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      One in two people will be diagnosed with cancer in their lifetime. That’s a scary statistic. I’d like to dedicate my latest book to anyone who has been affected by, suffered from, or lost a loved one to this horrible disease.
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          Eight years ago

        

      

    

    
      As I lie on the floor trembling and gripping my phone, I wait for a call. I need you more than ever but you’re not there. I thought we were going to keep each other safe, look out for each other, but you left me and that hurts more than the wounds I tend to on my bleeding body. It’s more than the wounds a person can see, it’s deep within. A gnarling pain radiating from the core, one full of emotion that’s fit to burst. It needs to burst but like I normally do in any situation, I keep it right where it is.

      Nothing feels real anymore. Pinching my skin until it threatens to break proves how numb I am. Nothing hurts and that disturbs me more. As I tend to my cracked lip and clean up my bleeding head, I know that tomorrow I’ll wake up as normal. I’ll attempt to go for my run and I’ll come home and eat breakfast. I’ll wave at the neighbour as he walks his dog and I’ll pop to the shop and buy a couple of magazines. Normal is the way it’s got to be. Forgetting is the only option.

      The mirror doesn’t lie. Staring at my reflection, I question that thought. A mirror is nothing but a lie, a short spell in the house of mirrors could prove that theory. Right now, everything looks like it has a fuzz to it. My outline is blurry. It’s not the mirror that is lying right now, it’s my eyes.

      One night. One damn night and everything has changed. My life will never be the same again. Trying to deny that is foolish. I flinch as I dab my lip again. The smell of rot emanating from the pores of my skin makes my stomach turn but there’s no point in nauseating myself, I have nothing left to eject. The growling emptiness sounds like a monster is trying to escape. Maybe there is.

      Staring at my phone again, I know it’s not going to ring. Abandoned is what I am. I taste the saltiness of my tears that have dried above my top lip. The sudden sound of a wailing fox makes me jump, heart banging so hard it feels as though it may fly out of my mouth, so I close the window. I open up my messages again and I read that same message for what seems like the one-hundredth time and I shake. That phone needs to go, especially as they have my number. Slowly I sink to the floor and grip my knees. My head is full, like it’s about to burst. The monster growls again in my gut and the voices in my head sound like they did only two hours ago. Those same words repeated as clear memories over and over again. My whole body feels as though insects are crawling under my skin. The sensation makes me scratch and slap my body but it won’t go away.

      It will never go away.
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          Sunday, 14 November

        

      

    

    
      Sneaking alongside the hedge, I know no one can see me. Everyone is right where they should be, in bed. I mean, it’s the middle of the night and that makes it the perfect time to do what I have to do. Petrol sloshes in the can and it’s starting to weigh a bit but I don’t have that much further to go.

      The house stands grand and it’s everything I’d love to own. Double-fronted, large well-manicured front garden that looks like it belongs in a copy of an Ideal Home magazine. Expensive executive car on the drive that I know has all the mod cons. I wish I was only here to visit. My head is light, knowing what I’m about to do.

      As I pass the bird table that sits in the middle of the lawn, I place the tiny candle in a jar on it then I light it. It sits neatly on a layer of frost; the same frost that is set to melt very soon, to give way to the predicted floods. I shiver. It’s such a bitter night to be out and I wish I were at home snuggled up. The bird table has a little roof so the candle will stay lit if there’s a downpour. As I exhale, a plume of white mist fills the air, then I feel a droplet of rain on my face. I have to get this done and get out of here before the heavens open up. Glancing around, I catch what I think is movement in one of the windows opposite. I stare for a few seconds, stupidly holding my breath like that might help. Maybe I didn’t see anything. My imagination is all over the place.

      I creep towards the front door and the security light clicks on. I look up and see the camera that is meant to protect the house but I know it has no chance to stop what I’m about to do. The camera hasn’t been active for ages. I’m wearing a scarf over my mouth and my hood falls low. I look like a cat burglar and I’m well padded, making me look bulkier than I really am. I did this knowing that I have to protect my life. No way can I get caught for this and there’s no way I can’t do it, even though it’s killing me inside. I have too much to lose if I get caught.

      As I remain still in the open porch, I wait for the security light to go off and when it does, I hear nothing. There’s not a stir when I lift the letter box. The house is as silent as me. As quietly as possible, I begin to unscrew the petrol can then I insert the pouring spout through the letter box. Then comes the good bit. I hear the liquid sloshing in the hallway, and still not a stir comes from within. I know he’s drunk every night and he sleeps on the settee. He won’t feel a thing as he dies in his sleep, at least I hope that is how all this will go. I might be wrong. I imagine the skin melting from his body, dripping like a candle and my stomach lurches. Taking a moment, I force that thought from my head. There’s no point overthinking this, then the only question I need to answer comes into my head. What wouldn’t I do for my own flesh and blood and the answer is, nothing.

      Pulling a lighter from my pocket, I strike the rag to post it. Whoosh! The whole house begins to crackle as the fumes ignite. It spreads across the hall, up the coats and I know it’s only a matter of time before the place goes up in flames. My heart flutters as I step back. It wouldn’t be long until the fire brigade was alerted, or the fire alarm starts to sound. I wait a few seconds, imagining how loud it might be, but there is no alarm. So many people don’t check the batteries in their alarms. My heart hammers as I run in my trainers back up the drive and along the path, keeping close to the hedge-lined gardens. I try not to knock the bin that I crashed into on the way here. The last thing I need is attention on me. I think of what’s at stake again and I know I have to hurry away. Through a gap in the trees, I catch a glimpse of my candle where it burns brightly on the bird table. I did everything I was meant to do and nothing has gone wrong. I only hope no one saves him or all will be lost. Flames begin to lick away and I see an orange glow coming from the upstairs landing and in the living room. It’s spreading rapidly and there’s a putrid smell in the air.

