd cleared several pupils who were congregating at the foot of the stairwell at the access  point  for  the  first-floor  landing.  It  must  be  break  time  as  the sound levels were increasing from beyond the double doors. Once out of earshot, Eric spoke, albeit lowering his voice. 

"I still live at home." 

Janssen was puzzled and it must have shown in his expression. 

"As long as I let mother know I won't be back it will be just fine." 

"Ah... I see." 

He  was  surprised.  Eric  Collet  must  be  in  his  twenties,  young  but hardly  fresh  out  of  school.  The  constable  carried  himself  as  if  he  was

30 J M DALGLIESH

streetwise, as streetwise as someone on a quiet rural beat would be at his age. Janssen admonished himself for falling prey to the stereotype. 

 Too  many  years  spent  in  the  capital.  He'd  grown  up  in  north  Norfolk before heading to London as many of his peers had done, in search of action and excitement. Casting his mind back, thoughts came forward easily about what he used to get up to in this  quiet rural beat. This area held  just  as  many  opportunities  for  mischief  as  any  other  he'd inhabited,  merely  on  a  lesser  scale  perhaps  to  Tower  Hamlets,  where he cut his teeth in uniform. Eric didn't strike him as a mummy's boy. 

Green,  almost  certainly,  but  there  was  something  about  the young man. 

"Let's  drop  in  on  Nathan  Mitchell.  Then  you  can  tell  me  where's good to eat around here and I'll shout you lunch." 

"Excellent!" Eric beamed, picking up the pace. He must be hungry. 

CHAPTER SIX

THE DOOR CLOSED  behind  her  and  Karen  Wheeler  picked  up  her  pace through  the  outer  office.  Miss  James,  the  headmaster's  secretary, looked up and made to speak, but Karen made a point of dipping her head towards the floor and hurrying along. A palpable sense of relief came to her once she was in the corridor. Classes were underway and a glance at her watch revealed she had less than ten minutes before the bell  went  for  the  mid-morning  break.  The  corridor  was  deserted. 

Approaching  the  nearby  stairwell,  she  pushed  open  the  door.  The sound  carried  throughout  the  landing,  echoing  off  the  hard  surfaces. 

Descending the stairs, instead of returning to her class on the first floor, she  continued  to  the  bottom.  Checking  there  was  no  one  around  to challenge  her,  she  broke  into  a  trot  and  barely  managed  not  to  run along the corridor and into the girls' toilets. 

The cubicles were all empty. The facilities cold and basic. The paint was peeling in places and there was a consistent smell of damp in the air. Entering the furthest one from the door, she closed it and engaged the lock. Putting the lid down, she turned and seated herself with her mobile phone in hand. Scrolling through the contacts, she selected Julia and hit the green button. The line connected and she heard it ringing. 

Moments later, an upbeat voice answered. 
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"Hey!  I  didn't  expect  to  be  hearing  from  you  today.  Aren't  you  in school?" 

"Yes, I am," she said, her voice barely above a whisper, so concerned was she about being overheard. 

"You sound like you've got your head in a bucket." 

"I'm in the toilets... sorry." 

"Sexy!" 

Normally,  she  loved  the  playfulness  of  their  conversations,  but today  was  different.  There  must  have  been  something  in  her  tone  or choice of words signalling there was something wrong. 

"Karen, babe, what is it? What's wrong?" 

"It's Anna..." 

"What's she done now?" 

"No, no... she's dead. Someone killed her last night!" 

The  words  came  out  in  quick  succession,  so  fast  she  almost stumbled over them. The relief at being able to speak them aloud was strong. 

"That can't be... I mean... how, when...?" 

"I know, I know... but it's true. The police are at the school asking all kinds of questions." 

"I see." 

The tone was different now. She wanted to know everything would be  okay.  There  followed  a  period  of  silence  where  all  that  could  be heard  was  each  other's  breathing.  She  needed  advice,  true,  but  more than that she was seeking reassurance. The wait was intolerable. 

"What  if  they  ask  me  more  questions...  you  know,  about  us  and stuff?" 

"It's got nothing to do with us! What on earth are you talking about, you silly girl? Have you spoken to them already?" 

"Yes, just now— ” 

"Why on earth would you talk about us?" 

She expected a calm, methodical response, just as she had become used to. This was anything but. It was an irritated tone, angry even, 

"I didn't..." 

"The last thing we need is them coming between us as well." 

"That's what I thought, but if they—” 
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"No reason why they should..." She felt like she was back in class, or worse back at home, being told off. "As long as you are careful what you say. If not, they will find out and that will be the end of it all. You understand?" 

"Yes, yes... I know. I wanted to tell you... to hear your voice." 

"I understand, don't worry." 

"When can I see you again? Feels like it's been ages." 

The  flutter  of  excitement  came  to  her  then,  just  as  it  always  did when she thought about the two of them being together. 

"Maybe we should cool it for now... just this week and let the dust settle." 

"No! I still want to see you. Not being with you hurts." 

"I know. I feel the same way." The voice was calm now, supportive and offering strength and certainty. "What's a week when we have the rest of our lives to be together?" 

She felt let down by the suggestion, but the logic was unarguable. If they pushed their luck, it would all be over and that was the last thing she wanted. 

"I guess so." 

The bell sounded in the corridor outside, easily audible to both of them. 

"You'd better get back before you're missed." 

"Okay.  I  will,"  she  whispered  back  as  the  sound  of  the  door  from the corridor creaking open came to her. "I love you." 

"Bye." 

The call ended and Karen sat back, pressing the mobile to her lips as  she  took  a  deep  breath.  Unsure  of  what  to  expect  from  the conversation, she felt slightly relieved but frustrated at the same time. 

 Why  did  everyone  have  to  get  in  their  way?  At  least  Anna  wouldn't,  not anymore. 

Then  she  felt  bad.  The  sense  of  loss  creeping  up  on  her  whereas before all she could think about was herself. 

CHAPTER SEVEN

THE WEATHER SHOWED  no  signs  of  easing  off  as  they  stood  under  the canopy of the small porch. Eric stepped forward and rang the bell once more. His collar was turned up against the rain and his impatience was growing.  For  his  part,  Janssen  was  happy  to  wait.  They  hadn't  been there overly long. Movement from behind the obscured glass could be seen  and  the  sound  of  a  security  chain  sliding  into  place  could  be heard  moments  before  the  door  cracked  open.  That  struck  him  as unusual. In a city, late at night, it would be common, but out here in a sleepy village it seemed odd. A pair of blue eyes could be seen peering through the gap, observing them. Taking out his warrant card, Janssen held it up for the woman to see. 

"Detective Inspector Tom Janssen. Mrs Mitchell?" 

"Yes. One moment, please." 

The  door  closed  momentarily,  and  the  chain  was  released.  Mrs Mitchell  smiled  as  she  pulled  the  door  inward.  She  still  seemed nervous,  her  eyes  flitting  between  the  two  men  standing  in  the  rain, which was now driving against them in sheets. 

"Is your husband at home?" 

"Yes, yes, he is. Please do come inside. You'll catch your death out there." 
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The  shift  in  her  demeanour  was  as  if  a  switch  had  been  flicked. 

Initially standoffish and reserved, it was almost as if she'd slipped into a different mode. 

"Terrible weather, isn't it? Let me take your coats." She gestured for Eric to take his off. A move he was happy to do. He seemed delighted to be indoors. "I can hang them up in the utility room while you speak with  Nathan."  She  fussed  around  Eric  as  he  took  his  coat  off  in  the confined  space  of  the  hallway.  It  was  a  detached  sixties-style  chalet house,  one  of  several  in  the  village,  which  was  otherwise  far  more traditional in the surrounding roads. "Speaking of whom, I'll give him a call." 

She reached for his coat as well and reluctantly, Janssen passed his across. He didn't imagine they would be there long enough for them to dry, but at least they wouldn't drip water on the interior of their home. 

She hurried off along the hall. Reaching a closed door halfway between where  they  stood  and  what  looked  like  the  kitchen,  she  paused  and pressed a button on an intercom panel. 

"Nathan!"  she  said  into  the  panel.  Janssen  judged  she  raised  her voice unnecessarily loudly as she did so. "Some policemen are here to see you." 

If there was a reply, then they were unable to hear it. The woman set off into the kitchen without looking back, disappearing from view. 

Eric  glanced  in  his  direction  and  they  shared  an  unspoken communication. Janssen flicked his eyebrows upwards. These past few minutes struck him as odd to say the least. His attention was drawn to the door as it opened, and a man appeared. He was in his early forties, dressed in a thin woollen jumper and casual trousers. Turning around, he  closed  the  door  behind  him  and  locked  it,  testing  the  handle  to ensure  it  was  secure.  He  was  slim  but  his  clothing  masked  what Janssen  figured  was  an  athletic  frame,  whether  it  was  the  way  he walked,  the  graceful  yet  purposeful  stride,  or  the  angular  features without  an  ounce  of  excess  fat  visible  in  them  that  suggested  it,  he wasn't sure. A warm smile set beneath the rimless glasses accompanied his  approach  and  Janssen  stepped  forward  to  introduce  himself  and then Eric. 

"What can I do to help you, gentlemen?" 
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"We understand one of your patients is Anna Jarvis?" 

"Yes,  I  do  see  Anna.  I  have  done  so  for  some  time.  Is  something wrong?" 

He seemed genuinely concerned about the teenager's welfare. 

"I'm afraid we believe Anna was murdered late last night." 

There was an audible gasp from behind Nathan, and he looked to see an astonished expression on Mrs Mitchell's face. 

