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			Glossary of Acronyms

			DCI – Detective Chief Inspector (senior officer on case)

			DI – Detective Inspector

			DS – Detective Sergeant

			SOCO – scene of crime officer (collects forensic evidence at scene)

			PM – Post Mortem or Autopsy (examination of dead body to establish cause of death)

			CCTV – Closed Circuit Television (security cameras)

			VIIDO – Visual Images, Identification and Detections Office

			MIT – Murder Investigation Team
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			Lauren was on her way out to buy cigarettes when the tenant who lived on the ground floor peered out and beckoned her with a gnarled finger. Mentally rehearsing her refusal to help the old woman with her shopping, Lauren hesitated at the foot of the steep staircase. 

			‘You must be hearing things,’ she replied, when the old woman paused to take in a wheezy breath. ‘Probably the TV.’ 

			‘Don’t give me that. I may be getting on, but I’m no fool. She’s up there every week. I’ve seen her on the stairs, always the same one. She stays all night, and I know what she’s doing up there. They think I don’t hear them fornicating.’ The old woman’s eyes gleamed with malice as she spat the word. ‘You tell him I know what he’s doing up there with his drug peddling and his women. The Lord will mete out His punishment. And you’re no better.’

			Lauren turned her back on the old crone and clattered upstairs to confront Jay. 

			‘I knew it! You’re seeing another woman!’ she screeched, without even stopping to take off her coat. ‘Who is she? Don’t lie to me! The old bag downstairs just told me about her, so you can’t deny it. As soon as my back’s turned, you’ve got someone else up here. And don’t tell me this was just one of your mates scoring some dope, because I know she stays here all night.’ 

			‘You listened to that old fishwife?’ Jay replied, raising his eyebrows in surprise. ‘You can’t believe a word she says. She’s batty as a fruitcake. Are you telling me you trust her word against mine?’ He spoke lightly, but his eyes blazed with fury. ‘That old bitch has got it in for me. She goes out of her way to stir up trouble for me. I’ve warned her before to stop all this spiteful nonsense. Why on earth would you listen to her?’

			Lauren wasn’t convinced by his protestations. ‘Why would she lie about it?’

			Jay turned away, dismissing the accusation with a casual shrug. ‘How should I know? She makes shit up. I’ve told her what I’ll do to her if she carries on causing me problems.’

			It really was the final straw as far as Lauren was concerned. Six months had passed since she and Jay first got together, and she was keen to move in with him. Apart from any other consideration, it was unnecessary for them both to be paying rent. Although she liked living with her flatmate, Natalie, she only had a small room to herself in their shared flat, while Jay had a self-contained apartment all to himself on the first floor of a house. There was easily enough room there for two people, so it was obvious she should move in with him, but he seemed content to live on his own, paying his rent all by himself. As long as he had enough left over for food, beer, cigarettes and drugs, he had told her that was all he needed. Much as he loved having her stay with him every Saturday, he said that during the week it suited him for her to sleep at her own place.

			‘You’re missing the point,’ she had protested. ‘We could be together every night. Then she wouldn’t be able to make stuff up about other women.’ 

			Monday to Friday she was up and out before he needed to wake up, he had told her, and in any case, some of his punters didn’t want to be seen by anyone else. It made them twitchy, and that was bad for business. She knew Jay faced increasing competition from the growing number of drug dealers in the city, so had decided not to insist, telling herself he would come round eventually if she was patient. She had been prepared to wait, but now his neighbour had put her straight about the other woman who regularly spent the night with him during the week. 

			‘Stop going on about it,’ Jay snapped, waving his hand around. ‘And where are my cigarettes?’ A scowl twisted his good-looking features. Then his expression softened, and he spoke in a wheedling tone. ‘You can see for yourself there’s no one else here. You know I have people coming and going all the time, but no one else stays here, only you.’

			‘No one in their right mind would want to spend time in this stinking dump,’ she retorted under her breath.

			Vexed, she pushed a dirty plate off the arm of the sofa. It landed upside down, scattering greasy crumbs on the carpet. She should have noticed the signs: a red flush spreading across his cheeks, the flaring of his nostrils, but she was too upset to hold back. 

			‘I’m sick of the way you treat me,’ she snapped. ‘You can sit there feeling smug, thinking you’re getting away with it, but I won’t put up with it any more. I won’t be cheated on, and I won’t be treated like one of your whores. You need to start treating me with respect, or…’

			‘Or what?’ he asked her, leaning back in his chair.

			His lips curled, but he clenched his right fist and started beating a tattoo on the arm of his chair with the fingers of his other hand, while his gaze never left her face. 

			‘Or you can sling your hook,’ she replied, daring him to retaliate.

			‘What are you talking about? You can’t throw me out of my own flat.’ His bark of laughter further infuriated her.

			‘Very well then, I’ll leave, shall I? You think I’m joking? Well, I’ve got news for you, because I’m not staying here another minute.’ She bit her lip, realising she was breaking up with him, but she was too angry to stop. ‘I don’t know whatever made me think you were worth it. You’re just a jumped up pathetic little backstreet drug pusher. You think you’re some big shot drug baron but you’re nothing. Even the police can’t be bothered to arrest you. That’s how insignificant you are.’ 

			He had never raised his hand against her before, and she had refused to believe he ever would. His muckraking neighbour had passed on a rumour that Jay had put his last girlfriend in hospital; had she not been too scared to press charges, he would probably have served time. But Jay had persuaded Lauren that he had never really cared about his former girlfriend, who had been shallow and self-centred. He had painted so monstrous a picture of her that Lauren had ended up convinced that, far from being abusive, Jay was a saint for having put up with her for so long. 

			‘It wasn’t entirely her fault,’ he had explained, with a sad smile that made him look positively cherubic, with his blue eyes and turned-up nose. ‘She couldn’t help herself. She was insanely jealous. It’s completely different this time. With you, it feels right.’ 

			To begin with, Lauren had loved him for the understanding he had shown his neurotic ex-girlfriend. Only gradually had she had come to suspect that he was not as thoughtful as he claimed. Still, there had probably been some truth in what he told her. It might have been drugs that had made his ex so dependent on him, and dope could make people paranoid. She wondered if that was happening to her. Her flatmate had formed a different opinion of Jay. As soon as she met him, she had told Lauren in no uncertain terms that Jay was a narcissist.

			‘You don’t even know him,’ Lauren had protested. ‘You’ve only met him once.’

			‘Once was enough to see what he’s like,’ Natalie had replied. ‘He’s bad news.’

			Lauren had ignored Natalie, defending Jay until her flatmate gave up and stopped talking about him. Now, with her cheek stinging from Jay’s slap, Lauren realised she had been naïve to dismiss her friend’s warning so hastily. Seeing his expression, she felt faintly sick. Far from apologetic, Jay seemed excited, as though he found hitting her exhilarating.