      A few lights flicker on in neighbouring houses and I hear a door slam. Voices begin to call out and a woman shouts out that there’s a fire. It’s all happening now. I slip down a path that leads to another street, far enough away from the commotion, then I keep going trying not to slide on the icy patches. More rain begins to fall. The storm is coming so I’m about to get soaked. My car is parked far away so that no one would see me leaving this part of town. In the distance, I hear sirens. It’ll probably be too late for him now. I made sure that plenty of petrol went into that letter box. Failure to complete the task was not an option. I shudder. If he is pulled out alive, I’ve had it. No, I shake my head. Too much time has passed now. Everything is going to work out and I can go back to normal.

      Before I know it, I’ll be tucked up in bed, waking up to the news that there has been a fire in our lovely little town. I’ll look so, so sad as people talk about it while my stomach churns inside. My heart flutters. What if they save him from the house and he lives? I shake my head. No, he won’t live. He can’t live. He was drunker than ever when I saw him earlier, that’s how I knew things would work out. My heart is yearning for what it’s missing so badly and all I want to do is cry.

      I only hope I’ve done enough and this whole nightmare is over.
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      Detective Inspector Gina Harte tossed and turned, unable to sleep in her sweat-drenched bed. Her legs had tangled in the sheet and she’d lost half of her quilt, but that didn’t stop her from slowly drifting off into another dream. That’s when in her disturbed nightmare she saw reporters, Lyndsey Saunders and Pete Bloxwich, kissing hard then turning to stare at her from the end of the same dark corridor that had plagued her dreams. She went to turn and run but the brick wall left her with no way out. It was either face the reporters or rot in the dark, brick corridor.

      With a sharp intake of breath Gina bolted upright in bed, gripping a pillow. Her brown hair stuck to her sweaty cheeks in rat-tail strips surrounded by frizz. Rain, maybe even hail, slammed against the windowpanes, adding to her disorientation. Her cat, Ebony, meowed, and then jumped onto the floor. She placed a hand on her chest, feeling every pounding beat until her breathing returned to normal. She wished her nightmares were nothing more than that but there was something she had to deal with. Only then would this worry leave her alone. The big question was, how was she going to deal with it? She was as trapped in real life as she was in that stupid dream.

      Lyndsey Saunders had been suspended from reporting and slimy reporter, Pete Bloxwich, was now working for the Herald. He was certainly making himself known to her in every way possible. She grabbed her phone and glanced at the email he sent again, skipping to the part that she found most disturbing.

      
        
        Too many people are willing to talk, Gina. Mummy-in-law, Hetty, and brother-in-law, Stephen; they have so much to say. When people aren’t listened to, they talk louder. You need to get in first with your side of the story.

        This is more than a news article by the way. It’s not a tacky front pager for some local rag. You are going to star in my investigation. Tell me, did you scream for him to stop when he went too far that night? Was he hurting you? I know he was a drunk from what people said. Even his own family mentioned that he had a problem with drink.

        Everyone loves a true crime story. You only have to check out the most popular programmes and they’re full of it. I hope you’re ready for the infamy. Hmm, Terry Smithson meets the innocent and pretty Gina Harte. She’s at college and he’s a tyre fitter. Love’s young dream. You can tell me about that or I can make a bit up, add a bit of spice to the story. Maybe your first kiss was at a bus stop as he groped your arse, who knows? If you tell me, I won’t get it wrong and I don’t want to get it wrong. You deserve to be represented truthfully and I can help with that.

        You know you want to talk. It must be hard carrying such a heavy load. Unburden yourself. Face it and let the truth out. What happened on the night of your husband, Terry’s, tragic death? The public deserve to know that the very person who is meant to protect them could be dangerous. Are you dangerous? Call me.

        

      

      She dropped the phone on the bed and leaned against the headboard, trying to get the vision of Lyndsey and Pete out of her head. No, she was not trapped in a doorless corridor and Pete had nothing on her. She knew that because Hetty and Stephen had nothing concrete either, but they weren’t stupid. She’d underestimated the mother-son duo. At Terry’s funeral, she hadn’t looked like the grieving widow and they knew. Whatever they told Pete, it was all just guesswork on their part but one thing was for sure, they were never going to let it go and the more they shouted about it, the more doubt would be cast on her. If enough people questioned her version of events on the night Terry died, she could end up losing everything. Talking to the likes of Pete Bloxwich wasn’t going to make things easy for her. The best thing she could do was to keep ignoring him. Threaten him with a libel case. Proclaim that everything they said was a lie.

      She almost fell out of bed as her phone rang.

      It was DS Jacob Driscoll. ‘Alright, guv?’

      ‘I was. What’s happened?’ He would only ring in the middle of the night if it was something really bad. For a second, she wondered if it could be about her. Had Pete Bloxwich unearthed some evidence to prove she killed Terry?

      ‘Arson attack.’ She exhaled and closed her eyes as she continued to listen. ‘Man dead in house fire. I’m heading over there now and forensics have been called. It’s a mess at the moment as the fire department are still in there with their hoses.’