"Anna? Surely not," she said in bewilderment, putting her hands up to her face. 

"I'm afraid so," he replied. She made no further comment, but her hands remained clasped together in front of her mouth. 

"Dreadful news. Truly dreadful. How did this come about?" Nathan asked, open mouthed. 

"Is there somewhere we could talk?" 

"Yes, please come through." 

Nathan Mitchell led them into a sitting room. It was immaculately presented.  There  was  no  mess  or  clutter  anywhere  in  sight.  The surfaces were clean, polished and bright, reflecting what little natural light there was. A sideboard was set off to the left hosting an array of miniature ceramic figurines, and even this bore no dust visible to the naked  eye.  The  sound  of  a  ticking  clock  mounted  above  the  open fireplace  was  all  that  could  be  heard.  Their  hosts  offered  them  a  seat and they all sat down on the two sofas facing one another. 

"What can you tell us about Anna?" 

"I suppose the patient confidentiality is no longer an issue," Nathan said. 

"I dare say it isn't, sadly," he confirmed. 

The counsellor blew out his cheeks. 

"She  was  a  troubled  young  lady,"  Nathan  said.  "Unsurprising, bearing in mind her background. I take it you are aware?" 

"Well aware, yes. I was hoping you may enlighten us a little about her. What type of girl she was? If she ever talked about her friendships or if she had any issues with anyone?" 

Nathan laughed, but it was a sound devoid of genuine amusement. 

"Anyone in a position of authority!" 

"What was the cause of that, do you think?" 
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Nathan  drew  breath,  glancing  out  of  the  window  towards  a  point somewhere in the distance, seemingly arranging his thoughts. 

"Anna  felt  let  down  by  people.  By  her  mother,  her  non-existent father  and  subsequently  by  a  succession  of  prospective  adopted parents  and  the  social  workers  who  happened  across  her  life.  I  think she  felt  a  lack  of  control  in  her  life  and  that  manifested  in  her disruptive behaviour." 

"The one thing she could influence, you mean?" 

"Absolutely,"  Nathan  said,  nodding  his  agreement.  "How  she addressed  people  or  went  about  her  day,  aside  from  what  she   had  to do,  was  where  she  could  exert  some  influence.  Unfortunately,  that seldom leads to positive outbursts. More commonly, it goes the other way." 

"And as a person, how did you view her?" 

"Intelligent,  strong  willed.  I  would  say  she  could  be  considered aggressive." 

"Violent?" 

"Not  necessarily.  I  would  argue  the  aggression  was  channelled more  into  her  personal  relationships,  how  she  interacted  with  her peers, teachers and so on." 

"Manipulative?" 

"Almost certainly, yes." 

"When did you last speak with her?" 

Nathan paused for a moment, raising his eyes to the ceiling. 

"At  her  last  scheduled  appointment.  That  would  have  been  last week, Monday or Tuesday I would think, from memory. I could check for you?" 

"That's  okay.  Thinking  on  it,  was  there  anything  specific  troubling her that you recall her mentioning. Something that might appear odd now, looking back?" 

"No, I'm afraid not, Inspector. I must say, Anna seemed quite chirpy during her last session. I felt we were turning a corner in her progress. 

Such a shame." 

"I  should  make  tea,"  Mrs  Mitchell  said,  standing  up.  "Or  coffee  if you prefer?" 

"That's okay, we won't be here for long but thank you," he said. 
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"In that case, I'll fetch your coats." 

She hurried from the room. Janssen couldn't help but think she was upset. 

"You must forgive my wife, Inspector. Valerie doesn't deal well with loss; she is a very empathic person. She need not even know people for it to affect her gravely." 

"Understandable. It is tragic to lose one so young in such a way. Are you aware of whether Anna had a boyfriend or an intense relationship with anyone in particular?" 

"I'm afraid not, no. The understanding I gleaned from her was that she had little time for the boys within her peer group.  Older than your years  is the phrase that suits her. With everything she went through, I think she'd already outgrown those in and around her circle." 

"We heard similar from a friend of hers at the school." 

"You must mean Karen." 

"Yes, how did you know?" 

"Anna  had  few  real  friends.  Don't  get  me  wrong,  I  think  she  was popular at school, but like many things with her, they were an act. She could take them or leave them. Karen is one of the few to get closer to her." 

"I see." 

Janssen  thought  for  a  moment,  but  no  more  questions  came  to mind.  The  conversation  was  slightly  deflating.  He'd  hoped  for  more detail  and  although  what  he  knew  about  her  was  reinforced  by Nathan's  knowledge,  he  felt  no  closer  to  really  comprehending  what the  real  Anna  Jarvis  was  about  or  what  drove  her  through  life.  He stood  up  and  Eric  followed  suit.  Nathan  led  them  back  to  the  hall. 

Their  coats  were  hanging  on  the  post  of  the  balustrade  at  the  foot  of the stairs. Of Valerie Mitchell there was no sign. Janssen had one last thought. 

"Where do you see your clients, if you don't mind my asking?" 

"The  pupils  from  the  school  I  tend  to  see  there.  I  have  an  office upstairs,"  he  turned  and  indicated  the  door  he  had  appeared  from earlier, "where I meet my other clients." 

"Thank  you  for  your  time,  Mr  Mitchell.  If  you  think  of  anything that  might  be  relevant,  please  could  you  give  me  a  call?"  He  passed
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him one of his contact cards. "If we need anything further, we will be in touch." 

"Please,  do  call  me  Nathan,"  Mitchell  said,  taking  the  card  and shaking  hands  with  both  policemen  in  turn.  "And  do  feel  free  to  call me at any time." 

He took out one of his own business cards and passed it to Janssen, who looked at it briefly before slipping it into his pocket. He thanked the man again and they stepped out into the rain. It had eased slightly, but  it  was  marginal.  They  hurried  to  the  car  and  clambered  in.  The front door was already closed. He looked to Eric. 

"What do you make of him?" 

"Creepy." 

"Interesting. Why would you say that?" 

Eric shrugged. 

"Counsellors  help  people,  right?"  Eric  said.  He  nodded  his agreement. "They are supposed to put you at ease, help you talk about things you're bottling up." 

"Yes. So?" 

"He didn't put me at ease," Eric said, looking back at the house. 

For a moment, a curtain appeared to twitch, but it could have been a draught. No one was visible at the window. 

"He  was  nice  enough,  seemed  eager  to  help  but...  his  manner,  his wife being so skittish. And the house..." 

"Obsessively tidy, wasn't it?" 

"Exactly. No, I didn't like him. I wouldn't have been able to open up to him, no way." 

Janssen  wondered  if  Eric  was  contemplating  a  theoretical experience or revisiting something from his past. The expression on the young  man's  face  conveyed  the  emotional  response  of  recollecting  a real  situation  rather  than  something  hypothetical.  He  chose  not  to press it. After all, it was none of his business. Eric's view was insightful and matched his own instincts. 

CHAPTER EIGHT

NATHAN MITCHELL STEPPED BACK from the window as the lead detective appeared to glance in his direction. The familiar knot of anxiety in his chest made its presence known. Closing his eyes, he took several deep, controlled  breaths,  letting  the  air  out  slowly.  Their  visit  was  routine. 

This is what the police had to do when it came to a suspicious death, investigate  every  avenue  and  try  to  understand  what  was  happening in  the  victim's  life.  The  need  was  particularly  acute  when  they  were without an obvious suspect. Leaving the sitting room, he headed back along the hall. Reaching the door to the stairs leading up to his office, he fumbled with the key, his hands trembling as he tried to slide it into the lock. 

"Why did they come here?" 

He turned to face his wife, standing at the entrance to the kitchen. 

Her arms were by her side. Her stance was rigid, tense. 

"Why shouldn't they? Anna was one of my patients." 

There  was  something  in  her  expression.  She  was  calculating.  This was  something  his  wife  would  do,  consider,  process  and  judge...  but always silently. She would never challenge him. 

"What is it, Valerie? For once, why don't you say whatever it is, so that we can move on." 
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"When did you last see her?" 

His  deliberate  warm  smile  was  accompanied  by  the  briefest  of nonchalant shrugs, seeking to assuage her doubts. 

"At her last appointment. A week ago, maybe. I'm not sure. I would have to check." 

"You've met with her repeatedly over the last few months. How can you not remember?" 

"Not  that  I  should  really  discuss  it  with  you,  but  Anna's  situation has  been  very  much  improved  of  late.  I  haven't  needed  to  see  her  as often. That's all." 

He stared at her. She returned his gaze, unflinching. 

"Happy?" 

The  last  was  said  with  a  flick  of  an  eyebrow.  He  was  irritated. 

Valerie remained where she stood, her expression fixed. Turning away from her, he slid the key effortlessly into the lock. All signs of nerves, if that was the cause, were gone. Pulling the door open he went to pass through, seeing his wife still there in the corner of his eye. She spoke as he placed a foot on the bottom tread, stopping him in his tracks. 

"You weren't with her last night, then?" 

He  momentarily  glared  at  her.  Forcing  himself  to  soften  his expression,  he  cracked  a  smile,  exhaling  loudly  in  derision  at  the suggestion. 

"No! Of course not. I was playing a match in the squash ladder last night. You know that very well." 

Her gaze remained as it was, sterile and immovable. 

"You do, don't you?" 

Ignoring his apparent request for confirmation of her trust in him, she turned away and slowly walked back into the kitchen. 

"Valerie!"  he  called  after  her  but  she  didn't  stop,  nor  did  she  look back. 

