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His young son is recently dead, his traumatised daughter is going through hell and his station chief is out for his blood – or at least his career – when DS Pete Gayle is called to a murder scene on a residential street in Exeter.

A body has been found, horrifically tortured and left outside a women’s refuge. She is quickly identified as a resident, the victim of domestic abuse. 

But the obvious suspect was three hundred miles away, so who did this? And why? 

Haven’t these women been through enough?

Touched by the plight and the resilience of the shelter’s residents, Pete must track down a vicious and sadistic killer before more can fall prey.
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For my wife – my strength, my inspiration and my soulmate. I couldn’t do it without you.

Domestic abuse, mental or physical, usually starts some way into a relationship, when the perpetrator senses that the victim is fully hooked in. It can often start with insults and put-downs - subtle or overt. Possessiveness. Isolation. Blame. Threats. A slap, an apology, a quiet time, another slap - this time maybe stronger. Bruises that the victim will hide from outsiders. Broken bones. Attempts to kill, perhaps only to resuscitate. The victim will often be reluctant to testify, due to a combination of fear, residual feelings for the partner and being conditioned to lie for them, despite their own need for self-preservation. And if they do pluck up the courage to leave, the perpetrator will try their utmost to track them down and, when they do, plead for them to return, to give them another chance. If that doesn’t work, they will turn to stalking, threats and violence. 

Terror is the abuser’s ultimate weapon and lack of hope is what keeps that terror alive. The thought that if – or when – they get out of prison, they will be back and fiercer than ever. 

Far too few people know that if you call 999 and, when they pick up, dial 55, police will respond on the assumption that you can’t speak for whatever reason, so need immediate assistance. But, other than that, with over eighty people a year killed in the UK through domestic violence and one in five people experiencing it in their lifetime, what can the police do about it? And what can the courts do, apart from empty and useless injunctions and protection orders that serve only to further enrage the perpetrators? The sad truth is, for the most part, it is down to the victim and a range of charities.
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CHAPTER ONE
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‘Bye. See ya.’ Jeremy Hawkins-Davis stood at the side of the road, watching his friends drive away. It was just short of midnight. He’d promised his parents he’d be home by eleven as he had lectures in the morning, but it had been a great night and he was a bit tipsy so he didn’t really care too much as the maroon Mazda disappeared around a bend and he turned down the side road where he lived.

He started down the pavement in front of the short row of big old white Georgian houses. The houses along here all having their own gated drives, the road was virtually empty, only three cars parked out here, even at this time of night as he weaved along the pavement. 

He’d barely passed the first house when his bladder made its presence known with a surge of discomfort that turned quickly to pain strong enough to make him cringe. Could he make it home and into the bathroom in time?

No, he decided. No chance.

Trying not to wet himself on the way, he hurried across the narrow street away from the houses which occupied just the left side and towards the small stretch of park opposite. As he ran the pain in his bladder intensified until, in the dense shadows beneath the closely packed trees, he could stand it no longer. He yanked down his zip and fumbled out Little Jeremy. Standing at the side of a tree, he released the flow with a soft groan of relief. 

When he was done, he zipped himself up and went on his way, much more relaxed and feeling good again. Instead of re-crossing the road to walk along under the street lights, he decided to take the final few steps to the path that ran down the middle of the park area. The light was much gentler along there, dappled by the overhanging leaves, and he’d grown up on this street. It was familiar and safe.

He stepped onto the narrow strip of tarmac and turned left, towards the far end, ambling happily along. He was weaving slightly, but it didn’t matter here, where no-one could see him. 

A light came on in one of the houses to his left and he glanced across, almost raising his arm to wave. 

He giggled. How stupid would that be?

Pretty silly, he decided.

Talking of pretty, he remembered seeing a young woman coming out of that house just this morning, as he was coming back from his regular jog. Long, blonde hair in waves down her back as she bent to climb into a taxi. Very pretty.

He let himself dwell on the image and enjoy it. Then he blinked as something caught his eye among the trees. Large and pale, it seemed to be hanging there like...

His vision swam into focus. 

‘Fuck!’

It was hanging. Hanging from a branch like a piece of meat, not twenty feet away. A body.

Stomach heaving, he turned quickly aside and threw up most of what he’d consumed that evening.
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Annie whimpered, struggling against her confinement as he watched in silence, her ten-year-old face twitching and grimacing in distress. Waking or sleeping, the nightmare never left her.

Pete Gayle’s heart melted as he watched his daughter’s troubled sleep.

She’d been the same for weeks now, ever since the murder of her brother and her own attempted abduction. She knew the men who’d done both those things were dead, killed in a car crash as Pete attempted to arrest them, but it made no difference. The resilience she’d shown last year while her mother was so down she could barely respond had drained away as if the floor had been whipped out from under her as the trauma finally proved too much for her.

What tortured Pete was that he couldn’t do anything to help her.

His phone buzzed in his pocket, snapping him back to the here-and-now. He glanced at the screen and stepped reluctantly back out of his daughter’s room, partially closing the door as he lifted the phone.

‘Gayle.’

‘You’re needed. A body found in the park on Bicton Place.’

Pete’s eyes widened. Bicton Place was an expensive area not far from where he stood now on the landing of his ordinary 1960’s house. All fancy old architecture, white render and large windows surrounding the little park in its centre. What the hell was a body doing there?

