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    Prologue




    Curiosity played a major part in his next movement. As he opened the door, it creaked its objection. Peering into the darkness, he ran his hand along the damp surface of the walls in search of a light switch. There wasn’t one. Paul Lee turned, looking for his toolbox, and searched inside for a flashlight. He located it, but to his annoyance, it faltered on and off a few times before the batteries finally died. “Damn thing. I wonder what’s in here.”




    He returned to investigate the opening. The door creaked again. A shudder rippled the length of his curved spine. Venturing farther into the small entrance, where his eyes were slow to adjust, he let his hands guide his way along the moist walls. Before long, he came to an abrupt halt. Once his eyes adjusted to the dark, he wondered if they were playing tricks on him. A skeleton?




    A noise from behind disturbed him. Shit! It’s the owners of the house. If they find me in here…




    The woman called out, then he could hear her feet clomping down the wooden stairs. “I’ve brought you a cuppa…” Her voice trailed off. His heart skipped several beats when he heard her running back up the stairs.




    Shit! She must have seen the door open. I’ve got to get out of here. In his haste to retrace his steps, he slipped on the wet floor. He grunted from the impact of his torso hitting the protruding rock-faced wall. Because he was distracted, the blow from behind came as a shock. Paul crumpled to the floor and covered his head with his hands, protecting himself from further blows. “Please, don’t hit me again.”




    “Get out!” The man’s harsh tone reverberated round Paul’s confused and wounded head.




    Paul struggled to his feet. Glancing at the entrance, he saw only the huge brute of a man blocking his path. Stay cool. Don’t anger him any more than he already is. Paul eased out of the confined space, his hand still holding the back of his head. He could feel the stickiness of the blood oozing through his fingers.




    The man’s steely, angry gaze locked on to his. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing in there?”




    “I’m sorry. I was tracing a cable back through the wall. I thought it went into this cupboard. I was wrong. Please, I didn’t see anything in there.”




    The man’s stare intensified. His jaw moved as he ground his teeth. “Are you sure? I think you’re lying to me.”




    “No, I swear. I saw nothing. It’s too dark to see anything in there anyway.”




    The man stepped forward. The dreadful smell of the man’s stale breath filled Paul’s nostrils and warmed his cheeks when the brute said, “I don’t like liars. Nothing good comes from telling lies. I’ve been surrounded by liars all my life, and not one of them has got away with it. Now… tell me what you saw.” His lip twitched, curling up at one side to reveal the left half of his mouth and the rotten teeth hanging on by a thread.




    “Nothing, I swear. Please, let me go. I won’t tell anyone.”




    “Uh-oh, mistake number one. You said you saw nothing, yet you’re not going to tell anyone. Tell them what? Answer me, prick. What did you see in there?”




    His tone turned more menacing, along with the glare. Paul could feel his bowels loosening, and his body began to tremble. “Nothing. I need to go now. The job’s finished anyway. My boss will be expecting me. He hates it when I return the van back to the yard late.” Paul tried his hardest to come up with a plausible excuse to exit the situation, and the house. Truthfully, his boss didn’t care how long his employees took to do a job, and they often took the vehicles home with them. That’s how he was able to do his little jobs on the side, like this one. Why the fuck was I so nosey? Why?




    The man’s eyes narrowed. “You’re a bull-shitting piece of dirt. Tell me the truth, or I’ll shove you back in there and let you rot just like the other one.”




    Tears sprang to his eyes. He swallowed the lump of bile that had mysteriously formed in his throat. A picture of his happy family swept into his mind. “Please, sir. Let me go. I have a young family, a wife and children. They’ll be expecting me home soon for my daughter’s birthday party.” I hope he doesn’t figure out I’m lying.




    “Yeah, I’ve heard all about them. You’ve been boring my wife senseless for days talking about how much you idolise them. You should have thought about your damn family before you started snooping in places that don’t concern you. Now, fucking answer the question… what… did… you… see?”