Shaking  his  head,  he  closed  the  door  behind  him  and  hurried  up the stairs, feeling a surge of anger rising within. The office was the only room upstairs. With the steep slope of the eaves to either side, his desk was  set  before  the  only  window  overlooking  the  sea  in  the  distance. 

Glancing  at  the  sofa  and  an  armchair  at  the  other  end  of  the  room, where he would sit with his clients, his gaze lingered for a moment as
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he recalled events. A flash of panic struck him, he walked over to his desk,  sat  down  and  brought  his  computer  out  of  hibernation. 

Navigating  to  the  relevant  folder,  he  opened  up  the  one  registered under Anna's name. There were numerous video files and he scrolled down to the most recent and double-clicked on it. A window opened on the screen and he enlarged it to fill the screen. Anna was sitting on the sofa, the camera trained on her face. She was absent minded that day, her thoughts elsewhere. He pressed play, sitting back and thinking hard as the footage rolled. Bringing his hands up to his face, he placed them together covering his mouth and nose concentrating on her voice and mannerisms. The quirks of her personality stood out, the crooked half-smile, the flick of her hair to one side when she found something humorous. Quirks that he would never see again. 

"What are you doing?" 

He spun in his chair. Valerie was at the top of the stairs holding a cup of tea. 

"What are you doing up here?" 

"Is  that  her?  Is  that  Anna?  You're  watching  a  video  of  her.  Why were you recording her?" 

"No...  I  was..."  he  said,  standing  up  and  glancing  between  the monitor and his wife. "Just what do you think I'm up to? My work is my business and none of your concern. You're not supposed to be up here." 

He moved towards her but with a flick of her wrist, she threw the contents of the cup in his direction. Had he been a few steps closer, he would  have  been  scalded  by  the  steaming  liquid.  As  it  was,  he managed to avoid most of it as it flew towards him in a steady stream. 

"What are you playing at woman!" 

Valerie  was  already  thundering  down  the  stairs  without  a backwards glance. 

"Damn it!" he muttered under his breath, inspecting the mess on his trousers and the carpet at his feet. Anna's jumbled thoughts continued in the background, drawing his eyes back to the screen. It felt like she was staring straight at him, her eyes focused on his. Those eyes. 

CHAPTER NINE

ERIC INDICATED THE NEXT TURNING. Janssen hesitated, in the failing light he couldn't quite make out what the constable was pointing to but as they  came  upon  it,  the  brush  opened  and  there  was  an  unmade  road detouring  through  the  trees.  Slowing  down,  he  took  the  car  along  it. 

The  going  was  bumpy,  evidently  unused  by  many  vehicles,  and  it wound its way down a shallow incline amongst overhanging trees to either  side.  After  treating  Eric  to  the  promised  lunch,  they  had returned  to  the  crime  scene.  Anna  Jarvis's  body  had  already  been removed.  Daniels  and  the  CSI  team  were  packing  away.  There  was little  to  report.  A  fingertip  search  of  the  immediate  area  yielded  little else  of  note,  confirmation  that  in  all  likelihood  Anna  was  killed elsewhere and brought to the churchyard. The question remained as to why the killer did that. It was risky, even in a location where there was a  limited  chance  of  being  seen  there  was  still  the  possibility  of  being spotted.  Most  killers  sought  to  put  as  much  distance  between themselves  and  their  victim  as  possible.  That  way  anyone  between them and their victim would be a suspect before they were. That was why  many  serial  killers  lived  a  transient  lifestyle,  drifting  from  one place to the next and not putting down roots. The wider the dots, the
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harder they would be to link. This was often how they could evade the police and the finger of suspicion for so long. 

The  car  bottomed  out  on  the  uneven  surface  and  Janssen  cursed. 

Eric  glanced  in  his  direction.  It  was  rare  for  him  to  swear,  that  must already have been apparent during the day. 

"It's not much further," Eric said. 

Rounding the next bend in the track, the way opened into a small clearing. By the look of it, it was used as a parking area for what little traffic would come this way. 

"This  isn't  the  season,  but  the  twitchers  park  up  here  and  head down  to  their  hides  overlooking  the  wetlands  to  the  west  of  here. 

When the birds are migrating after the winter you won't be able to find space around here for love nor money." 

Janssen  pulled  up.  Theirs  was  the  only  car  here.  The  beam  of  his headlights lit up two paths. Getting his bearings in the dark, he figured one  was  off  to  the  west  as  Eric  described,  whereas  the  other disappeared  off  through  the  trees  in  the  direction  of  the  sea.  He guessed that led directly down to the beach. Switching off the engine, he  checked  the  time  on  the  display  before  opening  the  door  causing everything but the puddle and half lights to switch off. Eric pointed to the path and they set off together, Janssen drawing his coat about him. 

Had  the  rain  continued  it  would  be  unlikely  they'd  find  anyone braving  the  shoreline,  but  Eric  was  adamant  if  it  were  him  and  his peers,  they  would  be  out  tonight.  Particularly  seeing  as  one  of  their own  had  been  murdered.  The  official  announcement  was  made  that afternoon.  It  was  timely  and  necessary,  with  local  rumour  whipping the story up. They needed to put minds at rest that the police were on top of the situation. Residents were concerned, and justifiably so, but in his mind they weren't facing a serial murderer. It wasn't beyond the realm of possibility that Anna might have stumbled upon a hunter in search of prey or even an opportunistic killer, but, statistically, the odds were long. The facts didn't seem to play to that, but he was keeping an open mind without wishing to fuel any hysteria. Eric's theory was that the  group  would  gather  to  find  comfort  and  support  alongside  one another.  He  hoped  the  assumption  was  correct.  There  was  every chance  the  killer  would  be  among  them.  Anyone  who  was
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unexpectedly  missing,  reacting  to  the  news  strangely,  or  the  police presence  would  warrant  a  closer  look.  Anna  didn't  exhibit  any defensive wounds of note, and that implied she knew her killer. Either that  or  she  was  incapacitated  one  way  or  another.  Toxicology  tests performed  during  the  post-mortem  would  clarify  that.  Anna's  killer could  just  as  easily  be  one  of  her  friends  as  a  passing  stranger.  The former was more likely. 

Using the torch on his mobile phone, they picked their way along the path down towards the beach. The waves could be heard breaking upon the shore, and the whites of the breakers became visible through the trees as they drew nearer. The rain clouds had dissipated late in the afternoon and were replaced by light clouds. The wind was still strong, driving in off the North Sea, and the fall in temperature coupled with the dampness made it feel cold. Emerging from the limited shelter of the  tree  line  and  into  the  open  space  of  the  sand  dunes,  the  voices carried  on  the  wind.  They  weren't  celebratory  or  accompanied  by whoops  of  laughter  as  one  might  expect  from  a  group  of  teenagers assembled  on  a  beach  for  a  party.  The  tone  appeared  sombre.  The torchlight  was  no  longer  needed,  and  the  two  policemen  made  their way  through  the  dunes  towards  the  small  group.  They  numbered perhaps  a  dozen  if  that.  Such  was  the  noise  from  the  waves  and  the crackling  of  the  fire  they'd  built,  that  they  were  startled  at  their approach. Conversation dropped away as Janssen, illuminated by the firelight, stepped forward and introduced himself. Most of the group, an even mix of young men and women he presumed all were upwards of  seventeen  years  of  age,  paid  him  due  attention.  Several  lowered their  eyes  or  focused  on  the  dancing  yellow  and  orange  light  rather than  look  at  him.  He  noted  that  Karen  Wheeler  wasn't  among  the attendees. 

"I understand you were all friends with Anna Jarvis. We know she planned to be here last night. Can any of you confirm that?" 

A few of them exchanged glances, but there was little he could infer from the expressions. No one appeared willing to be first to speak up. 

"May I remind you that someone killed your friend. I can find out who did it, but I'll need a bit of help along the way." 

Something in his stance, or his tone, must have set a couple of the
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group at ease. One of the girls, a woven dark green long-coat wrapped tightly  around  her  sporting  a  multicoloured  woollen  hat,  her  long blonde hair sprouting in every direction from beneath, leaned forward and caught the eye of a male sitting a few feet to her right. His hair fell to his collar, it was dark and matched the beard he was growing. The latter  was  thick  and  unkempt  in  contrast  to  his  well-styled  hair. 

Chewing  on  his  lower  lip  as  he  met  her  gaze,  he  waited  for  a  few seconds before nodding. Janssen guessed he held the seniority within the group, but it was the girl who spoke. 

"Yes,  she  was  here.  Anna  was  our  friend.  That's  why  we  had  to come here tonight. Pay our respects." 

Many  of  those  who  had  paid  attention  to  Janssen's  introduction were  now  staring  intently  at  the  flames.  The  leader  stood  up  and picked up another piece of wood, tossing it into the flames. He sat back down without another word. 

"Do you know what time she left and who with?" 

The  girl  shook  her  head,  crossing  the  space  between  them  and coming to stand before him. 

"Your name is?" he asked. 

"Olivia. Olivia Roberts." 

She  inclined  her  head  and  stepped  away  from  the  main  group. 

Janssen  allowed  her  to  lead  and  fell  into  step  alongside.  Looking  to Eric,  he  flicked  a  casual  hand  in  the  direction  of  the  group.  Leaving Eric  to  gather  the  details  from  those  around  the  fire,  he  took  the measure of Olivia. She looked older, possibly twenty, although it was hard to tell. Away from the fire it felt colder, and she thrust her hands deep into her pockets as they walked. He did likewise. 

