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1

I know what the perfect murder looks like and the slaying of Sian Jones isn’t it. Far from it. Her killer, a no-mark called Danny Mainwaring, left a trail of clues bright enough to land a 747. The trial’s just a formality. He’s looking at life and I’m looking at spending my first rest day in two weeks with Megan. Or I was, until half an hour ago.

The corridors in Exeter Crown Court are the usual tense dance of lawyers, witnesses, accused, press and police. In among them, everybody’s favourite Detective Inspector Jon Stride is sitting on a wooden bench outside Courtroom 1. Arms folded, long legs stretched out in front of him, he looks like he’s been there days, which he probably has. He frowns when he sees me. He doesn’t know what I’m doing here either.

‘I didn’t expect to see you.’

‘Me neither,’ I say, parking myself next to him. ‘I’m meant to be having mother and daughter time over a chococino on Morte Sands.’ I check my watch. ‘I should still make it if they get on with it.’ CSI appearances at court are surprisingly undramatic. If I’m called at all, I’m usually in and out in minutes.

I’m determined to make my date with Megan. I’ve already got a lot of making up to do with my daughter. I don’t need more. The chococino is my sorry for ducking out of her school art exhibition the previous week. A papier-mâché mask Megan had worked on for months had won the school prize and pride of place in the exhibition, but I’d been called to photograph a ‘fatal’ on the Link Road in the north of the county. As I put the phone down on the court clerk this morning, Megan’s stare challenged me to choose between her and my job, but it isn’t that simple. It never is. I promised her I’d be back in time to take her to Morte Sands, but she just shrugged and said she was going back to bed. Something inside me shrank and I left determined to prove her wrong.

‘How is Megan?’

Typical of Stride to remember her name. He knows the names of everyone’s kids in Major Investigations, even the grandkids in some cases.

‘Still fifteen.’

Stride laughs, but he can afford to. His kids have left home. Gone are the days his teenagers sought compensation for all the broken promises and missed milestones.

I nod at the door to Courtroom 1.

‘How’s it going in there?’

‘Good. The CCTV evidence is enough to send him down.’

That’s my memory of it too. There was ample footage showing Sian giving Mainwaring the brush-off in a club. He then follows her to her halls of residence. They argue outside. He grabs her, but she shakes him off and storms off inside. There are countless witnesses. Mainwaring leaves only to return ten minutes later. His hood up to cover his face, he enters the building when another student leaves the door open. A few minutes later, he re-emerges. Sian is already dead. There’s so much CCTV, he practically has his own TV show.

Unusually for a murder scene like this, the rest of the forensics weren’t great. Mainwaring may not look like a master criminal, but he knew enough not to leave behind any DNA or fingerprints. All I’m going to do today is confirm that.

‘So why am I here?’ Stride shrugs.

‘Defence barrister’s a new guy. Thinks he’s Judge Judy. He’ll learn, though.’ He nudges my arm. ‘Once he’s seen you in action, I doubt he’ll bother you again.’

His knack for quietly bigging you up is another reason everyone wants to be on his team, that and his legendary clear-up rate. We have a running joke in Crime Scene Investigation that if any of us are planning murder, we’ll check Major Investigations’ duty roster first and make sure Stride is on rest day or, better still, annual leave and preferably on the other side of the world with no Wi-Fi connection.

A woman with a clipboard appears in the corridor.

‘Ally Dymond.’ My hand shoots up. I want this over and done with. She smiles gratefully. The number of people who don’t turn up for court is shockingly high. ‘This way, please.’

As I get up, Stride lightly touches my arm, a move so rare it startles me.

‘Just go with it, Ally. You’ll be fine. Remember he’s as guilty as hell.’

While I appreciate a pep talk as much as the next person, forensic evidence isn’t like other evidence, the science does the talking and does it well. There’s little room for argument. It’s why court holds no hand-wringing fear for me, not like other cops. Even the best defence lawyers can’t argue with the facts. Like I say, I’m not sure what I’m even doing here.

I enter Courtroom 1 by a side door. It’s unnaturally quiet given that it’s standing room only. The judge clearly doesn’t put up with any nonsense. I’m shown to the stand and sworn in and there’s a brief lull while the prosecution and defence teams whisper and consult their notes.

I avoid looking at Mainwaring, sat with the defence team, he’s not worth it, and cast my eye around the courtroom. Sian’s mother, Maureen Jones, is sitting in the public gallery at the back of the court, a tissue pressed to her nose, huddled under her husband’s arm. Sian’s father, Roy, stares straight ahead, eyes fixed on the wall behind the judge as if a single side glance will invite such horror in that it will break him, and he needs to keep it together for Maureen and Sian, his girls.

The jury leans forward on hearing I’m a CSI. They’ve seen too many cop shows. It won’t last. Not when they realize the questions the barrister will ask will be no more challenging than confirming it’s my signature at the end of my statement.

My interrogation, such as it is, begins.

‘My name is Ally Dymond. I’m a Crime Scene Manager for Devon County Police’s Major Investigations Unit.’

My notebook, an A4 ledger thick with times, dates, diagrams, and boxes ticked in triplicate is resting on the witness box. I quickly flick to the relevant pages.

The clock on the wall tells me there’s still time to get to Morte Sands. The defence barrister will stand up long enough to say, ‘No questions, your honour,’ and I’ll be on my way.

He doesn’t. To my intense but suppressed irritation, he takes me through my evidence piece by piece. Go cut your teeth on someone else.

‘Can you confirm, Ms Dymond, that the fibres recovered from Sian Jones’ jumper matched those taken from a jacket recovered from the defendant’s house?’

