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Saturday August 5, 1995
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Harper wakes to the phone ringing in the hall downstairs. His wife sleeps soundly as he throws back the sheet, thinking the answer machine will probably kick in before he gets to it.

‘Hello?’ he says, picking up just in time.

‘Detective Harper?’ 

‘Morning Sergeant Bennett.’

‘Morning Sir. A body’s been found behind the social club on Tipley Common.’

‘Have SOCO and the Chief been called?’

‘Yes, Scene of Crime Officers have just arrived. But I’m still trying to get hold of DCI Gladstone.’

‘Okay.’ replies Harper. ‘I’ll be there in half an hour.’

––––––––
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At thirty-four years old, Harper is the youngest Detective Inspector the Brythgate force has ever had, but an unpopular choice among some to follow the larger-than-life DI Cameron. It’s barely been a week since Cameron’s retirement party, a large do at The Stag around the corner from Brythgate police station. Gladstone had avoided the late-night partying; his age being the excuse. Harper had envied the Chief's early exit, longing for a cool shower after another long, hot day in the office. By nine pm, he’d drunk as much as he could on a stomach full of farewell Victoria sponge, so ordered orange juice for the rest of the evening, much to Cameron’s amusement. 

Harper parks his car in the shade of a large Horse Chestnut tree on the main road. As he approaches from the south side, he sees that the area north of the Common behind the social club has been cordoned off. He tugs at his tie as his shoes hit the hardened soil between the patches of thirsty grass. The sun is barely up and already, it’s too hot. He likes to maintain a level of respectability but just this once, he thinks he might lose the tie.  

Two police cars are parked to the right, on the grass. A dozen or so curious members of public are being asked by officers to stand back. He wonders if any of them would have bothered coming to see what’s going on this early on a Saturday morning if the country wasn’t in the middle of a heatwave; if it was pouring with  rain or a frosty December morning.  

‘DI Harper. Over here Sir.’ says DS Chanley, holding up the tape. 

Harper ignores the idle bystanders and slips under, noticing that Chanley's hair is even more sun bleached than when he last saw him. ‘Nice holiday?’

‘Lovely Sir. There's nothing like the British coast in the summertime. Made me want to move down south.’

‘Please don’t.’ Harper says dryly. ‘I need you here.’

Chanley smiles. ‘I could get used to all that fresh air and sea swimming though.’ 

He leads him a few paces to the body under a thicket, next to a toilet block that's directly behind the club building. Harper steps carefully, avoiding two yellow tags next to partial footprints that have been identified in the dusty undergrowth. The bushes have been pulled back to expose the corpse and white plastic sheeting attached to poles erected around the scene.

‘So what have we got?’ asks Harper, looking at the body of a young woman in a burgundy dress. She’s lying on her left side facing out, her blue eyes fixed open, one arm thrown back behind her body, and laying on the other with her fingers loosely curled in her palm. 

‘We believe it to be the body of April Walker, a nineteen-year-old who went missing from a wedding reception held here at the social club last night.’ he explains, pointing behind. ‘Her brother was the groom. She was one of the bridesmaids. She was reported missing around midnight after family couldn’t find her. We logged it and asked them to let us know if she turns up. The body was discovered by a dog walker. He’s at the station now, giving a statement.’

‘Of course.’ Harper replies, matter-of-factly. ‘It’s always a dog walker.’  

‘Or more accurately Sir, a dog.’

Harper examines the one side of the girl’s face that’s exposed and notices a bluish lump with tiny grazes in the centre of her forehead. He turns and looks behind at the toilet block, five or so metres away, squinting thoughtfully at the red bricks. An image flashes through his mind; the girl’s head being thrust hard against the wall. The blow is enough to knock her out. Or perhaps not; maybe she lands on the ground, roughly where he’s standing now, dazed or concussed. 