			‘I’m leaving,’ she said, forcing herself to speak calmly. 

			Her words sounded oddly hollow, as though someone else was speaking, and she realised her legs were trembling. Before she could move, Jay pushed past her and went to stand in the doorway, blocking her exit.

			‘Get out of my way, right now. I mean it.’ In spite of her determination to retain control of the situation, her voice rose as fear overwhelmed her anger. 

			Stepping forward, she attempted to squeeze past him. Suddenly, she was spinning round, his arm pressing against her throat. Choking, she lashed out in a panic, kicking at his legs and scrabbling to grab hold of his arm, desperate to force him to relax his grip, but he was too strong for her. After a moment, she hung limp in his grasp, waiting for an opportunity to free herself. 

			‘You think you can walk out on me, you tramp?’ he muttered between clenched teeth. ‘You think you can just walk away? No one does that to me. No one.’ With each iteration he jerked his arm viciously, ramming it against her throat, making her gag. 

			The edge of his other palm struck her chin as he clamped a hand across her mouth. She couldn’t see him, but she could hear him panting, his fury almost palpable. 

			‘How about if I throw you out, see how you like that,’ he hissed in her ear. 

			He dragged her through the door. She began kicking and scratching at his arms again, although she could hardly breathe, while his hand muffled her screams of protest. She was still struggling, afraid he was going to choke her to death, when they reached the top of the stairs. Frantic with terror, she deliberately stamped her pointed heel down on his foot. He let out a yelp of pain and released his hold on her neck, losing his balance. He reached for the banister with one flailing hand, enabling her to squirm out of his violent embrace. She fell face down on the floor. The carpet felt scratchy against her cheek, and it stank of cigarettes and stale beer. 

			As if from a vast distance, she heard him cry out several times as he tumbled down the stairs. Before he reached the bottom, there was a horrible thump and then he was silent. Shocked, she scrambled to her feet and staggered back to the flat to grab her coat and bag, before stumbling after him, clinging to the banister, her legs shaking. He was lying motionless at the foot of the stairs. As if in a dream, she leaned over the mound of his body, terrified he would reach out and grab her. Breath rasped in his throat, but he didn’t move. All she could think was that she had to get away from there. As she stepped over him, his eyelids flickered and his hand twitched. Stifling a scream, she staggered away down the hall. Just before she slammed the front door behind her, she thought she heard his voice call out her name. 

			She stepped out into an overcast world of grey rain. A car sped past, drenching her legs with the splash from a large puddle at the kerbside. Without looking back, she made her way to the bus stop. A large woman waiting there gave her a wary smile. Lauren turned away. A man strode past, his coat collar turned up against the rain. Still in a daze, she gazed back along the glistening street, wondering if Jay had recovered from his fall, and whether he would come after her. She began to cry, but no one noticed her tears mingling with the rain on her cheeks. If anyone had realised she was crying, they would probably have assumed she was pissed. 

			Hours seemed to pass before the bus drew up. Even though it was stationary when she boarded, she clung to the rail and the backs of the seats, afraid her legs would give way. The large woman from the bus stop nodded at her with a cheery grin as she passed. Lauren whipped her gaze away as though she had been stung. Staring at rain sliding down the window she shuddered. In her mind she could hear Jay’s voice calling out to her from the foot of the stairs and wondered if he would remember how she had fled, leaving him lying there alone. But it was too late to go back and, in any case, she reminded herself fiercely that she never wanted to see him again. 
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			Worn out and ready to put her feet up, Ariadne pulled into her drive. Although it was technically still autumn, the evenings were drawing in and there was a feeling of approaching winter in the air, heralded by more than just a drop in temperature. The sky was tinged with grey, and recent heavy showers had aided the gusty weather in stripping the trees of their last lingering leaves. Regretting having left her gloves at home that morning, she hurried from the car to the house. She was ravenous, and hoped her husband would have dinner in the oven. All she wanted to do was eat, slump in front of the telly for a couple of hours, and fall into bed. 

			As she was hanging up her jacket, she heard voices in the living room. Having released her shoulder-length black hair from its elasticated band, she glanced in the mirror before going in to find Nico talking to a man he introduced as Yiannis. Even before she heard his name, Ariadne guessed their guest was Greek, like her husband. With the same black hair and olive complexion, seeing them from behind the two men could have been brothers. Only when they stood up and turned to face her, did she see how different they were. While Nico was slender with delicate features, the stranger had thick, tufty brows which overhung his dark eyes set in a fleshy countenance and, although short, he was stocky. He looked older than Nico, who was forty. Stifling a yawn, she greeted the stranger politely.

			‘Yiannis needs some help,’ Nico said as he gestured at their visitor to sit down again. ‘It’s more your area than mine,’ he added apologetically. 

			Ariadne hesitated. She guessed Yiannis wanted her advice in her professional capacity, but if this was a matter for the police, he should really be following official procedure, not approaching her privately. That her husband expected her to help his friend was typical of Nico. His reluctance to turn down a request for assistance had landed him in trouble more than once. It both irritated her and, at the same time, was one of the reasons she loved him. As a detective inspector working in serious crime, she spent her working life investigating the consequences of the darker side of human nature. If only more people shared her husband’s generosity of spirit towards his fellow man, the world would be a better place. 

			With a sigh, she settled on the sofa, and asked Yiannis what she could do for him. At least she would hear him out before sending him to the police station or, if necessary, escorting him there herself. Nico left the room to make coffee, and she heard him tinkering about in the kitchen. 

			‘I own a house in Penley’s Grove Street,’ Yiannis began, leaning forward in his chair and gazing earnestly at her. ‘This house is divided into two maisonettes, and both are let to tenants. This morning I received a call from one of my tenants, an elderly lady who lives on the ground floor. She said she had heard a noise outside her door, and when she opened it she saw her neighbour lying in the hall. She didn’t know what to do, and so she called me.’

			He paused and Ariadne waited, stifling a yawn. This sounded like the preamble to a dispute between neighbours. She began mentally rehearsing how to extricate herself from Yiannis’s problem as courteously as possible. 

			‘She complained that he wasn’t moving, and she was afraid to go out,’ Yiannis explained earnestly.

			‘I understand that’s a problem,’ Ariadne said. ‘But I’m not sure what you want me to do about it. Had her neighbour fallen down the stairs?’ 

			Yiannis paused as Nico entered the room carrying a tray of coffee. Nico raised his eyebrows in silent enquiry.

			‘I’m getting to it,’ Yiannis said, before turning to face Ariadne again. ‘I went there straightaway to see what the problem was. And there was a body.’ 