‘Who’s on scene?’ he asked.

‘Troy Overstreet. He’s single-crewed. He’s got the pathologist on the way. My next call’s the coroner’s officer.’

‘OK. Send some more uniforms to secure the scene. There’s only a dozen or so houses on the whole street so I’ll canvas them myself. Could do with a team to do the surrounding streets, though, while it’s all still fresh in people’s minds. Give me two minutes and I’ll call you back.’

Pete ended the call and stepped into his own bedroom. Louise had only just climbed into bed. He could see her head on the pillow, her eyes gleaming in the dim glow of the streetlights through the vertical blind.

‘You’ve got a shout,’ she said quietly.

‘Yes. Annie’s sleeping, but still far from peaceful.’

‘Bloody psychologists. Never were any use, any of them.’

‘She’s only been seeing her for three weeks. Give her a chance,’ he argued.

‘Yeah.’ She sounded far from convinced though as he stepped across and leaned down to kiss her. 

‘Goodnight.’

‘Be safe,’ she said.

He stepped out, grabbing his jacket off the newel post at the bottom of the stairs as he left. Starting the engine, he waited for the Bluetooth to connect before calling the station.

‘Andy? It’s Pete. What more can you tell me?’

‘It’s a bad one, according to Troy. She’s naked. Hung up by her wrists in one of the trees for all to see like a carcass in a butcher’s shop. A lot of blood.’

Possibilities flashed through Pete’s mind as Sergeant Fairweather spoke. 

‘He said she’d had all her hair burned off and most of the blood’s coming from her mouth.’

‘Burned off?’

‘That’s what he said.’

‘She’d have screamed blue murder. Have you got those other uniforms on the way?’

‘Yes. Tactical, too, for the canvassing.’
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The flashing blue lights gave away the police presence as soon as Pete turned into the short road. Rounding the corner, he was faced with two patrol cars and a dark unmarked estate car almost blocking the road. He recognised it as the pathologist’s black VW and pulled up behind it.

‘Sarge,’ said the uniformed officer who stepped forward before he could even get out of his car. 

‘Mick. On nights again?’

‘Yes. I don’t mind them, though. Means I don’t get to see too much of the wife.’ He winked to show that he was joking.

‘Where’s Overstreet?’

‘By the gate.’ Mick nodded towards a uniformed man standing beside the entrance to one of the houses across the street. 

‘Troy?’ Pete asked as he approached the young PC. ‘DS Gayle. Pete. What can you tell me?’

‘As you can see, Sarge, the victim’s clearly visible from here, if not from anywhere else on the street. But I expect that was the point, bearing in mind what the place is.’

‘Why? What is it?’

‘It’s a women’s shelter.’

A chill went through Pete’s body. ‘I thought that closed down. There were all those protests four, five years ago, trying to keep it open.’

‘2014, yes. My auntie was on one or two of the marches. But that was a council-run one. This is a charity job. Women’s Aid or something.’

‘So, you’ve spoken to them?’

‘Only briefly. Left it for you, Sarge. The woman in charge is a Marion Hunt.’

Pete nodded. ‘Anything else you can tell me?’ 

‘Whoever did it was a vicious fucker. Excuse my French. But nobody seems to have heard anything. At least not in there.’ He jerked his head at the house behind him – the closest one to the scene. He looked a little sick when he said, ‘She’s a mess.’

Pete reached out to clap him on the shoulder. ‘OK. Thanks,’ he said and headed across the street towards where spot-lights illuminated a figure in a glaringly white overall working over a similar-coloured tarpaulin behind a wind-break that Pete knew was there to conceal the scene from on-lookers rather than protect it from the weather on this still night. 

Around them, street lights gave a yellow glow, shadows dense and black beyond their reach, lit only sporadically by the blue lights from the police cars.

As Pete approached, a tall thin figure in a raincoat and trilby hat stepped out of the shadows.

‘John,’ Pete nodded as he stopped beside the pathologist. ‘Are you putting on weight?’

‘Funny bugger.’ The coroner’s officer’s cadaverously thin face looked even more dour than usual.

‘Genuine question,’ Pete protested.

‘He must have an extra vest on,’ said pathologist Tony Chambers. ‘No more hiding behind lamp posts otherwise, Mr Carter.’ 

‘Evening, Doc,’ Pete said. ‘He couldn’t anyway. His hat brim gave him away.’

The pathologist chuckled. ‘How are you, Peter?’

‘Worried about Annie.’

The three of them had known each other for several years. Both Chambers and Carter were fully aware of his circumstances – hence the question. 

‘Well, at least she’s safer now than she would have been if Malcolm Burton had got off,’ Carter said. ‘I’m sorry about the lad.’

Pete grunted. ‘Bloody good job we still had Rosie Whitlock to testify. Otherwise, he might well have, without Tommy’s testimony.’

‘They couldn’t really allow that into evidence without the opportunity for cross-examination, though,’ Chambers said.  

This wasn’t a subject Pete wanted to dwell on. It was still far too raw for idle conversation. His son’s death, only a matter of weeks ago, would have been hard enough to deal with, without the timing and manner of its occurrence. The boy had been in mid-testimony in the trial of a serial child-sex offender – a trial that, as they’d said, had been put in serious jeopardy by his being snatched from the court-house and killed, not just in cold blood but in a way that was as much torture as murder. 