"You were good friends with Anna?" 

"I  wouldn't  say  good  friends,  no,  but  she  was  alright,"  she  said, stopping  and  turning  back  to  look  at  the  fire  a  short  distance  away. 

"At first everyone kind of dismissed her because she was a kid, but... 

she'd probably got more life experience than any of them sitting over there." 

Olivia's tone was flat, she was clearly upset and, even in this light, Janssen could tell she'd been crying. 

"You said she was here last night." 
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"Yes,  she  was.  Until  around  nine,  nine-thirty.  Something  like  that anyway." 

"Then what? She left?" 

"Yeah, by herself as well, before you ask. That was early for her to leave, though. I mean, don't get me wrong, she rarely stayed as late as the rest of us. On the odd occasion she would, it'd set her folks off." 

"Her foster parents, you mean?" 

"Are they?" 

Olivia sounded genuinely surprised. 

"I thought they were her grandparents or something." 

"Strange, she never told you." 

"Yeah. I mean, I knew her mum was dead, and she had no idea who her old man was. I thought she'd ended up with the old folks after a bit of time in the system, you know." 

"Well,  that  much  is  true,  but  she  was  with  her  foster  parents.  Did she say how well she got on with them?" 

"Not a lot but as far as I know they were alright. Anna didn't want to piss them off, that's for sure, and not because they were hard on her. 

I  got  the  impression  she  quite  liked  them.  A  bit  of  stability  and  all.  I think they were just old and you know what they're like." 

Janssen  nodded  along,  although  he  had  no  real  experience  of dealing with family members in that age range. His own grandparents died  when  he  was  young,  and  he  barely  remembered  them.  His memories were of stories told to him when he was a child. 

"Had she been drinking last night, or taking anything else?" 

Olivia shot him a guarded look. He knew why. 

"Look,  I'm  not  going  out  of  my  way  to  cause  trouble  for  anyone here, I've bigger things to deal with than a little recreational drug use but  I  need  to  understand  how  Anna  came  to  be  where  she  did.  It's important." 

She shrugged. 

"There  was  some  cider  passing  around  and  a  bit  of  weed.  I  don't know  how  much  Anna  may  have  had.  I  didn't  spend  much  time talking to her last night." 

"Did anyone? Was she here with Karen?" 

The question brought forth a dismissive laugh. 
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"Karen?  Now  she's  a  daft  sod.  We  put  up  with  her  because  she's under Anna's wing, but she's no Anna. If you know what I mean?" 

"Not really, no." 

It was true. He had no idea what she was getting at. 

"Anna  was  interesting.  That's  why  we  liked  her,  gave  her  a  free pass despite her being so much younger than the rest of us. Everyone found her interesting." 

"Like whom?" 

"Karen for one... hung on her every word." The comment was said with disdain. "I think she really wanted to be Anna. We all found it a bit pathetic to be honest." 

Janssen made a note. Karen didn't strike him as being one to try to emulate  another.  She  carried  as  much  attitude  and  confidence  as  any outgoing teenager he'd ever come across. 

"I  spoke  with  Karen  this  morning.  She  said  the  two  of  them  often hang  out  with  you  all  here.  You  think  their  relationship  was  broadly one-sided then?" 

Olivia appeared thoughtful, considering her choice of words. 

"Not seen Karen here for a couple of weeks, not since they had that falling out. Up until then, Karen used to worship Anna." 

This  was  the  first  time  there  was  any  indication  their  friendship was less than solid. 

"What did they fall out over?" 

"No idea. They were going at it though, a proper catfight. Some of the guys found it funny, and I guess it was for a bit, but then it turned really nasty." 

"And you've no idea what it was over?" 

"If I had to guess... probably a guy. What else do fourteen-year-old girls get that animated about?" 

"Did Anna have a boyfriend?" 

"Neither  of  them  did  as  far  as  I'm  aware,  no.  Sorry.  You'll  have  to ask Karen." 

Janssen decided he would do so. 

"You  said  everyone  was  interested  in  her.  What  did  you  mean  by that?" 
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"Anna attracted all the weirdos. That counsellor was obsessed with her.” 

"Nathan Mitchell?" 

"Yeah,  he's  proper  weird.  We  all  remember  him  from  our  time  at school.  We  nicknamed  him   Titwatcher.  I  guess  you  don't  need  me  to explain why?" 

Janssen shook his head, the clue was in the name. 

"You think he had an unhealthy interest in young girls generally, or just Anna?" 

"Couldn't  tell  you  that  either  way.  Besides,  who  decides  what's considered unhealthy?" 

"Usually the law," he said, inclining his head slightly. She looked up at him. He was almost a foot taller than her standing at six-foot-three. 

"He made my skin crawl, that's what I can say, and I'm not the only one." 

"Could  Anna  have  been  seeing  anyone  from  within  the  group without you knowing?" he asked, looking back in the direction of the fire. 

She shook her head. 

"Doubtful. She's a bit young for the guys, you know. None of them are that way inclined. I don't doubt that she would have gotten what she wanted if she'd put her mind to it though." 

He was surprised by that comment. It was the first Olivia had made portraying Anna in a negative light. He seized upon it. 

"Are you implying something about Anna?" 

"Not really," she said, averting her eyes from his gaze. 

He  waited  patiently.  In  the  end  the  silence  of  expectation  got  the better of her and she rolled her eyes heavenward. 

"Look,  Anna  may  not  have  had  a  boyfriend,  but...  she  enjoyed winding  them  up.  Any  bloke  that  came  anywhere  near  her  was  fair game.  What  would  a  shrink  describe  it  as  –   sexually  aggressive?   Yeah, that's probably it." 

"Anna was promiscuous?" 

"No idea." Her response was curt, almost as if she regretted having made the comment. "I just think she knew the effect she had on blokes
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and played up to it, that's all. How far she took it, I don't know. Maybe last night she took it too far." 

"That's  one  heck  of  an  accusation,"  he  said,  watching  her  intently for  a  reaction.  Olivia  took  a  deep  breath.  Her  shoulders  dropped slightly as she released it. 

"Yeah.  I  know  it  is,"  she  said,  lowering  her  voice.  "Thing  is,  I wouldn't  be  surprised  if  that's  what  happened."  Meeting  his  eye,  she held his gaze for a moment. "It's cold. I'm going back to the fire now." 

"Hey!" Janssen said, catching her attention as she made to leave. He passed her one of his cards. "Just in case you think of something." 

She  took  it  and  walked  away.  Janssen  remained  where  he  was  as she  set  off  back  to  the  relative  comfort  and  warmth  of  the  flames. 

Passing Eric on the way, Olivia re-joined the others, only this time she sat  down  alongside  the  de  facto  leader  of  the  group  who'd  given  her leave  to  speak  earlier.  Janssen  found  him  suspicious  immediately. 

Anyone with that level of coercive control warranted a closer look. The lad  in  question  turned  towards  Olivia,  leaning  in  and  saying something.  Her  response  was  to  look  back  in  Janssen's  direction  and then speak. Whatever she was telling the boy, he couldn't make it out from  here.  He  couldn't  help  but  think  there  was  more  to  be  gleaned from these people, but he was conscious that pushing the issue might cause the wall of silence to be thrown up to ever greater heights. Eric joined him. 

"I've  got  all  their  details.  There's  a  fair  bit  of  underage  drinking going  on...  plus  the  smell  of  weed  hanging  around.  What  should we do?" 

"Leave  them  be  tonight,  Eric.  I  expect  we'll  be  speaking  to  them again  soon  enough.  I  suspect  the  one  who  fancies  himself,  in particular." 

Eric glanced towards the group. 

"Connor Tanner." 

"You know him?" 

"Not directly, but his family are well known around here. Definitely one  to  keep  an  eye  on...  most  of  us  do.  Although  murder  would  be something of a step up." 

CHAPTER TEN

THE HEAT  from  the  bonfire  felt  intense  against  Olivia's  face,  despite having only been away from it for a few minutes whilst talking to the detective.  Connor  caught  her  eye  as  she  returned  and  he  nudged Davie,  encouraging  him  to  make  room  for  her  to  sit  alongside  him. 

Olivia sat down without a word. Connor offered her the bottle he held in  his  hand.  It  looked  like  orange  juice,  but  she  knew  it  would  be mixed with a heavy measure of vodka. She declined. Connor shrugged and put the bottle to his lips, grimacing slightly as he took a mouthful of the contents. 

"Lay off it a little would you," she said. 

He leaned into her, brushing his mouth with the back of his hand. 

"Just drinking a toast to your little shadow. This was her particular drink of choice as I recall." 

"Why do you have to be such a dick?" 

He  laughed  at  the  comment,  raising  the  bottle  again.  Turning  her gaze back in the direction of the detective, she saw he had now been joined  by  the  younger  one.  They  were  talking,  staring  over  towards them  at  the  same  time.  She  couldn't  tell  if  he  was  looking  at  her directly or just the group in general. The conversation played over in her  mind.  She  wanted  to  be  helpful.  Anna  was  a  friend,  albeit  a
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detached  one  because  the  age  difference  meant  there  were  times  she didn't  fit  in  irrespective  of  how  much  the  younger  girl  wanted  to. 

Connor, along with several of the other guys, were sniffing around her. 

Anna knew they were interested, even played up to it on occasion. So why did she lie to the policeman? 

 Loyalty? 

Perhaps it was as simple as that. Connor slipped an arm around her waist and pulled her closer. 

"  Seriously? " she said, digging her elbow into his ribs. 

He feigned outrage. 