He crouches down to take a closer look. The death of a young person always seems more of a waste somehow. All those unlived years gone in an instance, the future cruelly denied them. Her light brown hair is tied back in a fancy arrangement with a clip, and hardly out of place. There’s a diamond stud earring in her right lobe, and a thin gold chain around her neck, that Harper sees bears marks and bruises consistent with strangulation. Another image now manifests; hands wrapped around her throat; thumbs pressed hard into the larynx. Her frightened eyes plead with her attacker as she fights for her last breath. Poor girl. 

He looks down the length of the body. The shoulderless dress, made of a high shine fabric, is rucked up. But there are no marks or scratches on her legs or the arm that's visible. The mid length, mauve painted fingernails on the left hand, the only one he can see, are intact. It all suggests little or no struggle. 

One of the high heeled shoes that matches the dress in colour, has slipped off her right foot. The left foot is bare but the shoe is nowhere to be seen. ‘Thoughts Chanley?’

‘Well, it’s not a robbery.’ he says, rolling up his sleeves, already overheating. ‘It doesn’t look like indecent assault either. She seems to have taken a blow to the head then been strangled.’

‘What time did she go missing?’ he asks, standing.

‘The parents aren’t sure. Best guess is sometime between ten and eleven. Her mother, Sue Walker, raised the alarm after she went home to see if she was there and didn’t find her. Officers are on their way to inform the family that a body’s been found.’ 

‘Is the Chief on his way here?’  

‘It took a while to get hold of him Sir. They need to move the body soon, so he’ll go straight to the morgue.’

It’s unusual for a Detective Chief Inspector not to attend the scene of a suspicious death, particularly when the body is discovered in a public place. But it hasn’t escaped either of them that Gladstone’s been suffering more than most with the heat. His health in general seems to be in decline. Harper has a feeling his retirement will come sooner than the two years of service he has left. ‘Have pictures been taken?’ he asks, spotting what looks to be the tip of a hand rolled cigarette in one of the folds of the victim’s dress. He bends down again to take a closer look. 

‘Yes, the photographer’s all done. The crime team’s still searching for evidence though.’

He’d been aware since he’d arrived of officers behind the plastic, rustling in the bushes and scouring the undergrowth. ‘Is Collins here?’

‘He’s around somewhere. Shall I go and find him Sir?’

‘No, it’s alright. There’s not much he can add at this point.’ 

Collins and his specialist investigation team aren’t based at Brythgate. They cover the county with headquarters at Billington station, the next closest town. Collins is an unusual man in both looks and manner. He makes most people feel uncomfortable, including Harper. Their interactions are usually brief as most unnatural deaths investigated are drug related and so straightforward. But a suspected murder likely means seeing more of Collins.  

Harper stands up straight again. ‘We're going to need to prepare a short statement for the press, including an appeal for witnesses and explaining it’s an ongoing investigation etc. Do it quickly before a member of Joe public here beats us to it. Draft something and get it to the Chief as soon as possible.’  

‘Of course.’ Chanley replies, sounding chuffed to have been entrusted with the task.

‘Then find out who runs the social club and make sure anything booked for today and tomorrow is cancelled. Once SOCO’s finished inside, we’re going to need the club to call back all the wedding guests and staff. We don’t want them filling up the station. We can talk to four or five at a time in a bigger space. Were the toilets closed all night?’ 

‘I believe so Sir. I know the council shuts them early round here to stop the junkies using them. They haven’t been opened this morning of course. Do you want me to get them checked?’ 

‘If you could. Find out what time they were closed last night and if the cleaner or facilities person saw anything. Oh, and find me an evidence bag for this would you please?’ he adds, pointing out the white tip of the roll up.

Chanley leans down and peers at where he's pointing. ‘Right sir.’ 
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Chapter 2
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Parking in the shade made Harper’s drive back to the station bearable. The aircon in his car broke last year. He’d been meaning to get it fixed since spring, but it’s one of those jobs he kept putting off, thinking he'd get around to it eventually, and that it might turn out to be one of those wet and miserable Augusts when people complain of being robbed of decent weather on their week off work. Now at the height of an exceptionally hot summer, he’s paying the price. 