‘Yes. That’s correct.’

‘My client argued with Sian outside the club as shown on the CCTV footage. He doesn’t deny that. Is it possible that when he grabbed Sian, fibres were transferred from her jumper to his jacket?’

Sometimes in this job we have to give answers we really don’t want to because science is science, but it still hurts to do it.

‘Yes, it’s possible.’

‘Thank you.’

He gives me no opportunity to explain that they could also have been transferred when Mainwaring bludgeoned Sian to death, but I’m not concerned. No one thought the fibre evidence was particularly strong anyway and if the boy barrister thinks this will get his client off the hook, he has a lot to learn.

‘Was there any blood found on my client’s jacket?’

Movement catches my eye. Stride enters the courtroom, joining Detective Sergeant Rob Short and Detective Constable Will Lockhart who’ve already given evidence. Come to offer moral support, I suppose.

‘No. There was no blood on your client’s jacket.’

‘Given the violent nature of Sian Jones’ death, would you not have expected to have found blood on my client’s jacket if he had killed her?’

Too easy. I address the jury directly.

‘Not necessarily. The defendant could have taken it off before he attacked Sian. Or more likely, he washed it when he got home. Any detergent with active oxygen in it will get rid of blood completely.’

The female jurors are nodding, almost willing me on. They’re on my side and with me all the way. The sorry excuse for a human being sat with his defence team shakes his head. Shake away, son. You’re going down.

‘Thank you, Ms Dymond. You’ve been most helpful. I’d like to move on to the fingerprint evidence. I understand some fingerprints were also found at the scene, is that correct?’

This throws me. Why would he be interested in the fingerprints? None of the ones we lifted were of any use – by which I mean belonging to Mainwaring. We lifted what there was, but if it hadn’t been a murder scene, I wouldn’t have bothered.

‘We lifted twenty-five fingerprint impressions from the scene, but I wouldn’t call them fingerprints, more like smudges.’

An elderly female juror smiles. It’s in the bag. The boy barrister won’t be making his name today.

‘And were they sent by you for analysis at the fingerprint bureau?’

‘Yes.’

He then begins to lead me through all the fingerprints, one by one. Several jurors yawn.

‘Ms Dymond, could you look at the screen and tell the court if this – Ref: Radley/11/18/01 – is one of the – what did you call them – smudges lifted from the crime scene?’

A small television screen next to me flicks into life. It’s a photo of a transparent acetate sheet, but instead of a silvery fingerprint with its sharply defined contours, there’s just a grey smudge where the aluminium powder has tried and failed to search out a loop or an arch, or any pattern that might identify the perpetrator. I check the reference number against my notes.

‘Yes, it is.’

A second fingerprint flashes up. Even more of a blur than the previous one.

‘What about this one, Ms Dymond? Reference Radley/12/18/02.’

I catch an exasperated sigh before it escapes. Never disrespect the defence no matter how much contempt they deserve.

‘Yes, and that one.’

He’s doing Mainwaring no favours. Juries aren’t known for their abundance of patience. Judges even less so.

‘Mr Lansley-Morton, unless there’s a point to this can we move on? We are due a recess.’

A few more seconds and I can go. Megan better be out of bed.

‘Of course, your honour. Ms Dymond, before you go, can you confirm this final print was lifted from the crime scene? The reference is Radley/13/18/03.’

A thumbprint flashes on screen. This time, its ridges and whorls are sharply defined, like contours on a map. A textbook lift from a crime scene. Only, I’ve never seen it before. Not that I remember every print I’ve ever lifted, but I’d remember this one. Christ, we’d have popped the champagne for that one. This is the kind of fingerprint that makes every detective’s day, the kind that gets talked about for weeks, the kind that puts murderers away, which is why I know this print didn’t come from the crime scene.

The barrister seizes the silence.

‘Members of the jury, this fingerprint was recovered from a glass found at the scene of the crime and was identified as belonging to my client who, may I remind you, has denied entering Sian Jones’ room.’ Jury members sit up, intrigued the defence appears to have condemned his own client. ‘Ms Dymond, did this fingerprint come from the crime scene?’

I look at the mark on the screen again. The handwriting inked in black felt-tip pen could pass as mine, that’s for sure, but it isn’t. I loop my ‘y’s. It’s a small detail, but enough for me to know I didn’t write this.

I look to Stride, searching for some kind of telepathic guidance, I guess. His expression is impassive, unreadable, and that’s when his words come back to me. You’ll be fine, Ally. Just go with it.

Oh fuck. It wasn’t a pep talk. It was Stride telling me to perjure myself. He’s stitched me up. But that’s impossible. He couldn’t have tampered with the evidence, not without help. DS Short and DC Lockhart are both staring at me in a way that suggests I hold their future in my hands. Oh God, they’re all in on it. Short or Lockhart must have lifted a fingerprint from Mainwaring’s house. A pot of aluminium powder, a brush and tape are all that’s needed. Someone, maybe Stride, substituted Mainwaring’s gleaming fingerprint for one of the original ones before it went off to the fingerprint bureau. Surely, a fingerprint officer would have queried it. Unless the fingerprint officer is in on it too.

‘Ms Dymond, could you tell the court if this fingerprint was taken from the crime scene?’

Panic whips through me. How the hell am I going to get out of this? I could brazen it out. Pretend I got confused with the line of questioning. Take ill. Christ, I’m on the verge of vomiting as it is.

In the public gallery, Maureen Jones sits upright and stares directly at me, sensing something isn’t going according to plan. She doesn’t want to be here, listening to people argue every detail of her daughter’s murder. She’s here because she wants justice for Sian. Because even in the maelstrom of her grief, justice matters. But justice doesn’t look like this. This version is twisted and wrong. No matter how guilty Mainwaring is.