"Ow! Catty... I thought you might need some support, that's all." 

She examined his face, lit up by the flickering firelight. There was a thinly veiled smirk, bolstered by his ever-present confidence. Most of the time that was part of what attracted her to him. On other occasions, it made her think he was a childish idiot. 

"Anna's dead, Connor. Don’t you get that? She's dead." 

He  withdrew  his  arm  and  brought  it  down  into  his  lap,  cupping both  hands  around  his  bottle  and  lowering  his  head.  The  smirk disappeared and he followed her gaze into the flames. 

"I know. It's mental." 

A few of the others were deep in conversation, one or two cracking jokes, about what she didn't know. It was as if this was a normal night with nothing untoward having happened at all. She felt sick. 

"Connor?" 

He sipped at his drink, sniffing loudly after swallowing. 

"Yeah," he said, glancing across at her. 

"If I find out you were at it with Anna, I'll cut your balls off!" 

He blew out his cheeks, accompanied by a flick of the eyebrows. 

"Where did that come from!" 

She couldn't tell if his indignation was genuine or not. She waited. 

He shook his head. 

"In that case... you'd better not find out." 

She stared into his eyes, they gleamed with mischief. Then his face split into an impish grin. There was his appeal, right there. The lack of seriousness, the spontaneity of wit that somehow forced her to forgive any  suggestion  of  flaws  to  his  character.  She  couldn't  help  but  smile
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and mockingly, she raised a closed fist and brushed it against his jaw in a  fake  jab.  He  inclined  his  head  to  one  side,  bringing  it  back  upright with a little wink. She leaned into him and he put an arm around her shoulder as she stared back into the flames. 

"It's going to be alright, you know," he said. 

His  voice  was  soothing,  his  touch  affectionate.  Olivia  didn't respond,  choosing  to  focus  on  the  crackling  of  the  fire  against  the backdrop  of  the  waves  breaking  upon  the  shore  nearby.  Images  of Anna churned through her thoughts. She hoped Connor was right. 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

TOM JANSSEN SAT in the ops room of CID. His time at the station was so short he'd been unable to arrange things in any meaningful sense. The position  here  was  once  occupied  by  another  DI  who  had  recently retired. That, plus a review of boundaries meant he was beginning in a new station, a new team. As yet, no one had been allocated to him with CID operations largely continuing on an ad hoc basis until things got sorted. All this meant was that his current team, himself and Eric, were all the resources he had at his disposal. This wasn't to say they were on the case alone. Far from it. He could call on any number of officers to form a murder squad but, it was instinct driving the thought process, he  didn't  feel  it  necessary  to  pull  that  particular  trigger.  The  more  he considered Anna Jarvis and her life, the circle she moved in, the more he thought the killer wasn't too far removed from her. 

"Morning, sir," Eric said, entering ops. 

The  constable  arrived  in  plain  clothes,  as  instructed,  although  he cut  a  very  crisp  figure.  His  shirt  was  neatly  pressed,  as  were  his trousers,  although  a  little  long  in  the  leg.  Perhaps  that  passed  for fashion  amongst  the  twenty-somethings  these  days.  Janssen  felt  old looking at Eric, even though he was still considered to be in his prime. 

The  constable  walked  with  the  spring  of  youth  in  his  step  reminding
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him  of  an  enthusiastic  puppy.  Was  it  because  he  was  youthful  or  a result of a lack of experience? 

"Hello, Eric." 

"Anything new?" 

"I'm  just  going  over  the  initial  forensics  from  the  scene  as  well  as going through what the pathologist has determined. The full, detailed reports will come later but I have the headlines from Daniels as well as the initial medical." 

"Anything that stands out?" 

"A few aspects that I find intriguing." 

Janssen turned his attention to the laptop in front of him. 

"Preliminary  findings  from  the  pathologist  have  confirmed  the cause  of  death  as  manual  strangulation.  There  were  no  defensive wounds of any note." 

"Does  that  mean  she  may  have  been  unconscious  during  the attack?" 

Janssen thought about it. 

"That's possible, but it is just as likely that she was overpowered by someone much stronger. Her blood alcohol level was measured at .17, which wouldn't have helped her fend off an attacker." 

"So, she was hammered?" 

"I think that's the technical term for it, yes," he said. "At that level of intoxication,  she  could  easily  have  struggled  to  walk  properly,  the impairment  of  her  motor  control  would  have  been  noticeable.  The pathologist  is  also  certain  Anna  had  recently  taken  part  in  sexual activity. She stressed that there were no indications of it being a violent act  or  forced.  There  were  no  skin  abrasions  on  the  inner  thigh  or bruising to suggest there was a struggle. She went so far as to suggest she  considered  it  to  be  most  likely  consensual  due  to  the  lack  of  any damage  to  her  genitalia,  underwear  or  finding  skin  under  the fingernails." 

"Could  she  have  been  unconscious?  You  know,  like  a  date  rape? 

Everyone we've spoken to says she didn't have a bloke." 

"I  suppose  that's  possible,  yes.  Toxicology  came  back  negative  for any  of  the  known  date-rape  drugs  though,  and  the  post-mortem  was carried  out  quickly  enough  that  they  would  show.  I  guess  if  she'd
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passed  out  through  the  consumption  of  alcohol,  then  that's  a possibility we should consider. Good thinking." 

Eric beamed. 

"The forensic report has a few curiosities to it." 

"Like  what?"  Eric  said,  pulling  up  a  chair  and  sitting  down alongside him. 

"Sand  was  found  in  the  treads  of  her  boots,  underneath  her fingernails, and also traces of it around her genitals." 

"Skinny dipping in the sea?" 

"At this time of year?" Janssen said with a frown. 

"Oh, yeah. Unlikely. Sex on the beach?" 

"Or  sand  collected  on  her  long  coat  from  sitting  at  the  beach  was then transferred to her body during intercourse." 

"Maybe  she  was  involved  with  one  of  the  older  guys  in  her  gang after all?" 

"Possibly," Janssen said. 

Sitting  back  in  his  chair,  he  put  his  hands  behind  his  head, interlocking the fingers. 

"The  sand  in  the  treads  of  her  boots  was  mixed  with  mud,  what looks like leaves and small stones. Further to that, there are trace fibres embedded  in  the  mud.  To  be  accurate,  Daniels  says  they  are Polyethylene Terephthalate fibres. Eighty-five percent PET and fifteen percent bi-component PET. Man-made fibres, most commonly used in mass  market  carpet  manufacturing.  With  the  way  the  weather's  been recently,  it  would  be  fair  to  surmise  this  collection  of  detritus  was gathered  around  the  same  time.  Once  they  dry  out  these  materials would fall from the treads. We know Anna was at the beach that night, most  likely  drinking  along  with  the  others.  At  some  point  she  left, earlier  than  usual  according  to  Olivia  Roberts,  and  shortly  after  she winds up dead. Placed on the grave of Mary Tyler. The significance of that still eludes me." 

"Does there have to be a significance? Are we over complicating it?" 

"How do you mean?" 

"Well, maybe she was placed there because the killer was unlikely to be seen. He could park his car nearby and get her there under cover of darkness. Maybe that’s the reason for the positioning." 
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"You  could  be  right.  I  still  think  it's  significant.  The  way  she  was tidied  up,  her  hair  freshly  brushed,  clothing  neatly  buttoned  up.  She was presented to whoever found her, presented to us. The positioning of her body must be relevant." 

Eric bobbed his head. 

"Something  else  is  bothering  me  as  well.  She  was  manually strangled. Someone did it with their bare hands. That indicates to me that  this  was  personal,  not  the  delusional  fetish  of  a  deranged  mind. 

More often the latter is accompanied by bludgeoning with a weapon, a hammer or stabbing with a knife or a screwdriver. When someone goes out on a rampage intending to kill, they plan ahead. Using only your bare hands suggests spontaneity, a distinct lack of planning." 

"But doesn't that go against what you said about the staging of the body, the presentation?" 

"I  believe  that  was  an  afterthought.  That's  why  I  think  there  must be  something  about  that  grave.  I  thought  there  was  something  odd about it when I was there yesterday, but for the life of me, I can't put my finger on what it was." 

"I'll see what I can find out about Mary... what was it again?" 

"Tyler. Mary Tyler," Janssen said. 

"You say Tyler and I still think Shelley... funny how things stick in your mind, isn't it?" 

He  nodded.  Eric  got  up  and  crossed  to  another  desk.  Janssen's mobile  beeped  and  he  scooped  it  up  from  the  desk.  It  was  a  text message  from  an  unknown  number.  The  message  read  simply:   where was Nathan Mitchell two nights ago?  He read the message for a second time before putting the handset back down on the desk in front of him. 

Someone was angling for them to take a closer look at the counsellor. 

Olivia  Roberts  had  suggested  Nathan  Mitchell  took  an  unhealthy interest  in  teenage  girls  when  he  spoke  to  her  the  previous  night  as well. This could be her reinforcing that point. Either way, it should be easy  enough  to  track  down  who  sent  the  text.  No  one  he'd  yet  come across appeared to have the wherewithal to secure a burner phone to drop him hints. Returning to his laptop, he accessed the police national computer  and  tapped  in  Mitchell's  name.  The  search  was  quick, returning  zero  entries.  If  Nathan  Mitchell  had  a  concealed  past,  then
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he'd  managed  to  stay  under  the  radar  his  entire  life.  He  didn't  even have a speeding ticket against his name. 

"Eric, have you heard any rumours surrounding Nathan Mitchell?" 