Pete needed to get his mind off the past and into the present before he began to wallow. He couldn’t afford to allow the intense anger he still felt to take over and threaten his ability to focus on his job.

‘What can you tell me?’ He nodded towards the nude body which the pathologist had laid out on the sheet. He could see for himself that, as Mick Douglas had said, blood had flowed copiously from her mouth, down over her chest and belly. Her hair was gone, the skin raw-looking where it had been.

‘The victim appears to be in her thirties. No identification and very little for forensics to find at first glance. This doesn’t appear to be the primary crime scene. She was attacked and tortured elsewhere then brought here.’

‘Tortured?’

Chambers nodded. ‘Her hair was burned off, both above and below, as you might say. Her feet were burned also, and there’s reddening on her legs. She was raped. And her tongue was cut out, after which a gag was applied. The marks on her cheeks are just visible where it was pulled tight. They’ll become more obvious over the next eight to twelve hours. There are some additional marks on the body, but I can’t explain those until I get her on the table and take a closer look in better light.’

‘Cause of death?’ asked Pete.

‘Can’t be determined with any certainty at this stage, but first impressions are that it was either the way she was hung up here or by drowning. In her own blood from the tongue resection. Again, I’ll confirm at autopsy in the morning.’

Pete was frowning. ‘But the gag was gone when she was found?’

Chambers tilted his head to one side. ‘It was.’

‘So, if she was still alive when she was hung up here, the perpetrator must have stood here watching, waiting for her to die.’

The pathologist was nodding slowly. ‘Or at least to become weak enough that she couldn’t scream.’

‘Whether he knew the victim or not, he’s one sick son-of-a-bitch.’ 

‘Quite so.’ He sighed heavily. ‘I’ve done all I can here. I need to wrap her up and take her back to the mortuary. I’ll have some results for you mid-morning. She’ll be first on the list.’

‘I’ll be there.’ As he spoke another vehicle drew up a few yards away. He looked across and saw a grey van with the single word Forensics in white on the side. A portly figure in an overall similar to Doc Chambers’ stepped out. ‘Here’s Harold.’
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With a quick greeting to the forensics supervisor, Pete crossed the road again to the house that the killer seemed to have targeted. As white and grand as its neighbours, no-one would have guessed at its current purpose. Whoever placed the body there must have known, though. He nodded to Overstreet and approached the front door. The bell chimed grandly from somewhere inside when he pressed it. He saw the flicker of light in the spy-hole as someone looked through it, then the door opened on a heavy chain.

‘Yes?’

‘DS Gayle,’ Pete said, holding up his warrant card. ‘Marion Hunt?’

‘Yes.’ 

‘Can I have a word?’

‘Of course.’

The door closed briefly as the chain was removed then opened to reveal a woman in her forties, her face lined beyond her years, thick bleached-blonde hair hanging loose to her shoulders. 

He nodded towards the door as she closed it carefully behind him. ‘You realise that chain’s only as good as the screws holding it into the door jamb?’

‘It’s a deterrent, Detective Sergeant. And it lets the residents feel a little more secure. But if you have a better idea...?’

‘A couple of rawl plugs and heavy screws into the wall an inch or two in from the jamb would be far stronger.’

She inclined her head, accepting the advice. Whether she’d act on it, though, he wasn’t sure. 

‘How long have you had the place here?’ he asked.

‘It’s been here two years. It was left to us by an elderly lady who passed away with no relatives.’

‘I see. About the events across the road here. Could it be one of your residents?’

‘I haven’t seen her, thank God, but we have only eight at the moment and all but one of them are accounted for. Five are here. We have one who works shifts in the warehouse of the supermarket on Alphington Road. She’s currently on nights. And there’s one who works permanent nights in the petrol station on Cowley Bridge Road, but she’s a lone worker there so, again, if she hadn’t attended we’d know about it.’

‘And the third?’

‘Is out of town, Detective. Meeting her mother at a neutral location. Specifically, Brixham. She’s originally from Minehead and they’re both aware of the need for caution when travelling.’

‘But you haven’t actually spoken to her?’

‘She doesn’t carry a mobile phone. They can be tracked.’

‘Uh-huh.’ He nodded. ‘And I’d have thought a situation like this would demand a witness protection type of approach? No contact with the previous life, at least until the offender is behind bars.’

‘It is what we advise, Detective, but some find it easier than others. Especially those with children.’

That was understandable. The trauma of coming here – of reaching the point of needing to – would only be compounded by the loss of wider family and friends. ‘Do you have a picture of her, Ms Hunt?’

‘We don’t encourage it. You never know where they’ll end up. Who will gain access to them.’

‘Fair enough. Can you describe her then?’

‘She’s approximately five foot five. Slim. Thirties. Medium-length blonde hair.’

That wasn’t much help in the circumstances, Pete thought. ‘Any distinguishing marks?’ he asked.

‘Only a small tattoo of a rose on her ankle, as far as I’m aware.’

Pete felt that chill run through him again. One of the few things he’d noticed about the horrifically injured body lying only a few yards away, apart from what had been done to her during her last minutes or hours, was the small tattoo on the outside of her right ankle.

‘Which ankle?’ he asked, sure he already knew the answer.

