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          Saturday, 14 August 1993

        

      

    

    
      It had been a sticky night – so sticky, she had constantly been wiping a drizzle of sweat from her brow. She inhaled the smell of beer mixed with body odour and smiled. Turning eighteen had been brilliant, better than she’d ever imagined it would be. She went out to a pub or club most weekends and this weekend it was the Angel Arms in her hometown of Cleevesford in Warwickshire. Her friend Sarah had left her alone after pulling Jake, the boy Sarah had been after for months. No doubt they were down some alley, making out.

      As last orders were called, he walked over to her, insisting on paying for her last drink, a pint of lager. The disco was still going through the decades and had just about reached the nineties. She’d intended to leave after the eighties had played. Jake would probably walk Sarah home after finishing up in the alley and she hadn’t wanted to hang out alone for too much longer.

      ‘Don’t think because you paid for the drink it means anything,’ she said. The man laughed. There was something striking about him. His piercing blue eyes felt like they were already stripping her naked. ‘I mean it.’

      He laughed and passed her the beer. ‘It’s just a beer. The rest would be up to you.’

      ‘There is no rest,’ she said as she took a swig and almost fell off the stool. She’d already had far too many and would never hear the end of it from her dad when she returned home drunk. ‘Can you watch my drink while I go for a piss?’

      ‘Of course,’ he replied.

      On her return she smiled and took a large swig of the pint, reaching the halfway mark. She’d show him she could handle her drink. ‘What do you do?’

      ‘I’m studying accountancy in London. I’m just back for the summer,’ he replied.

      She looked up, almost falling as the room took a quick turn sideways. The room hadn’t moved, she’d just had too much to drink. ‘Aren’t you a bit old to be a student?’ she slurred.

      Then his sickly grin turned into a predatory look as the sound of ‘All That She Wants’ by Ace of Base played.

      The music was quieter as he escorted her away from the pub, into the darkness of the car park. ‘Get in the car, I’ll drive you home,’ he said in a robotic voice, or did he say that? She hadn’t told him where she lived. As she stared up at the stars, she lost her balance and stumbled. It was okay, the man from the bar had her and he was taking her home. As her limbs deadened, she gave up and nestled into his neck as he took her weight.

      

      She opened her eyes and a shot of pain flashed through her head. Birds sang and the rising sun caused her to squint. The sour taste in her mouth almost made her gag as she realised she was lying next to a pool of sick in the car park. The intense headache made her flinch.

      A scruffy collie scurried towards her and began licking her face, soon followed by its owner. ‘Stupid slut,’ the middle-aged woman said as she put the dog on a lead and pulled it away.

      Ace of Base, the robotic voice, the beer, the blue-eyed man – her mind filled with everything that had led up to her being in the pub car park, looking worse for wear. But the man was taking her home. That much she remembered. Her heart quickened. She reached down, her skirt was on but her knickers felt damp and cold. She’d urinated, or had she? Why couldn’t she remember leaving the pub? Her cheeks burned. What had the woman with the dog thought? Had she had sex with the blue-eyed man in the car park of a pub? The smell of oil came back to her as she tried to stand. She remembered the creaking back and forth. Where had she been? What had he done to her? What had she done? Why couldn’t she remember anything that had happened after she left the pub? She flinched, feeling a deep throbbing pain below as she got to her feet. She wanted to cry with each step. She’d never have agreed to doing that – never. What had he done to her and why had her mind gone blank?

      As she stumbled towards the path home, tears fell down her cheeks. She couldn’t hold them in any longer. She tried to think back, bridge the gap between her memories of being in the pub to ending up on the pavement. Her memories were gone, nothing. A car drove past, blasting out ‘All That She Wants’. All that she wanted was to remember what had happened. Who was the man? She was going to find out.
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          Thursday, 12 April 2018

        

      

    

    
      Melissa grappled with the duvet until she poked her head out, reaching the cool air of the bedroom. She gasped as she rode the strengthening palpitations, fighting the waves of nausea back with a few deep breaths. The wine had gone down far too well and now it was getting its revenge. She should have stopped at one glass. Staring into the darkness of her bedroom, she rubbed her sticky, sleep-filled eyes. Same story, different day. Her relationship with Darrel was slowly killing her. She needed out.

      They had a lovely house in an exclusive part of the Warwickshire countryside, savings, and an investment portfolio – whatever that consisted of. She could get her divorce settlement and make a new start with their two-year-old, Mia. She could go back to working as a customer service agent in insurance, earning a living, something Darrel had never approved of in their six years of marriage, even though they’d met when she started working for his company. He’d never approve of her lover Jimmy, either, if he ever found out, but that was another story. Things were getting harder; Jimmy wanted her all to himself. Why had he complicated what they had? She checked her phone, making sure all Jimmy’s messages were deleted and, as always, they were. Even after hitting the wine, she always tried her best to delete any traces of what she was up to. She tucked the phone away in its secret place. Darrel could never know.