The court grows restless and awkward at my muteness.

‘Ms Dymond, I’m going to need an answer from you.’

I check my notebook as if trying to refresh my memory, but I’m looking for answers I know aren’t there.

‘Ms Dymond, is there a problem?’

‘No, no problem,’ I respond, frantically trying to come up with a game plan. Stride is staring impassively at me.

‘Then, I repeat, was this fingerprint taken from the crime scene?’

The dryness in my throat has spread to my lips. I flick through my notebook again, but the lines are blurred, and my head is spinning.

‘Ms Dymond, please answer the question.’

I take a deep breath to compose myself. There is no way out of this. I shoot Stride a defeated look. His face is unreadable.

‘This fingerprint didn’t come from the murder scene.’

A collective gasp, the kind trapeze artists are used to, the kind my court performances have never drawn before, is released into the atmosphere.

‘What are you saying exactly, Ms Dymond?’

Gripping my notebook, I utter words I never thought I’d ever hear myself say in a voice I don’t recognize as my own.

‘I’m saying this fingerprint was planted among the finger impressions that I took from the crime scene and was sent to the bureau without my knowledge.’

There’s a silence that I want to last forever, but it’s quickly filled with a sound, almost metallic, like a ship’s girders bending and yielding to the sea just before it capsizes. It’s the sound of a mother who knows her daughter’s killer will walk free.

It’s joined by other sounds and I can’t tell where the sobs end and the shouts begin. Then cheers. Loud cheers. And angry exchanges.

In among the chaos, Stride is staring at me. His shaking head will come to represent many things: his conviction for perverting the course of justice, mass sackings and my own removal from Major Investigations after those left refuse to work with me, but mostly it speaks of his sadness that I’ve allowed a murderer to walk free.
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Six months later

Someone is going to get it in the neck. Big time. This is the third tree-lined track I’ve driven down so if this isn’t the right one, I’m calling it a day. It’s not as if it’s the crime of the century, for Christ’s sake.

The narrow lane splays into a small copse, and there it is. Apparently, it was once a blue Nissan Micra, the pride and joy of a Mrs Jasmine Brownley, until its life took a turn for the worse and it was nicked by some scrote off the local estate to use as a plaything. I say apparently because its interior has melted to black plastic hillocks and its exterior is rocking black sootiness flaked with grey ash and rust.

I take out my phone and punch the number of the police officer in charge of the case, if you can call it that, but it goes to voicemail.

‘PC 5831? It’s Ally Dymond. What do you think you’re doing sending me to this heap of shit? It’s burned out. Just like the last one you sent me to. How many times do I have to tell you? This isn’t CSI bloody Miami. I can’t take fingerprints from a car that’s been baked and left out in the rain for three weeks.’

I ring off. This is the sixth wreck I’ve been sent to since I was sent back to division six months ago. If it isn’t an incinerated car, it’s a dilapidated shed where the chances of me recovering any forensic evidence are slim to none.

I know it’s punishment for the Mainwaring case. Send her to the shit jobs and maybe she’ll get the message and quit. That’s their thinking. I get it. The fallout from the trial was nuclear. Dozens of detectives and administration staff were suspended or sacked. It led to what the top brass like to call a ‘root and branch’ review of Major Investigations that filled the local papers for weeks. I did nothing wrong, but I’ve still ended up at a rural outpost in the far north of the county because cops have a weird sense of justice. Sure, Stride fiddled the evidence, but, hey, he was just making sure Mainwaring got what was coming to him. Anyway, Mainwaring probably did leave fingerprints at the scene and the CSI missed them. For some, maybe most, Stride is a hero for sacrificing his career to catch a killer and I’m the enemy for letting Mainwaring walk free. There won’t even be a retrial because Stride broke the rules. That’s the way it is. Well, they can shove it up their corrupt arses, because I’m not going anywhere. I’m not the crook. I could have fought it, of course, but what’s the point when your colleagues won’t acknowledge your existence?

I get my camera out and take a couple of photos, so it doesn’t feel completely like the wasted journey it is. Not that this will ever go to court. Sorry, Mrs Brownley.

Back in the van, and the next job on my crime list makes me swear out loud. An allegedly kidnapped Cockapoo has turned up at a bus shelter. The officer dealing with it has returned it to its owner but took its collar back to the police station where it’s waiting for me to just ‘pop by and dust for prints’. Six years of investigating and solving some of the worst crimes imaginable only to be reduced to dog-nappings.

The radio crackles into life.

‘November Juliet Two, we’ve reports of criminal damage to the public toilets at Morte Sands. Over.’

I squeeze the handset.

‘OK, show me attending. Heading there now. Over and out.’

Morte Sands is only five miles away from where I am now, and two miles further along the coast from the seaside town of Bidecombe where I live. While Bidecombe boasts a picturesque fishing harbour, it also shoulders the embarrassment of a neglected high street which everyone tries to pretend has its own charm. It doesn’t. There’s nothing charming about short-lease shops selling Christmas decorations in mid-July. Morte Sands, meanwhile, is the true jewel in North Devon’s crown. It’s a glorious three-mile stretch of nothing but the finest golden sand. On rare days when the sun is high and bright, it casts water in azure, and you’d think you were on the Med. The road leading there is hemmed by those famous Devon high hedges sprinkled with cow parsley and, at this time of year, tall nodding foxgloves.

Mr Stavely, who owns the car park and its toilets, is already waiting for me when I pull into the car park.

‘Thank God, you’re here. What took you so long?’