‘The right one.’
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CHAPTER TWO
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Pete crossed the road quickly. He could see the black body-bag being carried towards the waiting vehicle, but he didn’t want to shout across the street. He caught them about to load it.

‘Hold on a sec.’

The two men looked at him, pausing.

‘Can you give me just a few seconds? I need to take two pictures.’

The smaller one nodded and they carried her back onto the grass as the far side of the transport van. The taller one reached for the zip and ran it across the top and a foot or so down the side.

‘You’ve got gloves on,’ Pete observed. ‘Can we have her head turned to one side? Make her look a little less dead, if you know what I mean.’

He pulled the zip down a little further and folded the top of the heavy bag away from her face. Turning her head towards Pete, he carefully wiped away some of the blood from her chin and bagged the paper towel he’d used for evidence, then folded the body-bag so that it concealed her scalp as much as possible. Pete took a couple of shots with his mobile phone and glanced up. 

‘The other one I need is of the tattoo on her ankle.’

The man ran the zip all the way open and flapped back the far end to expose her feet and lower legs.

Pete appreciated the man’s discretion as he once more aimed the phone. Checking the result on the screen, he nodded. ‘Thanks, guys.’

As they zipped the victim up again, he headed back to the woman waiting inside the door. She opened it as he approached.

‘I’m going to show you a couple of pictures. I need you to see if you recognise the subject.’

She swallowed, looking reluctant, but nodded. ‘Very well.’

Pete raised the phone and showed her first the head-shot. She gasped. He flipped to the photo of the tattoo and she went completely still for a long moment then nodded once.

‘It’s her,’ she whispered.

Pete put the phone away. ‘Thank you. Can you give me her name?’

‘Julie Daniels. Her married name had been McBride.’

‘Daniels was her maiden name?’

She nodded.

‘And can you tell me what time she left?’

‘Nine-forty this morning.’ The woman’s voice hadn’t recovered its strength. She glanced up at him, a haunted look in her large eyes.

‘Her mother wouldn’t have had any way of contacting her here, I take it?’

‘No, but...’

‘What means of transport would she have used?’

‘She left here in a taxi. Train to Brixham.’ Her voice was growing a little stronger now. 

‘She didn’t have a car?’

She shook her head. ‘It’s one of the first things I tell them to do, if they haven’t already. Sell the car. Then they can’t be traced through it.’

‘I’ll need to contact her mother. Would you have anything to help with that?’

She blinked. ‘There might be something in her room, I suppose but, as I said, we try to discourage contact with the ladies’ past lives.’ She turned towards the stairs. ‘This way, Detective.’

At the top, she went along a short corridor, stopping to unlock the second door on the right. ‘Here we are.’

Pete stepped past her, pulling a pair of pale blue nitrile gloves from his pocket. The room was small and basic. A bed, a wardrobe, a chest of drawers and a bedside cabinet with a chair and a small desk were the extent of the furniture. They all looked like they’d come from charity shops. The bedside cabinet held a small lamp with a cream shade and on top of the wardrobe was a suitcase. A framed photo hung on the wall beside the wardrobe. He stepped closer. The picture showed a young woman holding a baby, her husband leaning in from right of frame, all of them smiling.

The age of the picture and the fact that the mother was not Julie Daniels suggested she must have been the baby. He lifted the picture down, turning to the woman standing in the doorway. ‘Do you mind?’

She shook her head. ‘Carry on, Detective.’

Pete set the photo on the desk and opened the wardrobe. ‘You said she came from Minehead. Can you tell me anything about her ex? Ex-husband, I presume?’

‘She said he’d been fine with her at first. Even after they married. But then, gradually, he began to lose respect for her. There were insults. Put-downs. At first privately, then in public.’

There were a couple of blouses, a few skirts and a pair of jeans in the wardrobe with three pairs of shoes in the bottom and a couple of sweaters on one of the shelves at the side. The others held vest-type tops and underwear. There was nowhere for anything to be hidden.

The classic abuse pattern, he thought, closing the wardrobe. ‘Do you know anything I could use to trace him? His name, what he looks like, what car he drives, where he lives?’

‘I’m sure she said he lives in Tavistock. He’s a car mechanic, I think. I haven’t seen him, so I don’t know anything more than that, really. Apart from his name, obviously.’

‘McBride.’ He opened the top drawer of the chest. A writing pad, a pack of envelopes, a cheque book and a pen were the only contents.

‘That’s right. Keith.’

He closed the drawer and opened the one beneath it, revealing a hair dryer and brush, a wash-bag and a few toiletries. The bottom drawer was empty. The whole feel of the room was forlorn, somehow. Was this really what a life could be boiled down to? This and the contents of her handbag?

‘Thank you.’ He crossed to the bedside cabinet. He glanced up at her as he reached for the single drawer. ‘Ah, here we go.’ 

He lifted out an A4 envelope and opened it, tipped the contents out onto the neatly made bed and rifled through them. Driving licence, passport, marriage certificate, birth certificate, two bank statements, a letter from the hospital in Tavistock, an old P60 tax form and another smaller envelope. He took out the contents. ‘Now, there’s a good reason for him to come after her.’

What he held was the original agreement on a mortgage from a building society in Minehead. He put it down and checked the bank statements. The first was in her maiden name and dated just two weeks ago. The second was a little older. A joint account with her husband. The amounts were roughly similar. A little less in her single account.