In the main office, he reads the missing person’s report. The young woman in the bridesmaid’s dress fits the description provided by the mother, Susan Walker, last night. Though the body hasn’t been formally identified, as no other women have been reported missing, and given the condition of the corpse, he’s now working on the safe assumption that the body found in the bushes is April Walker. 

News travels fast in small communities. Gladstone had left a message with one of the constables explaining that the Walker family, who live minutes from the social club, had been told by a neighbour that April’s body’s been found. Mr Walker had had to be held back by the two officers who arrived at the house just after the neighbour, to prevent him from going to the scene. The officers stayed with the family, now waiting for the call to go to the morgue to identify the body. Harper’s jaw tightens as he briefly imagines their agonising wait, before reminding himself that sympathy is unhelpful right now. He knows nothing about the Walkers. His job is to gather the facts and everyone - including nearest and dearest - could be a suspect until ruled out. 

With that in mind, he asks Sergeant Bennett to carry out background checks on the immediate family members. He notices how quiet it is in the office and wonders if it’s because this is the first suspected murder in Brythgate in however many years - certainly, before his time. Or maybe it’s due to the layout since the new computers arrived, replacing the old ones with their huge screens and black and green displays that lined the back wall. Each of the six desks now has its own computer; a bulky but essential addition to the desktop that to some extent obscures the officers as they work. Alternatively, everyone’s feeling the absence of Cameron who without a doubt would have come bounding in, shouting about the morbid discovery and throwing around theories before any investigative work had even begun. He leaves the office with a couple of forms and print outs, then heads down the corridor to the Detective Department. 

The office door has been shut all night and the air is thick with trapped heat. He takes off his tie, switches on the kettle then pushes open the top windows, leaving the beige vertical blinds closed to block out the sun. He unplugs the standing fan and carries it to one side of his desk. Lastly, he takes a strawberry flavoured breakfast bar from his desk drawer, and washed down with a cup of tea, feels much better for it. 

Minutes later, Sergeant Bennett knocks on the open door. ‘You wanted to know if there’s anything on the family Sir?’

Harper looks up from the initial crime report he’s just started completing. ‘Yes Sergeant?’

Bennett drops three files on Harper's desk; two blue, one yellow. ‘They’re all local; Brythgate born and bred. Nothing on the mother or the brother, Adam. But the father, Dean Walker, has a couple of offences dating back to his late teens and early twenties. Assaults for disputes outside pubs and bars. ABH with community orders.’

‘Nothing since?’

‘Not that I can find.’ He folds his arms. ‘Dean owns the garage on Station Road. He’s a good man. Does my MOT and fixed my brakes last year. He must be going through hell right now.’

Bennett is a solid man in his mid-thirties, but the silver flecks at his temples and his rough, puckered skin make him look older. He and Cameron got on like a house on fire. Unlike his predecessor, the newly promoted detective Harper isn’t known for his sense of humour. He doesn’t crack jokes with colleagues or wander down to The Stag in the middle of the afternoon with the duty Sergeant when there’s still work on his desk. Gladstone had struggled just as much with Cameron’s roughshod approach. Though he'd never admit it, he was as relieved as Harper when Cameron had announced he was taking early retirement, selling up and moving to the Costa del Sol. 

Harper’s noticed that despite his rank, Bennett uses his size to command authority - much in the way Cameron did; sticking out his chest when he’s displeased, as he’s doing now in defence of the local mechanic. Harper sees there could be an opportunity to build some rapport with the man by sharing that the air-con in his car is broken, and thanking him for the recommendation. It might go some way towards easing the tension since Cameron left. A fresh start perhaps? But he leaves the thought hanging too long and the moment is lost. ‘Was there something else Sergeant?’ he asks when Bennett doesn’t leave.

‘Yes, DS Chanley called. Couldn’t get you directly.’

‘I think there’s a problem with the phones.’ Harper reaches to the corner of his desk, picks up the receiver and puts it to his ear. ‘Nothing. It’s probably something to do with the cabling for the new computers.’ He adds, not really knowing how phone lines work. ‘What did Chanley say?’