			Ariadne wasn’t sure she understood. Too tired to remonstrate, she accepted a cup of strong Greek coffee even though it was early evening and she knew it would probably keep her awake that night. Biting back the temptation to say she had no idea what Yiannis was talking about, she asked him to be more specific about what he had found.

			‘There was a body,’ Yiannis repeated, and she noticed his voice trembled slightly. ‘It was my other tenant, who lived on the first floor. He was lying at the foot of the stairs.’

			 Ariadne took a gulp of coffee which burned her tongue. ‘You said “a body”… ’

			‘I called for an ambulance at once,’ Yiannis continued, speaking rapidly now, as though keen to reach the end of his account. ‘He never stirred, and when the paramedics arrived, they told me he was dead. I was worried he could have been saved, if I’d known what to do, but I was afraid to touch him in case I injured him further. But they told me my tenant had been dead for some time. Before I arrived he was dead. He had – how do you say it? – mortis of the body. There was no doubt about it. He was dead.’ He shuddered. ‘The paramedics called the police, who took the body away. But now I have to go to the police station even though I have done nothing wrong. Nothing! So I came straight here to ask Nico if you would help me. He told me once that you have influence at the police station. He is so proud of you.’ He hesitated, his face suddenly pale, before adding in a low voice, ‘I do not want to go to the police station.’ 

			Ariadne had only recently been promoted to the rank of acting detective inspector, and was gratified to hear that Nico was proud of her work. But she couldn’t assist Nico’s friend in an independent capacity.

			‘Yiannis, I’m afraid you have no choice. You will need to present yourself at the police station to make a statement. There’s no need to worry,’ she added kindly, seeing his stricken expression, ‘you’re a witness, that’s all. The likelihood is that your tenant collapsed and died from natural causes – a heart attack or a stroke, something like that. Was he elderly?’

			‘He was a young man, a man in his prime,’ Yiannis replied miserably. He hesitated before adding, ‘I was told he took drugs, but I had no way of knowing if that was true. I saw no sign of it myself. If I had known, I would have thrown him out. I don’t want any trouble.’

			‘What made you think he was taking drugs?’ Ariadne asked. 

			‘Not serious drugs,’ he replied quickly, with an anxious grimace. ‘There was no mention of serious drugs. And it probably wasn’t true. The old woman on the ground floor told me he was selling drugs. She said disreputable visitors came and went at all hours, disturbing her. But she was always complaining to me, about many things, and I took no notice of her. As far as I was concerned he was a good tenant. He paid his rent, and what he did in private was not my business. If he was doing anything illegal, I knew nothing about it. I only heard rumours from a confused old woman. It had nothing to do with me. I don’t want any trouble,’ he repeated.

			‘I’m sure you won’t be convicted for running a drug ring,’ Nico said, smiling. ‘You can’t know everything your tenant was doing.’ He nodded at Ariadne, asking her to confirm that was the case.

			‘But why must I go to the police station?’ Yiannis cried out, his composure breaking down. ‘What do they want with me?’

			‘Presumably they just want a statement confirming he fell down the stairs,’ Nico replied. ‘It sounds like his death was an accident. You’ve got nothing to worry about.’

			Ariadne acknowledged her husband’s words with a smile of her own. ‘I’m very sorry about the circumstances,’ she went on, ‘but there’s really nothing to be afraid of.’

			As she spoke, her phone buzzed. Glancing at the screen, she saw that her former colleague, Geraldine, was calling. Making a mental note to call her back once Yiannis had gone, she ended the call. 

			‘I do not want to talk the police,’ Yiannis muttered.

			Questioning him, Ariadne learned that he had left an unpaid debt behind when he left Greece, some years earlier. Wary of running into his creditor, he had not been back since. She assured him the detectives investigating a possibly suspicious death would not be interested in his bad debts. But she had a feeling he might be concealing the true reason he had left Greece all those years ago, and had never been back. It wasn’t until she was setting her alarm for the morning that she noticed the missed call from her friend, and remembered she had forgotten to call Geraldine back. Resolved to contact her the next day, she went to bed and fell into an uneasy dream where she fled Greece after being chased by a white rabbit called Geraldine. ‘You could have waited for me,’ the rabbit grumbled, crouching in her boat as she rowed towards the open sea. 

			‘Don’t let me drink coffee in the evening again,’ she complained to Nico the next morning. 

			He smiled and kissed her on the nose. ‘When have I ever been able to stop you doing anything?’ he asked. 
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			The baby was crying again. Reluctantly, Geraldine hauled herself off the sofa where she had been dozing and made her way into the bedroom. Tom lay in his cot, his face red with the effort of yelling, his fat little arms reaching up with clenched fists, as though ready to take a swipe at whoever answered his imperious summons. The strength of his anger was almost palpable, giving her a faint sense of dread that she would be unable to calm him, but he settled down to feed almost at once. She savoured her relief, resigned to the fact that the anticipated rush of maternal rapture had so far seemed to elude her. She had tried to explain to her sister that her enjoyment of motherhood was still tentative. 

			‘I’m sure your maternal feelings will come,’ Celia had assured her, complacent in her own mothering skills. ‘Just be patient. You’re probably still exhausted.’ 

			Geraldine had felt relatively confident when Celia had visited her, but now she was alone again with a tiny creature utterly dependent on her for his survival. At times she was afraid the magnitude of her new responsibility would overwhelm her. Never before had she concealed her feelings from her life partner, but she had been unable to share her struggle with anyone, least of all with Ian who wanted only to hear that she loved being at home with Tom. She couldn’t bear to disappoint him. Working as a detective inspector in serious crime, Geraldine had never before experienced this constant nagging self-doubt. A murder investigation gave her defined goals and objectives, and required a logical thought process in which emotion played no part. She was not used to feeling helpless with a dizzying love that seemed to tear her away from her own personality. Added to her emotional turmoil was her piercing guilt at feeling bored, spending her waking hours with one tiny person who did nothing but cry and feed. 

			There had been heavy showers on and off all the previous day. Every time she had decided to go out for a walk to clear her head, there had been another downpour, and now it was raining again. Had she had only herself to think about, she would have put on a waterproof coat and gone out without hesitation. Tom had been grizzly all day and she knew they would probably both feel better for a change of scene, but somehow she didn’t have the energy to get herself and the baby dressed to brave the rain. She could take the car, but where was there to go? Her sisters both lived miles away, and her local friends had all been colleagues at the police station in York. Ian had urged her to take Tom along to the police station to show everyone, but really, what was the point? Under pressure at work, they would have no time to socialise. They would tell her what a fine-looking baby Tom was, before turning back to their work, leaving her excluded from the camaraderie of the police team. She missed that aspect of her work so much it was like a physical pain in her guts. Never alone now, day or night, she had never felt more isolated. 