She’d cleaned him out. And good on her, Pete thought. But it would be pretty much guaranteed to piss him off massively, along with the fact she’d taken the mortgage with her, no doubt at least messing up the payment schedule and putting him in arrears. She must have been planning the move for a while, squirreling bits and pieces away one or two at a time, so they weren’t noticed. All advice offered by the domestic abuse help-lines, he knew. But, although he could understand the need for revenge, messing up his life in the process of leaving was a step beyond what was safe and sensible in the circumstances. 

‘I’ll need these as evidence. The hair brush, too - for confirmation.’

‘Take whatever you need, Detective.’

He met her gaze. She appeared to be coping, but he could see her distress just under the surface. ‘We’ll track down her parents to return the rest of her things.’

*
[image: ]


The birth certificate gave him her parents’ names and confirmed she’d been born in Minehead. At his desk in the deserted and semi-lit squad room, Pete looked them up. There were three Daniels homes listed in the Somerset town. Comparing with the name of her father, he narrowed it down to one and picked up the phone.

It was answered almost before it had begun to ring.

‘Yes?’

‘Mr Daniels?’

‘Yes.’

‘DS Gayle from Exeter CID.’

‘Thank Christ for that. It’s about time.’

‘I presume your wife’s reported your daughter Julie missing?’

He grunted. ‘Not that your lot took any bloody notice. Have you...? Hang on, you presume. What does that mean? It’d be on record who reported it. What’s happened?’

‘Your wife’s still in Brixham, is she?’

‘Of course she is. Probably out searching, if I know her. No bugger else will. What’s happened?’ he repeated.

Pete drew a breath. ‘I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news for you, sir. Julie never made it to Brixham. She was attacked here in Exeter. She didn’t make it, sir.’

‘She... No, she... Not after all she’s been through. She can’t be.’

‘I’m sorry, sir. Truly. But Julie didn’t survive the attack.’

The bellow of grief and rage from the other end of the line forced Pete to hold the phone away from his ear.

‘I hope you’re going to tell me you’ve already arrested the worthless bastard,’ Daniels snarled.

‘You’re talking about her ex?’

‘Who else do you think I’d be talking about?’

‘Well, that’s one reason for calling you, sir. To ask if there’s anyone else your daughter might have had problems with.’

‘She’s... She was a sweet girl... What did you say your name was again?’

‘Pete Gayle. Detective Sergeant.’

‘Well, she was a sweet girl, Mr Gayle. She wasn’t the type to make enemies. So, the answer’s no. There was no-one other’n that bastard who’d ever raise a hand to her, never mind...’ His voice choked off.

‘I have to ask these things, sir. We can’t be seen to be anything other than thorough if we hope to get a conviction. He’s still living in Tavistock, as far as you know, is he?’

‘Yes. The less I know about him, the better I like it.’

‘And I don’t suppose you’d have anything in the way of contact details?’

‘No,’ the man snarled. Then paused. ‘Hang on. Yes. Their address and phone number’s still in our address book. It’s been crossed out, but... Hang on,’ he repeated and put the hand-set down.

Moments later, he was back. ‘Here it is.’ He read out the details as Pete scribbled them down rapidly in his notebook.

‘OK, I’ve got that. Thank you, Mr Daniels. And again, I’m sorry for your loss.’

‘I suppose I’d best phone Dinah, then. Tell her to come home.’

‘If she hasn’t got a mobile with her, maybe it’d be best left for morning. Give her a chance to rest,’ Pete suggested.

Daniels grunted. ‘Not that she’ll get much rest, I expect.’

Pete’s own desperate search for his son, two months earlier, was still a raw wound in his mind. He’d spent most of the night after Tommy was snatched from the courthouse driving around the lanes, only to have to give up when he could no longer keep his eyes focussed on the road. ‘No more than she has to, I’m sure. But she’ll need some. Anyway, we’ll be in touch when we’ve got anything to report or any more questions. Again, I’m truly sorry for your loss, Mr Daniels.’ 

He put the phone down, looking at the other documents he’d taken from the dead woman’s room, now spread out on his desk. The bank statement gave him her old address. He looked up a number in the police directory and picked up the phone again.

‘Police. How can I help?’

‘Tavistock station?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘DS Gayle, Exeter. I’ve got an address for you. I need it checked for current occupancy and the last known resident, Keith McBride, brought in for questioning regarding the death of his ex-wife here in Exeter this evening.’

‘Death? You mean suspected murder?’

‘Exactly.’

‘Right. We’re on it.’

Which left Pete only one more thing to do this evening. Or night, he corrected himself, glancing at the clock. It was gone midnight.

He brought up the police national database on his computer and typed in Keith McBride’s details.

He wasn’t surprised to find there’d been several charges over the years. Drunk and disorderlies. Two traffic stops, the second leading to a conviction for driving while over the proscribed alcohol level. The first had just resulted in a warning. There were five domestic disturbance call-outs. Just one related arrest, though. He didn’t need to read the details. The fact it was there was enough. But the traffic stops gave him what he wanted.

