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      Brighton Beach was where people went to play in the water during the heat of summer or walked along the sand in the wind at other times of the year. Neither pursuit, however, was the reason Detective Sergeant Stella Bruno and Detective Constable Brian Rhodes descended the steps from the Esplanade on a cold Tuesday morning in early June.

      Waves crashed onto the beach and rushed towards their shoes, only to recede back into the roiling sea, as they made their way along the wet sand to the group of people standing under the jetty.

      Stella surveyed the turbulent waters of Gulf St Vincent. ‘Hope the tide’s going out, Brian. Don’t fancy getting my feet wet.’

      ‘It’s going out,’ said Brian, doing up his coat in an effort to stop the wind from slicing him in two. ‘Doubt we’ll be here long.’

      ‘Well come on, let’s get this over with before those clouds out there rain on us.’

      They joined Sgt Barry Rice and his team of crime scene investigators underneath the jetty, where Dr Steve Wright, the pathologist, was examining the contents of a partially open large black plastic bag.

      Despite the wind, the smell told Stella the body had been in the bag for some time. ‘What do we have, Steve?’

      ‘Male, possibly early forties. No head, no hands, no clothes,’ said Steve. ‘Probably been in this bag for a week, maybe longer.’

      ‘Obviously not killed here,’ said Barry. ‘Bag was in the water when we arrived.’

      ‘Who found it?’ said Stella.

      ‘Old bloke walking his dog,’ said Barry. ‘He’s given us a statement. Walks along here every morning.’

      ‘So, it’s floated in, then?’

      Barry nodded. ‘I’ve got the dive team coming to search the area in case the rest of him is here someplace, but a body like this could have been dumped anywhere along the coast south of here or over the side of a boat out there somewhere.’

      Stella looked out to sea. The storm clouds appeared closer and ready to dump their payload. ‘Think we should wrap it up here, Barry, before we get drenched.’
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      ‘Get onto Missing Persons, Brian. See if they have anyone who could be our man.’

      ‘What if he’s not a local?’ said Brian.

      ‘Let’s cross that bridge when we get there.’

      ‘What if no-one’s reported him missing, Sarge? I mean, decapitation is not your garden style murder, is it?’

      Stella stared out at the ocean and watched the storm clouds sweep in and blot out the little sunlight there was. She was glad they’d made it back to the car before the rain arrived. ‘We’ll have to see what Steve says about the cause of death, Brian. Removing his head and hands could have been a post mortem effort to hide his identity.’

      ‘Still says organised crime,’ said Brian. ‘We could be pushing shit uphill on this one.’

      ‘Be nice to have a crime scene,’ said Stella. ‘At least that would give us something to go on.’

      Brian started the car. ‘Glad I’m not on the dive team. Don’t think they’re going to be having much fun down here today.’

      ‘Still, it’s got to be done,’ said Stella.
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      Stella found observing an autopsy unsettling enough at the best of times, but the experience took on a somewhat surreal aspect when the body on the table was headless. She focused on Steve Wright as he examined the remains of their unknown victim and recorded his observations.

      ‘There are no wounds on the body apart from the obvious ones where the head and hands were removed, and they’re definitely post mortem.’

      ‘What do you think they used?’

      ‘Meat cleaver would be my guess,’ said Steve. ‘Clean cuts, especially on the wrists.’

      Stella pictured her local butcher cutting up a side of lamb and shivered. ‘Any identifying marks?’

      ‘No tattoos, no surgical scars. An unusual birth mark on the left shoulder, though.’ He pointed to a white spot resembling the shape of a strawberry. ‘That might help in identifying him if someone comes forward,’ said Steve.

      ‘Better send me a shot of that in your report then,’ said Stella, making a note.

      ‘And, these marks here,’ said Steve, pointing to faint bruising on the arms and across the chest. ‘They’re definitely post mortem. Probably made by something tied around the bag holding the body. They look like pressure marks from a rope, but they haven’t broken the skin, which is what makes me think the rope was tied around the bag, not the body.’

      ‘They must have tied a weight around the bag before dumping it,’ said Stella.

      ‘That would be consistent with these marks,’ said Steve, ‘but they obviously didn’t do a very good job of it though, did they?’

      Stella nodded her agreement. ‘How long do you think he’s been dead?’

      ‘No more than a week.’

      ‘No-one in his age range has been reported missing in that timeframe,’ said Stella.

      ‘Surely somebody will report him missing,’ said Steve. ‘With a height around 180 centimetres and weighing somewhere around 95 kilograms, I’d say this bloke was in good physical condition before someone did this to him.’ Steve looked at Stella. ‘I mean, it’s not like he’d have been living on the street. Too healthy for that. Someone’s going to miss him.’

      ‘I hope you’re right, Steve, otherwise I’ve got nothing to go on. I don’t know who he was, how he was killed, or where.’

      ‘Obviously we’re shot for prints,’ said Steve, ‘but we’ll have a DNA profile for you. Should at least let you match any other body parts.’

      ‘If we find any,’ said Stella.

      Steve shrugged. ‘I’ll let you know if anything comes back in the toxicology report.’

      ‘Thanks, Steve.’

      Stella pulled off her protective clothing and made her way back to the squad room to update DI Williams.
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      ‘We’re going to need a breakthrough to solve this one, sir.’

      ‘Nothing from the post mortem then?’

      ‘All we have is a fit looking bloke of about forty, around 180 centimetres tall, with a white birthmark shaped like a strawberry on his left shoulder. Getting anyone to identify him based on that description has to be a long shot, especially since we have no face.’

      DI Williams stroked his chin. ‘Start with that and see where it goes. You never know, it might be enough to trigger someone’s memory.’

      ‘Anything from Uniform at Glenelg, sir?’

      ‘No other sightings. Best guess is someone either dumped the bag under the jetty or it came in on the tide. Divers didn’t find anything either.’

      ‘That’s not surprising, sir. Ocean’s a big place.’

      ‘The rest of him could be anywhere, I suppose,’ said DI Williams. ‘I’m leaving this with you, Bruno, until we get something to go on.’

      ‘Let’s hope he doesn’t end up like Somerton Man,’ said Stella. ‘He was found on the beach in 1948. We still don’t know who he was, and he had a face.’

      ‘Let’s hope our victim is a local.’

      ‘And, someone’s prepared to talk,’ said Stella.
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      On the Friday morning after she had released a description of the victim to the media, Stella sat at her desk without having received a response to her plea for help in identifying the body. She wondered whether that meant nobody missed him, which could mean he wasn’t a local, or if it meant nobody was prepared to come forward and talk about him, which could mean any number of things. Frustrated, she decided it was time for a coffee and was about to suggest going for one to Brian when Barry Rice called.

      ‘We have a hit for the DNA from the Brighton body, Stella.’

      ‘Someone we know then?’

      ‘Jordan Banks. You might remember the case. He played footy for Central Districts. Got fifteen years for rape. Released in May, year before last.’

      Stella did a quick calculation in her head. ’Can’t say I recall the case, Barry. Reckon I might have been on maternity leave around that time.’

      ‘Oh, yeah. Forgot about that. I’ll send you the details.’

      Stella put down her phone and turned to Brian. ‘We’ve got a name. Jordan Banks. He’s on the sexual offenders’ database.’

      ‘Played for Central Districts. Got fifteen years,’ said Brian. ‘It was the first case I worked with DI Williams when he was my sergeant.’

      ‘See if you can find some next of kin details while I let his nibs know we have a name.’
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