‘The toilets have been checked and the maintenance man’s been questioned. He didn’t see anything out the ordinary yesterday when he was cleaning, and no one was hanging around when he locked up at seven o’clock last night. There were a bunch of kids playing football on the green, but that’s about it.’

‘Thanks Sergeant.’ he says, returning to his form.

‘I’ll leave you to it then.’ says Bennett.

Twenty minutes later, the phone in the Chiefs office rings. Harper rushes to answer it, grateful that at least one of the phones is still working. It’s Chanley with another update. He pulls a sheet of paper from the printer and grabs a pen from the pot. Chanley tells him that the social club has been combed by the crime team. They’d sifted through the party mess but hadn’t found anything suspicious or useful to the investigation. They weren’t expecting to, as it’s likely that April died where she was found. The club manager was there last night doing the catering with two of her staff. They’d left at eight o’clock, after clearing away the food and cleaning the kitchen. She didn’t see anything untoward but said they were a rowdy lot. She knows most of them though. She’s provided phone numbers for the catering staff, as well as the two barmen who were on until the bar closed at midnight. She’d been keen to stress that she has a late drinking licence - not that Chanley had suspected otherwise. 

Harper asks him to pause while he catches up with his notes. After a few seconds, Chanley continues: One of the officers confirmed that the Chief has seen the body and has now called the parents to the morgue to identify it. Chanley told him he’ll obtain the guest list and organise the constables to call the wedding party back to the social club. Gladstone has also approved his press statement, which he just read out to him over phone and will drop it into the press office on his way back to the station.

Harper thanks him and tells him he’ll return the club as soon as the Chief’s back. He replaces the receiver and walks back to his desk to re-read the dog walker’s statement, hoping he might have missed something the first time around. 

After pushing back the branches to see what his Collie had found, Mr Flaherty had stepped away, horrified. He hadn’t touched the body, assuming the lifeless young woman to have been dead a while given how pale she was. He was wearing size nine trainers. The length, width and tread type recorded. 

That’s it. The entire statement. The officers had failed to ask why he was walking his dog at five o’clock in the morning, if he’d removed anything from the scene, or if he’d remembered seeing anyone else on the Common. Or maybe they had, but hadn’t logged it. This is the kind of sloppy policing Harper can’t abide. At least they got the shoe details - though he suspects only because they were asked to by the crime team. 

He goes back to the Chief's office, picks up the phone and dials the number at the top of the witness form.

‘Hello?’ Comes a gravely man's voice. 

‘Mr Flaherty?’

‘Yes?’

‘This is Detective Inspector Harper. Brythgate police station.’

‘Oh, hello.’ he says, downbeat. 

‘How are you? It must have been a shock finding the body.’

‘I’m still a bit shaken up, to be honest. Don’t think I’m gonna get much sleep today.’

‘Sleep?’

‘I’ve been on nights at the Compton hotel. I work on the reception.’

‘I see. In that case, I won’t keep you long. I just have a few more questions, if you don’t mind?’

‘That’s fine. I’m not getting any rest anyway.’

‘Why were you walking the dog so early?’

‘I work shifts so my body clock’s all over the place. I take the dog out if I can’t sleep. It’s better to walk her early anyway when the weather's like this. It’s too hot by mid morning.’

‘Did you see anyone else on the Common?’

‘No, not on the green. It was just me and Phoebe - the dog.’

‘What about walking to and from the green?’

‘No, I would have remembered. There was a paperboy on a bike, I think. A couple of cars went past on the main road. But it’s quiet as you’d expect at that time.’

‘Mr Flaherty, you told the officers you spoke to earlier that you didn’t touch the body.’

‘No, I did not.’ he says firmly, the very thought of it abhorrent. ‘The girl was clearly dead. Eyes like a fish and white as a sheet. I pulled Phoebe away then ran to the nearest phone box.’

‘You didn’t happen to notice if she was wearing both her shoes, did you?’

‘I didn’t look for that long. I jumped back when I saw the face - that was enough.’

‘Did you see anything near the body? Anything out of place or that might have belonged to the woman? For example, a purse or a cigarette lighter. Anything at all?’