      During their marriage she knew there had been others in his life. He was forever in the pub, or attending courses and conferences that needed overnight stays. Then there was his insatiable sexual appetite, to which she knew full well she wasn’t attending. Credit card receipts showed meals for two in cosy restaurants. He certainly wasn’t taking the staff to those types of places. He’d never even taken her to those types of places since they’d married.

      Dating had been different and so had their four years pre-marriage. He’d given her everything, taken her on last minute romantic escapes and bought her flowers. He’d been perfect in every way. Handsome, intelligent, successful and considerate. What happened? That was the only question she’d been unable to answer. After their wedding, their relationship declined. She thought that having Mia would bring him back to her but it had driven him further away. Her needs and wants were no longer a part of his reckoning.

      She stared at the fluorescent clock. It was only nine thirty but the quietness of the house made it feel like the middle of the night. The television had been on when she’d gone to sleep. It had obviously turned itself off due to inactivity. The other side of the bed was empty and the house was silent. Darrel probably wouldn’t come home until closing time at the Angel Arms. He’d taken everything he’d needed from her earlier that day and, after, he’d gone to the pub without so much as a kiss goodbye, leaving her alone, tending to the pain while looking after their child. She clenched her thighs together and wiped a tear away.

      She’d originally gone along with all the things he wanted to do, hoping the fad would pass. He’d hurt her, but it had also been over quickly – and, quite often, he wouldn’t bother her again for a few days. Maybe she hadn’t been enough. It certainly felt that way. She’d wanted nothing more than to keep him happy. Having an affair hadn’t been part of her plans. A solid marriage, a child and a nice house were all she’d originally craved. She hoped that when he was happy, he’d then think of her and her needs, but that never happened. He blamed her for not making an effort. Maybe she just didn’t want to make an effort with him – maybe that was it. She brushed her fingers over her nipples and winced.

      She flicked the lamp switch on and ran her fingers through her matted hair. The taste of sour wine reached the back of her dry throat. She rolled her tongue around her furry teeth. Why had she drunk the whole bottle again? It was so easy to have a couple, put Mia in her cot and finish the rest – far too easy.

      She flinched as she got out of bed. Reaching between her legs, she dabbed the torn skin, almost bringing tears to her eyes. Pulling on her dressing gown, she padded down the stairs in need of a tall glass of cold cola – the only thing that helped quench her thirst after being dehydrated from wine. The wine had soothed away the pain he’d left her in but its soothing properties had soon worn off, leaving her with a sandpaper throat, a deep ache inside and a thirst for cold pop. As she reached the hallway of their large, four bedroomed, detached house she heard a chair scraping behind the kitchen door.

      ‘Hello.’ She paused and listened – silence. ‘Darrel, is that you?’ Her quivering fingers gripped the door handle. A shuffling noise startled her. Darrel didn’t normally come in through the back door when he returned home. She went to call his name again and hesitated. Her heart began to hammer against her ribcage. If it was Darrel, he would have answered. It might not have been the most welcoming answer; it never was when he’d come home from the pub. They’d argued a lot lately, not today, but most days they argued.

      The silence was broken by Mia’s cries. She had to get her child and get out. Her mobile phone was in the bedroom. She ran back towards the stairs, fighting the light-headedness that threatened to knock her off balance. If she could get her phone and run to Mia’s room, she could shut them both in. She could push a chest of drawers against the door and call 999.

      Footsteps thundered behind her and the sound of her beating heart whooshed through her head. As she stumbled forward, the well-built intruder shoved her face into the stair carpet with ease. She went to scream but a blow to her head rendered her world dark. As she drifted into unconsciousness, the only thing she heard was her daughter’s cries.

      

      She awoke to the sounds of her little girl screaming, woozy from the blow to her head. The chair she was sitting on was being scraped across the kitchen floor. The pain to the right side of her head flashed through her neck, then finally calmed to a dull ache. The light from the cooker hood was all that illuminated the room. As the masked intruder dragged the chair again, it screeched across the floor until it stopped in front of the cooker hood. She tried to reach out but her wrists were bound to each armrest of the carver chair. She could feel the binds that tied her feet together as they rubbed the skin on her bare ankles. She tried to yell but the cloth in her mouth just shifted further back. Her heartbeat revved up, almost making her gag as she gasped for air through the fibres. Breathe through the nose, she told herself.

      A large figure stepped into the shaft of light in front of her, casting a long shadow across the stone kitchen floor. Tears slipped from her eyes. There was no way she was going to be able to get out of the binds. All she could see was a thin gauze covering the man’s eyes. She couldn’t see him but he could see her perfectly. The man stood tall and broad, his red mask reminding her of the devil. Covered from head to foot in a white crime scene suit, she knew he wasn’t planning on leaving any evidence behind. As her heart battered her chest, sweat began to trickle from her brow. The figure moved closer. She flinched as his gloved hand reached forward and slapped her across the face. He was so close, she could smell a hint of his musky aftershave.