Eric  looked  over  from  his  desk,  his  brow  furrowed.  He  shook  his head. 

"Can't say I have. As far as I know, he's held in high regard." 

Janssen nodded, retreating to his own thoughts. Many were held in high  regard  but  sometimes  people  were  just  too  good  to  be  true. 

Rummaging through the pockets of his coat, hanging on the back of his chair, he produced the business card Mitchell gave him the day before. 

Turning it over in his fingers, he considered simply calling and asking the  question.  However,  it  was  easier  to  bat  something  away  over  the telephone, much harder to do so in person. Instead of making the call, he stood up. Signalling to Eric that he was heading out, he paused. 

"Eric, while you're looking up Mary Tyler, find me everything you can on Connor Tanner, would you?" 

"Yeah, sure." 

Janssen made a note of the mobile number on a slip of paper. 

"And  while  you're  at  it,"  he  said,  crossing  over  and  handing  the paper to Eric who glanced at it, "find out who this number belongs to, as well." 

"Will do. Where are you going?" 

"Just  ducking  out  to  have  a  word  with  Nathan  Mitchell  about something. I'll be back later." 

It wasn't that he didn't trust Eric with the information, but for the time  being  he  wanted  to  keep  the  knowledge  of  the  text  message  to himself.  If  someone  was  feeding  him  useful  information,  he  didn't want  to  risk  scaring  them  away.  Similarly,  if  they  were  leading  him awry, then he would prefer not to derail the focus of the investigation. 

One thing was certain, he was curious to see how Mitchell reacted to him asking the question. 

CHAPTER TWELVE

TOM JANSSEN ARRIVED at the house to find Nathan Mitchell busy in the driveway. All four doors to his car were open and the floor mats were laid  out  on  the  tarmac  alongside  one  another  as  he  busily  set  about them with a vacuum cleaner. Even in the overcast light of the morning, the car was gleaming. A pressure washer was set to one side with the hose  still  attached  to  the  outside  tap.  Evidently,  Nathan  had  had  a productive morning. Pulling the car up to the kerbside, he switched off the engine. Getting out of the car drew the counsellor's attention and he loosened his grip on the vacuum before switching it off with a foot, resting  the  handle  of  the  cleaner  against  his  chest  as  the  motor powered  down.  Light  rain  steadily  fell  upon  them.  Not  so  much  to force them indoors, but it struck Tom as surprising that Nathan would choose to clean the car on such a day. 

"Good  morning,  Inspector.  I  wasn't  expecting  to  see  you  again  so soon." 

"Good morning. Something came up I needed to ask you about." 

"What can I do for you?" 

"I was wondering where you were two nights ago?" 

Janssen  saw  a  flicker  in  Mitchell's  expression,  but  it  was  too minimal to draw a conclusion from. 
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"Two nights ago? That was the night of Anna's death, wasn't it?" 

"Yes, it was." 

He  kept  his  tone  neutral  and  waited  for  a  response.  Mitchell glanced back in the direction of the house. He followed the gaze and caught  sight  of  Valerie  Mitchell  in  the  bay  window  at  the  front.  She met his eye momentarily before disappearing from view. 

"I  was  out.  I  had  a  squash  match  arranged.  I  play  in  the  club ladder." 

"I see. How long were you out for?" 

Mitchell bristled slightly. 

"Am I a suspect now, Inspector?" 

Janssen shrugged. 

"It's  important  for  us  to  note  the  movements  of  people  in  Anna's circle." 

"Please don't patronise me. I know how these things work. Why are you looking at me?" 

Janssen turned his attention to the car, stooping a little and glancing at the interior. It was immaculate. The trim had been wiped down, the surround  to  the  dashboard  didn't  have  a  speck  of  dust  on  it  and  the carpet  looked  as  good  as  it  must  have  done  when  driven  off  the forecourt. 

"Cracking job you've done here." 

"Thanks,"  Mitchell  replied,  losing  much  of  the  attitude  in  his  last words. 

"It's  a  rather  odd  time  to  be  doing  it  though,  bearing  in  mind  the weather," he said, fixing the man with a stare. 

Now it was Mitchell who shrugged. 

"This time of year, if I wait for a dry day, I could be waiting weeks." 

"True." 

Janssen's mobile rang and he apologised as he took it out, walking a short distance away. It was Eric. 

"Yeah, go ahead," he said, responding to Eric's greeting. 

"Sir...  Tom,  I've  been  checking  up  on  what  you  asked  me  to  look into.  Mary  Tyler,  the  person  whose  grave  Anna  was  found  on,  was known to us from a very early age." 
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"What for?" 

"Petty  crime  in  the  main.  She  came  to  our  attention  in  her  mid-teens,  grew  up  in  care,  and  was  often  in  trouble  for  one  thing  or another.  She  was  nicked  a  few  times  for  solicitation  in  her  late  teens and  again  in  her  twenties.  The  file  says  she  struggled  with  mental health  issues,  had  learning  difficulties,  and  suffered  from schizophrenia.  She  was  sectioned  on  several  occasions,  one  of  which was  voluntary  after  consultation  with  her  husband.  The  other  two were at the request of the police on the grounds that she was a risk to herself rather than to others. It looks like she never got control of her demons. Mary Tyler committed suicide eight years ago." 

"She was married?" 

"Yes,  for  the  last  three  years  before  she  died,  but  I've  no  record  of where he is now." 

"Any family we can speak to?" 

"She had a child at eighteen, but there's nothing in the file on her. 

The child must have been around five or six when Mary killed herself. 

I'll have to get on to social services." 

Janssen  figured  the  child  was  either  born  before  the  parents married or was the result of a prior liaison. 

"Please do. Anything else?" 

"Oh, yes, that mobile number you asked me about. That's a strange one." 

"Whose is it?" 

"Valerie Mitchell's." 

"Is that right?" Janssen said, eyeing Mitchell, who stood nearby. The counsellor was watching him intently but trying not to appear so. He wasn't particularly good at it. Looking towards the house, there was no sign of Valerie. "Thanks, Eric. I'll be back in the station later." 

He  hung  up  and  returned  to  where  Nathan  Mitchell  was  waiting for him. 

"Where were we, Mr Mitchell?" 

"The weather, I think." 

"Yes, that's right. It is poor. Tell me, how long were you out for two nights ago?" 
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"A couple of hours." 

"Presumably someone can verify where you were?" 

"I'm sorry, what?" 

"Well, who were you playing squash with? I doubt you were drawn in a match against yourself." 

"No, no, of course not." 

"So, who were you up against? It's a simple enough question." 

Mitchell was evasive. Janssen had asked enough questions over the years to know when someone was trying hard to think of an answer. 

That only meant one thing. 

"The  thing  about  the  truth,  Mr  Mitchell,  is  that  it  trips  off  the tongue very easily and it doesn't change. That's why it's so easy to be consistent with the details and to remember." 

"The thing is... the match was never played." 

"Did your opponent cancel?" 

"Yes." 

"How?" 

"What do you mean?" 

"Did he text you, call... what?" 

"Erm... I'm not sure." 

"Thing  is,  a  call  or  text  can  be  date  and  time  stamped  so  we  will have an idea where you were. Especially when it comes to pinpointing where you were when you received it." 

"I don't think I care for this line you're following. It's as if you think I’m— " 

"A person of interest in a murder inquiry. Yes, that's right. Let's not lose  sight  of  a  young  girl  who's  lost  her  life  here.  Now  answer  the question, please." 

"He  didn't  show  up.  There  was  no  call.  I  waited  at  the  centre  for ages." 

"Where? Which leisure centre?" 

Nathan Mitchell's eyes were flitting everywhere but the direction of his. The man's face was draining of colour with every passing moment. 

"Lynn... Lynnsport. That's where we play." 

"I'll need the name of your opponent." 

"Whatever for?" 
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"To  verify  your  version  of  events.  Perhaps  we  could  start  with Valerie." 

At  the  mention  of  his  wife,  Mitchell  became  agitated  and  looked nervously  over  his  shoulder  in  the  direction  of  the  house.  Janssen noticed. 

"Is there something wrong, Mr Mitchell?" 

"My wife... she's unaware of the match being cancelled." 

Janssen  sensed  there  was  more  and  resisted  the  temptation  to  fill the  following  silence  with  another  question,  instead  choosing  to  wait for Mitchell to speak. 

"I... took advantage of the time... if you know what I mean?" 

"I'd be delighted if you told me how?" 

Mitchell  looked  away.  His  expression  struck  him  as  that  of  a  man who  was  running  out  of  paths  to  take,  each  one  being  closed  down almost  as  soon  as  he  set  foot  upon  it.  Taking  a  deep  breath,  he  met Janssen's eye. Finally, he felt they were about to get somewhere. 

"Not here," Mitchell said, glancing at the front door as if fearful it was about to open. 

"Maybe we should take it back to the station." 

Mitchell  held  the  eye  contact  for  a  moment  longer  before  looking down  at  the  ground  and  nodding  slightly.  Pushing  the  nearest  car doors  closed,  he  indicated  to  the  others  without  a  word  being  said. 

Janssen  agreed  and  Mitchell  locked  the  car  up,  lifting  the  vacuum cleaner and pressure washer and putting them both in the garage. 

"You can get a coat if you wish," Janssen said as the counsellor came back to him. They both glanced to the house and saw Valerie watching them from the living room. She had one hand across her stomach and the other was fiddling with her necklace. Janssen read her expression as preoccupied, if not outright worried. 

"No.  Let's  just  go,  shall  we?"  Mitchell  said,  setting  off  for  the  car. 