      ‘On my way. Can you text me the address?’

      ‘Will do. See you soon.’ Jacob ended the call and a few seconds later the address pinged through.

      Gina threw all her sheets and blankets into a pile on the floor and hurried to the shower, shivering in the bathroom as she turned it on.

      
        
        Are you dangerous?

        

      

      Those words at the end of the reporter’s email rang through her head. She had after all not saved Terry when she probably could have. She alone made the decision to wait until he’d died before calling an ambulance. She was dangerous, more than she ever thought she could be and the worst thing was, she’d do it again. Maybe Pete could see that when he looked at her. He wouldn’t fully understand the cruelty she’d endured at Terry’s hands and the fact that she’d feared for her own life every day. He has children, though. He had to know that a parent would do anything to protect them.

      It was going to be a long day and she was under no doubt that she would see the reporter loitering at the scene at some point, trying to get answers before the press release took place. He still had to earn his bread and butter money in between writing his alleged awful article about her life. Between him, Stephen and Hetty, they were doing their best to take her down.
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      As Gina drove down the twisty built-up street, she stopped behind the ambulance. Early morning birds chirped even though darkness still blanketed the sky. At least the rain had eased off a little but rainfall was forecast so they all had to work quickly. A couple of firefighters stood at the back of the fire truck while others came and went. Shadows bounced back and forth on the road ahead – a product of the portable lights that had been set up everywhere. She glanced up, looking for signs of fire peaking above the conifer line but there was nothing left, only the smell of smoke lingering in the air.

      Stepping onto the path, she glanced about, searching for witnesses, and there were plenty of people. Neighbours stood around in nightwear and coats, holding umbrellas. Some held out their phones, filming the action. A couple of children peered from behind their bedroom curtains. PC Kapoor stood behind the cordon tape, keeping them all back as PC Smith finished tying the last piece to a lamp post.

      Gina wondered what state the body was in and she scrunched up her nose knowing it would be left there to preserve evidence. Burned bodies were never pleasant and the smell? Her stomach began to turn a little as the acrid whiff seeped up into her nostrils.

      Glancing up, she saw Bernard Small, the crime scene manager, standing beside the entrance to the drive. There was still too much commotion going on for him to be able to enter. As she waved at him, she spotted Jacob coming from the drive.

      ‘Morning, Bernard.’ Gina hurried down the path and glanced at the house. The long winding drive led to what would have been a beautifully presented house. She knew that The Meadows was one of the most expensive parts to live in Cleevesford. It was named The Meadows as it was once all meadow. Many of the meadows still existed but instead of being the main feature, they acted as a surround for the new estate.

      ‘DI Harte. I hope you’re not expecting too much from me yet, we haven’t managed to get in to start our work and because of the nature of it all, everything outside has been trodden on. When we arrived, the lawn was covered in firefighters. The victim was already dead when we arrived. I did catch a look at the body, it’s burned badly. I can’t confirm the actual cause of death until we do the post-mortem. We don’t know whether he was dead before the fire or the smoke or fire killed him.’

      Gina nodded, knowing that was all Bernard would know at this point. ‘Only opening him up will give us the answers we need.’

      ‘Yep.’ He glanced over to see if he was being called over but the firefighter in charge turned away.

      Jacob flattened his short back and sides with his hand as he stared at the house. ‘Guv, there is something that we found at the scene?’

      ‘What’s that?’

      ‘There was a little tea light burning in a glass jar. Someone left it on the bird table.’

      ‘Like a candle that people leave at vigils or light in church when remembering the dead?’

      Jacob nodded. ‘Yes, exactly like those.’

      ‘Do we know anything about the victim?’

      ‘We think it’s thirty-three-year-old Glen Chapman. The victim is definitely an adult male and the only adult male registered at this address is him.’

      ‘His next of kin will be called. We’ll need that positive ID. Did he live alone?’ Gina glanced up at the house, drenched and smoking out of the top windows. The acrid stench hit the back of her throat, then she caught sight of a child’s trike leaned up against the fence.

      ‘From what the neighbours have told us so far, he’s married with two young children but it’s common knowledge that they had a noisy argument a few days ago and Mrs Chapman left with the children.’

      ‘Is there a chance that they came back?’

      ‘No other bodies have been found in the house.’

      Gina stopped clenching her teeth and exhaled, relieved that the rest of the family weren’t in the house. ‘We need to get hold of her. What other evidence do we have that the fire could have been started on purpose?’

      Gina almost jumped as a tall, stocky firefighter came up behind her. ‘Accelerant. I smelled it on arrival and on the surface it looks like the point of origin was at the letter box. The fire investigation officer should be speaking to the crime scene manager soon. I’m sure they’ll have more later when the fire investigator can confirm the cause and ignition source. They have to rule out all other possible sources first.’

      Gina nodded and thanked the man, knowing she could discuss this with Bernard when he’d had the chance to work through the scene and in turn speak to the fire officer. ‘So it’s looking like someone poured the accelerant through the letter box, lit it and ran?’

      Jacob rubbed his sore-looking eyes. ‘It looks that way. The smoke is really playing me up.’ He blinked a couple of times and wiped his eyes. The red rims looked sorer by the second.

      ‘Okay.’ Gina turned back to Bernard. ‘The crime scene. That bird table and the area around it is central to what we can preserve.’