			Ian was home late. Unapologetic, he told her that he had stopped for a beer with a few of his colleagues. 

			‘You know how it is,’ he said cheerily. ‘One thing leads to another. I kept meaning to leave and then someone else got in a round.’ He laughed, a man at ease with life. 

			Geraldine smiled, genuinely happy for him. Just because she was stuck at home with a baby was no reason for Ian to feel similarly trapped. 

			‘How was your day?’ he asked, peering at her.

			‘Oh, fine,’ she lied. ‘He’s growing all the time,’ she added, more for something to say than because she actually thought the baby was significantly bigger than he had been the previous day, or the day before that. 

			‘Yes, he looks healthy,’ Ian agreed. 

			He took Tom from her and the baby gurgled with pleasure as Ian swung him up in the air. Geraldine remonstrated feebly to him to be careful, trying not to feel peeved that Tom seemed so much happier when Ian took him than he ever was when she picked him up. At the same time, she was relieved to hand the baby over. Perhaps for an hour or two she might be able to forget about her responsibilities and relax. Running a team of fellow detectives investigating a murder had never seemed as challenging as taking care of one tiny, helpless human being.

			‘So, what’s to eat?’ Ian asked. 

			With a sinking feeling, Geraldine realised she hadn’t prepared anything for supper.

			‘I’m sorry,’ she mumbled. ‘I fell asleep this afternoon. I’ve been so tired today. I completely forgot, and then I didn’t want to take Tom out in the rain, and then he fell asleep,’ she added, feeling as though she was back at school, offering a string of excuses for failing to hand in her homework.

			Humiliated and confused, she felt tears gather in her eyes, but Ian was looking at Tom and didn’t notice. 

			‘Not to worry,’ he said breezily. ‘I’ll get us a takeaway. What do you fancy?’

			She shrugged without looking up, unable to trust herself to speak in case her voice betrayed her emotion. She had been at home all day, with nothing to do but feed and change the baby, and she hadn’t even thought to prepare dinner for Ian when he arrived home after a day at work. Tom was over five months old and sleeping through the night so she could no longer claim she was recuperating from the birth, difficult though that had been. Meanwhile Ian insisted on telling her what a wonderful job she was doing as a mother. She wanted to shout at him that she wasn’t a wonderful mother at all, that she hated being stuck at home with the baby, and all she wanted to do was return to work and have her old life back. But Tom had come along, and her identity had changed into something glorious and terrifying. She was a mother and would be for the rest of her life. There was no going back. Geraldine had long ago come to terms with her own biological mother giving her up for adoption. A dysfunctional alcoholic who had given birth to twins, it was understandable that she had been unable to cope. Geraldine’s own situation was completely different. But in her darkest moments, she wondered whether she had inherited some flaw that would make her an unsuitable mother. 

			‘How about fish and chips?’ Ian asked.

			Geraldine nodded. ‘That would be lovely,’ she muttered, grateful that he hadn’t seemed to mind her thoughtlessness, yet irrationally annoyed by his carefree attitude. 

			Although she wasn’t hungry, she knew it was important to eat sensibly. If she wasn’t overwhelmed by maternal love for her baby, at least she could behave like a responsible mother and do her best to serve her baby’s needs. Allowing herself to weaken wouldn’t help either of them. She told herself love would grow and smiled, watching the way Tom’s eyes followed Ian around. 

			‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered. 

			Ian looked at her in surprise. ‘Are you crying?’ 

			‘It’s my hormones,’ she said, wiping her eyes. 

			‘As long as that’s all it is,’ he replied, before turning his attention back to the gurgling baby. 

			‘That’s all it is,’ she murmured. She hoped it was true. 

		

	
		
			4 

			In her early forties, Ariadne had been pleased to be asked to cover her colleague’s role as a detective inspector, while Geraldine was taking maternity leave. There was a chance the promotion to acting DI might become a permanent appointment. Their young colleague, Naomi Arnold, had moved up through the ranks relatively quickly and was already a detective sergeant. 

			‘You’ll be a DCI before long.’ Ariadne said, half joking, but Naomi took the comment seriously. 

			‘I certainly hope so. That’s what I’m working towards, but who knows?’

			‘You’re ambitious,’ Ariadne replied, a little wistfully. ‘And that’s not a bad thing,’ she added quickly, seeing her colleague scowl.

			‘Why shouldn’t I be ambitious?’ Naomi asked. ‘There’s nothing wrong with trying to get on in life, is there?’

			‘Nothing wrong with that at all.’

			Listening to Naomi made Ariadne feel rather old and staid. Pretty, with blonde hair, fair complexion, and pale blue eyes, Naomi looked delicate and dippy, but she was focused on her work and it looked as though she had an impressive future ahead of her. Ariadne wondered how much more successful her own career might have been, had she been less content to simply accept her situation in life, but it was pointless to regret what might have been. With an interesting and challenging job and a happy marriage, she had plenty of reasons to be content and was generally very satisfied with her life. Only occasionally did she question whether she might have pushed herself to achieve more. 

			‘Have you spoken to Geraldine at all?’ Naomi asked. 

			With a pang of guilt, Ariadne remembered the call she had missed from their former colleague. 

			‘Actually, she called me yesterday, but I didn’t get to my phone in time, and then I was busy and forgot to return her call. I’ll speak to her this evening.’ 

			Naomi was surprised Geraldine hadn’t yet brought her baby in to the police station, and said as much, but before Ariadne could respond, they were summoned to a briefing. 

			‘I hope she and the baby are all right,’ Naomi said, as they walked towards the major incident room together. ‘I mean, I thought she would have been in to see us by now. It must be getting on for six months since she left.’

			‘I’m sure everything’s fine,’ Ariadne reassured her. ‘Ian would have told us if there was anything wrong, wouldn’t he?’

			Naomi nodded. ‘Yes, Ian seems happy, doesn’t he? You’re right. We’d know if anything was wrong, wouldn’t we?’ 

			Detective Chief Inspector Binita Hewitt was waiting impatiently for the team to assemble. With her slender figure, trim dark bob and penetrating stare, her neat jacket seemed to reflect the precision she demonstrated in her work. Ariadne admired her senior officer’s meticulous approach to investigations, but she worried that at times Binita paid too much attention to detail, for all that she liked to urge her team to look at the ‘bigger picture’. Her collaborative approach made her seem indecisive at times, but she had proved successful in leading murder investigations before, and Ariadne had confidence in her leadership. 

			‘It’ll be interesting to see how well Binita does without Geraldine, if we’ve got a murder on our hands,’ Naomi murmured. 

			‘We all miss her, but I’m sure we’ll manage,’ Ariadne replied, a trifle tersely. 