There’s a pause. Harper hears him breathing down the phone as he thinks long and hard. ‘I can’t say I did.’ he says eventually. ‘There might have been but to be honest, I just wanted to get away as quick as I could. I’ve never seen a dead body before. Never want to again either.’

‘Thank you for your time Mr Flaherty. If you think of anything else, please get in touch. I hope you get some sleep.’ 

Harper returns to his desk. He sits back on the new comfortable chair and looks up at the white ceiling tiles. If Mr Flaherty didn’t touch the body, that at least excludes his DNA. There’ve been some high-profile murder trials recently where positive results have been used to convict. But perhaps it’s too soon to expect much; results can take months to process. The victim in this case was at a wedding; it's likely there was a lot of physical contact - hugging and touching people throughout the night. At this stage, any one of the guests could be the killer so any samples from her skin are likely to all be contaminated.  

He sets the thought aside, then with the little information he has, draws a timeline of events to begin narrowing down the time of death. He won’t have anything close to concrete until the wedding party and the bar staff have all been spoken to, but it’s a start.  

Moments later, he’s interrupted by Inspector Collins knocking on the open door, and walking straight in. ‘Harper. Congratulations on the promotion.’ he says, in his deep, protracted voice, then offers the detective a sweaty palm.

Harper stands and takes it, resisting the urge to wipe his hand on his trousers immediately after. ‘Thank you very much.’ 

‘How are you settling in? A murder in your first week doesn’t seem fair.’ A thin smile appears on his lips as he places a stapled form on the desk.

‘We’re police Collins; always ready for anything.’ Harper picks up the preliminary report and starts to read.

‘You heard from Cameron?’ Collins asks, folding his arms.

‘No, but I imagine he’ll still be settling into his villa and his new local.’

He laughs heartily, exposing a set of very long, coffee stained teeth. ‘Won’t he just. It’s gonna be quiet around here without him.’

Harper nods, eyes down on the forensic report. 

‘Chanley told me you attended the scene, but no Gladstone?’ he queries with a raised brow. 

‘No, he went straight to the morgue.’ 

‘Everything alright with the old Chief?’ He helps himself to a seat at the spare desk and crosses his long, spidery legs. ‘He’s looking a bit tired these days.’

‘He’s fine.’ Harper replies, looking up but giving nothing away. He drops the report on the desk and sits back down. He’s often wondered about Collins’ motivation for joining the police. A scientific mind and a fascination with the macabre - more so perhaps than a desire to contribute to bringing criminals to justice. But maybe it’s unfair to judge a man on the things he might not be able to help, like his oily black swept back hair, his dark round eyes, and bony fingers that linger too long on people’s shoulders - altogether adding to his ghoulish demeanour. 

‘Sorry I missed you.’ Harper says. ‘Chanley filled me in and showed me the body.’

‘Nice looking lass, wasn't she? What a waste.’

‘All done at the scene?’ Harper asks, ignoring the unsavoury tone of his remark. 

‘Almost. A couple of your PC’s are posted behind the club while my team searches the rest of the Common, which’ll take the rest of the day - if not longer. But everything found near the body is now bagged and on its way to storage. Good spot on the doobie, by the way.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘The joint, tucked into the dress.’  

‘Confirmed?’

‘It’ll go to the lab. But it’s rolled like one and the smell was unmistakable.’

Harper wonders if the smell was so strong, it had wafted up his nostrils from inside the evidence bag. Or if he’d held it up to his nose and intentionally sniffed it. ‘Had it been lit?’

‘No. It was well made though. She must have liked her puff.’

‘Assuming she rolled it.’

‘Good point.’ 

‘What are the chances of getting a DNA sample from it?’ he asks hopefully. 

Collins sucks through his teeth. ‘Unlikely. It would probably be corrupted from handling. But I’ll let you know. What are you thinking?’ he asks, seeing that something’s going through the detective’s mind. 

Harper tries to avoid his penetrating gaze as he gathers his thoughts. ‘I’m wondering how someone who’s being strangled manages to keep hold of a joint - or anything for that matter. Or if it was dropped, how it landed in the folds of her dress and stayed in place while she was being straggled.’