When he was last stopped, McBride had been driving a 2011-registered BMW 3-series. Pete made a note of the details and put a national alert out for the vehicle. The automated number plate recognition system, ANPR, would flag up the car if it was detected by any of the system’s thousands of cameras throughout the UK. If he drove the car, or was currently driving it, he would be found and stopped.
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Pete was back on Bicton Place by 8.00am the following morning. The air was cold, the sun coming up on a scene that was on the change from late summer into autumn, leaves changing from dull greens to yellows and oranges, a few reds in the gardens of the grand houses around the square, all of it interrupted by the blue and white police tape across the road to either side of the women’s refuge.

He wanted to get a feel for the site before its atmosphere was lost amid the day’s activities.

Troy Overstreet had been replaced on duty outside the refuge by another officer who Pete didn’t know. He showed his badge and the man lifted the tape for him to step under. 

The grass around where the body had been found by a twenty-year-old resident, coming home drunk from a night out in the city was trampled flat by all last night’s activity, but the surrounding grass, trees and shrubs were untouched. He stood underneath the thick horse-chestnut branch that the body had been suspended from and looked across the road, towards the refuge. He couldn’t see the front door for the high, dense laurel hedge, but he had a clear view of the upper floors and of the wide gate. And he guessed that the body, being five feet off the ground, would have been at least partially visible from the front door.

Whether the killer was directly connected to the victim or not, the death was certainly connected to the refuge. 

He looked around, checking sight-lines in other directions. 

There were few. Mostly, his position was concealed from any of the other surrounding buildings. He caught a glimpse of the hotel on the other side of Regents Park and a couple of flashes of white brickwork from the backs of the properties on the far side of the little park, across from the row of houses that included the refuge, but that was all.

It was a perfect location for the purpose. Which meant it had been carefully scoped out and selected beforehand.

He wondered if there might be any CCTV cameras that would have picked up the perpetrator. He stepped forward, thinking of checking the nearby properties when a small green Vauxhall car pulled up behind his and a woman stepped out. Her ginger hair and camel coat blended with the surroundings perfectly. He watched as she approached the tape, raised a badge to the PC on duty there and was invited through. 

On the near side of the tape, she flicked her hair back with a brief toss of her head. ‘Morning, boss.’ 

‘Jane.’

‘So, what’s the latest?’

‘Forensics have confirmed this isn’t the kill site. Or at least not the torture site. She might have died here, if only from the way she was left.’

‘Exposure, you mean?’

He shook his head. ‘The way she was strung up. The weight of her body hanging from her arms like that would make breathing difficult. Eventually, she’d suffocate just from exhaustion. Tactical Support will be turning up in about half an hour to do a finger-tip search of the area. Did you know there was a women’s refuge down here?’

‘No.’

‘Well, you do now. I’ll need you to help with interviewing the residents.’ 

*
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‘Miss Peterson. Have a seat.’ Pete waved her to the chair opposite him and Jane in the communal sitting room at the front of the big house. ‘We’ve just got a couple of questions. Firstly, did you see or hear anything out of the ordinary last evening?’

She shook her head. ‘No, why? What’s going on? What’s happened?’

‘You’re sure? No unusual noises? No lights or engines?’

‘Nothing.’

Justine Peterson was the fifth resident they’d interviewed so far. Pete’s heart went out to all of them, but especially the two who showed clear signs of depression. They had reminded him vividly of his wife Louise’s slump into the illness last year, when their son first went missing. She had suffered with it for months and the sense of inadequacy he’d felt when he could do nothing for her was almost as overwhelming as the disease itself. Seeing it manifested again here, with these women who’d been through so much, was almost too much for him. After the second one, he’d been forced to take a break and go outside to recover – only to be confronted by the crime scene that was the reason they were here.

He’d come back inside and re-joined Jane with a new sense of focus and determination. This wasn’t about him and his feelings, it was about these women, who were victims of deliberate and sustained abuse, the like of which he could only imagine.

‘OK. Can you tell us specifically why you’re here?’

She grimaced. ‘My ex-boyfriend. I broke it off because he started acting weird, and he couldn’t handle it. Got all freaky. Even when I started seeing someone else, he was stalking me. Following me. Leaving phone messages. Then silent phone calls. My boyfriend told him to piss off and leave us alone, but it didn’t do any good. Far from it. Next morning, he’d keyed Clive’s car. A couple of weeks later, he ran him over. Hit and run. He got charged with it, but it was too much for Clive. He... We split up. It was safer for him and, at the end of the day, it wasn’t his problem,’ she said with a shrug. ‘But again, it made no difference. John got off with probation and a restraining order, but what use are they? The day after the court case, he put a brick through my window. Then he was hammering on the door at three in the morning. I called the police, but it took them twenty-five minutes to get there. I could have been dead by then, for Christ’s sake, and I told them so, too. Fat lot of good that did. They didn’t find him. They put a guard on my place for forty-eight hours. Best they could do, they said. But half way through that, seeing he couldn’t get to me, he got to my sister instead. Beat the crap out of her, put her in A&E. Fifteen stitches, she needed. Bastard. And what does he get? Six bloody months. And that was four months ago. He’s out now. You can guess why I’m here.’

‘And you’re from Bristol, is that right?’

‘Yes.’

‘Have you any reason to think this guy’s followed you down here?’

A visible shiver ran through her. ‘No! Not that I know of. But he would if he could, I know that.’

‘What’s his name?’

‘John Greenhill.’

‘Of Bristol?’