      Bernard ran his fingers through his pointy grey beard. ‘That would all be well and good but, as I said, so many people have trampled all over the garden, dragging hoses and equipment through too. I know from the off this is going to be tough. The rain hasn’t helped either. The garden is boggy. This scene is going to be a nightmare to process but you know us, if it’s there to find, we will find it.’

      The fire investigator interrupted, ‘You can go in now. We’ve done all we can and we’ll obviously help you with the investigation and making the building safe to enter. Stick with the grounds for now until we give you the go-ahead to enter the house.’

      ‘Thanks.’ Bernard smiled at the man. ‘We best get on with it. I’ll call you when we have some news.’ Bernard turned to the van and waved at the officer inside. ‘Dogs have arrived. Hopefully they’ll be able to pick up on some trace evidence. Speak soon.’

      Jacob smiled as Jennifer and a couple of other crime scene assistants appeared from around the corner, all dressed in their white crime scene suits, ready to go searching for evidence that could help the investigation. She smiled back. The happy couple had been together for quite a long time now and often met at crime scenes. ‘See you later, Jen.’ As Jennifer passed, Jacob turned to Gina. ‘Who knows what time that will be?’

      ‘All part of the job. It looks like we’re not going to get much from forensics or the fire service yet, but let’s look at what we do have. We know the fire was started using an accelerant so it was lit on purpose. Someone left a candle in a jar at the scene. Why and what does that mean?’ Gina glanced at the property and spotted a shiny dome fixed to the corner of the house. ‘CCTV. Hey, Bernard?’

      The man glanced back.

      ‘When you go in, if there’s any way of getting hold of that CCTV, any hard drives, computers or devices that it might be recorded onto, please preserve it as best you can and get it sent over to the techies as soon as possible. We might just have our murderer caught on camera.’

      He held a gloved thumb up. ‘Will do.’ With that, he pulled over his face mask and hair covering, ready to work the scene.

      Jacob stepped away with Gina and zipped his coat up to the top. ‘It’s so cold. It makes you wonder why all these people aren’t in their cosy homes, keeping warm.’

      ‘And I wonder if one of them saw or heard anything?’ Gina caught PC Kapoor’s attention.

      The young PC finished talking to the neighbours while PC Smith remained in place to keep the scene log. Her black ponytail flicked from side to side as she hurried over, calling in her Brummie accent. ‘Hi, guv. We’ve arranged the door to doors. There are officers knocking as we speak and the good news is, we have a witness.’

      Gina smiled at Jacob. ‘That is good news. Which one?’ She glanced at the pale woman in the puffa jacket, then the man in his lounge pants, then the rest of the residents.

      ‘See that man?’ Kapoor said.

      Gina nodded.

      ‘His son. The boy is only five.’

      A child. Gina only hoped that the boy would be able to tell them enough that could help. She shrugged. ‘Well, that’s a good start.’ She glanced for a little longer wondering if their murderer had remained at the scene to review their handiwork. ‘While I’m speaking to them, would you try to find out if anyone has Mrs Chapman’s number? We really need to contact her asap. She should be told before people start talking about it on social media.’ So many people had their phones out. She wondered if the footage was already online.

      Kapoor nodded as Gina and Jacob followed her to the outer cordon. That’s when Gina spotted Pete Bloxwich with his camera around his neck and his phone held out, ready to record.

      ‘DI Harte. I hear that we have a victim. Is this murder? Only I know how common murders are around here. In Cleevesford, I mean. I wasn’t referring to you.’ The man grinned widely as he chewed gum, the bottom of his chin buried in his zipped-up leather jacket.

      ‘You’ll have to attend the press release later, which I’m sure DCI Briggs is working on as we speak. You know the rules. An appeal for witnesses is always helpful.’ All she could think was, don’t let him get to you.

      He sniggered. ‘It appears I do know the rules. Some people don’t though, do they, detective? I mean, we’re all on the same side. All I want to do is get dangerous people off our streets, just like you do.’

      ‘You’re all heart.’ Gina bent and shuffled under the cordon, then she nudged the reporter out of the way as she passed him.

      ‘Why was there a candle on the bird table?’

      ‘We’ll see you at the briefing with all the other reporters, Mr Bloxwich.’ She glanced back and watched as he stepped back and held his hands out, leaving her with a huge smile, which was totally inappropriate for the scene. Then he turned and began speaking to the loitering residents.

      ‘What was all that about, guv?’ Jacob turned to her as he caught up.

      ‘He’s just a slime, that’s all.’

      He shrugged his shoulders.

      Gina looked beyond the man in the lounge pants at the young boy sitting on the window ledge in their bay window. He looked so tiny, Gina felt a twinge of sadness that he had possibly witnessed a murderer in action. She’d have to tread lightly with him and his father, who would naturally be concerned. The boy rubbed his eyes and gripped his teddy bear.
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      ‘Hello, I’m DI Harte and this is DS Driscoll. My colleague tells me that your son may have seen someone at the scene before the fire started.’

      The man wrapped his coat tighter round his body. ‘Yeah. I don’t mind you talking to him but I don’t want him upset with this. He already has nightmares and I can’t get him to sleep in his own room. I don’t need him scared. If he looks even a bit upset, I’ll have to end it.’

      Gina glanced up at the window again, taking in the innocent boy, knowing that there was no way she’d intentionally want to scare him. ‘I’m a parent myself and I have a granddaughter about his age.’ She smiled to put the man at ease.

      ‘So you know what it’s like. Follow me.’ The man led the way up his drive. His thick dark curls tightened by the dampness in the air.