    Paul heaved a large sigh, as a sign of defeat. “A skeleton. Please, let me go. I swear again, I won’t tell anyone about what’s in there—I promise. Just let me go. My family needs me. My head hurts. I’m losing blood. I need to get to the hospital. Your secret will be safe with me. Just let me go, please?”




    “Stop your whining. You’re getting on my tits. Get your things together and get out of my fucking house.”




    Quickly, Paul gathered all his tools together under the man’s watchful gaze, not caring if he left behind any of his prized equipment. All he wanted to do was get out of there, alive.




    “There, I’m done. I’ll call back in a couple of days for my money. There’s no need to go to any bother paying me now.” Paul’s head was throbbing violently after bending down to collect his tools, but he kept his smile fixed firmly in place all the same. He extended his hand to the man, who slapped it away.




    “Just get out of my house and don’t come back. You hear me?”




    Paul didn’t need telling twice. He turned and marched towards the wooden stairs, wondering if the man’s wife would be at the top to greet him. He didn’t get very far before he felt the first whack on the back of his head. The excruciating pain rippled through his body and weakened his legs, knocking him off balance. He swung around, hoping his toolbox would connect with his assailant’s face, and he cursed when he found he didn’t have the strength to put any significant power behind his swing. He slumped against the wall and stumbled back down the two steps he’d taken. “Please. No more.”




    In spite of his begging, the blows continued, intensifying in strength and frequency until neither his head nor his body could take any more. Even curling into a foetal position couldn’t offer the protection from the man’s strikes. It didn’t take him long to work out the man wouldn’t stop until he’d taken his last breath. The menacing glimpse he’d caught in the man’s eye made him aware of that fact.




    The final image that filled his mind was the day he’d stood in church, marrying his childhood sweetheart. I love you, Jess, and our kids. Go on to find another man who will take care of you the way I have. Never forget me, my love. Never forget how much I love you all…


  




  

    Chapter One




    Lorne and Charlie each wrapped an arm around the other’s waist and sniffled. Apart from the box of toys they’d placed in the cupboard under the stairs, the newly dug grave was to be all that would remind them of their dearly departed pet dog, Henry. “He was loved every day of his life, Charlie. Never ill-treated, that’s all a dog ever wants in his life, to be treated with kindness, love, and respect. He’ll always be remembered, and once this tree grows, I’ll get Tony to build a seat around it and we’ll both be able to come and sit out here with him to contemplate the world and all its failings.”




    “How long will that be, Mum?”




    Lorne pulled her close and kissed her daughter’s forehead. “The man at the garden centre said that sambucas grow rapidly after a couple of years. I need to prune it in half for the first year or two to ensure the bark thickens before it really takes off. I’ll get a plaque made with Henry’s picture on it. We can attach it to the bark of the tree once it grows. How’s that?”




    “That would be great. I really miss him. How long does it take to get over losing an animal like this, Mum?”




    “Everyone’s grieving time will vary, sweetheart. Henry was different. You grew up with him. He wasn’t just an ordinary pet to us, was he?”




    “I thought if I said the same thing, you’d ridicule me.”




    “I’d never ridicule you for thinking like that. Come on. Let’s go and see how Sheba is getting on.” They walked into the kennels and approached the German shepherd’s kennel. Sheba perked up immediately the second she laid eyes on them.




    Charlie crouched, and the dog hurried to where she’d slipped her fingers through the cage. Sheba rubbed her head against Charlie’s hand. “Have you thought any more about inviting her to share our home with us? It’s not too soon, is it?”




    “I don’t see why not. Look at her—she’s crying out for a new home. She’s so attached to you now, and providing it’s all right with Tony, I say we should integrate her into her new surroundings from today. Of course, we need to be mindful that she’ll never replace Henry—no dog will ever do that—but having her trampling through the house will sure help ease the grief suffocating all of us at the moment.”




    Charlie rose to her feet and threw her arms around Lorne. Burying her head in Lorne’s shoulder, she whispered, “Thanks, Mum. That’s the best news I’ve had in days.”