      ‘Please,’ she tried to yell through the gag. She wanted to be able to speak, to reason with the intruder. Why? What had she done? Who was he? What was he going to do with her? He stared as she wriggled in the chair. She bowed to the side as he struck her again. A flash of pain shot through her head. Blood trickled past her ear. She trembled as it dripped into her lap, dotting her pale green dressing gown. His gaze moved from hers, to the top of her head and beyond. She wriggled, fighting the binds. She needed to stand, to fight back but the cord around her waist snatched her back. A flood of tears streamed down her face as her daughter’s distressed cries filled the house. Was there another intruder up there with her daughter? Would they hurt Mia? Forcing her weight forward and back, she managed to build up to a rocking motion. She had to free herself, get Mia and run. The man grabbed the chair and firmly held it.

      ‘You’re finished,’ he said as he held his fist to his heart before nodding. She tried turning, but it was no use. It was as if her neck was locked into place. She swallowed down the nausea as her head flashed with pain once again. As the room started to sway another pair of gloved hands brought a cord down, laying it gently under her chin. She trembled, writhed and wriggled. Panicking, she almost choked on the rag in her mouth as she inhaled it further. Tears dripped off her chin and mingled with the blood in her lap. Mia – what would happen to Mia? Her body trembled as the intruder standing behind her wrenched the cord.

      As her body jerked in its confines she thought of Mia, her little brown-haired girl and the love of her life. She tried to inhale and to butt her head back. The man before her remained still as he watched her struggling for her life. She could sense his grin under the red mask as her vision became peppered. After no more than a few seconds, the world went black to the sound of Mia’s cries. A final tear rolled down Melissa’s cheek as the cord’s pressure continued to constrict her arteries until she reached her end.
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      Darrel stopped at a lamp post and almost wanted to fling his body around it and attempt a tap dance like Gene Kelly did in Singin’ in the Rain, but he stopped. There was no rain, there were no puddles to splash into. He could also feel the ale swishing in his stomach. It didn’t stop the tune from playing out in his mind as he did a little skip off the kerb then back onto it as a car passed. His night out with his friend, Rob, had been another good one and the new barmaid, she was hot. He almost envied Rob for his way with women. He had a wife who doted on him and did everything for him and he’d had extra marital relationships, which his wife had discretely overlooked.

      He hurried along the roadside and out of the town until he finally reached the house he shared with his wife, Melissa. As usual it was in darkness. He let out a laugh as he put his key in the lock and turned. ‘Melissa,’ he called. The only sound was his feet echoing in the hallway as he felt for the light switch. Then the silence was broken by little Mia’s piercing cry.

      As his eyes adjusted, he noticed the streak of blood along the hallway. His heart began to pound as he crept towards the kitchen, stepping to the side of the blood. Mia’s screeches turned into a whimper. ‘Melissa?’ He placed his ear against the door. The only sound coming from the kitchen was the humming of the fridge. He gently opened it and his knees buckled as he saw his wife tied to one of their carver chairs under the light of the cooker hood. A piece of blue cord was looped under her chin and the raw marks around her neck told him exactly what had happened. He gazed around the room. There was no one there and the back door was closed.

      When he reached his wife, he felt her wrist for a pulse but there was no heartbeat to be found. He stepped back as he stared at her expressionless face. Almost stumbling, he grabbed the worktop to steady himself as the kitchen began to sway. He’d never seen a dead person before, let alone someone so close to him.

      Mia’s cries filled the house. He almost fell as he ran out of the kitchen and up the stairs, passing another pool of blood. He flung open Mia’s bedroom door and saw the screaming toddler standing in the middle of the room, hair soaked from all the tears. Her usual auburn wispy curls were stuck to her sweaty forehead. He scooped her up and ran downstairs and out of the house. His daughter began to shiver as he held her in the cool night air. Opening the car door, he bundled her in. With shaking hands, he grabbed his phone from his pocket and called the police.

      ‘Emergency, which service?’
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      Gina tipped the taxi driver and dragged her case along the damp path. The security light lit up the path ahead. Ebony ran around the side of the house and began rubbing her head against Gina’s legs. She’d only had a long weekend away in Mallorca. Anyone would think she’d been gone a month. ‘I suppose you’re sick of dried food, Puss,’ she said as she put the key in the lock and entered her cold lounge. A relaxing three-day bargain break, to think and rest, was what she’d truly needed.