‘It’s not impossible. But maybe it wasn’t hers. Maybe it was behind the killer's ear and fell out while he was dragging the body into the bushes.’

‘While they were dragging the body.’ Harper corrects him. We don’t know it’s a man.’ 

‘True.’ He tips his head in agreement.

‘And was she dragged for certain?’

‘Yes. Dust, snagging on the dress, and the position of fabric under the body. We’ve matched the footprints with the dog walker by the way; size nine trainers, zigzag pattern tread. It's all in the report.’

‘I saw...’

‘From the streaks in the dust, looks like the killer swept the area before they left.’

‘What with?’ 

‘Hard to tell. The ground’s uneven which doesn’t help. Could be a shoe without tread as there’s no pattern, which of course was the point.’ He rises with a loud creak from his joints. ‘I’ll see if I can get a DNA sample from the spliff.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Don’t thank me yet. It’s a long shot. I’ll take a look at all the photos when they come through then send them over with the final report once we've examined the body.’
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Roxanne completes another box then presses the start button on the conveyor to move it along the line to her co-worker, Gavin. She’s been on packing since 8.30am when she started. This is her least favourite job in the factory. She'd rather be in the warehouse unpacking the large crates, or fault-checking the medical supplies that arrive already sealed from manufacturers on the estate and elsewhere. 

Gavin makes sure the product is sitting flat, folds over the flaps then seals the package using a tape dispenser gun. Another cardboard box is already on its way by the time he's moved it along for the batch number to then be added. Roxanne collects a new box and starts again; lining the bottom with the cellophane wrapped gauze bandages from the large tray behind her. 

Unlike working on the line, in the delivery bay she can more or less keep to herself, sometimes going an hour or more without having to talk to anyone. But this is where she’s fastest and in fact holds the record for most boxes filled in sixty minutes. Her speed has earned her pay bonuses and the favour of the supervisor who offers her overtime before anyone else. She knows they all think she's the manager's pet, but Roxanne doesn't care. She's not here to make friends. Orders have increased recently, so there’s plenty of extra hours - at least until they hire more staff or automate the packing process. It seemed to be going that way in the last factory she worked at. But it doesn't matter; she doesn't intend to be here much longer anyway. 

Across the floor, one of the female workers, Kathy, is returning from her break. In a flurry of haste, she mounts her stool opposite Gavin, and then says: ‘You’ll never guess what. A body's been found on Tipley Common!’ 

The three workers including Roxanne stop and look up.

‘What?’ says Margaret, an older woman who’s been here as long as the factory has stood. She seems to know everyone in Brythgate, and everything that's going on. She frowns at Kathy, looking slightly annoyed, as if she should have known about it first.

‘A body’s been found.’ Kathy repeats. ‘Gary just told me outside while we were having a fag. He got the lunchtime Gazette. It’s front page.’

Roxanne asks calmly: ‘Have they said who it is?’ 

‘No. But apparently it was found behind the social club. Gary said that Mark from electronics across the way told him that detectives were down there this morning. That means it's a murder. There was a do there last night, apparently. You’d think someone would have heard something, wouldn't you?’

‘Well, yeah.’ Margaret says, like Kathy just stated the obvious. ‘But people turn a blind eye these days, don’t they?’

Kathy nods at the grim fact.

‘I bet it’s a woman.’ Margaret continues. ‘D’you remember just before the school holidays, some pervert was following girls home from Brythgate Comp, trying to pick them up in his car. I bet you anything it’s him.’

‘Yeah, you’re right.’ Kathy answers, recalling. ‘And I heard a woman in Tipley was followed home from work the other week. Could be the same pervert. It’s getting bad Margaret.’ 

‘I know.’ she replies, wide eyed. ‘Trouble is, it doesn't make the news until something like this happens. Then it’s too bloody late.’