			She did her best to overlook the implication that she might not prove capable of taking over in Geraldine’s absence, and sighed. Already she was beginning to feel the pressure of her additional responsibility and, as far as she knew, they didn’t even have a case to investigate. She wondered if anyone else was doubting her competence, but was quick to dismiss such pointless speculation. When she had discussed the situation with Nico, he had expressed absolute confidence in her and, as he had pointed out, he knew her better than anyone. Besides, she wouldn’t have been offered the promotion, even temporarily, if her work record hadn’t demonstrated that she was up to the job. 

			While Geraldine had been Ariadne’s best friend on the team, she was aware that a close bond had developed between Geraldine and Naomi, after Geraldine had saved her younger colleague’s life. Remembering what had happened, Ariadne resolved to look out for Naomi. She knew how much the young officer had relied on Geraldine, and regretted having spoken to her so brusquely. But there was no time to say anything more to her now as everyone was in place, and the detective chief inspector began. A man had been discovered in a property in Penley’s Grove. The death could have been accidental, as the victim appeared to have fallen down a flight of stairs. With a shock, Ariadne realised Binita might be talking about Yiannis’s tenant. She listened with growing alarm as Binita described how paramedics who attended the scene had felt there was something strange about the death. Binita paused for breath, and Ariadne blurted out, ‘Strange in what way?’ 

			‘I’m coming to that,’ Binita replied sharply and Ariadne looked down at the floor. ‘The issue was that the body was found lying at an unnatural angle,’ Binita went on. ‘It’s possible the injured man shifted himself into an awkward position before he died, but the paramedics thought it looked as though the body might have been moved post mortem. There was sufficient doubt for them to contact us, and the officers who attended the scene reported that something didn’t look right. We have no details yet, and in any case we won’t know for certain until after the post mortem, but in the meantime we’re treating the death as suspicious. So let’s see what we can find out about the dead man. We need to be ready to investigate if it turns out there was something unlawful about this death, as it seems might be the case. Nothing has yet been confirmed, but the consensus so far from those at the scene is that we need to look into this.’ 

			Binita told them the dead man’s name was Jay Roper, and he was known to the police as a small-time local drug dealer. His body had been discovered by an elderly neighbour who had contacted his landlord. Ariadne hesitated, but there was no point in admitting she had already met the dead man’s landlord. She might be wrong and, in any case, if Yiannis had any involvement in the death, the investigation would uncover it. 

			‘Come on,’ she now exhorted the team. ‘Let’s get going and make short work of this.’ 

			She was rewarded with a palpable lift in the atmosphere, as her colleagues smiled in appreciation of her positivity. Maybe being a detective inspector leading a murder investigation wasn’t going to prove so hard after all. 
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			Before questioning Yiannis, Ariadne drove to Penley’s Grove to question Mary Jones, the tenant who had called the landlord to tell him about the body. There were no parking spaces outside the house, and she had to draw up a few doors along. Pulling up the hood of her jacket, she hurried through a fine rain to the terraced house where Jay had lived. A cordon was already in place, with a uniformed constable posted by the front door. A couple of rubbish bins occupied most of the narrow paved yard, with an empty milk bottle and some rotting vegetables lying on the ground between them. No attempt had been made to brighten up the yard with flowers, or to sweep up the discarded rubbish. Ariadne logged her arrival and pulled on a protective suit and shoe coverings before negotiating the common approach path up the steps to the front door. 

			In the entry hall, a black and white floor covering cleverly designed to look like tiles had lifted in one corner to reveal that it was actually linoleum. At the far end of the hall, a steep staircase led up to the first floor. A painted wooden banister ran up one wall, but it was feasible that someone could have lost their footing and fallen headlong down the stairs. Carefully following a route indicated that skirted the hall, Ariadne reached Mary’s front door and knocked. Mary didn’t come to the door straightaway. After waiting a few moments, Ariadne knocked again and at last the door opened. The reason for the delayed response was immediately apparent. Mary stood bent over a walking stick which she was clutching with one hand, while the other rested on the door. She was wheezing, possibly from the effort of walking to the door, but her eyes were bright as she peered up at Ariadne. 

			‘Yes?’ Her voice was thin with age. ‘What do you people want from me now?’ she asked, taking in Ariadne’s protective outfit. 

			Ariadne introduced herself.

			‘What do you want with me?’

			‘I’m here to ask you a few questions.’

			‘You’ll have to come in then. I can’t stand for long. It’s my legs.’ As if to emphasise her point, the old woman tapped her walking stick on the floor. ‘Have you brought me my milk? They won’t let me go anywhere. They’re saying I can’t even step out of my own apartment. And they’re telling me I have to move out,’ she grumbled.

			‘I’m sorry for causing you more inconvenience. I won’t keep you long. But I do need to ask you a few questions about your neighbour.’

			‘Oh dear. Do we have to go over it all again? It was a terrible business. Terrible. He was a horrible man, you know, always disturbing me with his racket, and the street door opening and closing all day long. He had them coming to see him at all hours of the day and night.’ 

			‘Who came to see him?’

			Mary shrugged and peered at Ariadne, her shrewd eyes glinting with malice as she mumbled darkly about the fires of hell. ‘I don’t know who they were,’ she said at last. ‘But he was up and down the stairs at all hours, answering the door. Are you going to come in or not? Only I can’t stand here all day.’

			She turned unsteadily and shuffled along a narrow hall, leaning heavily on her stick. Ariadne followed her past a raincoat hanging from a row of hooks on the wall above a worn pair of fur-lined ankle boots and a shopping trolley. Mary led her into a living room where two faded chintz-covered armchairs and a matching sofa were arranged in a semi-circle on a threadbare red patterned carpet. On a low table in front of a grimy fireplace, a large television screen dominated the room. The room looked old-fashioned but cosy, with cushions on every seat, lace-edged antimacassars, and a knitted blanket thrown over the back of the settee. A faint smell of soap and lavender failed to mask a stale body odour that greeted Ariadne as she entered the room. With a breathy grunt, Mary lowered herself slowly on to a chair, leaning on the arms as she manoeuvred herself into a sitting position. 

			‘Can you describe what happened when you discovered the body?’ Ariadne asked, shifting a plump corduroy cushion from an armchair and sitting down.

			‘I already told the constable what happened,’ the old lady quavered irritably. ‘My memory’s not what it was.’ She sighed. ‘Anyway, I didn’t know he was dead, not at first. No, it was Mr Yiannis who found out he was dead, not me. I thought he had passed out from all the drugs he took.’ 

			‘What was he doing in the hall?’

			Mary shut her eyes and, for a second, Ariadne was afraid she had dozed off. ‘I was just back from doing my shopping, and I was in the hall when I heard her upstairs, yelling.’

			‘Who was yelling?’