Ignoring him, I fetch my silver case from the back of the van and he leads me to the gents’ toilets, a grey block on the edge of the slipway leading to the beach. It’s still early and a sea fret lightly veils the breaking waves. Three metres and clean, I wish I was joining the trail of surfers trooping towards the white froth. Instead, I’m in a windowless toilet that reeks of piss, staring at a condom machine lying on the floor.

‘Look what the little shits have done,’ Mr Stavely groans.

‘Let’s see if they’ve left us anything.’

Flicking open my case, I remove my thin-stemmed Zephyr brush from a plastic tube, unscrew the top off a pot of aluminium powder and load my brush with its contents.

Tapping the excess off, the soft squirrel hairs splay and I begin twirling it across the machine, working my way slowly across the shiny white surface. A hundred silvery fingerprints emerge, catching the light seeping through the door Mr Stavely has wedged open to relieve the odour.

Reloading my brush, I check the back of the machine and the pale patch of wall where it once hung. Both have been wiped clean as I suspected they might be. Mr Stavely isn’t going to like what I have to say.

‘There’s nothing I can do here.’

‘What do you mean?’ he says, waving a hand over the fingerprints adorning the front of the machine. ‘Aren’t you going to take those?’

‘There’s no point. This is a public toilet, even if I get a hit on the fingerprint database, the offender will admit he came here to commune with nature. If they’d left prints on the back of the machine or had broken into it and left them on the inside, there might have been prints that would be very difficult to explain, but they haven’t.’

‘But their fingerprints will at least place them at the scene.’

Amateur sleuths. The bane of my life. Hollywood has much to answer for.

‘I can also place you and I at the scene,’ I explain, returning my brush to its home and snapping my case shut. ‘It doesn’t mean we ripped a condom machine off the wall.’

‘So, you’re not going to do anything?’

‘No.’

It’s not the answer he wants or is prepared to accept.

‘I know the Police Commissioner personally.’

Judging by the number of times I’ve heard this line, the Commissioner has a very wide circle of friends.

‘I’m sure you do. However, given police resources are so stretched, I’m also sure the Commissioner would want me to spend my time and expertise on those crimes where we have a realistic chance of a prosecution, but please feel free to call him.’

Actually, I’m not sure at all. The rare times I’ve found myself in the Commissioner’s company he has always struck me as a self-serving, pompous prick.

My phone buzzes. It’s Megan.

‘Excuse me, I have to take this.’

Stepping outside, I check my watch. It’s 8.15 a.m. No prizes for guessing what this is about.

‘Before you ask. No, you’re not taking a day off school.’ ‘But I’m really ill.’

‘No, you’re not. You’ve just got a maths test. So get dressed and go to school.’

Megan groans. ‘Honestly, Mum, I’m really sick. Can’t you come home and look after me?’

‘No, I’m working and there’s no one else.’

It isn’t as if anyone matching the description of ‘father’ is going to swoop in and help. Julian fled the scene well before the end of my first trimester and I can’t even bring myself to think of her stepdad, Sean, and no one I’ve met on Tinder would ever be a contender for Father of the Year. Penny, my friend and landlady, is out on her boat today and the further I keep Bernadette, my so-called mother, away from my life, the better my sanity. Besides, Megan isn’t ill.

‘You said you’d have more time for me when you got kicked off Major Investigations.’

‘Thanks for reminding me.’ But she’s right. When I was sent back to division, the one upside was I wouldn’t be trekking to police headquarters every day and I’d be around more for Megan, but the previous CSI retired and now it’s just me covering seventy square miles of the moorlands and shorelands on my own. ‘I still have to work.’

‘So, what you’re saying is your job’s more important than your sick daughter?’

‘No, it isn’t because, fortunately, my daughter isn’t sick.’

‘Yes, I am. Anyway, I’m old enough to stay at home on my own.’

I can practically see her tossing her long cinnamon hair over her shoulder, wafting disdain in my direction.

‘I don’t have time for this. Go to school.’

‘You never have time for me. You don’t care about me, you only care about your stupid job.’

‘If it weren’t for my stupid job, you wouldn’t be going on the school ski trip. I’m doing this for you.’

‘Are you?’

For Christ’s sake, she’s relentless. It’s true that crime doesn’t keep office hours, and I’ve enough guilt to last a lifetime with all the parents’ nights and musical debuts I’ve missed, but that’s still not enough to let Megan skive off school whenever she feels like it.

‘Megan, just get your arse to school.’

‘God, Mum, you’re such a bitch. You can’t make—’

My phone beeps, interrupting her.

‘I’ve got to go. It’s work.’

‘Of course it is.’

Megan rings off, leaving me wondering if she genuinely is ill and I should go home. I took a day off last week because she felt sick, but by lunchtime she was tucking into a tub of Ben & Jerry’s Cookie Dough ice cream and shading her eyebrows. I take the other call.

‘What is it?’

‘Major Investigations are trying to get hold of you.’

My stomach flips like a teenager who’s just spotted her crush in the street. I loathe myself for it.

‘Major Investigations. Why?’

‘They’ve got a body down on Bidecombe Quay. They want you there right now.’

I should tell them to stick it.

‘I’m on my way.’
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Trisha plonks herself down next to him; her vast backside hangs over the edge of the low harbour wall. She’s so close to him her thigh brushes his and it takes all his will not to flinch in disgust. The woman has no concept of personal space. Without making it too obvious, he shuffles along the low quay wall.

They’ve been there since seven. He doesn’t mind. He’s used to it. Besides, it could be worse. The sun is shining. The seagulls are swooping overhead. The boats are bobbing in the harbour. It’s going to be a beautiful day, the best in a long time, and, anyway, you can’t hurry these things. A few more hours won’t make any difference.