    Lorne patted her daughter on the behind then brushed the tears from both their cheeks. “Right, I better get off to work now, love. Are you going to be all right? Tony will be sticking around here this morning. He and Joe have arranged to meet a prospective new client this afternoon.”




    “Go, I’ll be fine. Do I have permission to introduce Sheba into the house while you’re at work? I promise not to neglect my chores around the kennels.”




    They made their way back through the kennel and out to Lorne’s car. “I trust you. Of course you can. I think she’ll need a bit of house-training, too. The sooner she learns that, the better. I’m sure she’ll cotton on soon enough. She’s a clever girl.”




    “Thanks, Mum. Love you.” Charlie waved her off.




    As Lorne drove into London to the police station, where she was a detective sergeant in the Metropolitan police force, her heart felt less constricted than it had in days since her beloved pet’s death.




    “Morning, all. How is everyone?” She called out as soon as she pushed through the swing doors of the incident room.




    “Do you have to be so bright and breezy?” Katy queried with a frown. “Morning, by the way.” The detective inspector was sitting in a chair next to her boyfriend, Alan Jackson, nicknamed AJ by the rest of the team. They both had their heads close to the computer screen on his desk. By the serious expression on Katy’s face, Lorne had an inkling that her day was about to start off with a bang.




    She pulled a nearby chair close to Katy then sat down heavily. “Okay, dare I ask what I’m supposed to be looking at?”




    “Our next case. Which reminds me, we need to get over there ASAP. I was waiting for you to arrive. Don’t get comfortable. I’ll fill you in on the way.”




    “What are we waiting for?” Lorne stood up quickly, almost tipping over her chair.




    Katy rushed into the office to fetch her jacket and handbag, and swept past Lorne on her return. “AJ, keep searching that CCTV footage until we get back.”




    AJ nodded. “Will do.”




    “Come on, Lorne. What’s keeping you?” Katy shouted over her shoulder as she trotted out of the room.




    Lorne shook her head behind her partner’s back and raced to keep up with Katy as she made her way through the station like a mini-tornado. Once they were settled in the car and Katy had input the directions into the sat nav, she set the car in motion then told Lorne all about the scene they were on their way to.




    “We got a call about a suspicious van parked up in a supermarket car park.”




    “Okay. What’s suspicious about it?” Lorne queried.




    “Apart from the engine running and a dead body, presumably the driver, being found inside the van, you mean?”




    “Damn. Why was the engine running?”




    “You’ll see when we get there,” Katy replied with a shrug.




    Lorne spent the rest of the trip sporting an intensively creased brow while Katy kept glancing her way, wearing an amused grin.




    The car park had been cordoned off with crime scene tape. An excessive amount of forensic and police cars were in attendance, too.




    “This seems a little overkill. Why all the interest?”




    “Not sure it warrants this amount of interest, by what I’ve heard. I’ll send them on their way once we’ve looked over the scene ourselves.”




    They got out of the vehicle and walked towards the van. They flashed their IDs at the uniformed officer guarding the area, and he lifted the tape for them to duck under. As they approached the van, Patti, the pathologist, saw them arrive and smiled.




    “Strange one this, girls.”




    “In what way, Patti?” Lorne asked.




    “Generally, if someone tries to commit suicide in this way, they don’t tend to do it in such a public area.”




    “Suicide? Is that how you’re reading this, Patti?” Katy asked.




    “Considering I’ve only been on the scene for the last half hour, yes, that’s my take on the victim’s death at this moment in time. Of course, that can change at the flick of a switch.”




    Lorne got closer to the vehicle to assess the scene for herself. She withdrew her plastic gloves from her pocket and snapped them on. “A hosepipe leading to the exhaust. Is that really the cause of death?”




    “Like I’ve stated already, it appears to be the cause of death for now.”




    “I sense some doubt in your tone, Patti. Come on, give us the full picture. Where are your thoughts heading with this one?” Katy prompted the pathologist.




