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      “When did you see your first dead body?” 

      Feigning deafness, Albie ignored the question from the female officer’s colourless lips. He watched PC Darcy Nicholls, whose face, now tinged with a trace of puce-green, looked down at the grey-faced bundle on the ground. An artificial spotlight illuminated the dead body and bounced off every surface in the tight space.

      It wasn’t the type of question Albie was asked every day and certainly not one he was in a hurry to answer. Instead, he edged his way around the outskirts of the crime scene, head bent and shoulders rounded to compensate for the slanted low-ceilinged room. The space resembled a walk-in vertical grave dug into a cave of stones and mud. With each step, he moved further from his colleague and inched closer to the familiarity of the pathologist, Leo Nico. Leo hunched over the dead child, curled in a foetal ball, near his feet and fiddled with an evidence bag. Albie’s colleague, Darcy Nicholls, stood to one side, her stare fixated on the small victim . Without looking up, Leo acknowledged Albie’s presence with a nod.

      “What can you tell us?” Albie asked, his full attention focused on Leo, who leaned in closer to hear the whispered question. “Is it…?”

      He shook his head and waved the tweezers he held towards the victim. “The body is a young girl of a similar age to your missing child. Until I know for sure, there’ll be no speculation.” 

      Albie nodded and watched Leo as he busied himself, setting up the equipment while mumbling under his breath about the lack of space to do a proper job. Sian Wilkins had been missing for over a week, and finding her alive seemed less likely with each passing day.

      A clatter from the corner drew both men’s attention. Nicholls held out a hand to stop the domino effect her clumsiness had started. Her foot caught in a cable and caused a light hooked onto a nearby rock to clutter to the ground, just missing the body. This left the claustrophobic crime scene in virtual darkness.

       Leo dropped his tools onto the covered floor. “Albie,” he called, contorting his body he threw himself to the ground like an international goalkeeper with a point to prove, and managed to stand the light upright without interfering with the corpse or its surrounding area. 

      “Get her out of here before she does any actual damage!” Leo hissed and eased his body into a sitting position, methodically checking the lighting unit.

      “Sorry.” Darcy whispered. she reached for part of the lamp, which rolled to a stop near her feet.  

      “Accidents only happen once in this job, you won't make the same mistake again.” Albie assured her with a pat on the back. He watched frustration flush her cheeks as she made a useless attempt to marry the thread of the metal nut. Eventually, she gave up and placed the part in Leo’s out-stretched hand, then inched away as if he were a feral animal ready to attack. 

      Albie waited until she was within arms reach and placed his hands on her shoulders. He guided her back towards the exit of the grimy underground room and into the basement beyond.

      “I don’t know what—”

      Albie lifted his palm to quieten her and stared in her eyes until she lowered her gaze.

      “It’s your first body, I understand, but a crime scene is sacred.”

      She nodded, shuffled her feet, her fingers linked, and did not raise her head.

      “I’ll not report the incident this time, and like I said, it won’t happen again.”

      Darcy nodded. “No, it won’t happen again.”

      “Now, go outside and talk to the workmen who found the body.” 

      Albie watched her climb the stairs and glanced around the basement. Moss sprang from muddied walls and the smell of damp soil invaded his nose and assaulted the back of his throat. He breathed deeply and lifted his hands trying to still his shaking fingers. He patted his jacket pocket and felt for his cigarettes. But he resisted the urge to light one up and walked forward tentatively, one step at a time, while trying to breathe. Insipid thoughts invaded his mind, memories he’d buried as a child. He stumbled into the wall, and slid to the floor. He pressed his fingers to his temples but could not stave off the dread in his stomach or the thump in his head. 

      Powerless to shake the images dancing in his head, Albie’s thoughts travelled to a time and place that seeped from locked memories. A place where he first experienced an utterly paralysing fear, a fear he’d never wanted to resurface. It had been the end of his childhood innocence. Albie sank back on his haunches. Damp and mildew cloyed his airways, and darkness poked at the back of his mind until he lifted his head. 

      Once again, he was back in the woods–-a seven-year-old tearaway. It was 1973, and he was desperate for his father’s attention.

      Albie knelt on a blanket of damp leaves covering rain-drenched soil that soaked his knees. A brisk, frigid breeze whipped between the branches, undressing the trees of their last leaves and slapping any skin uncovered on his body. He jumped at the sound of a deep voice he would recognise anywhere. It covered a distance, carried on the wind from the thicket. He dared to inch around the thick, gnarled, moss-covered trunk–his only protection from the people on the other side. 

      “Gracie, you disappoint me. How many times? Never mind, betrayal knows no number.” 

      The woman, hands and feet bound, coughed as he loosened her gag. She wriggled, reminding Albie of an eel before being beheaded and gutted.

      The group of dark-clothed men surrounded her writhing body. One growled a warning, and the woman froze. Her muddied, off-white clothing further restricted her trussed-up body. To seven-year-old Albie, she resembled a caricature of a restrained mental patient—a familiar figure in the dark comic books Albie enjoyed reading. But this wasn’t the scene from a comic book. This was real.
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      “Sir?” Albie felt a nudge on his shoulder and stretched his hand to steady himself. A concerned pair of blue eyes studied his face. “Are you okay?” Darcy asked, her voice hushed.

      Albie glanced to either side, wiped dirty hands down the front of his jacket, straightened his tie, and smoothed his hair. He stood and brushed past Darcy without a word. He grabbed the partial bannister, and took the worn steps two at a time, not stopping until he’d reached the open back door. 

      Albie wiped sweat from his forehead and ran his finger inside his shirt collar. The heat was stifling. The temperature had peaked thirty degrees at the beginning of the month and looked set to continue. He emerged into what barely passed as a garden, stepped over a child’s broken tricycle, and dodged a couple of dumped tyres half hidden by overgrown grass. The garden, like the rest of the house, was neglected.  Albie stretched, reached inside his top pocket, and hunted for the packet of cigarettes he kept for emergencies. He balanced one between his lips, lit it, closed his eyes, and inhaled.

      Over the fence at the end of the garden, a narrow, overgrown footpath separated a wooded area from the back of the property. It was alive with the sounds of birds, children’s voices, and the occasional bark of a dog. Albie squinted and his hand shook as he shielded his eyes. In the heat, it was a hazy mirage, a product of the assault from the unyielding sun. He turned back towards the house. Since he’d left the building, more officers had arrived, and a search of the property had begun. 

      Albie ground the cigarette into the dirt, then lifted his foot and used a knot on the trunk of the heavily laden apple tree to raise him high enough to reach the lowest branch.  As he climbed, the sickly scent of overripe fruit was nauseating. He edged his way towards the end of the branch until he’d perched on the top of the fence. Fruit fell to the ground as he leapt from the fence, and the branch snapped back. 

      Albie tumbled into an awkward forward roll, swearing as his back hit the solid dry earth. He struggled to his feet, flicking dust and debris from his suit and hair. He slipped off his jacket and draped it over the top of the fence. Sweating, he rolled up his sleeves, loosened his tie, and undid the top two buttons of his shirt.

      He needed to focus—a young girl was missing, and others were turning up dead. Sian Wilkins deserved his full attention. He was going to find her and get the promotion he craved. Albie had his list of suspects. The list was a few pages long and consisted of some dubious characters. 

      One name kept his attention: Billy Stanton, a predator who preys on both women and children. Albie disliked him the first time

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/buried-memories-original.jpg
KIMBERLEY SHEAD