‘That’s right. Cotham. St Andrews Road.’

‘Thank you.’

‘You think he’s come down here after me?’ The fear was plain to see in her wide eyes.

‘We’ve no evidence of that,’ Pete said. ‘We’re just exploring possibilities. I don’t want to alarm anyone here.’

‘Well, you have. What’s this all about?’ she asked again.

‘There’s been an incident across the road,’ he said. ‘So, we’ve got to check things out as thoroughly as possible.’

‘Jesus! I hadn’t seen a thing. My...’

Pete’s phone rang, cutting her off. He checked the screen. No number. He glanced back at the woman sitting across from them. ‘Thank you, Miss Peterson. Could you give us a few seconds and then send in the next person?’

‘Uh, yes.’ She looked disappointed, as if she were about to ask a question, but got up anyway. 

Pete picked up the call. ‘Gayle. One second.’ He waited for the door to close behind her. ‘Hello. Sorry about that.’

‘DS Gayle, Sergeant Featherstone, Tavistock. We checked last night and confirmed it this morning: there’s no sign of Keith McBride or his vehicle, either at his home address or his business. We’ve checked with his brother, too. He doesn’t appear to know where he is, either.’

Pete found himself nodding unconsciously as he listened. ‘And he seems genuine, does he – the brother?’

‘We didn’t say why we were looking for him.’

‘OK, but he is an ex-convict, out on parole.’

‘True, but we’re not talking about an anti-social type here. He’s a normal, law-abiding bloke. The brother, I mean.’

‘All right, thanks.’

He ended the call and put the phone away, glancing at Jane. ‘Tavistock,’ he said. ‘No go.’ 

‘I wonder where he’s gone, then.’

Pete tipped his head in a shrug. ‘No telling. It’s suggestive, though.’

There’d been nothing on the ANPR system, so far, which suggested he must have gone to ground somewhere. 

There was a knock at the door.

‘Come in,’ Pete called.

A forty-something woman with straggly dark hair and a loose-fitting black calf-length dress stepped timidly into the room and turned to close the door behind her.

‘Have a seat, Miss...?’ Pete left the title hanging so that she had to respond.

‘Bostock,’ she said. ‘Sandra.’

Pete gave her a smile. ‘I’m DS Gayle. Pete. This is DC Jane Bennett. We just need a couple of minutes of your time, just to answer a couple of questions, if that’s all right.’ He paused as a ruckus started up outside, male voices shouting back and forth, demanding and agitated. He clearly heard a man shout, ‘Stop!’ Then another: ‘Elaine! I know you’re in there. Get out here, now!’

Sandra gasped, fingers whitening as they clamped onto Jane’s hand.

A scuffle near the front door had Pete up and heading out of the room. He strode quickly down the hallway and slipped the chain, snatching the door open to see the PC who had been guarding the entrance with his knee in the back of a prone man as he snapped the cuffs on his wrists.

‘You OK?’ Pete asked. 

The constable looked up. ‘Fine, thanks, sir. I’ll call for a van to take him back to the station.’

‘Right.’ Pete closed the door. As he replaced the chain in its slider, Marion Hunt appeared from the back of the house, a worried expression on her face.

‘What’s going on?’

‘Our constable’s just arrested someone. He seems to have been looking for a woman named Elaine.’

Her eyes widened then narrowed. ‘This is exactly why we don’t advertise our presence here, Detective Sergeant. Elaine’s no longer here. She moved on a few weeks ago. But it goes to show how careful we need to be.’ 

‘Still, you need some sort of protection from people like that.’

‘We’re on the priority call list. It’s just that no-one below inspector level knows why,’ she said.

Pete nodded. ‘In a more immediate sense, I think it’d be wise for your residents to take personal precautions as well, for now. At least until we catch whoever’s responsible for this. Assuming it wasn’t Elaine’s ex.’

‘Precautions like what?’

‘Not going anywhere alone after dark, for one thing.’ He dropped his voice. ‘And this conversation isn’t happening, but there is another thing they can do.’ Heart fluttering, he couldn’t believe he was about to say this, but his priority had to be the safety of the women here. They were already victims, after all. ‘Pepper spray and the like are illegal in this country. They’re classed as firearms. But hair spray and deodorant aren’t. And you can get mini cans. If they keep one in their coat pockets and use it like a pepper spray if necessary, as long as they drop their handbag and open it as if they were grabbing something out of it in a hurry, there shouldn’t be any repercussions.’

Her eyes widened. ‘Thank you, Mr Gayle.’

‘What for? I never said a word.’ Pete gave her a nod and returned to the room they were using to interview the residents. ‘All under control,’ he said, closing the door. ‘Now, where were we?’ He took his seat as Sandra visibly relaxed. 

Jane took back her hand, which the woman had been grasping, and massaged it gently.
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Pete sat down at his desk in the squad room on the first floor of Heavitree Road police station, still in awe of the resilience and bravery of the women who’d made the refuge on Bicton Place their temporary home. The life they’d endured would have broken many – and probably did, he imagined – but they’d come through it and out the other side as stronger people, despite the danger they still faced. He looked around at his team, each of them watching him expectantly.