      She thought back to the last conversation she’d had with Chris or DCI Briggs, as she’d now address him, seeing as their five-month long, casual relationship was over. Keeping it a secret from her team had been tough. She’d made him believe it was the secretive nature of their relationship that had ended things. He’d kept pressing her to talk about her past and it had seemed easier to cool things down. Discussing her relationship with her late husband Terry wasn’t something she really wanted to do. Although he had seemed understanding, there are some things a person of his position would not understand. Her secrets were her secrets. They were nibbling through her flesh like worms trying to eat their way out of an apple, but, as far as she was concerned, the apple could rot and take her with it. Terry and all her tainted memories would never leave. That was her burden to bear.

      As she walked over to turn the gas fire on, she yawned. She needed to sleep. She squeezed a pouch of meat into the cat’s bowl and left Ebony chewing in the dark kitchen.

      The flight hadn’t been a long one but the wait at the airport had seemed like forever, especially after the delay. The unpacking could wait until she finished work the following day. She turned off the main light and closed the curtains before slumping on the sofa. Grabbing the snuggle blanket that was folded up on the footstool, she dragged it over her tired body. Having three days off had been wonderful, something she hadn’t experienced for a while given the fact that they had been so underfunded and understaffed for such a long time. That short break had been much needed. She hadn’t fully recovered from the last major case she’d worked on over the Christmas period. The break had given her time to reflect on what had happened and move forward.

      She stared at the flickering flames that were slowly trying to draw her into a hypnotic trance. Through sleepy eyes, she checked her messages. Nothing from Hannah yet, but then she wouldn’t expect her daughter to call at this time as her little granddaughter Gracie would be in bed, and the young mother would no doubt be exhausted. Mind you, her daughter could be in any number of moods. She expected nothing. Her finger brushed past the last message that Briggs had sent.

      
        
        I miss you and I really thought we had something good. I won’t message you again but I wanted you to know, I’d love it if we could talk. I need closure, need to know what I did wrong. X.

        

      

      She wouldn’t know where to begin. Had he done anything wrong? How would she start to explain? Yes, when policing was only a pipe dream, my ex-husband would beat and rape me. Yes, he died after falling down the stairs one night after drinking too much – oh and I helped him on his way. It was easier to say that the relationship wasn’t working because it was unprofessional, her being a DI and seeing her DCI. Besides, if the powers above found out, one of them would most likely be transferred. Her job in the little town of Cleevesford meant more to her than any relationship, especially one that she was never going to give her all to.

      Her head nestled into the cushion and her focus moved back to the flickering flames. As her breathing deepened and the fire’s warmth flooded through her body, she sank into a restful slumber.

      She stirred and opened her eyes as the phone rang. Maybe Hannah was in one of her good moods after all. ‘Hi, love,’ she said as she closed her eyes and held her phone to her ear, not wanting to fully wake up.

      ‘Hi, love to you too, guv. Holiday’s over,’ Detective Sergeant Jacob Driscoll said. ‘Welcome back.’

      She opened her eyes and sat up. ‘Sorry, I’m half asleep. I thought you were Hannah. I’ve only just walked through the door and I’m still on holiday until seven in the morning.’

      ‘Sorry to bear this news. Briggs has called in all units, as there’s been a major incident. Wyre and O’Connor have been called to the scene too. Did you have a nice time by the way? Dancing, cocktails?’

      Gina checked her watch. It was just gone eleven. ‘I got some sleep if that counts as nice. What’s happened?’

      ‘A woman, Melissa Sanderson, thirty-five years old, has been found dead in her home on the outskirts of Cleevesford. The call was made by the woman’s husband, Darrel Sanderson. He called 999 about twenty minutes ago. He’d just got in from the pub. Crime Scene Investigators are on the way too. I’ll meet you there.’

      ‘Bloody hell. I’ll head straight over. Message me the address and postcode.’ She rubbed her eyes and stared ahead. The holiday was well and truly over and it was back to work.

      ‘Get this, guv. It looks like strangulation from what’s been reported so far. She’s been tied to a chair in the kitchen. I’ll send you that message now. On my way. See you there.’

      Gina went through to the kitchen and downed a glass of water. She patted the feeding cat’s head, grabbed her car keys and ran out of the front door. As she thought of the scene she’d be entering, she shivered. Strangulation, tied to a chair – a brutal murder.
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      Selina heard her husband, Rob, slipping in through the utility room, almost silently removing his shoes and overcoat before entering the kitchen. He crept past their American style fridge freezer and skirted around the large island, being careful not to tap any of the stools. Selina continued straightening up her dress and buttoning up her fine knit cardigan. She always wanted to look her best for when Rob returned. He placed his arms around her waist. ‘You made me jump,’ she lied as she turned and stood on her tiptoes to receive his kiss. She inhaled the rosy perfume that followed him as he continued kissing her. It definitely wasn’t her scent. Feeling him harden beneath his jeans, she glanced into his blue eyes before turning away. ‘Your dinner’s almost done and you have guests in the drawing room. Do you want to eat now or later?’ Sometimes he wanted to eat, other times he didn’t, but she always had a meal waiting for him.