    “The man was found in the rear of his vehicle. Usually, when someone decides to take their own life in this manner, they remain seated at the front of the vehicle, close to the end of the pipe, for greater impact to aid their demise.”




    “I see. I know you’ve recently arrived, but have you had a chance to get a close look at the victim yet, Patti? Is that what lies behind your doubtfulness?”




    “Astute as ever, Lorne. I quickly surveyed the corpse and found a severe wound to the back of his head, actually quite a few wounds to his head. However, I think this particular one would have caused a major trauma.”




    “Mind if we take a look?” Lorne strained her neck to see the corpse for herself from the passenger door.




    Katy pulled her back. “We need to be suited and booted before we get near the victim, Lorne. You know that.”




    “Yeah, I know, boss. I was just trying to take a sneaky peek.”




    “You can do that after we get togged up.” Katy turned her back, and Lorne took the opportunity to pull a face at her partner.




    She looked over at Patti, who’d spotted the insubordinate display and was suppressing a chuckle. Lorne’s cheeks warmed, and she shrugged at her good friend.




    Once they were dressed in white paper suits and blue shoe covers, Lorne and Katy squeezed into the back of the van to assess the body, under Patti’s close supervision.




    She lifted the corpse’s head and pointed out the wound she had referred to earlier. “Here, you see?”




    “Okay. Could it have happened on something already in the van, on one of his tools, perhaps?” Lorne asked.




    “I can’t really see anything lying around that would make a dent this size in his skull. Be my guest to look for yourselves,” Patti replied, her hand sweeping the area, inviting the search.




    Lorne examined the immediate floor area of the van, only to be disappointed by the result. “Hmm… I see what you mean. I take it you’re suspecting some kind of foul play has gone on then, Patti?”




    “At the present time, I’m not saying anything—you are. I’m not one for jumping to conclusions. You know that. Let’s see what we find once we get the corpse back to the examination room.”




    Katy nodded. “I know where my line of thinking is heading on this one.”




    “What’s that?” Lorne had a fair idea what Katy was going to say next.




    “I think we’re looking at a murder crime scene and not a suicide. Don’t hold me to that, though.”




    “Interesting. So you reckon all of this has been staged. For what reason, I wonder?” Lorne nodded thoughtfully.




    “That, dear ladies, is for you to find out,” Patti stated unnecessarily.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    Armed with the victim’s ID, Lorne and Katy drove back to the station. Silence filled the car during their return journey. That was unusual for them.




    When they arrived, Katy called for the team’s attention, and Lorne took up her position by the board, ready to write down any clues they’d uncovered at the scene. Lorne wrote a name on the clean board: Paul Lee.




    “Okay, gents and lady, here’s what we have so far,” Katy addressed the team. “Paul Lee was found dead in Morrison’s car park this morning, with the engine to his work vehicle still running. A hosepipe attached to the exhaust had been pushed through a small gap in the window on the driver’s side of the van.”




    “So it’s a successful suicide?” AJ asked. The frown he wore showed it was more a dubious question than a statement.




    “At first glance, the pathologist thought that we’d been called out to a mere suicide, but after studying the victim more closely, she’s inclined to believe that we’re looking at a murder. That is yet to be confirmed by Patti. It’s the route we’ll be taking from here, though,” Katy said.




    Lorne wrote the words murder enquiry at the very top of the board, and using a marker pen, underlined it with three heavy lines.




    “So, this is what the plan of action is going to be today. First, I need an in-depth background check on the victim. Karen, I’ll leave that in your capable hands, okay?”




    Karen Titchard smiled in agreement and jotted the victim’s name down in her notebook. “Yes, boss.”




    “Stephen, can you get me Paul Lee’s employer’s details? The firm is County Electrics. Lorne and I will visit the firm as soon as this meeting is over.”




    “Consider it done.” Stephen swivelled in his chair and started up his computer.