Trisha wanted them to go get breakfast and come back later, typical of her to be so unprofessional, but he told her they should stay close as they could be called any minute. They won’t be, but he doesn’t want to miss the show.

He’s never seen so many police officers, marching up and down the quay, with their clipboards, looking very serious, knocking on doors, questioning people like they know what they’re doing, when they haven’t got a clue. It’s very amusing.

Trisha hands him a coffee he hasn’t asked for.

‘Reckon we’re going to be here for hours. Did you hear about my date with Bill from HR?’

‘No.’

But he knows he’s about to. He’s had a ringside seat to Trisha’s love life – or rather, loveless life – ever since they partnered up three years ago and if he’s learned one thing it’s that she goes through men even faster than a box of chocolate eclairs.

‘We went to that new pub in Westlands Point, overlooking the sea. Dead romantic. I had the prawn cocktail and it came in a bowl as big as a fish bowl. Could barely finish it.’

‘But you did.’

He looks at her. Everything about her screams round. Round body, round eyes, right down to the round dyed-red curls framing her round face, like a kid’s drawing. And loud. She’s so loud she hurts his ears. There’s a name for people like her. Larger than life, that’s it, but what it actually means is that the person is a fat, unbearable attention-seeker.

As if to prove his point, she glugs her coffee and projects a gasp across the road in front of them, attracting a frown from a woman pushing a pram on the other side. She really is repulsive.

‘Yeah, but barely, Si. Then I had the steak which came with mushrooms, tomatoes and those giant onion rings. Bill chose exactly the same. His favourite, too, how weird is that? Reckon it means we must be compatible. Perhaps I’ve found my prince. God knows I’ve kissed enough frogs to fill a pond. Actually, a lake.’ Her throaty laugh is louder than her joke deserves, but then she becomes unusually thoughtful. ‘Never thought someone like Bill would go for someone like me. I know you think I’m a bit of a party animal, life and soul, always up for a laugh, but a lot of it is front, Si. I just want to meet someone I can grow old with. I think Bill could be the one. He said I was really pretty. No one’s ever said that to me before.’

Well, he can certainly believe that. He blows the froth on his coffee and watches it migrate to the other side of the cup.

‘Trisha, I think there’s something you should know.’

‘What?’

Shaking his head, he pretends to change his mind.

‘Forget it. It doesn’t matter.’

‘You can’t do that to me, Si. What is it?’ Her smile deserts her, but he’s in no hurry to reply.

A second crime scene investigator van pulls up opposite them on the quay. He watches the driver’s door fly open and a leg already enclosed in a white forensic suit plant itself on the road.

Its owner gets out. The petite frame, the coal-black hair that skims her shoulders, the pointed chin and generous lips – it’s her. It’s Danielle. No, it can’t be. That’s impossible and he knows it, but he can’t help but scrutinize the woman for further proof. He finds reassurance in her olive skin which speaks of the Mediterranean whereas Danielle’s was pale and she wore her hair stair-rod straight, not frizzy and uncontrolled like this woman. But the resemblance is uncanny, and much as he’d like to, he can’t take his eyes off her.

The CSI opens the back of the van and retrieves a large silver case before slamming it shut again. He watches her march towards the end of the quay where a small crowd is huddled around the police tape.

‘Si, please tell me.’

‘What?’ Trisha’s nasal whining pierces his thoughts, dragging him back to their conversation. He turns to her, pressing his features into what he hopes passes for concern. ‘Look, I wasn’t sure if I should say anything. We’re friends, though, and, if it were me, I’d want to know.’

‘Know what?’

‘OK, but don’t shoot the messenger. I was in the lunch queue yesterday, behind Bill, and he was with a friend. They were talking about a bet they’d made.’

‘A bet?’

‘Yes. Bill’s friend had bet him twenty pounds he wouldn’t take you out.’

Trisha’s shoulders drop.

‘A bet. He asked me out for a bet?’

Her lower lip quivers and her big round eyes shine with tears.

‘Look at how upset you are. I shouldn’t have said anything. I’m sorry.’

She runs the back of her hand under her nose.

‘No, you were right to tell me. You’re a good friend. What a total shit that Bill is.’

Turning away to hide his smile, his attention is caught by raised voices coming from the police cordon.





It’s early, but already there’s an eager crowd drawn by the half dozen police cars and the ambulance like it’s some kind of fairground attraction. Even the seagulls are excited, wheeling and whining overhead.

But just as I’m about to lift the crime scene tape over my head, PCSO Christian Cobb steps in front of me.

‘I’ll need to see some ID.’

Of all people posted to guard the scene, it has to be him. I’ve pulled Cobb up several times for touching stuff at crime scenes and I know he’s mates with DC Will Lockhart or just plain Will Lockhart, as he is now since he was sacked. I don’t want to make a scene, but a burned-out car and a wrecked condom machine have already used up my admittedly low reserves of patience and it’s not even 9 a.m.

‘You know who I am, Cobb, now get out of my way.’

‘Not till I’ve seen some ID.’

‘I mean it, Cobb. Get out of my fucking way or I’ll have you on school gate duty for the rest of your days.’

The audience, a mix of tourists and locals, falls silent with anticipation. A dead body and a fight between the CSI and the PSCO on the quay all in one day, this’ll be talked about for years to come.

‘Let her through, Cobb.’ A weary voice cuts through our standoff. It belongs to a man in a badly fitting grey suit, his lower half obscured by a white forensic suit rolled down to his hips. He strides towards us, his jacket flapping at his sides like it’s trying to keep up while the constant breeze tries to make off with the thin strips of hair covering a bald pate. People who want great hair don’t live near the sea.