      He shrugged. She gazed up at him with her large hazel eyes. She knew he’d like to take her there and then, while thoughts of another woman were still fresh in his mind. She needed to let him. She needed to banish thoughts of other women from his mind, make sure all he thought about was her. She lifted the hem of her dress, bit her bottom lip and bent over the worktop. She still had it. He needed her and she knew it – guests or no guests. She’d never stopped him before and she knew he would be quick and quiet. As she turned, her mouth opened, inviting his tongue to find hers. He slipped down her lacy pants and unzipped his jeans. Within moments, he’d closed his eyes as he took her against the worktop. Always with closed eyes. She wanted him to look at her while they were making love. As he reached his end, she wanted to cry. Instead, she made a discreet moan in his ear. That was all he needed. She kissed him on the head and quickly moved aside, patting her hair back down. She would be the only woman in his mind now and that’s all that mattered.

      ‘Your friends are waiting. What did you say about dinner?’ she asked as she forced a smile and pulled her pants up.

      ‘I’ll have it when they’re gone,’ he said.

      Although she wished he only ever thought of her, she continued smiling as she arranged the cupcakes on the platter. All the effort she made was for him and she wished he’d show a little more appreciation. She hoped he’d like the blend of lavender colour she’d managed to mix, and how it perfectly complemented the yellow flowers she’d moulded out of icing. She wanted him to appreciate the pie she’d made just for him, and the work that had gone into perfecting her pastry skills. Their house always looked like a show home. Some recognition would be welcome.

      Voices came from the lounge. He poked his head around the corner and came back. ‘Selina? What have you not done that you should’ve done?’

      Her gaze travelled from her clothes, to the worktop, to his almost-made dinner. The Jersey Royals were nearly cooked and she’d planned to finish them as soon as he declared it to be food time. The home-made steak pie was on a low heat in the oven, ready to ramp up at the same time the potatoes went on. Timing was everything. The carrot batons she’d so expertly prepared were all the same length and were parboiled. Ten minutes would be all it took from his request for dinner, to dinner being plated and on the table. As she passed the bi-fold doors, she checked her appearance in the reflection. The dress she’d changed into just before the guests had arrived was one of Rob’s favourites. He always said baby blue suited her. Her travelling gaze met his. ‘Is my make-up smudged? You want the poker table setting up?’

      ‘Guests?’ She placed her hand over her mouth. He slapped her bottom as she jogged past him, her glossy hair swinging as she sashayed out of the kitchen and along the corridor of their mock Georgian mansion, before entering the drawing room. She’d play the good hostess as she always did.

      ‘What can I get you all to drink?’

      ‘I think we should crack open the brandy,’ Dan replied as he smoothed his comb-over.

      ‘Brandy on ice coming up,’ she said with a smile. ‘How are we all tonight?’

      Lee nodded and Ben smiled. ‘We’re all good, Selina,’ Dan replied. ‘Better for having seen you. It’s always a pleasure.’

      She smiled and blushed, enjoying the compliment. Since her two children had grown up and left home, she’d felt a little lost. They’d always appreciated everything she’d done for them. She just wished her husband did too; and that he wouldn’t come home smelling of another woman’s perfume. She always tried her best to be his all. She didn’t need a fancy job, a degree or the opportunity to go out and play at being a ladette. She just wanted to be a good wife and mother. He was her life. She made the home the beating heart of their lives. She kept him happy. And he’d wanted her as soon as he came home. That said a lot. If he’d been with another woman, he wouldn’t have wanted her – would he? Doubts flashed through her mind as she thought of the Viagra he kept in his wallet. He must have taken a pill recently to have been so quickly aroused by her when he arrived home. Had he taken the pill to screw someone else, then got turned down? Was she his second choice? It wouldn’t be the first time. Thoughts dashed through her mind. Was it someone he’d met at the pub? Someone who worked for him? She’d find out who he was trying so hard to impress. He wasn’t fooling her. The weight loss, the extra hours in their home gym, the new fitted shirts. It all led to one conclusion.

      Re-entering the kitchen, she grabbed the brandy from the drinks cabinet and poured a perfectly matched measure into four glasses.

      ‘My little perfectionist,’ Rob said as he leaned against the worktop, smoking a cigar.

      She added two lumps of ice to each glass and put them onto a tray along with the cupcakes. She passed him a brandy and wandered back to the drawing room.

      ‘Thanks, Selina. Beautiful cakes,’ Lee said as he took a glass from the tray. She beamed a smile at him. The other two took a drink and the group continued talking. ‘Is Rob around?’

      ‘Of course I am.’ He entered the large room. The huge swags of curtains reached the floor and shut out the rest of the world. Selina stood back as they all clinked glasses. ‘Selina, would you leave us be? We need to talk.’