Janssen  looked  back  at  Valerie,  but  there  was  no  flicker  of  change  in her  emotions.  She  remained  where  she  was,  staring  at  the  retreating form  of  her  husband.  Thinking  on  what  Mitchell  told  him,  his  wife would appear to know more than he either realised or was willing to acknowledge.  If  answers  weren't  forthcoming  from  him  back  at  the station, then Janssen figured he would be able to get what he needed

64 J M DALGLIESH

from  Valerie.  She  knew  something  untoward  was  going  on.  Whether that related to Anna's death remained to be seen but he was itching to ask her about the sending of cryptic text messages. First off, he needed to get Nathan Mitchell squared away back at the station. Then he could set about obtaining the truth. 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

TOM  JANSSEN PUSHED OPEN  the  door  to  the  interview  room,  holding  it open  for  Eric,  who  followed  him  in  bearing  a  tray  with  three  cups. 

Janssen  signalled  to  the  uniformed  constable  who  was  quietly standing, leaning against the wall, that he could leave. Nathan Mitchell was seated behind a table and by his facial expression he was clearly annoyed. 

"Just what the hell is going on here? I've been waiting for nigh on two hours!" Mitchell said. 

"Sorry about that. We had some things to deal with before we could begin," Janssen said, pulling out a chair and sitting down. Eric placed the tray down and set one cup of tea in front of Mitchell, who ignored both it and Eric. 

"I  didn't  know  if  you  like  sugar,  so  I  took  a  guess,"  Eric  said.  No response was forthcoming. Mitchell folded his arms tightly across his chest and slumped back in his chair, shaking his head. 

"Before  we  continue,  PC  Collet  will  read  you  your  rights,  just  so you know where you stand," Janssen said. 

Eric read the statutory requirement, but Mitchell waved them away with the flick of a hand. Undeterred, Eric continued until he'd finished the statement. 

66 J M DALGLIESH

"Are you happy for us to proceed?" Janssen asked. 

Mitchell nodded. 

"I  made  a  call  to  your  squash  buddy,  the  one  you  told  me  about earlier. Interestingly, he told me that he cancelled the match earlier in the  week,  a  full  two  days  before  you  say  you  went  to  meet  him," 

Janssen  said,  sitting  forward  and  placing  his  hands  together  on  the table in front of him. 

"I guess I missed the message." 

"He  says  he  spoke  to  you  personally  on  the  telephone,"  Janssen said, fixing his gaze upon Mitchell. The man was unflinching. Whereas before,  at  his  house,  he  would  avert  his  eyes  to  avoid  the  enquiring look, now he was seemingly happy to return it. Maybe he'd had a bit of  time  to  gather  his  thoughts  and  to  steel  himself.  "Would  you describe yourself as a forgetful man?" 

"No more so than the next, no." 

"And how would you describe your interest in Anna Jarvis?" 

Mitchell's eyes narrowed. 

"Professional." 

"We have a witness who suggests that your interest in Anna Jarvis, as  well  as  other  teenage  girls,  went  further  than  the  requirements  of your profession." 

"Is that right?" 

Mitchell's  tone  took  on  an  air  of  hostility,  but  he  appeared unsurprised by the line of questioning. That in itself piqued Janssen's curiosity. 

"You're unperturbed by that suggestion?" 

"In  my  work,  I  come  across  all  types  of  people.  Some  don't  like having  to  speak  with  someone  like  me,  and  most  are  children.  Their immaturity can make them vindictive." 

"And your wife?" 

"My wife? What's Val got to do with this?" 

Janssen folded his arms, sucking air through his teeth. 

"I  find  myself  wondering  why  you  record  interviews  with  your patients. I think your wife does as well." 

Mitchell shook his head in a dismissive gesture. 

"Standard practice. People can often give away much through body
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language that can be missed at the time. It helps for me to review what they said." 

"I must admit, I've never heard of it. You should be aware that we have  actioned  a  warrant  to  search  your  property  and  we  have  seized your  computer.  The  forensic  tech  officers  are  going  through  it  as  we speak. What is it they are going to find, do you think? You could save us the time and tell us now." 

There was an involuntary twitch of Mitchell's nose as he glared at Janssen. 

"You have no right!" 

"The  court  has  given  us  the  right,  Mr  Mitchell.  However,  if  your relationship  with  Anna  was  purely  professional,  then  you  have nothing to be concerned about. Correct?" 

"Correct." 

Mitchell's response sounded far from certain. 

"In  your  professional  capacity,  have  you  ever  seen  your  patients beyond the confines of your office at home or the school?" 

"No!  Of  course  not.  That's  a  ridiculous  question.  Is  that  the  most searching one you have? You must be clutching at straws." 

"Then we shouldn't find any evidence of Anna Jarvis having been in your car then, should we? I know you gave it a thorough clean this morning but the fibres in your interior carpets won't be matching those we found on Anna, will they?" 

Mitchell's mouth fell open, but no words came from within. 

"Mr  Mitchell?"  Janssen  asked  with  a  flick  of  the  eyebrow.  "Any comment?" 

Nathan Mitchell raised a clenched fist and put it before his mouth, averting  his  eyes  from  Janssen's.  The  fingers  on  his  other  hand  were spread out on the table, slowly drumming an absent rhythm. He was thinking hard. 

"You  know,  if  and  when  we  find  anything  linking  Anna  to  the interior of your vehicle it is going to look very bad for you. Juries tend not  to  care  for  grown  adults  in  a  position  of  care  and  responsibility who abuse children in their trust— " 

"It wasn't like that!" 

Janssen had him. Up until this point everything was circumstantial, 
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but  all  that  was  needed  was  to  press  the  right  buttons  and  the  truth would out. 

"Then tell me what it was like?" 

Mitchell  sat  back  in  his  seat,  appearing  crestfallen.  The  stoical stance he'd taken thus far was maintained to keep the secret but, now that that wasn't possible, the barrier was collapsing at an alarming rate. 

"You don't know her like I do. Anna was... different to the others... 

She  wasn't  as  damaged  as  we  all  thought.  There  was  strength  in  her like you wouldn't believe." 

"You were in a relationship with her?" 

"No... not really. It wasn't like that." 

"She  was  in  your  car  two  nights  ago,  wasn't  she?  If  she  was,  you know we are going to find out." 

Mitchell's head sank in front of him. His hands, clasped together in prayer, came to meet the tip of his nose as he drew a deep breath. 

"Yes.  She  was  in  my  car  that  night.  I  picked  her  up  near  to  the beach." He cleared his throat. It must have been dry, and he picked up the  lukewarm  cup  of  tea  Eric  had  brought  in  and  took  a  mouthful. 

"She'd  been  hanging  out  there  with  her  friends,  drinking.  Drinking rather a lot as it happens. Anna was hammered, as was often the case." 

"This was you taking  advantage of the time, as you described earlier?" 

Mitchell nodded slowly. 

"I can't believe she's gone." 

"Did you kill Anna Jarvis?" 

"No!"  Mitchell  said,  his  head  coming  up  and  locking  eyes  with Janssen's. "I didn't kill her. I couldn't... I'd never do such a thing." 

"I put it to you that you picked her up at a prearranged time and location.  From  there  you  took  Anna  Jarvis  somewhere  and  had  sex with her, didn't you?" 

Mitchell stared at the table in front of him. 

"Yes. But I didn't kill her, I swear," he said, looking up. Tears were running  from  the  corner  of  his  eyes,  but  Janssen  figured  they  were tears  shed  at  the  prospect  of  destroying  his  own  life  rather  than  the loss of Anna's. 

"For  your  sake  you'd  better  hope  I  don't  find  any  evidence  to  the contrary,"  Janssen  said.  He  stared  at  the  counsellor,  no  longer  seeing
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the highly respected professional figure but instead, a confessed child abuser. 

"What happens now?" Mitchell said, barely above a whisper. 

"She was a fourteen-year-old girl, Mr Mitchell. Fourteen. She was a child  who  needed  your  help.  You  broke  that  covenant  and  if  I  find anything to suggest you killed her, I'll make sure you spend the better part of your life behind bars." 

"I didn't kill her! She was alive when she got out of my car. If you believe nothing else, you must believe that." 

"You  didn't  take  her  home?  Even  though  you  knew  she  was intoxicated?" 

"I couldn't. If anyone saw us... we would be in trouble." 

"No, you would have been in trouble. Where did you leave her?" 

Mitchell  thought  about  it  for  a  moment,  closing  his  eyes  as  he did so. 

"Not  far  from  where  I  picked  her  up  near  to  the  beach.  I  thought she  would  head  back  down  to  her  friends  after  we...  well,  after  you know. It still wasn't late, and I had to get home." 

"Before your wife realised you might be up to something. News for you,  I  think  Valerie  knew  you  were  up  to  no  good  which  is  why  she called me." 

With  that,  he  stood  and  indicated  for  Eric  to  shut  off  the  voice recorder. 

"If there's anything left of the life you knew when all of this comes out, I wouldn't expect your wife to still be a part of it!" 