			‘I don’t know which of them it was, do I?’ The old woman’s lips moved silently for a second. ‘I knew what he was up to. I was a bit racy myself back in the day.’ She cackled unexpectedly. ‘You wouldn’t think it to look at me now. But that was before I was saved,’ she added, sombre once more. 

			‘Before you were saved?’

			‘God forgives all who truly repent.’

			‘Who was yelling upstairs?’ Ariadne steered the conversation back to her question.

			Mary leaned forward in her chair, and a dry cough shook her narrow frame. She held out two gnarled fingers. ‘He had two women. I heard them shouting, him and one of his women. I can’t tell you who they were. He might have had more than two of them, visiting him up there,’ she added thoughtfully. ‘He had people coming and going at all hours, disturbing me. I hurried inside and shut the door, but I could still hear them shouting. Don’t think I couldn’t hear what went on up there.’

			‘You didn’t mention this shouting before?’

			The old woman dismissed the question with a flutter of her veiny hand. ‘You can’t expect me to remember everything that happens, at my age.’ 

			‘Did you hear what they were shouting?’

			‘He shouted, “No one! No one!” That’s all I remember. Other than that it was all just raised voices, making a terrible din. No thought for me. No consideration.’ She paused and her rheumy eyes grew sharp with alarm. ‘Next thing, there was a lot of noise, like someone pulling luggage down the stairs, bump, bump, bump, and more yelling and groaning, and then it all went quiet. “Someone’s moving out,” I thought, “and good riddance.”’ She mumbled something about fallen women and their sinful ways. ‘I put the kettle on, and then I listened through the door, just to make sure the noise had stopped.’ She closed her eyes again. ‘And I heard something.’

			‘What did you hear?’ Ariadne prompted her.

			‘It sounded like a kind of moaning. I opened my door a crack to see what was happening out there, but I kept the chain on the door, just in case. You can’t be too careful, can you, especially these days. And he was lying there, on the floor, at the bottom of the stairs!’ Her eyes were wide open now, and she gripped the armrest of her chair, looking scared. ‘I shut my door straight away to stop him coming in. As I told the other policewoman, I was too frightened to go out.’ She put one wrinkled hand over her mouth and closed her eyes.

			Afraid she was going to cry, Ariadne made a reassuring comment, before urging the old woman to continue with her story.

			‘There I was, trapped in my own flat!’ she repeated. ‘So I kept calling the landlord and eventually he answered, which was a blessing, because sometimes it takes days to get hold of him. And that’s all I can tell you. After a while I heard a ruckus but I still had no idea what was happening. Then someone knocked at my door and, this time, when I opened it, I saw the hall was full of people all talking at once, and there was my neighbour from upstairs lying on his back, surrounded by police and doctors and I don’t know who else. They told me he was stone cold dead. But there was no sign of his trollop. What I’d taken for a suitcase being dragged down the stairs had been my neighbour. Before I could set foot outside my flat to ask how long they intended to be there, blocking the hall, a very polite young policewoman stopped me. She wanted to know if I had seen anyone entering or leaving the building that morning, which I hadn’t. Then she told me I wasn’t to go out into the hall until they’d finished, and asked me if I needed anything. As it turned out, I didn’t need much because I’d already been to the shops that week, but I asked her to get me some milk.’ Her face relaxed in a smile. ‘The Lord takes care of us all.’ 

			It seemed an odd expression, given that her neighbour had just fallen to his death. 
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			Lauren had been too scared to go back and check that Jay was all right. Telling herself he would be fine, she tried to act as though nothing unusual had happened, and they hadn’t rowed at all. But she had seen him hurtling down the stairs and was convinced he must have injured himself, perhaps seriously. Just thinking about it made her feel sick. She kept wondering whether she could have done anything to stop him from falling, but she had been knocked over as they struggled. By the time she had clambered to her feet he was already halfway down the stairs.

			Everything had happened so quickly she had scarcely had time to take in what was going on. One minute she had been threatening to leave him, and then he was looming over her, pressing his hand against her mouth, dragging her out of his flat. All she could remember after that was how she had fought against his vice-like grip on her wrists. She had kicked him as hard as she could. If she had been wearing her canvas trainers, she would probably have bruised herself. As it was, the pointed metal toecaps on her black patent shoes were sharp and unyielding and must have hurt his shins. She vaguely remembered stamping on his foot with her heel, and that was what had startled him into releasing his hold on her. The next minute, he was gone. It had all been over in a flash. She had seen his hands flapping around in a vain attempt to hold on to something as he fell, and then he was lying in a heap at the bottom of the stairs. 

			Some spirit of self-preservation had sent her racing back into his flat to seize her bag so she could flee before he recovered. She had no recollection of rushing down the stairs to the street door, but she must have clambered across his body, or perhaps leapt over it, because somehow she had found herself outside on the pavement. She had a hazy memory of making her way to the bus stop, rain mingling with her tears. On the bus, damp and wretched, she had stared resolutely out of the window, avoiding looking at other passengers, as the bus carried her away from his flat and his inert body lying at the foot of the stairs. Not until she was nearly home had it occurred to her that he might be dead. 

			Her flatmate, Natalie, was away visiting her parents for a week. Arriving home to silence, Lauren had gone straight to bed, shivering. She didn’t know whether her relationship with Jay was over, or if he was even still alive. Nearly delirious with grief, she lay in bed, crying and aching for what felt like hours. At last, she hauled herself her out of bed to make herself a mug of tea. Having drunk it, she felt a lot better and went back to bed where, at last, she fell asleep. Having slept fitfully through the rest of the night, she woke up with a pounding headache. Seeing herself in the bathroom mirror, she was startled by her appearance, her face pasty and her eyes red and blotchy as though she had been rubbing them for hours. After phoning her manager to say she had flu, and would probably be off work for a few days, she had some breakfast and then slunk back to bed and tried to sleep. 

			After a few days, she was feeling a little better, and able to think about Jay without bursting into tears. Luckily her flatmate was still away, so she didn’t have to face any awkward questions, but she had decided to tell Natalie that she and Jay had split up. For all she knew, it was true. In any event, it would account for her crying and would give her a plausible reason for refusing to talk about him. Turning on the television, and waiting for the weather forecast before her soap, she was shocked to see him mentioned on the local news. The police were investigating the death of a man who had died after a fall down some stairs. She had a horrible feeling she was responsible for the accident. The horror of what had happened came flooding back, and she felt faint. Jay was dead and she would never see him again, never feel his arms around her or his lips on hers. As if to confirm her suspicion, the face of the old woman who rented the apartment below Jay’s flashed up on the screen. Her wrinkled lips moved and she announced that she had heard her neighbour fall down the stairs. Bursting into tears, Lauren wept hysterically for a few moments. 