      She brushed her hair behind her tiny ears and smiled as she left. Closing the door, she placed her ear against the grain, listening from the hallway. All she heard was muffled voices. She hated it when he shut her out like that. They were meant to be partners in everything and it felt as if she was slowly losing him.

      Her heartbeat quickened as the doorbell rang. She almost skidded along the hallway, reaching the kitchen as Rob stepped out of the room, and opened the front door. ‘Come through,’ he called. Her husband led someone into the drawing room. As he closed the door, she crept back and resumed her position.

      Startled by a loud bang, she jumped. It sounded like someone slamming a drink down. She hoped it wasn’t on the antique sideboard that had been in her family for three generations and she hoped whatever had been slammed had missed her Tiffany lamp.

      She moved her hair from her face and leaned in again, her ear almost sucking the door. After a few muffled words, the sound of their laughter filled the hallway. ‘Selina,’ Rob called. Her heart skipped a beat. She combed her hair with her fingers and counted to five before opening the door.

      He called her over and whispered in her ear. ‘You can go and clean yourself up and I’ll have dinner in a short while.’ She knew full well what a short while meant, but she’d wait for him, as she always did.

      She gazed at the furniture, looking for damage. Only one thing was out of place. She snatched her paperweight and returned it to its usual place. It belonged next to her Tiffany lamp. It couldn’t be out of place – nothing could. Everything had a home. She gazed at the sideboard, looking for any evidence of damage. She breathed a sigh of relief, it was all intact.

      ‘Oh, get our guest a drink. Bring him a brandy will you?’

      ‘Will do.’ Her gaze met the new man’s blue eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Gina could see all the commotion from afar. Portable lights shone through the trees that lined the driveway. A small forensics team had gathered outside the house as they waited for further instruction. Police were applying an outer cordon to keep the public from entering the scene, not that there were any members of the public hanging around in the quiet rural location. The most attention they’d attract in these parts would be late night drivers’ rubbernecking as they passed.

      Gina watched as the man sitting in the back of PC Smith’s car cradled a toddler. He looked awkward as he tried to position the fidgeting child. Smith passed him a blanket. It was all happening. She pulled up alongside DS Jacob Driscoll’s car and stepped out into the cool night.

      ‘That’s your holiday cut short, guv.’ Jacob rubbed his eyes as he approached her.

      ‘Aren’t they all? I must say, this was a bit of a shocker. I’d only just walked through my door as you called. Anyway, no rest for the wicked, as they say. When you called me you told me that the husband was first on the scene,’ Gina said.

      ‘Yes. Darrel Sanderson. He’s sitting in Smith’s car at the moment, with his daughter. He arrived home just after ten thirty. He’d been out to the Angel Arms. Smith was the first officer on the scene. The ambulance beat him by a couple of minutes and the paramedic confirmed that Mrs Sanderson was indeed dead. Smith then called Crime Scene Investigation and here we all are now.’

      ‘Who’s the Crime Scene Manager?’

      ‘Bernard Small. Here he comes now. Crime Scene Investigator Keith Freeman is working the scene too.’

      Bernard stepped around the side of the building as he zipped up his protective suit. He moved his beard cover aside and waved Gina over.

      ‘Bernard, DI Gina Harte. We’ve met before. Is there anything you can tell me so far?’ she asked as she walked towards him.

      He straightened his back and towered over her with his wiry physique. His unkempt grey beard was half tucked under the top of his forensics suit. ‘We haven’t been here long but I’ll give you what we have so far. I haven’t entered the kitchen, we were waiting for you to arrive but I have looked through the kitchen window and lighting has been rigged up in the back garden. The victim, whom we believe to be Mrs Melissa Sanderson, is tied to a kitchen chair. Her feet are bound to the chair legs and her arms are bound to the chair arms. She is also tied around the waist to the back of the chair. I suggest that we all tread the route we’ve been taking, just follow everyone else.’

      Keith and a couple of Bernard’s team passed them, following the route, and waited on the back patio, all dressed to investigate. Another member of the team met them with a couple of cameras. One for the photos and one for the video log.

      ‘Can we get the stepping plates put in place?’ Gina asked.

      ‘I’ll hurry them along.’ Bernard waved his arm, ordering one of the crime scene assistants to follow his instruction. The suited assistant nodded as she passed, then headed back to the van. Gina turned to PC Smith who was standing, making notes by the hedge.

      ‘Smith, are you running the scene log? Take a note of everyone’s name, shoe size etcetera and we need to organise elimination prints for Mr Sanderson. You know the drill. Is there someone monitoring the cordon?’

      ‘Yes, ma’am. There are a couple of officers heading there now.’ Smith walked towards Gina, frowning as he approached the scene.

      ‘Will you organise someone from your team to collect witness statements from neighbours? I know the houses are spread apart but someone may have seen something.’

      ‘Certainly will,’ he replied as he left.