‘We don’t know anything yet.’ says Gavin. He's about Roxanne’s age -twenty five - and also prefers to keep his head down and get on with his job. But a dead body - possibly murder - is not the typical subject of their scandal mongering that he can ignore. ‘I’m sure we’ll find out more as the day goes on. For starters, if it is a woman. No point trying to make sense of it until you know.’ he adds, picking up the tape gun again. 

Everyone starts working again, but Roxanne sits back on the stool she never uses, monetarily lost in thought. 

‘You alright?’ Margaret asks, glancing up. 

Drawing herself back to the present moment she answers: ‘I'm fine. It’s just... It makes you think, doesn’t it?’

‘It certainly does. There was a time when women could walk the streets and not have to worry about being dragged into a car or assaulted behind a club.’

‘What time was that then Margaret?’ says Kathy, her tone suggesting that the streets have never been safe for women.

Gavin rolls his eyes. Since the next box isn't ready, he takes the opportunity to refill the spare tape gun.

‘You know what I mean.’ Margaret answers, finally completing a box full of compression knee supports. ‘There was a time when men were more respectable and women didn't have to worry. Gents would walk women home of an evening, and people looked out for one another, so things like this didn't happen. It was different back then...’

Kathy interrupts: ‘Yeah, Brythgate was smaller. And there were hardly any men ‘cause most of them died in the war.’

‘I'm not that old, you cheeky cow! Margaret changes the subject. ‘Roxanne, be a love and find the local radio would you? Maybe we can catch it on the news.’ 

Roxanne leaves her stool and walks to the cluttered shelf behind her. The radio is already on but the volume is low, a pop song - Kiss from a Rose - is barely audible over the busyness of the factory. She turns the silver knob slowly clockwise and watches the tuning needle as it moves along the bar. The speakers emit hissing and crackling sounds until eventually she hears the local FM presenter's soft tones. She turns up the volume and returns to her work station. She makes a start on the next box, collecting packets of bandages from the tray on her left and arranging them in neat rows at the bottom. But she’s slower than usual, her attention elsewhere and now deaf to Margaret’s calls. 

‘Roxanne? Roxanne?’

‘Sorry. What?’ 

‘You alright love? You look a bit peaky.’

‘Actually, I don't feel great. I think it's the heat.’ 

‘All that bushy hair can't be helping.’

‘Margaret, that's rude!’ Kathy exclaims.

‘What? She knows she's got thick hair.’

Roxanne pushes back her fringe and realises her stomach is churning. ‘I’m going to pop outside for a minute. Get some fresh air.’

‘Good luck with that.’ says Kathy. ‘It's thirty-four degrees out there. You'd be better off sticking your head in the fridge.’ 

Roxanne flings open the back door and dashes to the side of the building. Kathy was right; there is no fresh air. But she needs to be alone right now and pull herself together. She hadn't expected to react like this, but realises it’s involuntary; her body betraying her. She stands in the shade of the roof overhang, and takes a long, deep breath, focusing on the large trolleys in the loading bay. Then on the opaque windows with their green painted frames on the building opposite. And on the pebbledash concrete; the thousands of tiny brown and orange stones embedded in the grey, all the way to the road. Anything to distract from the nausea and the tightness in her chest as she tries to regain control. Her mouth suddenly fills with saliva; she leans forward and throws up.  
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Chapter 4
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At midday, Harper walks across the road to the new deli style sandwich shop, avoiding the sticky tarmac near the curb. It's so hot that the roads are melting. Stepping out at lunchtime is like walking into an oven that has the sharp odour of exhaust fumes. 

To his relief, the sandwich shop has a ceiling fan - an expensive installation no doubt, but worth every penny on days like this. He orders chicken tikka on white farmhouse bread then moves to the window, out of the way of the queue that formed behind him. His eyes fall on a copy of the Brythgate Gazette, on one of two small tables. The front cover reads: ‘Body found on Tipley Common.’  He turns to the second page. The article is brief; a description of the scene this morning including the police presence and a quote from a member of the public who was there just after the first officers arrived. Thankfully, she doesn’t claim to have seen the body, or to know the victim. It’s likely everyone in the Walker’s neighbourhood does by now. Harper knows it’s only a matter of time before the press has a name, just in time for the next print run. 