			Only when she calmed down a little did she register the significance of what she had heard. The news report had said the police were investigating the circumstances of Jay’s death. That must mean they suspected he had been murdered. She trembled, wishing she could remember exactly what had happened when he had fallen. She wondered if the police could prove she had been there, watching. As it turned out, she had witnessed more than an accidental tumble. She had been watching her boyfriend die. Given that she had not called for an ambulance, but instead had fled the scene, it was almost inevitable the police would conclude she had deliberately pushed him down the stairs.

			Forensic evidence of her DNA would be all over his flat, and they could probably prove she had been present when he fell. Appearances were against her. Her memory of the incident was confused, but she did recall struggling with him. Perhaps she had pushed him, but if so, she had acted in self-defence. He was the one who had dragged her along the landing, seemingly intending to push her down the stairs. In any case, it was the fall that had killed him, and that had been an accident. She hadn’t even known he was dying. She was almost sure she had heard him moaning as she reached the front door and ran out into the street. Taking in a few deep shuddering breaths, she tried to think clearly. If she went to the police and told them exactly what had happened, they couldn’t possibly suspect her of murder. 

			‘I had no idea he was so badly hurt,’ she muttered to herself, rehearsing what she would say to the police when they questioned her, as they were bound to do. 

			‘Why did you run off and leave him if his fall was accidental, as you claim?’ she imagined a stern-faced policeman demanding. ‘Why didn’t you call an ambulance when you saw he was hurt? You say you heard him moaning when you were leaving, so you must have realised he was injured. You knew he was alive, yet you left him to die.’ At her side, a grim lawyer would sigh and shake his head, and advise her to confess to the murder of her boyfriend. 

			‘You had a row,’ the policeman would press on, ignoring her denials. ‘You discovered he was cheating on you with another woman, so you killed him. Confess! Confess! Confess!’ she imagined the policeman shouting at her. She could picture the scene. In her imagination, the policeman looked just like her headmaster at school. The longer she thought about it, the more hazardous her position seemed. It was true she had accused Jay of two-timing her and they had argued about it. The nosy old cow from the downstairs flat had doubtless been eavesdropping, and would be only too eager to come forward to accuse her. 

			From watching crime dramas on television, Lauren knew exactly what the police would be looking for, and was aware that she had an obvious motive for wanting to lash out at her cheating boyfriend. Added to that, she alone had had the opportunity to attack him, and the means had presented themselves right in front of her. She might attempt to convince a jury that his death hadn’t been planned, but the fact that she hadn’t summoned help when Jay had his accident would confirm her guilt. She wasn’t even sure any longer that it had been an accident. In the terror of the struggle, had she deliberately pushed him to his death? 

			There was no time to beat herself up about what had happened. She would have to worry about it later. For now, she needed to focus on evading arrest. The police were probably already looking for her. She had to get away without delay. Dashing to her room, she packed her rucksack. She had no idea where to go; she knew only that she had to hide somewhere the police wouldn’t find her. Once they caught her, it would all be over. No one would pay any attention to her protestations of innocence. She would be convicted of murder and given a long prison sentence. What kind of defence could she put up when she herself wasn’t convinced she was innocent? Tears streamed down her face as she crammed clothes and a random hand towel into her bag, her thoughts spinning wildly. She wondered whether to leave a note for her flatmate. Her best option would be to hurry to the station and jump on a train, any train, and get as far away from York as possible. Her mother lived in Leeds, but the police would probably be looking for her there. She had to move fast, and find a place where she could never be found. 

			As soon as she saw a car cruising along Gillygate, Lauren was afraid the police had come looking for her. When her doorbell rang a few minutes later, she knew it was them. She struggled to control her panic, but it was hard to think clearly. One thing was obvious: they were bound to suspect she had killed Jay. She couldn’t stay where she was, waiting for them to find her. On the other hand, she wondered whether it would be an overreaction to run away. After all, she had done nothing wrong and there was no reason why she shouldn’t talk to the police. It wasn’t her fault Jay had tripped and fallen down the stairs. For a couple of days she hadn’t even realised what had happened to him. It wasn’t until she had gone back to see him, and had seen the police activity at his lodgings, that she had believed he was dead. Now the police were ringing her doorbell while she sat on the floor, hiding her face in her hands and trembling, waiting for them to go away. 

			The ringing on her bell seemed to go on forever, but at last it stopped. Doing her best not to move the curtain, she peered down into the street. The police had gone, for now, but they would be back. Before they returned, she had to act quickly. The easiest response would be to simply wait where she was, open the door to them and face their questions, but there was no guarantee they would believe she had done nothing wrong. Jay had assaulted her, and there were bruises on her neck to prove it. Even so, the police might not believe she was innocent. They might twist her statement and say she had attacked him, and he had grabbed at her in self-defence when she had pushed him down the stairs. She had seen too many crime dramas on television to trust them. On balance, she decided it would be too risky to wait for them to come back and arrest her. Once she made her escape, she would be free. 

			Just before she left, it occurred to her that her flatmate might report her missing if she returned to find the place empty. Lauren couldn’t risk drawing attention to her flight. Rummaging around for paper, she wasted precious time fiddling around to remove a sheet from the printer. ‘Had to go away for a few days,’ she wrote and then tore the sheet in tiny pieces and started again. It was best not to be too specific. ‘Gone away for a while,’ she wrote and added, ‘Met someone,’ as a vague explanation. Leaving the note under a mug beside the kettle, she pulled on her winter fleece and jacket, hoisted her bag on to her back, and left, hoping Natalie wouldn’t notice she had raided their joint kitty. As she pulled the door closed behind her, she wondered if she would ever see her flatmate again. It started to rain as she reached the street, and she began to cry silently. Since her argument with Jay, everything in her life had gone wrong, and it was all his fault. 
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			Avril, the young blonde anatomical technology assistant at the mortuary, greeted Ariadne like a long-lost friend. Recently married, Avril was bursting to talk about her wedding. Before Ariadne had a chance to speak, the pathologist’s assistant launched into a detailed account of the event. 

			‘Sorry I’ve not been around for the past month. We both took time off for the wedding, of course, but then, seeing as we were travelling so far, we had an extended honeymoon. It was fabulous. I want to show you some photos of where we were staying, but first, here’s the wedding.’ She took out her phone and began scrolling through her photos, without pausing in her commentary to allow Ariadne to respond. ‘We were lucky, it was a glorious day. We took a chance on the weather being fine, because it can rain, even in August. That would have been a nightmare. Can you imagine?’ 

			Ariadne extricated herself with difficulty, but not before she had commented that Avril’s wedding dress was beautiful, and she looked lovely, and the wedding looked wonderful, and the honeymoon must have been brilliant. Her comments were sincere in that she was genuinely pleased for Avril, but she was only really interested in the results of the post mortem she was there to hear about. 