    “AJ, I’d like you to obtain and search all the relevant CCTV footage in that area. See if we can pinpoint a time Mr. Lee parked his vehicle and, more importantly, if anyone or another car was seen in the vicinity around that time. My betting is that you’ll come up trumps on that one.”




    “I’m on it now,” AJ said, tapping at the computer and studying his screen.




    “All righty, that just leaves you, Graham. I’d like you to search the database for any similar crimes which may have occurred in, what? The past couple of years, I guess? Plus, can you also see if anything dodgy comes up in our records relating to County Electrics? It’s a long shot. However, I’d rather discount them early on than waste our time on it later.”




    Graham gave a brief nod. “Yep, I’ll hopefully get back to you with the info soon, boss.”




    “So, that leaves you and me, Lorne. I’ll need to do my usual daily chore of trawling through the post first thing, but then I think you and I should visit the electrical firm once Stephen has completed his fact-finding mission. You could always tie up the loose ends on that burglary case we just finished. That would be a big help to me.”




    “Whatever you want me to do is fine. Leave it with me.” Lorne disguised how upset she was not to be directly involved in the case from the outset. She didn’t think Katy was intentionally keeping her out of the initial loop, but the fact that her partner had set her a task not related to the new case struck her in the chest with a ten-inch blade. As Katy turned on her heel and headed for her office, Lorne called after her, “Not trying to tell you your job or anything, but don’t you think the man’s relatives should be informed? His wife, for instance?”




    “Damn, you’re right. Okay, leave the other case. Can you sort out the details? We should pay his wife a visit—if he has one—first, before we go and see his boss.”




    “Yep, that’s what I’d do.”




    Katy shook her head, then she turned and headed for her office again, leaving Lorne wondering if everything was well with her partner and dear friend. As Katy disappeared from view, Lorne made a quick detour to her desk via AJ’s. “Everything all right with Katy, AJ?”




    “As far as I know. She rang her parents last night and has been a little quiet ever since. I tried to find out what was wrong, but she clammed up, said it was personal.”




    Lorne cringed. If Katy ever said that to her, she knew how hurt she would have been to think Katy didn’t trust her enough to confide in her. Maybe something is wrong with her parents or even Katy herself. Lorne knew how AJ must have felt, being her boyfriend. She patted him on the shoulder and winked. “Leave it with me. I’ll get it out of her. Don’t take it personally, okay?”




    “I won’t. I’ll try not to anyway. Thanks, Lorne.”




    For the next half an hour, the office was filled with people either tapping their computer keys or contacting people on the phone. By the time Katy reappeared, Lorne had collated what information the team’s combined efforts had produced. She presented Katy with the facts.




    “Excellent work, team, very efficient. Let’s hope the rest of the case goes as well. Lorne, can you quickly note down the details on the board, and then we’ll shoot off. First stop will be to inform the wife.”




    “Okay. This will just take me a second to complete, and then I’ll be ready for the off.”




    Katy headed back towards her office but stopped at the vending machine to buy a coffee. Lorne issued her a cheeky smile. Katy tutted and placed another coin in the machine. Lorne jotted down the rest of the information relating to the case then followed Katy into the office, closing the door behind her.




    “Is everything all right? You seem a little distracted, and AJ mentioned you rang your parents last night.”




    “Take a seat. AJ’s got a big mouth. Sorry, have I been snappy this morning? I hadn’t noticed.”




    “Not particularly. Like I said, a little distracted. Should I be concerned? Want to share what’s troubling you?”




    “Something and nothing really. I rang Mum last night to see how they both are, and she was a little distant. Not sure if they’ve fallen out with me because I haven’t visited them in a while or what.”




    “You’re probably being overly sensitive about things and misread the signals. I’m sure your mum is all right really. It was probably your guilty conscience pricking you, that’s all.”




    Katy took a sip of coffee. “It was more than that. I wish I could get time off to go and see them. You know how hectic it’s been around here lately.”




    “I know. I’m sure they realise how difficult it is for you to take time off to visit them, too. Do you have any holidays left?”