      Bernard handed Gina a forensic suit, along with boot covers and a mask. She began pulling the suit over her jeans as she approached the back door and looked through the window. Gina could see that there was blood surrounding a wound on the right hand side of the woman’s head, and it was matted into her hair.

      She opened the back door. Her heart began to pound as she stared at the body that was clearly lit by the bright cooker hood and the light seeping in from the half-closed door to the hallway. She’d seen many crime scenes but each and every one still had an impact. To see the aftermath of human suffering was never easy. The dead woman was bound to the chair and was slightly slumped to the left. A strip of blue washing line cord was loosely looped around her neck. Gina stepped as close to the back worktop in the large kitchen as she could, trying to avoid contaminating the scene. Bernard followed her close behind, carrying a torch.

      ‘Bernard, could you please step through into the lounge, dining room and hall and tell me what you see?’

      Bernard and one of the assistants carefully continued around the body, then through to the lounge and back through the hallway, flashing the torch into all angles of the rooms as they passed through.

      ‘There is blood and hair on the stairs and a few trail marks of blood along the hallway. Apart from that there is nothing out of place. The front door is closed. I don’t want to tread the stairs until we’ve taken samples and thoroughly searched this area.’

      Bernard came back to the kitchen, followed by his assistant.

      ‘So she possibly received the blow to the head on the stairs and was dragged to the kitchen, where she was bound to a kitchen chair?’

      ‘I can only report what I see. There is a blood trail.’

      ‘Any ideas on cause of death as yet?’

      ‘Not confirmed until we do the post-mortem. As you can see, there is a piece of blue washing line around her neck and ligature marks on her neck. We haven’t as yet found any evidence of forced entry either but the back door was unlocked. My team will need to go through everything. We will get you more information as soon as we’ve had a chance to process the scene.’

      ‘Time of death?’

      ‘The paramedic said the body was still warm. Given the temperature in here and the temperature taken on arrival, we estimate time of death to be within the past two hours.’

      ‘Thank you. Appreciate what you’ve given me so far. I’ll be back in a short while.’ She stepped into the garden and took a deep breath. Gina walked on the freshly laid out stepping plates until she reached the edge of the cordon on the front drive. She watched as Smith continued logging notes while directing another officer to set up an inner cordon. Wyre pulled up and entered the scene. Gina nodded in her direction before turning her attention to the man sitting in the back of the police car.

      Jacob walked over. ‘Just to update you, Mr Sanderson called us at twenty-two forty. When Smith arrived, he was apparently cradling his crying child in his car. That is where he waited until Smith and the officers arrived.’

      ‘We’ll need him to come in for a formal interview. Did the paramedics check him over?’

      ‘Yes. He’s in shock but he is responding. His child is fine, doesn’t realise what’s happened, the poor thing.’

      ‘I’ll have a quick word then we should get back to the station. I want him interviewed and we need to check out all alibis and witnesses that have seen him tonight.’

      Gina headed towards the police car and opened the back door. ‘Mr Sanderson, I’m Detective Inspector Gina Harte. Can I have a quick word?’

      ‘My wife, she’s gone. Who did this to her?’ he cried as a tear rolled down his cheek.

      ‘That’s what we’re trying to find out. We will need you to come to the station and give a formal statement.’

      ‘Do I have to do that now?’ The little girl began to bawl and the man held her in his arms and stroked her soft brown hair. ‘My daughter’s only two and she knows something is wrong.’

      Gina spotted a red scratch on the little girl’s arm. She reached over and pointed to the scratch. ‘Are you hurt?’ she asked the child. The little girl lifted her arm up further and Gina noticed some bruising just above the scratch.

      ‘When I went up to her, she was crying. She’d climbed over her bed guard and was banging on the bedroom door. She’s fine apart from she’s scratched and bruised her arm climbing out of bed and it’s a little sore, isn’t it, Mia? She does that quite a lot.’ He stroked the child’s damp fringe and kissed her forehead.

      People walked back and forth between the house, the vans and the back garden.

      ‘Do you have anyone who’s able to look after her while you come to the station?’

      ‘My brother Alan is on his way. He lives in Redditch so he won’t be long.’ As he finished his sentence a man in his early fifties, wearing an outdoor leisure jacket was trying to climb under the outer cordon. Gina left Mr Sanderson and ran over to the man who was talking with a PC.

      ‘Sorry, sir, you must stay behind the cordon.’

      ‘So I’ve just been told. That’s my brother and little niece in the car. I can’t believe what’s happened,’ he said as a tear seeped from the corner of his eye. ‘Is Mia okay?’

      ‘The little one is fine. I’m so sorry for what’s happened to your family, I really am. We need to take your brother to Cleevesford Police Station to give a statement. Would you be able to come along and take care of your niece?’

      ‘Of course. He’s not under arrest, is he?’