      ‘Wait.’ Gina stopped beside the car. ‘May we speak first, before going in and seeing your son?’

      ‘Of course.’ He nervously frowned.

      Jacob wiped his eyes one more time with a tissue, then sneezed. ‘Excuse me. The smoke has really set me off.’ He pulled his notebook from his pocket.

      Gina stood under the security light that clicked on. ‘May I take your name?’

      ‘Aiden Marsh,’ he replied as he pulled a pair of woollen gloves from his pocket and put them on. ‘It’s freezing out here, can we go into the kitchen at least?’

      ‘Yes, sorry. I just need to speak to you first before we include your little boy in the conversation. The kitchen will be fine.’

      The man pushed his front door open and Gina felt the warmth hit her. She could hear the boiler firing up as the radiator clicked. The little boy padded through from the living room in his monster-themed pyjamas.

      ‘Daddy, I want some breakfast. My tummy’s hungry.’ The boy grinned, showing the gap where his front teeth would have been.

      The man crouched to the boy’s level and moved his black fringe from his eyes. ‘I’ll sort it in a minute, son. I just need to speak to this nice man and lady. Can you go and sit in the lounge with your blanky for a few minutes?’

      The boy looked up at Gina and stared. She smiled. He then hurried into the living room, diving onto the settee and Aiden closed the door. The kitchen diner was huge and airy, bifold doors at one end and a skylight above. The darkness was beginning to lift and the beginnings of a new day were showing.

      ‘Take a seat. Do you want coffee?’

      Gina checked her watch, knowing that they had so much ground to cover and getting back to the station to update the team was a priority. ‘No, thank you.’ She glanced at Jacob, who also shook his head. Aiden continued to boil the kettle.

      ‘How well did you know the Chapmans?’

      ‘My son, Elias, had an occasional play date with their son, Harvey. On a personal level, I didn’t know them well at all. I know they had a turbulent relationship.’

      ‘What makes you say that?’

      ‘The arguments and…’

      ‘And what?’

      ‘He’d call her names.’

      ‘Mr Chapman.’

      Aiden nodded. ‘I’ve seen her flinching as she got in and out of her blue Volvo a couple of weeks ago. It doesn’t take a genius to see what was happening. I’m sure he’s hit her before. I hear the neighbours talking about it too. I was tidying up the front garden and I heard someone stop with a dog and talk about Glen and Faith. Faith, that’s his wife’s name. He’s not a nice person… wasn’t. I guess that the body bag coming out of the house meant that he’s dead.’

      Gina nodded. ‘Why do you think it was him in the body bag?’

      His hands shook as he placed a cup on the worktop. The sound of him swallowing broke the silence, then the kettle began to boil. ‘What? Am I being formally questioned here?’

      ‘Sorry, Mr Marsh. I’m just doing my job. I didn’t mean to upset you.’

      He shrugged and sat at the table with Gina and Jacob, leaving his drink unmade. ‘No, I’m sorry. I understand that you have to ask these questions. I knew he was the only person in the house at the moment. Faith left him quite dramatically two days ago and the whole street saw and heard what was happening. She was crying and yelling, dragging the kids into the car. It was all rather upsetting because Elias saw Harvey. They were red-faced like they’d been crying.’

      ‘Was Mr Chapman there too?’

      Aiden shook his head. ‘Not at first but he did stagger out after she’d buckled the kids into the car. Glen was really drunk which is why I think Faith managed to make an easy escape. I heard her shout the word divorce a couple of times, then he swore and went back in, slamming the door – I remember that much. Before I managed to ask Faith if everything was okay, she’d already got into her car and driven off. She wasn’t okay though, I did see that she had a sore-looking lip. She hasn’t been back since as far as I’m aware. That’s why I thought that the only person who could be in that body bag was Glen.’

      Jacob scribbled away, trying to get as much down as possible.

      Taking her overcoat off, Gina leaned back a little to allow some air to circulate under her clothing. She’d heated up since coming into the warm house. ‘Have you seen anyone hanging around or looking suspicious?’

      Aiden shook his head. ‘No, only my son did. I’d left him sleeping in my bed when I came down to nap on the settee, that’s why the blankets are still strewn all over the place. Since his mother died over a year ago he joins me most nights, and tends to take over my side too and I can’t sleep. His car bed isn’t big enough for me either. Apparently he was awake and nosing out of the window because he heard a noise. He’s the lightest sleeper I know.’

      ‘Do you have Mrs Chapman’s phone number?’

      Aiden bit his bottom lip and scrunched his brow. ‘Yes. It was for when we arranged the play dates; that was all. She’d call up and suggest times and dates, like when we met at a soft play centre. There were other parents there too… so we weren’t alone. I mean, it wasn’t a date or anything… for us. It was a date for the kids.’

      Too much information. Gina wondered if there was more to Aiden and Faith’s relationship than he was letting on. ‘Mr Marsh, were you and Mrs Chapman in any kind of relationship?’

      He sat bolt upright, the wooden chair creaking under his shifting weight. ‘No, not at all. Never. I was concerned about her and offered her the chance to talk, about what was happening at home. I was worried about her so I just reminded her that I was a stone’s throw away if she needed help.’

      ‘How did she take you saying that?’

      ‘Okay and she never asked me for help. I’d done all I could, I just hoped she’d find the strength to leave him.’