Leaving  the  interview  room,  he  set  off  for  ops.  Despite  the interview being something of a success, there was the niggling doubt in the back of his mind that Nathan Mitchell was telling the truth. No doubt  he  would  try  to  put  some  positive  spin  on  the  nature  of  his abuse of Anna, depicting it as something of a troubled romance, but he seemed  genuine  when  he  adamantly  denied  having  been  involved  in her  murder.  As  much  as  he  wanted  to  believe  they'd  apprehended  a murderer, it remained to be proven. 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

THE WIND WAS PICKING up as Tom Janssen dropped to his haunches at the side of the road. Despite it only being a little after four o'clock in the afternoon, the overcast and showery day made it look and feel a lot later.  Unable  to  shake  the  instinctive  belief  that  Nathan  Mitchell  was not Anna's murderer, he had come out to where the counsellor claimed to have last seen her. If he was telling the truth, then it was quite likely that he was the last person to see Anna alive prior to her coming across her killer. Standing up, he cast his eye around the area. This road was not travelled in great volume and he couldn't see the nearest property. 

Eric  appeared  from  the  path  that  led  away  from  the  road  and  down towards the beach. It was another cut through, separate from the one leading from the parking area, but they appeared at the beach close to one  another.  He  looked  at  the  young  constable  expectantly,  but  Eric shook his head. He hadn't found anything of note. They would need to return in the full light of the day and carry out a fingertip search of the area.  If  Anna  met  her  killer  around  here,  there  might  be  some  trace evidence to support the theory. However, it was looking unlikely. 

"Let's  take  a  walk  in  the  direction  of  the  church,"  he  said  to  Eric who nodded. 

The  two  men  set  off.  The  church  was  roughly  two  hundred  yards
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away, closer as the crow flies, but they stuck to the road. There was no pavement  here,  just  a  small  grass  verge  separating  the  road  from  the tree-line  boundaries  of  the  fields  beyond.  The  church  was  located  on the  edge  of  the  village.  This  would  have  aided  the  killer  as  he  laid Anna  in  the  graveyard  to  be  found  later.  They  didn't  happen  upon  a passer-by or a vehicle in their short walk. No doubt Anna would have been  even  less  likely  to  stumble  across  someone  later  at  night,  which made her murder even more perplexing. Unless Nathan Mitchell had been successful in sowing the doubt in Janssen's mind and he was in reality a stone-cold killer. 

Approaching  the  lych  gate,  Janssen  saw  a  figure  rounding  the corner of the church, heading away from them. The man's height, his natural stoop as well as his lurching walk identified him as Martin, the caretaker.  He  suggested  Eric  wait  there  and  he  went  on  alone.  The hinge  on  the  gate  squeaked  as  he  passed  through  it.  Making  his  way up the path, passing the entrance to the church, which was now closed, he  rounded  the  corner  and  eyed  Martin  kneeling  in  front  of  a  grave. 

Janssen watched as he emptied the wilted flowers from the small vase at the foot of the headstone and replaced them with fresh ones. They were  assorted  colours  of  yellow,  pink  and  white.  Arranging  them neatly, Martin was startled by Janssen's approach. He looked up at him over his shoulder. 

"I didn't see you there." 

"Sorry. I didn't mean to sneak up on you." 

"No matter." 

Martin  turned  away,  staring  at  the  headstone  in  front  of  him. 

Janssen turned his own attention to it. The area around this particular grave was well tended. The grass was kept short and the weed growth was  not  present  as  it  was  around  many  of  the  others.  The  grave  was Mary Tyler's. 

"Is it you who keeps Mary's grave so tidy?" he asked. 

Martin nodded and answered without looking at him. 

"She doesn't have anyone else." 

The response was melancholy, more so than could be expected from a sympathetic parishioner. 

"Did you know her, Mary Tyler?" 
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Martin's  head  snapped  around  as  if  it  was  on  an  elastic  cord.  His eyes  met  Janssen's  and  there  was  pain  evident  in  the  expression,  a haunted look of anguish. 

"Yes. I knew her. I loved her," Martin said, looking away. "I hear you arrested that counsellor, Mitchell." 

He almost spat the name as he said it. 

"We have, yes." 

"Such a disgusting amoral man, masquerading as someone he's not. 

I hope he rots in hell for what he's done." 

"We don't believe he's the killer." 

Martin seemed unfazed by the revelation. He snorted a retort. 

"Never thought he was." 

There  was  something  in  the  manner  of  the  statement,  how  the caretaker delivered it, that piqued Janssen's curiosity. 

"Are you often here at this time?" he asked, looking around. "Even when it's dark." 

"I'm here as and when I need to be." 

"You  told  me  before  about  the  youngsters  hanging  around  here causing a nuisance, I recall you saying." 

"Yeah, Anna was with them." 

"You said before you didn't know her." 

Martin  seemed  to  tense  at  the  mention  of  the  previous  comment. 

After a few moments he stood up, turning to face Janssen. They were eye to eye which was unusual for Tom because more often than not he towered above everyone he met. 

"Did  I?  Must  have  been  mistaken,"  Martin  said,  looking  down  to the floor and shuffling his weight from one foot to the other. 

"You  said  you  loved  Mary.  Were  the  two  of  you  in  a  relationship before she was married?" 

Martin looked at the headstone. 

"We  were  together  for  a  bit...  a  long  time  ago,  but  they  wouldn't leave us alone. They had to interfere." 

There was anger in his tone. Janssen did a quick calculation in his head. 

"Where did you meet?" 

"The social brought us together." 
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"You were both in care?" 

Martin nodded. 

"They wouldn't let us be together!" he said, his voice raising. 

They  must  have  been  involved  years  ago,  when  they  were  both practically kids in the system, and yet the anger seemed as strong as if it all happened yesterday. 

"Social services put a stop to it?" 

"Yeah, took them away from me. It wasn't fair!" 

"Them?" Janssen said. 

"What?" 

"You said  them, they took them away from you." 

Martin's head dropped. 

"I tried... I really tried, but when I found her again, Mary wouldn't come  with  me.  I  wanted  to  take  them  away,  so  that  we  could  be  a family." 

"Mary had a baby?" 

"We had a baby!" Martin snapped. "But she wouldn't let me see her. 

I wasn't allowed to be involved or they'd take her away from Mary as well. That's what she said they'd do. They ruined everything!" 

Janssen took a deep breath. Intuition was filling in the gaps, but he couldn't quite believe it yet. 

"Anna," he said quietly. 

Martin  turned  to  face  him,  and,  even  in  the  failing  light,  Janssen could see the tears brimming in his eyes. 

"They  wouldn't  let  me  see  her,"  Martin  protested,  his  voice cracking. "I had to watch her from afar and... and then Mary died... and they were both gone. It was years before I found her again... and then she's  one  of  that  lot...  drinking  at  the  beach,  taking  drugs...  Nathan Mitchell." 

Janssen  felt  his  chest  tighten.  Now  he  was  certain.  It  was  all becoming clear to him. 

"You were here two nights ago, weren't you? You saw Anna." 

"She  was  getting  out  of  the  car...  his  car...  that  filthy  man!"  Martin appeared  to  shake  with  barely  controlled  fury.  "I  should  have  had  it out with him there and then... but I think he might have seen me and drove away. Anna was barely out of the car." 
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"You spoke to her?" 

"I wanted to make sure she was okay, that's all." 

"And what happened?" 

"She was drunk. She shouted at me... called me all sorts of horrible names.  After  what  that  man  had  just  been  doing  with  her  and  she accused me of... it made me angry." 

"What happened to Anna, Martin?" 

The  anger  dissipated,  his  face  taking  on  a  faraway  look  before  he turned  to  Mary's  grave  once  more,  lowering  himself  to  his  knees  in front of it. Placing his hands palms down on his thighs, he raised his face to the night sky and drew breath. 

"Anna was so drunk that she fell over. She found it hysterical. The girl  was  in  a  shocking  state.  Her  hair  was  messed  up,  blouse unbuttoned... she looked like a lady of the night.  My daughter." 

"What did you do?" Janssen kept his tone neutral, non-judgemental. 

"I picked her up, told her to be better than that. That she was worth more." 

His head dropped and moments later he was quietly sobbing. 

"How did Anna react?" 

"At  first  she  screamed  at  me.  Then  she  hit  me...  and  laughed... 

laughed before offering herself to me. As if I would. I yelled at her that that  was  what  her  mother  became.  I  wanted  her  to  see  what  she'd become too, but... but she just laughed more... at me... and touched me. 

I... I got angry. I couldn't help it. I didn't mean to do it... I don't know what happened." 

Martin  fell  silent.  Janssen  heard  Eric's  approach,  drawn  by  the angry  nature  of  the  exchange.  He  raised  a  hand  to  let  the  constable know everything was under control. As the two policemen stood over the  sobbing  form  of  the  caretaker,  Janssen  couldn't  help  but  see  the tragedy played out in these events and how it all could have been so different  for  the  three  of  them.  Taking  a  deep  breath,  he  stepped forward  and  guided  Martin  to  his  feet.  Gently  pulling  his  hands behind his back, he placed Martin in handcuffs, reading him his rights as  he  did  so.  For  his  part,  Martin  wept  unashamedly.  Passing  the handcuffed  man  off  to  Eric,  Janssen  glanced  down  at  Mary  Tyler's headstone, the gold leaf in the inscription visible in the darkness. The
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thought  of  the  three  of  them  brought  together  before  being  so mercilessly pulled apart came to mind. A needless waste of three lives. 

Looking over his shoulder at Eric leading Martin away, he realised the constable's instinct had been correct. His thoughts regarding Mary Shelley's  interaction  with  her  mother's  grave  site,  whether  the  story was  a  mere  myth  or  truth,  had  proven  to  be  remarkably  prescient. 

Time would tell if that was a talented subconscious at play or purely a fluke, but Janssen sensed the constable had much to offer. He made a note to discuss the young man's plans as soon as time allowed. He was looking  to  build  a  new  team,  and  places  were  open  for  those  who wanted them. 
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