    “Left? I haven’t used any of my entitlement for this year yet. I can’t seem to plan anything.”




    “You’ve got to use them up, Katy. Use them or lose them, as the saying goes.”




    “I know. Time goes so bloody quickly around here. I didn’t even use my quota for last year.”




    “You’re kidding! Don’t start treating the job as a crutch, Katy. You need your time off. Recharging the batteries is a no-brainer in our line of work.”




    “Hark at you! Of course, you’ve always taken your entitled holidays, haven’t you?”




    Lorne could feel the colour rise in her cheeks. “Umm… okay, you’ve got me by the short and curlies on that one. Hey, do as I say and not as I’ve done in the past. There’s no way I’d go without my holidays nowadays.”




    “Why? Because you’re older and wiser? Is that what you’re telling me?”




    “No. It’s because I have a life now. Tony wouldn’t let me neglect him anyway. Hey, you’re in the same boat with AJ. You’d be foolish to neglect him, hon. He’s head over heels in love with you. He’s also concerned about you, so don’t go taking it out on him.”




    Katy stared down at the desk and fidgeted in her seat for a second or two before she finally glanced up at Lorne with misty eyes. Lorne was immediately alarmed by her partner’s demeanour. She reached across the table in search of Katy’s hand.




    “What’s wrong, Katy? This isn’t like you. What aren’t you telling me, hon?”




    Katy inhaled the deepest of breaths and exhaled slowly. “Maybe another time. We should get out on the road.” Katy left her chair and walked past Lorne.




    Lorne gently touched her friend’s forearm. “I’m always available if you need a shoulder to cry on. You know that, right?”




    “I know. I appreciate the offer. I need to come to term with the news myself first before I start spreading it around.”




    “Whoa! You can’t leave me dangling like that?”




    Katy shrugged. “I can, and I am. Come on. We have work to do. Give me time, Lorne. I’ll tell you when I’m good and ready. Don’t push me, okay?”




    Lorne’s mouth twisted, and she held her hands up in front of her. “Hey, pushy is one thing I ain’t.”




    Katy laughed. “Crap, have you heard yourself?”




    Incensed, Lorne grabbed her handbag off the back of the chair and ran after Katy. She caught up with her partner at the top of the stairs. “Are you saying I am? Pushy, I mean?”




    Katy covered her chest with her hand. “No. I wouldn’t dream of it.”




    Lorne’s mouth gaped open, and she froze on the stairs mid-flight.




    “It was a joke, Lorne. Stop being so sensitive. Time’s getting on.”




    Lorne rushed to catch up with Katy again, and once she’d entered the address into the car’s sat nav, she revisited the conversation in her mind during the course of the journey. How dare she think that? I’m not pushy! Not in the slightest. Am I?




    “Here we are. I’ll lead. You back me up if I give you the nod, all right?”




    “As usual. Right, there’s no need to treat me like a junior, Katy.”




    “Oh, have I hit a nerve? Is that what’s with the snappy retort?”




    “No. Not at all.” Lorne raised her chin to dismiss any further challenges.




    “Have you got the woman’s name?” Katy leaned over the steering wheel and surveyed the semi-detached house in front of them.




    “Yeah, Mrs. Lee.”




    “Ha, bloody, ha.”




    Lorne stifled a grin and got out of the car. “Yeah, Jessica. Looks a nice area.”




    “It does. I hope she’s at home and not at work.” Katy rang the doorbell.




    A woman in her early thirties opened the door, balancing a toddler on her hip. She had the tell-tale signs that she’d been disturbed while cooking smeared across each cheek. “Hello? Can I help you?”




    “Mrs. Jessica Lee? I’m DI Katy Foster, and this is my partner, DS Lorne Warner. Do you mind if we come in for a chat?” Katy showed the confused woman her warrant card.




    “What’s this about? I’ve done nothing wrong. Oh no… it’s not Paul, is it?”




    “Please, it would be better if we came inside to discuss this in private.”