      Gina knew that leaving was easier said than done. As she saw it, Mrs Chapman would definitely and justifiably like to see the end of her abusive husband and neighbour, Aiden Marsh, had personally got involved. He clearly felt something for her and he was keeping that back. Both had a motive. First, she needed to know what the little boy had seen. She smiled to try to put Mr Marsh at ease. ‘May we speak with Elias now? Maybe we could all go into the living room together, where he’s comfortable.’

      Aiden nodded. His chocolate-brown eyes still meeting Gina’s, a worried look fixed on his features. He forced a smile and tapped his fingers on the kitchen table before standing. ‘Yes.’ He led the way through, gently opening the door.

      The boy lay under several blankets while clutching a stuffed bear. He dropped his picture book onto the floor. ‘Can we have breakfast yet, Daddy?’

      ‘In a minute, son. Budge up.’ The boy shifted a little and let his dad sit next to him. Aiden placed an arm around him and the boy snuggled up to his dad. ‘This nice lady and man just want to talk to you for a minute, is that okay?’

      The boy grinned and hid his face with a hand, then peered through a gap. ‘Who are they?’

      Gina cleared her throat and kneeled in front of him. Jacob sat on the chair that was positioned in the bay. ‘My name’s Gina and this is Jacob. What’s your name?’ She smiled widely and tilted her head.

      ‘Eli,’ he shouted with a squeak before sucking his thumb. His rosy cheeks and sweet grin made her heart melt.

      She looked at his book that was left open on a page where a friendly illustrated rabbit was raiding the kitchen cupboards. ‘My granddaughter loves this book. She likes the bit when Rabbit eats all the carrots and has to lie on the floor all day because his trousers won’t do up.’

      The boy giggled. ‘I like that bit too.’

      ‘Your daddy told me that you woke up really early this morning, so early it was still very dark. Not like now, it’s starting to get light.’

      Elias nodded in an exaggerated way. ‘I woke up.’

      ‘Do you know why you woke up because it was still sleep time?’

      He tittered a little. ‘I heard a noise.’

      ‘What sort of noise?’

      ‘A bang.’ He clapped his hands and laughed.

      ‘Okay, that was a very loud bang. Do you know what could have made that noise? Did you have a look out of the window to see?’

      He nodded again and placed his hands on his rosy cheeks. ‘There’s a bin on the path. The naughty person must have bumped into the bin and knocked it over. I saw them picking it up.’

      ‘Naughty person?’

      ‘They should have been in bed.’ He giggled.

      ‘I see.’ Gina licked her lips and smiled again. ‘You’re right. People should be sleeping in the night. Did you see the person?’

      ‘Yes, but it was dark. They had a hood and trousers and they were big like a grown-up.’

      ‘Could you see if it was a man or a woman?’

      The boy shook his head.

      ‘Can you look out of the window and point to the bin that this person banged into?’ Several bins lined the path.

      He slid off the settee and ran to the window pointing. ‘That one.’

      ‘Thank you, Eli. You’ve been really helpful.’ Gina glanced at the bin and saw that a few bits of litter were on the floor around the bin, which would back up the little boy’s story that the bin had been knocked over.

      He placed his knuckle in his mouth before turning to Aiden. ‘I’m really hungry, Daddy. My tummy hurts because it wants food.’

      ‘Of course, son.’ The man ruffled the boy’s hair and kissed his head before standing. ‘I think that’s all he knows. He came downstairs and woke me just after.’

      ‘What time was that?’

      ‘Let’s go back in the kitchen. Eli, I’ll do your breakfast and you can have it here. Stay here and keep warm under the blankets, okay, mate? It’s cold so I want you to keep warm.’

      ‘Okay, Daddy.’ The boy gripped a little square of frayed blanket and snuggled it.

      Gina stood and smiled. ‘And thank you again, Eli. You’ve been very helpful and it was lovely to speak with you.’ The adults headed back into the kitchen.

      Aiden leaned against the worktop, finally pouring the hot water into his coffee. ‘Eli woke me around two forty-five, so it must have been just before then. He then just came and snuggled with me on the settee, that’s until I heard the commotion going on outside.’

      Gina waited for Jacob to make a note. ‘Thank you. If I could just take Mrs Chapman’s number, that will be all for now. This is all just routine and we’ll be speaking to your other neighbours too.’

      He began scrolling through his phone and then scribbled a number down on a Post-it note. ‘Here you go.’

      ‘Thank you, shall we let ourselves out?’ Gina popped her coat back on, ready to head back out into the cold.

      Aiden nodded.

      As they left the house, Gina turned to Jacob. ‘He definitely liked her more than he’s letting on. With every mention of her name, he seemed a little distant. I suppose we best break the news to Mrs Chapman next but first things first. I want that bin secured. Can you call Mrs Chapman, let her know we’re on our way?’

      Jacob nodded as he took the Post-it note from her and headed to the edge of the drive.

      Gina glanced back at the house and watched as Aiden passed Elias a bowl of cereal, then Aiden’s gaze met hers for the briefest of moments before he looked away. The feel of warm breath on her neck made her freeze then she slowly turned. ‘What do you want?’ she asked the reporter.

      ‘The neighbours have been gossiping away while you’ve been in there. Poor Mrs Chapman. Domestic abuse. She had such a strong motive to kill him. I mean it was either her or him, one of them was going to end up dead. Just a guess. Oh, and don’t worry, I won’t be publishing that… not yet. I like to get my facts straight.’ Pete Bloxwich grinned and sniffed sharply, before rubbing the bottom of his nose. ‘Class this as me helping you. Sharing information from the street. I help you, you help me. We can get to the truth together. The truth will set you free… as they say.’ He burst into laughter as he turned away.