      ‘No. We need to formally interview him, that’s all. I’m going to head there now. Can you follow us there, Mr Sanderson?’

      The man choked on his words as he fought the urge to sob. Gina pulled a pack of tissues from her pocket and passed one to him. ‘Thanks.’ He wiped his wet face and blew his nose. As she waited for the man to compose himself, she heard footsteps approaching from behind. She turned and saw Darrel carrying his daughter.

      ‘Can I go to the station with my brother?’ he asked.

      ‘Of course.’

      She watched as Darrel handed Mia to his brother and went to his car to get her car seat. Alan hugged the little girl as Darrel fastened the car seat in the back of his brother’s car. Shedding more tears, Alan strapped Mia in and closed the door.

      ‘Are we heading back to the station?’ Jacob asked as he neared her.

      Gina ignored him, her focus remaining on Darrel Sanderson as he got into the car. ‘Where did you say the husband was tonight?’

      Jacob pulled his notebook from his pocket. ‘Angel Arms, with his friend, Robert Dixon. He was there all evening but we still need to verify that.’

      ‘Wyre, can you tell O’Connor to meet you at the Angel now and report back as soon as you’ve verified Mr Sanderson’s whereabouts? We need to check out his alibi. I want it verified sooner rather than later and double check everything. I want the CCTV checked. If he so much as stepped outside for a cigarette or went for a slash, I want it noted and I want to know for how long.’

      ‘On it, guv. I’ll meet you back at the station when I’m done.’

      Gina stared into the darkness as Alan Sanderson’s car disappeared into the distance. She checked her watch. She didn’t have much time to speak with Bernard and Keith but she needed whatever information they had to offer. She hurried around to the back of the house, knowing that Darrel Sanderson would be waiting for her at the station.
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      Gina flung her coat over the back of a chair and darted across her office to grab the ringing phone. She placed the unappealing machine coffee on her desk and picked up.

      ‘Harte. I’m putting you in charge of tonight’s incident. You’re the SIO. I want to know what’s happening as always, but it’s your show.’

      She could barely reply. Briggs was making her Senior Investigating Officer. Her stomach fluttered. Had he chosen her because they had been in a relationship? If so, she didn’t want it. As with all her progressions in the police, she wanted to know that she had truly earned them. ‘It’s not because—’

      ‘It’s because you’re a great detective and you’re more than ready for this. Don’t insult me by saying another word.’ He hung up, leaving her standing there holding the receiver with her mouth open.

      She stared out of the window. Squad cars were lined up against the back wall, ready to be called out for action. She bit her bottom lip as she replayed Briggs’s last few words. She had insulted him. Reality suddenly hit her. She was SIO. This was a huge step in her career. She’d be managing her own budget, leading the investigation and having the final say on everything to do with the case.

      Within three hours, she had stepped off the plane, been home, attended a crime scene and ended up back at the station to find out she was SIO on a major crime. She said the words Senior Investigating Officer again in her head and smiled. Briggs had always declared himself SIO when it came to major crime. This was a big extension of his trust in her.

      Apart from tonight’s incident, the station had seemed oddly quiet. The past few weeks had been mostly filled with volume crimes, such as break-ins, car damage and a handful of minor assaults that had been easy to solve, but this, this was big. On first instance it appeared that Melissa Sanderson had been found in her home by her husband, and she’d been bound and strangled following an already violent attack.

      Why would anyone want to harm Mrs Sanderson? Find the motive and that leads to the killer. Gina shivered as she thought of the perpetrator’s knuckles brushing Mrs Sanderson’s neck as they pulled the cord.

      Were they looking for someone without a conscience or was Mrs Sanderson constantly in their thoughts? Gina thought back to the look in her ex-husband Terry’s eyes as he reached for her when he was tumbling down the stairs to his death. Her mouth went dry. She wasn’t letting Terry into her thoughts tonight. She had a conscience, not like some of the people she’d dealt with.

      Time of death. Between eight thirty and ten thirty, give or take. Could the injuries have occurred before Mr Sanderson left for the pub? Why Mrs Sanderson? And what did the perpetrator assault her with? She quickly submitted a form to the coroner and placed her computer into sleep mode.

      Gina grabbed her drink and headed straight towards the interview room, almost colliding with Jacob as she turned a corner.

      ‘We’re ready, guv,’ Jacob said.

      ‘Where’s Sanderson’s brother and daughter?’

      ‘We put them in a room at the end of the corridor for now. One of Smith’s team is seeing to their needs.’

      Gina looked past him. The door to the interview room was closed and she knew Darrel Sanderson would be nervously awaiting her arrival. ‘Great. I want his drinking buddy, Robert Dixon, checked out too. We need to confirm that he was with Darrel Sanderson tonight. Then we need to crossmatch any information that Wyre and O’Connor come back with after speaking to the landlord at the Angel, our friend Samuel Avery.’
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