    The woman left the support of the door and staggered backwards into the open-plan living room. There was another child around the age of three or four playing with coloured blocks on the rug.




    Mrs. Lee hugged the little girl she was holding and called her other child to her. “Cara, come to Mummy.”




    “I’m sorry, Mrs. Lee, maybe it would be better if the children went with my partner?” Wide-eyed, Katy glanced at Lorne, obviously needing backup.




    The woman hugged her children tighter. “Anything you have to say can be said in front of them. What is it?”




    Katy motioned for Mrs. Lee to sit on the sofa. The woman did as instructed; one child on her lap. The other child settled on the floor, grasping her mother’s leg as if she knew what was about to happen. “Mummy, who is this?”




    “Hush, Cara. Let’s listen, darling.”




    Katy heaved a deep sigh. “I’m sorry to have to tell you that your husband is dead.”




    The woman stared, lost for words. As the realisation set in, she kissed both the children on the head, then tears began to trickle down her colourless cheeks. “No. He can’t be. Not Paul. He was fine when he left here yesterday. He can’t be d…”




    “Mummy, why are you crying?” little Cara asked quietly.




    “It’s all right, sweetheart. Mummy’s had some bad news.”




    Lorne got down on the floor and started to build a house with the blocks.




    Cara kissed her mummy’s cheek and crawled across the floor to join Lorne.




    The girl, snatched a red brick, then a blue one, from Lorne’s hand. “These are my toys. No one touches my toys. You upset my mummy!”




    “I’m sorry, Cara. Why don’t you show me what you can do with these bricks, eh? I’m eager to build a house of my own. Maybe I’ll be able to pick up some valuable tips from you if I watch carefully enough.”




    “Well, you put this one here…”




    Lorne had been successful in her mission to distract the girl. She heard Katy let out a relieved sigh and lower her voice as she continued to speak to Jessica Lee.




    “Again, I’m very sorry for your loss. Can you tell me when you last saw Paul?”




    “Yesterday, about eight o’clock in the morning.”




    “And he hasn’t been home since?” Katy asked. She withdrew her notebook from her pocket and took down her own notes since Lorne was preoccupied with the woman’s daughter.




    “No. He rang me last night, told me not to wait up for him as he had the chance to earn some extra money.”




    “On the side?”




    The woman looked horrified by Katy’s suggestion. “No, definitely not. Paul’s an honest man… was… where did it happen? Was it a road accident? I’ve told him to be careful driving after working such long hours.” She pulled a tissue from the box on the small table next to her, blew her nose, then using her other hand, swept her little daughter’s hair back off her forehead.




    “He was found in his van in a car park in town.”




    Jessica’s brow furrowed. “I don’t understand. What car park?” Her eyes widened as it appeared something had dawned on her. “Was Paul alone?”




    Katy nodded. “Yes. I understand what you’re implying, but in this case, we’re not looking along those lines. Not unless you’re saying we should be.”




    Jessica shook her head vigorously. “No. Paul loved me. Loved our children. In fact, when he wasn’t at work, he spent all his spare time with the family. He’d never ch…” She paused briefly then covered her daughter’s ears. “Get involved with another woman.”




    “I’m sorry to have to ask.” Katy smiled at the woman. “Okay, I’m sorry this is very awkward, but the initial signs are, until a full post-mortem has been carried out, that your husband’s death resembled a suicide.” Katy lowered her voice to say the final word.




    Jessica gasped. “No. Never. Paul would never do that—not to me, to us. Never.”




    “Like I say, that was only the initial findings. We’ll know more in the next day or two. If we can rule the first option out, then I have to ask if you know of anyone who might have a possible grudge against your husband.”




    Jessica thought for a moment or two before she replied, “No. He’s never been in debt. He certainly doesn’t gamble or anything like that.” She ran a hand over her face. “My God, I can’t believe I’ll never see him again.” Tears she’d struggled to hold back for the sake of her kids sprang from her eyes.