‘What’s going on here?’

The senior investigating officer, I assume.

Cobb’s face flushes red.

‘Just doing my job, sir.’

The SIO smooths his sandy-coloured hair back into place.

‘What, by stopping other people doing theirs?’

‘I thought she was off Major Investigations.’

‘Well, she’s not, otherwise she wouldn’t be here, would she? I’m DI Bob Holt. Come through, Ally.’

I don’t know Holt but guess he’s Stride’s replacement. After I was ‘redeployed’ I haven’t paid much attention to what’s been happening at the MI unit. I wonder how he knows me. Then again, the force’s ranks aren’t heaving with CSIs who’ve blown the whistle on police corruption halfway through a murder trial.

Ducking under the tape, I surface on the other side to see Holt marching back towards the end of the quay and Cherish, a twenty-metre bronze statue of a serpent coiled around a woman’s naked torso, balanced on a tall plinth. Loaned by a local artist, it’s loved and loathed in equal measure. I’m in the loathe camp. There’s nothing positive about a dismembered body. I catch Holt up.

‘Thanks,’ I say, resisting the temptation to add that I can fight my own battles.

‘Look, I’m not going to beat around the bush. If I had my way, I wouldn’t have you anywhere near my investigation, but I’ve got one on long-term sick and the new lad, Jake Harris, would be out of his depth in a puddle and I need this wrapping up quickly so let’s just get on with it.’

I’m guessing he’s also a mate of Stride’s, but this isn’t the time or the place to launch into a rant about police corruption and, besides, I’m not looking for a new best friend.

‘So, what have we got?’

‘Young girl. Druggie. Probably strangled. Woman out walking her dog this morning found her.’ He machine-guns his words like a man for whom time is a luxury only others can afford.

‘Who else has entered the scene besides the dog walker?’

‘A special got here first. Did a good job of securing it, by all accounts. That just leaves me, Alex, the pathologist, and Jake, of course.’

‘No one else?’

‘No.’

‘Good.’

The forensic tent is perched awkwardly on the steps beneath the statue. Any more than this light breeze and it’ll be in the sea. Jake’s clearly no architect.

PC Bryant, the police officer posted at the entrance, nods at Holt before eyeing me with what? Contempt? Loathing? Disgust? Hell. It’s probably all three. I snatch his clipboard, scribble my name and thrust it back at him. I’m not the one who tried to fix a murder trial.

Holt zips himself back up into his forensic suit and we both slip on a fresh pair of blue shoe covers. I tuck my hair into the hood of mine, ensuring it fits snugly around my face and there are no loose strands.

Inside the crime scene tent a lanky young man also in a white forensic suit is leaning against the railings. Jake, I assume. God knows what Holt has said to him but his cheeks blaze with enough embarrassment to have raised the temperature in the tent by several degrees. Holt clearly gave him the hairdryer treatment. He introduces us and Jakes snaps to attention.

‘This is Ally Dymond. She’ll be managing the scene. Do as she says.’

‘The DI told me to wait for you.’

‘That’s fine. You’ve laid the plates.’ I nod at the metal rectangular plates placed at regular intervals round the plinth, protecting the scene from curious coppers and their size tens. ‘Good job. Right, let’s get on, shall we?’

The girl’s body isn’t immediately obvious which still surprises me, even after all these years. Violent death: such an abrupt, unprepared-for ending that I always expect the corpse to retain a residual aura, drawing me towards it. It doesn’t.

Then, there she is, a scrap of a thing lying on her side across the steps, her white-blonde hair swept over her face, her mayonnaise arms flopped at her side and freckled with needle pricks – just another casualty of the town’s buoyant drug business. Like I said, the real Bidecombe is never more than a few streets away from the tourist areas. She looks young, not much older than Megan, although I quickly archive that thought. It never takes me to a good place.

I kneel beside the girl’s body for a closer look. Holt’s right. There’s only one obvious injury: a thick red mark rings her ballerina neck. It’s the most likely cause of death and it wouldn’t have taken much. It never does. I’ve met many horrified at how easy it is to snuff out a life. One hard squeeze would have tipped her into oblivion in less time than it takes to make a cup of tea.

‘You said Alex has already seen her?’

Alex Blandford is the Home Office pathologist, but my question draws no response, forcing me to glance up at Holt who’s engrossed in his phone. Sensing my eyes are on him, he slips it into his pocket and makes a show of hitching his trousers to squat beside me.

‘Yeah, been and gone. Most likely asphyxiation caused by manual strangulation. Obviously, we’ll know more after the PM.’

‘What about time of death?’

‘Only a rough approximation at the moment, but somewhere between midnight and three.’

‘Do we know who she is?’

‘Janie Warren, nineteen, local girl.’

The name triggers a memory. Her face obscured by her hair, I hadn’t recognized her at first, but, of course, the white-blonde bob, the diminutive figure – we’ve met before.

‘I photographed a Janie Warren five months back. A domestic. Her boyfriend, Chris somebody, high on crack, beat the hell out of her.’

‘Yeah, that’s her. The local CID filled us in. It was a nasty assault.’

I remember Janie, hellbent on taking her ‘bastard boyfriend’ to court. He was a total deadbeat; the kind of guy Megan will bring home in a few years just to wind me up. Then, out of nowhere, she drops the charges. He’s been under a lot of stress, she’s been nagging him, it isn’t his fault he snapped, etc., etc. She told me they were even trying for a baby. Everything’s going to be fine. One big happy family. Things will be different, but they never are. I should know.

‘So, what are you thinking? The boyfriend finished what he’d already started?’