‘What Jane and I saw and heard this morning makes this is an unusual case in more than the obvious ways,’ he said. ‘The public safety aspect of getting criminals off the streets so they can’t do any more harm than they already have goes deeper and more direct than ever on this one. We’re not just doing this for Julie Daniels and her family. We’re doing it for all the women in that refuge. They’ve already suffered more than any of us ever will. The injuries, the beatings and so on, yes. But the psychological trauma, too. The prolonged fear – during their whole time with these abusive partners and even beyond it, after they’ve summoned up the courage to leave. Because animals like this won’t let go if they can find a way not to. They’re not just violent and abusive bullies, they’re jealous and obsessive too, as well as the perfect definition of psychopathic. Their need for the power and dominance that these relationships give them is all-consuming, like a drug. And like a druggie, they’ll do anything – and I mean anything – to get their next fix.’

They were quiet as they absorbed all that. 

Pete wasn’t a man who pontificated on the morals and mores of what they did. This was the first time he’d ever given them a speech like that, so what he’d said had all the more impact. It demonstrated the strength of his feelings and the determination he felt to solve the case and bring the perpetrator to justice. A determination that they absorbed from him and that would focus their efforts too.

‘So, what do we know that we didn’t when we got up this morning?’ he asked.

DC Dave Miles coughed lightly, clearing his throat. ‘There’s no CCTV on Bicton Place and nobody we spoke to saw or heard anything out of the ordinary.’

‘The hotel on Regents Park has got cameras covering the front,’ Dick Feeney, the grey-haired oldest of the team, said. ‘No damn good, though. One camera catches the end of Bicton in the top right corner of the frame, but it’s like looking through a soft-focus lens in a snow-storm with the resolution of a milk bottle base. You can just about make out the fact that a vehicle is passing, but that’s about it.’

‘And none of the hotel residents or staff saw anything out of place, boss,’ PC Jill Evans added from the far corner of their cluster of desks, next to Dave.

‘Well, on the other end of the scale, Jane and I have got a suspect for just about every current resident in the refuge and several previous ones. One of whom is in the cells downstairs as we speak.’

‘Current or previous?’ asked Dick, seated beside him.

‘Previous. Doesn’t mean he’s innocent though. He still believes his ex is there. That’s why we’ve got him. We’ve also got all the relevant details of the current residents’ situations and, reluctantly, the manager gave us the same information on the recent former residents. Not where they are now, but where they’d come from and anything else she had. So, we’ve got plenty to follow up there, as well as tracking down the victim’s ex, who seems to have done a disappearing act despite being on parole.’

‘Surprise, surprise,’ said Jill.

Pete tipped his head in acknowledgement. ‘The victim, Julie Daniels, died from drowning. The gag she’d been wearing basically forced blood back down her windpipe into her lungs.’

‘Jesus,’ Jill grimaced. ‘And this blood had come from her being what? Beaten before she was hung up there?’

Pete shook his head. ‘She’d had her tongue cut out.’

Gasps came from more than one member of the team.

‘She’d also been raped and all her hair burned off – all over – as well as having her feet badly burned.’ 

Air hissed through Dave’s teeth as Jill’s elfin features darkened further.

‘All you could see last night, apart from the lack of hair, was a mark from the gag, which had been putting pressure on the skin for some time, and a few faint ligature marks. But they’re more prominent now, with time to develop and in better light. Plus, her ear-drums had been burst and she went through a whole other range of torture. The drowning may have occurred while she was being transported to where she was found – most likely in a car, rather than a van or commercial vehicle. The doc found carpet fibres on her body along with embedded dirt, grease and one tiny bit of rubber.’

‘So, she was in the boot and already naked,’ Dave said, wincing as he shifted uncomfortably on his chair.

The injury to his leg, sustained in a car chase a couple of months ago was clearly playing him up again, Pete thought. No wonder he hadn’t got a replacement yet for the big, black beast of a motorbike he’d been riding at the time. It would be a while before he could get his leg comfortably over another one.

‘What kind of sick bastard could be able to do all that to someone they claim to have loved?’ demanded the spiky-haired young PC Ben Myers from his seat at Dick’s other side.

‘The kind who’s not actually capable of love,’ Jane told him. ‘Only hate, obsession and self-centred gratification.’

‘And woe betide him if you come across him in a dark alley,’ Dave said to her.

‘You disagree with that, do you?’

‘No.’ He raised his hands defensively. ‘Or at least, only insofar as its consequences for you if you don’t get away with it.’

‘Ahh,’ said Jill. ‘He loves you after all, Jane.’

‘It’s my sparkling personality,’ she retorted.

‘And your modesty,’ Dick put in. ‘So, what else do we know, boss?’

‘Not much yet. The ex’s car hasn’t been seen since yesterday. There’s been an alert out on it since last night, but nothing so far. And he’s not at home in Tavistock. His brother claims not to know where he is, although he also claimed not to believe he’d have done what he was convicted of doing to Julie previously.’

‘Not exactly the most reliable witness then,’ Ben said.

‘No, but Tavistock are on it. And I need to go and update the guvnor.’
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‘So, how’ve you been getting on?’ Pete asked as he settled back into his seat on returning from Detective Inspector Colin Underhill’s office at the far end of the squad room.

As usual, the team let Dave Miles answer for them. ‘Not much in the way of forward progress,’ he said. ‘Seven potential suspects ruled out by alibis which checked out when we spoke to the people they suggested
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