Back in the office, he finds Gladstone’s office door open and the Chief on the phone. He takes a couple of bites of his sandwich and waits for him to finish the call. 

‘Come in Harper.’ Gladstone says, putting down the receiver and waving him in with his free hand. 

Harper leaves his lunch on his desk and picks up Collins’ report. 

‘Chief.’ he says, placing the paperwork on the desk.

Gladstone picks up the pen pot and places it on top before the desk fan comes around again. ‘Take a seat.’ he says, gesturing at the wooden chair opposite. ‘What a tragedy. Nineteen’s no age.’

‘I know.’ Harper says solemnly. ‘How’re the Walker family?’

‘As you’d expect. Completely devastated.’

‘There’s going to be a lot of press attention, Sir. And rumours before long.’

‘Which is why we need a witness fast. I want you to lead this one Harper.’

‘Thank you, Sir.’ he answers, somehow knowing that’s what he’d say. He now realises he’s been mentally preparing for it all morning. But now it’s been confirmed, he’s struck by the weight of the responsibility.  

‘I went to the physio yesterday. I’m only good for desk work for a couple of weeks, at least.’

‘I’m sorry Sir.’

‘I’m not. No one wants a hobbling detective slowing things down.’ He takes a deep breath before continuing. ‘I’ve got a meeting with the Super in half an hour. He’ll do a press conference outside.’ he explains, meaning the front of the station. ‘It’ll go out on the six o’clock news. I’ve contacted Billington station to ask for reinforcements to go door to door the nearby houses and the flats overlooking the Common. A girl is murdered at a summer wedding party on a green surrounded by houses...someone saw something.’ he adds, sounding cross. 

Harper nods agreement, then glances at the photograph on the Chief's desk. It’s of his wife and two daughters; faded, taken many years ago. The girls are now women with families of their own. Gladstone has lived in Brythgate all his life. Though the town’s grown even in the short time Harper’s been here, most of the neighbourhoods are still tight knit communities. Brythgate is Gladstone’s home and always has been so Harper understands that it’s not just policing, it’s personal. ‘What did you make of the injuries Chief?’

‘A blow to the head and manual suffocation.’ he replies matter-of-factly. ‘There’s a hell of a lot of bruising though. We can’t confirm before the post-mortem, but all her clothing was intact, so we can rule out a sexual motive - unless examination of the body proves otherwise.’

‘The bump on the head Sir; I’m thinking the killer attempted to and perhaps succeeded in knocking her out, as there’s no sign of a struggle.’

‘Agreed.’ He slides the crime scene evidence list out from under the pen pot and holds it up to read. ‘What was she doing there Harper? ‘Round the back of the club?’

‘Possibly what a lot of young people do at parties. Having it off with someone. Or she’d gone out to smoke a joint.’

‘Hmm.’ He replies, his eyes narrowed on the paper.

‘Either way, she was led away from the party by someone she knew and trusted.’

‘That implies intention.’

‘Not necessarily. There’s no evidence of a physical fight, but there could have been an argument. Even if it was loud, no one in the club would have heard it above the music.’

‘But people in the surrounding houses might have.’ He rubs his chin, thinking. ‘An argument with one of the guests that got out of hand.’ 

‘Or someone she arranged to meet who wasn’t invited.’

He looks over the top of the report. ‘Is it confirmed cannabis?’ 

‘Not yet. But it’s unlikely to be anything else. The joint hadn’t been lit and no lighter was found.’

Gladstone turns the page and continues reading. Harper waits patiently for the next comment or question. 

‘Where’s the shoe?’

The question is obviously rhetorical, but Harper answers anyway. ‘The crime team’s still searching the Common. But it suggests she could have been killed elsewhere and the shoe was lost either at the actual scene of the crime, or as the body was carried, before being dropped then dragged under the bushes. We need to know if the bump on the head was the result of it being slammed against the brick wall of the toilet block. Or if something else caused the dotted grazing.’

Gladstone silently considers his words. 

Though Harper
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