Holt checks his watch.

‘I don’t think it. I know it.’ He stands up, straightening his back then wincing with regret. He must be close to having his thirty years in, probably already booked tickets on a luxury liner somewhere in the Med. That seems to be what cops do when they retire – go on cruises. ‘Doubt we’ll even need to rely on forensics for this one so don’t overdo it.’

I stand up too.

‘How come?’

Holt’s phone buzzes in his jacket. He fishes it out and carries on talking as he punches his reply. His multi tasking would be impressive if it wasn’t so damned disrespectful.

‘We’ve got CCTV showing the two of them on the corner of Argyll Street at around eleven. They turn left onto Quayside and head towards the end of the quay where they drop out of sight. Then at twelve-thirty, you see him, Chris Banstead, legging it back from the quay. There were only two of them on the quay and there’s only one way in and one way out.’

‘What about the live cam footage?’

‘We checked. They don’t record it because it costs extra, but we won’t need it. The guy’s as guilty as they come. We’ve already brought him in.’

‘Has he admitted it?’

‘No, but he will. At the moment, he won’t even believe she’s dead. Says they came here, smoked weed, had sex and he left her to clean herself up while he went off to a mate’s to play Call of Duty.’

‘Classy guy.’ I run an eye over the steps. ‘OK, we’ll get the visuals done first. Then we’ll bag up the spliffs and the cans. Do you have her phone?’

‘No. We’ve searched. We’re thinking he might have thrown it in the harbour.’

That isn’t good. Phones are evidential gold, revealing every detail of our lives including the ones that help convict murderers, although it’ll take more than a strangled drug addict to get the police divers out.

But something else is troubling me.

‘That’s odd.’

‘What?’

‘There’s a lot of sand around.’

‘Well, we are by the sea.’

I meet Holt’s smirk with stone. Lame gags and murdered girls aren’t a great combo for me. I glance at the harbour, now full and bobbing with boats.

‘You’re right, the tide was out last night.’ I know full well that isn’t what he means. ‘But you said the CCTV picked them up on the corner of Argyll Street and Quayside, which means they walked around the harbour rather than crossing the sands to reach the quay.’

‘Maybe they went for a romantic stroll earlier.’

Holt glances at his watch, tipping my irritation into annoyance and just a couple of phone beeps away from full blown anger. What little attention he’s given this girl is rapidly waning. He’s already ticked the boxes on this one and filed it under ‘D’ for domestic, but I haven’t finished.

‘You might also want to check the boyfriend’s footwear.’

‘Why?’

I point to a shoeprint on the top step, its delicate grooves perfectly sculpted in sand. There’s even some lettering, a ‘V’, maybe. Probably part of the manufacturer’s mark.

‘It’s too big to belong to a female so that rules out your dog walker. It’s not a police boot either. I’d say it’s most likely a brogue of some kind, though I reckon the boyfriend’s more of a trainer kind of a guy, don’t you?’

Holt fixes on the mark like he’s trying to magic it away.

‘Could have been left earlier by a tourist,’ he says finally.

‘Unlikely. It rained until around eleven-thirty last night. It would have been washed away. This was made after it stopped raining.’

It isn’t the first time I’ve screwed with a detective’s cosy theory and, in Holt’s case, I can’t deny a blast of pleasure because, as much as he wants to, he can’t ignore this.

‘OK, we’ll check his shoes, but even if the shoeprint isn’t his, I’m confident there was no one else involved in Janie’s murder.’ His phone stirs again. He leaves it where it is. ‘Look, I’ve got to get back to the nick. We’re massively short-staffed at the moment.’ He looks at me like it’s my fault, which it is. No one wants to join a unit that has the stench of corruption about it. ‘I’m briefing on a child abuse inquiry going on in the south of the county.’

‘What about the PM?’

‘It’s at two-thirty. I’ll try to make it, but if I don’t, carry on without me.’ He turns to leave. ‘And Ally?’

‘Yes.’

‘There’s no need to sweat this one. We’ve got the guy. It’s just a case of going through the motions. When you’re done, send me a copy of your report.’ In other words: don’t think for one minute you’re back on Major Investigations. ‘One more thing…’ He hesitates long enough for me to know I’m not going to like this. ‘I want Jake’s name on all the exhibits in case he’s called to court.’

‘What? Why?’

‘You know why.’

Jake’s frowning. He’s no idea what Holt’s talking about, but Holt’s not getting away with this.

‘I’m perfectly capable of giving evidence in court. I can’t help it if your bent colleagues think it’s a good idea to fix a trial. Besides, I’m leading the scene and Jake is too inexperienced for the dock.’

Jake’s expression agrees with me.

‘And I’m the SIO.’

Holt says this like it trumps everything and although I’m a civilian CSI and he can’t technically order me to do anything, not like he can a lower-ranking police officer, he’s right. It’s his show, so much so he doesn’t wait for my response, and then it’s just me and Jake.

This time it’s my phone that rings in my pocket. It’s Megan again.

‘Do you mind, Jake? It’s my daughter.’

‘Sure.’

Megan hurls a list of ailments down the line, evidence as to why I must collect her from school immediately. My temples begin to throb. I don’t need this. Not now.

‘I can’t come. I’m at work. Go to the nurse and get some Nurofen.’

‘They won’t give me any. You never signed the consent form. Please come and get me, Mum.’

‘I can’t, Megan. I’ll text the school nurse.’

‘I could be dying for all you care.’

She hangs up on me for the second time today, leaving me staring at my home screen, my favourite photo of a pre-teen Megan flashing a smile I’d forgotten she had. Something’s up. I’m not sure what, but it’s not like her to phone me from school. I try to get hold of Penny, but she’s not picking up and I can’t bring myself to call Bernadette.