      He was wrong, the truth would be the end of her.
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      The little boy doesn’t know why he’s been placed in this room, alone, but he promised not to make a sound, so he won’t. If he makes a sound, the monster downstairs will come for him and he doesn’t want that. His voice is funny and he can’t say real words, just loud scary grunts and he smells real bad.

      It’s a funny room and not like any room in the house the boy lives in. It slopes down at the sides and he’s in the roof. There’s a tiny room at the end with a toilet and washbasin in.

      He lies down on the floor bed and thinks of where they got to in the story. He wonders what happens next. It’s a good story, much better than the ones his teacher tells and better than the ones he reads in his books. He wouldn’t tell Mummy, but it was better than her stories too. Mummy would be upset if he told her that so it would be their secret.

      He glances around the room. It’s quite long and there are boxes stacked up at the other end. It’s also dusty but he’s stopped sneezing now. The room is okay for an adventure, which is what this is, but he misses his own bed with all his favourite toys and especially his iPad games. He also misses his TV programmes too: Beat Bugs and PAW Patrol. If he was at home he could watch them now. Mummy always let him watch his programmes whenever he wanted. Here, he had other things, mostly jigsaws. He’d already done the one with the apples and bananas but it was too easy and didn’t take long. There are colouring books and lots of crayons. Maybe he’ll do some colouring or draw a picture for Mummy.

      The lamp in the corner of the room has been left on all night and he’s happy about that. If it went off, he wouldn’t know what to do, after all he couldn’t leave; the door was locked. It was for his safety though and he understood. A shiver ran down his back as he thought of what was outside that door. He wants his friend to come back and finish the story so that he can go home but he doesn’t want to see the scary man again. Sometimes the man wails and that’s scary. Mouth dry, he grabs the glass of juice that has been left for him and he takes a sip, but not too much. It tasted a bit funny and it makes him sleepy.

      Barefooted, he pads across the room, careful not to hit his head on the sloping ceiling. The joggers he wears are far too long and he keeps tripping over the dangling material.

      He flinches as something crashes against the window above. Running, he launches his body onto the bed, burying himself deep in the blankets. His heart judders like a train.

      Be brave, he tells himself. Take a little peek.

      With shaky hands he pulls the thick blanket away from his eyes and looks up expecting to see the monster man, but it’s okay. It’s only a pigeon strutting on the roof window, pecking for food that isn’t there. Mummy says we shouldn’t feed pigeons but sometimes he throws a bit of food in the garden for them, especially his crusts that he doesn’t like. The pigeon stops and for a moment it looks like it’s looking at him. That’s when he hears the roar and the clanging.

      The monster is coming. It’s time to hide.
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      Gina pulled into the car park of the Mount Hotel that sat on the dual carriageway leaving Cleevesford. It wasn’t a traditional hotel, more like a two-storey motel, the rooms laid out in a long-detached building situated away from reception. She saw the restaurant lights flick on and a man begin to set tables. Breakfast service was starting.

      ‘She said she was in room ten. Should we park over there?’ Jacob pointed to the parking spaces next to the accommodation block.

      ‘Yes… actually, no. Let’s talk to the night manager first. I want to know if Mrs Chapman left here in the night.’ Gina pulled the car up to the entrance and they stepped out into the bitter November morning. A ray of light burst through the rain clouds, drawing attention to the prickles of frost on the roof tiles. As she walked, they shone like a carpet of diamonds. She yawned, tiredness working its way through her aching bones. There was nothing like a sleepless night to make a person feel totally out of sorts. Add on to that the problem of Pete Bloxwich and that was a recipe for disaster. He was another problem she’d have to deal with but she had no idea how she was going to go about that. The automatic doors slid open and a gust of hot air blew down, greeting them both with warmth as they entered.

      ‘Morning. Are you checking in or is it just breakfast you’re after?’ The man in the burgundy waistcoat and tie looked up from his computer.

      ‘I’d like a word, if possible. I’m DI Harte and this is DS Driscoll.’ She held up her identification.

      The man squinted as he read. ‘I don’t recall any problems in the night. Has something happened?’

      ‘I hope not.’ Gina smiled as she spotted his name badge. Michael – Manager. ‘We’ve come to speak to one of your guests but it’s okay, she knows we’re coming. I just thought I’d pop by and ask you a couple of questions first.’

      ‘Well I don’t know what it is I’m meant to know. Nothing’s happened here. I haven’t reported anything and I’ve been here all night. In fact, I’m due off in half an hour.’ He picked his glasses up and put them on.

      ‘We just need you to confirm when Mrs Chapman checked in.’

      ‘Okay, let me see. It was Friday but I don’t know what time as I didn’t check her in.’

      ‘That’s okay, thanks for confirming that information. Have you been at your desk the whole night?’

      The man nodded. ‘Apart from taking a toilet break, I haven’t moved from this chair.’ Gina spotted a copy of Lord of the Rings on the desk, the bookmark in the middle. ‘I’ve been here all night, mostly reading.’

      A woman burst through, dragging a vacuum along.

      ‘Did Mrs Chapman leave between midnight and three this morning, on foot or by car?’

      He scrunched his brow. ‘No, but I wouldn’t see anyone leave anyway. They park in front of their rooms and there’s another way out of the car park.’ He glanced at his computer screen. ‘Ahh, Mrs Chapman, she’s the one with the two children in room ten.’