    Lorne glanced up at Katy. Her heart went out to the woman having to deal with such traumatic news in front of her children. If Lorne had been in Katy’s shoes, she would have insisted that she share the news about the woman’s husband’s death alone, out of earshot of the children. Over the years, she’d very rarely witnessed this kind of situation going smoothly. Why would it? Hearing about the passing of a loved one is one of the hardest things to deal with in this life. No one can tell how a person will react when hearing such devastating words. Lorne left Cara and approached Jessica. She extracted the child the woman was cradling from her grasp and took both the children out of the room. Not long after, once she’d settled the confused girls into chairs around the kitchen table, she heard Jessica sobbing and saying her husband’s name over and over again.




    The heartbreaking incident went on for more than ten minutes. In that time, Lorne tried her hardest to distract the children, asking them what they liked to do best with their parents and about places they’d visited. Lorne found it hard at first, not having dealt with children as young as Paul Lee’s daughters were in years, but then Cara made it easy for her to slip back into conversing-with-kids mode as she was a little chatterbox.




    “Daddy takes me to the pool on Saturdays. He’s teaching me to swim,” Cara said, a huge smile lighting up her face.




    “That’s lovely, sweetie. Are you a good swimmer?”




    Cara’s head bobbed eagerly. “Oh yes, with my arm bands on.”




    “It’s been ages since I went to the pool. Do you enjoy swimming, Cara?”




    “Sometimes! Maybe not so much in the cold weather. In the summer, it’s much betterer.”




    “Do all of you go to the pool, or is this little one too young for that just yet?”




    “We all go. Mummy sits and watches. She hates the water. It scares her.”




    “That’s a shame.” Lorne’s heartstrings tugged mercilessly at the thought of the kids’ enjoyment being disrupted, now that their father was no longer around—yet another blow for Jessica Lee to deal with, unless another member of the family volunteered to step into her husband’s shoes, and keep the children’s swimming lessons going.




    Katy appeared at the door to the kitchen. Lorne looked up and noticed her partner’s sad expression. Katy did not usually show such emotion on the job. “It’s time to go, Lorne.”




    Lorne rose from her chair, and Cara reached over and grabbed her wrist. “Lady, please don’t go. I don’t want to be here with Mummy on my own.”




    Lorne sat down again with a thump and held the little girl’s hand in her own. “I have to go, sweetheart. Mummy will be okay. If you children are good for her, then it will help ease her pain more quickly.”




    “Mummy is upset, which makes me upset. I want my daddy. Where’s my daddy?” Cara’s tears cascaded down her plump, flushed cheeks.




    Lorne and Katy just stared at each other, neither of them knowing what to do next. Thankfully a brighter-looking Jessica swept into the room to care for her children.




    Katy cleared her throat. “Will you be all right, Jessica?”




    “We’ll cope, Inspector. I’ve just called my mum. She’ll be over in half an hour.”




    “That’s good to hear. Look, here’s my card. If you need my help at all, don’t hesitate to get in touch with me.”




    Jessica took the business card from Katy and placed it on the kitchen table. “Thank you. Just promise me that you’ll keep me informed with your investigation and that you’ll find whoever did this.”




    “You have our guarantee on that, Jessica.”




    Lorne and Katy showed themselves out of the home and walked in silence back to the car. Once inside, they both let out the heaviest of sighs.




    Lorne spoke first. “How awful. Why would anyone kill a family man in such a manner? Why?”




    “It’s beyond me. According to Jessica, her husband had never had a cross word with anyone in his life. Hey, let’s hold off on speculating too much about the case until Patti gives us the PM report, eh!”




    “Yep, agreed. Where to now?”




    “On to Paul Lee’s workplace, I guess. Maybe we’ll hear about a different side of the victim from his workmates. Who knows?”




    Lorne very much doubted her partner’s statement would hold much truth once they’d visited the company where he worked, but she lived in hope that some clue might surface once they started questioning his colleagues. It sometimes worked out that way.
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