‘Do you need to get your daughter? I can crack on here.’

Jake’s words aren’t dripping with confidence. I look down at Janie’s pale, thin corpse that looks like it’s been tossed aside like chip paper. I can’t leave her. This needs to be done right if we’re to nail her killer and Jake isn’t up to it. Not yet.

‘No. She’ll be fine. Thanks, though. Let’s get on with it. Remember, if in doubt, bag it. The first and most important rule of crime scene investigation, Jake, is assume nothing.’

But as we place the numbered markers next to the items we plan to remove, I can’t help thinking about Megan. She didn’t sound ill. She sounded upset.
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The CSI appears at the entrance to the tent. She tugs back the hood of her white protective suit and wisps of dark hair dislodge themselves from her hair clip. Just like Danielle’s would on a windy walk, before everything changed.

Scanning the quay, she spots him and gives him the thumbs-up. He waves back. ‘They’re ready for us.’ He calls over to Trisha who is leaning against the wall of a takeaway, forking chips into her mouth, trying to chomp away the memory of Bill, no doubt.

She rolls her eyes. Interrupting mealtimes always makes her irritable and she hesitates, trying to decide whether or not she can save the chips for later, before reluctantly dumping them in the bin.

The crowd murmurs at their arrival, parting to make way for them, sensing they’re finally going to get to see something interesting. He can’t blame them. There’s something beguiling about the dead. Some of them. He swings the police tape over their heads. The PCSO nods his approval. No one questions the paramedics.

Climbing into the back of the ambulance parked behind the police cordon, he unclips the trolley and guides it off the vehicle and towards Trisha. Between them they lower it onto the ground and wheel it towards the white tent and the waiting CSI.

‘Hi, I don’t think we’ve met before, have we? I was on Major Investigations until recently. Most of our jobs were in the south of the county. I’m back on division so I guess we’ll be seeing a bit more each other. I’m Ally Dymond, by the way, the CSI.’ She looks down at her gloved hands, streaked with dirt. ‘Probably best if we don’t shake hands.’

‘Hi, Ally, I’m Trisha Wilkins and this is Simon Pascoe.’

‘Nice to meet you both. I just wanted to apologize for keeping you waiting so long,’ the CSI says, but she doesn’t mean it. She couldn’t care less that she’s kept them hanging around for hours.

‘No problem,’ says Trisha.

‘Great, well, we’re ready for you now,’ the CSI says.

Hoisting the trolley over the railings which surround the statue, they park it just inside the tent’s entrance, away from prying eyes, and follow the CSI inside.

‘She’s just round here.’

The CSI guides them around the base of the statue. In his peripheral vision, he’s aware of a pale, ribbon-like form on the ground, but he doesn’t dare look down for fear of how the sight might affect him.

The only other person present is the other CSI who is hovering on the steps below the statue like he doesn’t know what to do with himself. He looks about fourteen, wet behind the ears and totally out of his depth.

The CSI turns to them. ‘There’s not much room in here so Jake and I will get out of your way while you move the body. If you can keep to the metal plates that would make our lives a lot easier.’

Trisha smiles.

‘Of course. No problem.’

The CSIs leave and it’s just the two of them.

‘Poor kid,’ mutters Trisha, heaving a sigh. ‘Come on, Si, let’s get this done.’

He nods and finally glances down.

There she is, draped across the stone steps, exactly where he left her.



Jake worries me. At first, he’s quite chatty and our conversation flows, but after I task him to photograph Janie’s body it trickles to nothing.

That’s fine. He needs to concentrate. He gets one chance to photograph the body in situ and he can’t afford to mess it up. He checks and rechecks the camera screen ensuring he’s photographed her from every conceivable angle, but, by the time the paramedics remove Janie’s corpse, he’s slipped into one of those silences that long-in-the-tooth CSIs like me know to avoid.

We return to the CSI van with armfuls of brown exhibit bags and I search for something neutral to say, anything to drag him back from whatever dark hole he’s fallen down.

‘So, did you go to uni?’

‘Yeah. I did Photography. What about you? Did you go?’

‘For a while.’ No need to mention an unexpected pregnancy and subsequent arrival of Megan cut short a Materials Science degree at Oxford. ‘So why come here? It’s not exactly a crime hotspot. It could be years before we have another murder.’

‘I couldn’t be anywhere else. I love surfing. If I’m not at work, I’m down at Morte Sands.’

‘My favourite beach. Terrible signal, too, so there’s no chance you’ll be interrupted riding the waves.’ Jake forces a smile. ‘Seriously, it’s good to have interests outside your job. It’ll keep you sane.’

‘So, what are your interests?’

The question throws me. When Megan was young, I used to take her up to Exmoor where we’d photograph whatever wildlife crossed our path. The ponies mostly. Now, unless there’s a purchase at the end of it, she won’t walk further than a few hundred yards.

‘My teenage daughter, I guess.’

‘Sounds like a full-time job. My sister, Beth, is nineteen. She still runs rings around Mum and Dad.’

He smiles at the thought of his younger sister, but it’s a smile tainted with something else – fear. Crime scenes resonate most when we identify with the victim in some way. I’m guessing Beth is small and blonde. Like Janie.

Jake glances back at the tent.

‘Photographing that girl freaked me out a bit. When I first saw her, for a minute, I thought it was—’

‘But it isn’t Beth,’ I cut him off for his own good. ‘It’ll never be Beth. If nothing else she’s got her great big ugly brother to look out for her.’

My efforts to lighten Jake
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