      ‘That’s right. Do you have any CCTV covering the other access road?’

      ‘No, I’m afraid not. We have dummy cameras to try and deter trouble. Not that we get any. This is a really safe hotel.’

      There was no way to confirm if Faith Chapman had left in the night, maybe her room would tell a different story. All it would take would be the smell of smoke in her hair, on her clothing. Would she leave her young children alone to burn her abusive husband down? Whose side was Gina on? Cases like this were the worst for her. If Mr Chapman had been hurting her and Mrs Chapman had done the deed, Gina wouldn’t enjoy making this arrest. If her own truth came out and Mrs Chapman was guilty, Bloxwich would enjoy putting that in his article.

      ‘Shall we speak to Mrs Chapman, then?’ Jacob made her flinch as he brought her out of her thoughts. The manager had already gone back to his work.

      ‘Yes.’

      Murky pools of water settled on the road and they were beginning to frost up. With every exhalation a plume of white mist filled the air. It was getting chillier and… Gina almost slipped on the slabs underneath.

      ‘That was close. You nearly landed on your arse.’ Jacob laughed.

      ‘Not funny.’

      He sniggered.

      ‘Okay, it’s just a bit funny.’ She stopped talking as they approached the block, an air of seriousness replacing the jokiness. ‘I hate delivering news like this, I mean really hate it. I see number ten, bottom row.’ They hurried past the frost-coated cars that were parked up. Gina spotted the car she knew to be Mrs Chapman’s Volvo. It too was covered in frost, suggesting that it hadn’t been driven recently. The engine in that car hadn’t recently warmed up. She wondered how the woman would take the news of her husband’s murder. A line of large conifers stood on the opposite side of the road providing a screen from the dual carriageway. Fast moving vehicles sped by and the smell of fumes hung in the air.

      Gina knocked on the door and Mrs Chapman opened up. Her grey yoga pants clung to her ample middle. Straggly mousy hair fell down to her large bust. The first thing that hit Gina was the sour smell. It was like she hadn’t washed for a couple of days.

      ‘Come in.’ The split on Mrs Chapman’s lip looked like it was healing. ‘Kids, can you go and brush your teeth? Harvey, help your sister. We don’t want to go and see Nanny and Grandad with stinky teeth, do we?’

      The television blasted out with the local weather report, more frost and potentially black ice was predicted as temperatures were set to plummet. The boy took his little sister’s hand and led her to the bathroom. Then the water began to run and the kids giggled and screamed as they played.

      Mrs Chapman walked over to the bathroom and closed the door on the little ones. ‘What’s going on?’

      Gina swallowed. ‘We have some bad news. Would you like to sit down?’

      ‘No, not really. Are my parents okay?’

      Holding her hand out, Gina bit her bottom lip. She hated these calls more than anything and, at the moment, there was nothing she could see in the room that made her suspect Mrs Chapman of murdering her husband. It definitely didn’t smell of smoke and amongst all the clothes that were strewn everywhere, there were no hooded items. That didn’t fully put her out of the picture but her involvement was looking less likely. ‘You’re parents are fine as far as we’re aware.’

      ‘Well, what’s happened?’

      ‘It’s your husband, Mr Chapman. There was a fire at your house and I’m afraid he’s dead. We’re really sorry for your loss.’ Gina paused to allow the news to sink in. ‘Is there anyone I can call to be with you?’

      The woman shook her head, then she sat on the end of the double bed. ‘How? A fire. My house… How am I going to tell Kiara and Harvey that their dad is dead?’

      ‘I know this has come as a shock, Mrs Chapman. I’m also really sorry to say that we have reason to believe that the fire was started on purpose. We need to ask you a few questions.’

      Tears began to stream down her face, removing a streak of old make-up down her cheek; that’s when Gina saw the scratch on her chin. ‘I can’t talk about this right now… my children. I need my mother.’ She grabbed her phone and called a number. No one answered. ‘Come on.’ She tried again. ‘Mum.’ Faith Chapman burst into tears as the kids ran out of the bathroom.

      ‘Mummy, why are you crying?’ Kiara sat next to her mother and Harvey jumped on the bed behind her, wrapping his arms around her neck from behind.

      ‘Something bad has happened and Mummy just needs a word with Nanny.’

      Gina picked up a stuffed giraffe from the floor. ‘Maybe you could tell me what this lovely giraffe’s name is?’

      The kids came over while their mother took the phone into the bathroom.

      ‘He’s called Pickle,’ Harvey said.

      ‘Pickle, that’s a funny name,’ Jacob said wide-eyed with a smile.

      The boy laughed and grabbed another toy from the floor, a plastic dinosaur. Gina looked at the children and wondered how far Faith would be prepared to go to protect them. After all, Gina knew exactly how it felt to be trapped in a violent relationship with a child.

      Kiara ran towards the bathroom on her chubby legs and began to bang on the door. Gina knew they were going to have to give Faith a little time to absorb the news and see to her children.

      

      A few minutes later, Gina stood with Jacob by the car. ‘That was tough.’

      ‘At least she’s agreed to talk to us in a bit.’

      ‘I guess thinking she might be able to talk now was a bit too much.’ Gina’s phone rang and she answered. After a bit of agreeing and nodding, she ended the call. ‘That was Briggs, urgent briefing now. Bernard has just called him. They found something at the scene and it might just lead us to the murderer.’
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