			The pathologist, Jonah, looked up as Ariadne joined him. Ugly in repose, his pug-like face lit up when he smiled, making him seem surprisingly attractive. 

			‘I take it you’ve heard about the wedding of the decade?’ he whispered, winking and gesturing towards the office where Avril worked. ‘Or perhaps that should be the wedding of the century? Dear Avril. She does get overexcited. Still, better to have joyous occasions to celebrate than cause for grieving.’ He lowered his eyes to gaze at the corpse lying on the slab between them and sighed. ‘Goodness knows, we see enough of that here.’

			‘Can you shed any light on the reason for my visit?’ Ariadne asked, nodding at the body. 

			Jonah heaved a theatrical sigh. ‘And there I was, thinking you had come here to see me. It says a lot when a woman is more interested in a dead man than in me.’ He clutched his chest. ‘You’ve broken my heart, inspector.’

			Ariadne chuckled. ‘Well, I won’t tell your wife if you don’t. So, have you got anything you can tell us?’

			‘Oh very well then, seeing as you’re determined to talk about him, I’ll have to swallow my disappointment. Come on then, let’s get on with it,’ he replied, with another exaggerated sigh. ‘My rival was a well-fed chap, in his mid to late thirties, fond of his drink if the state of his liver’s anything to go by.’ He gave a wry smile. ‘He was in surprisingly good health, given that he was a heavy smoker, but that would have caught up with him eventually. When will people learn to avoid what’s bad for them? It’s possible he had a few other unhealthy substances in his system, but we’ll have to wait for the tox report to be sure about that. He had good muscle tone, so he probably worked out or did exercise of some description.’

			‘What did he die of? The team at the scene were suspicious, based on the position the body was lying in, but we’re going to need more than that. As soon as you can let us have your report—’

			Jonah nodded. ‘You’ll have my official report as soon as I’ve finished examining him.’

			‘Is there anything you can tell me now?’ Ariadne hesitated before adding that Geraldine had told her Jonah used to share his initial impressions with her, in confidence. ‘Of course, I may have misunderstood,’ she added quickly. ‘If you’re not happy to speak off the record, that’s fine. Far be it from me to push my luck, especially with a man who’s brandishing a bloody scalpel.’ 

			Jonah nodded easily. ‘As long as we’re off the record, I can say whatever I like.’ He gave an impish grin. ‘So, what would you like to hear? I’ll happily share my darkest fantasies with you. Or if you prefer to hear something truly appalling, I can tell you one of my jokes. They’re guaranteed to make your toes curl, although you probably won’t laugh.’ 

			Ariadne smiled. ‘Why don’t you start by telling me about him?’ She looked down at the dead body lying between them.

			‘Ah, my rival for your attention – of course. Well, he sustained a few bruises before he died.’ He pointed to a black smudge on the dead man’s knee, and another on one of his elbows. ‘He probably picked these up when he fell down the stairs.’

			Ariadne nodded. ‘Yes, a witness heard the accident.’

			‘If it was an accident?’ Jonah murmured.

			‘You mean you think he was pushed down the stairs?’

			Jonah shrugged. ‘Unless your witness saw what happened, I’d say it’s impossible to be certain one way or the other.’

			‘The witness heard the body falling, but before that she also claims she heard shouting. Are you saying you think his fall could have been caused deliberately?’

			‘Given what happened to him, I wouldn’t be surprised. But don’t quote me on that. It’s just speculation.’

			‘What do you mean, “what happened to him”?’

			‘You’ll be interested to hear that he appears to have been in a fight before he fell down the stairs.’ He indicated several welts on the dead man’s shins, as well as a small dark lump on the side of his head. ‘Some of these he could have picked up on his descent, but look at this.’ He pointed to a small round bruise on the dead man’s ankle. ‘This one clearly appears to have been made by a fairly sharp object. I’m not sure a fall down some stairs could have caused it.’

			‘On his ankle?’

			‘He might possibly have bumped into something, but it was more likely made by someone kicking him with a pointed toecap. And this definitely doesn’t look as though it was caused by him falling down the stairs.’ He indicated a small round bruise on the top of the victim’s right foot. ‘It appears his foot was stamped on by someone wearing high heels. Don’t quote me on any of this, but it’s hard to see what else could have left that particular bruise. And look here.’ He pointed at a series of small black marks on the victim’s upper arm. ‘These were made by fingers. Someone grasped him by the arm, none too gently, while he was still alive.’ 

			‘So he was in a fight before he fell down stairs, which suggests he might have been pushed,’ Ariadne said. ‘What was the cause of death? You said he hit his head. Could that have killed him?’

			‘He banged his head a few times, but only enough for him to be dazed, and possibly even knocked out temporarily. But contrary to what you might think, the fall wasn’t fatal. It might have been, if he’d been left unattended for long enough without recovering consciousness, but he was dead before that could happen.’

			‘Surely you can’t know that? He was dead when he was discovered not long after he was heard falling down the stairs.’

			‘After his tumble, he was still alive when someone suffocated him.’

			Ariadne made no attempt to conceal her surprise. ‘You’re saying he was suffocated?’ she repeated. ‘Are you sure?’

			Jonah smiled sadly. ‘This may not be a particularly endearing party trick, but I can tell when someone has been suffocated.’

			‘How did that happen?’ 

			‘The way it usually happens, by his airways being blocked,’ Jonah replied with a faint grimace. ‘It certainly wasn’t what I was expecting to find,’ he admitted. ‘But there’s no doubt he was suffocated, and that’s what killed him. And I’d say that was definitely deliberate.’

			He pointed to the dead man’s mouth and nose. ‘Can you see the faint bruising there? There are signs of congestion via dilation of the blood vessels along with tiny haemorrhages, and blood engorgement of the viscera, and the spleen is affected. And look at this.’ Using a delicate implement, he lifted one of the dead man’s eyelids. ‘The bloodshot eyes are another indication, and that’s what first alerted me to the possibility that he’d been suffocated. Unless someone sat on his face by accident, then I’d say he was almost certainly murdered. But, of course, that’s not for me to say. I’m not the detective here.’ 

			Ariadne stood for a moment, processing what Jonah had told her, before she asked about the time frame. 

			‘I can’t say how soon after he fell down the stairs the suffocation occurred, but I’d guess it happened almost at once. We’re moving further into the realms of supposition now, so you mustn’t quote me on this, but I don’t think he was sufficiently injured in the fall to have lost consciousness for long. It’s likely he was stunned, and so didn’t realise what was happening until it was too late to resist. Like I said, this is all just speculation on my part. But it’s what the evidence leads me to suggest, off the record.’ 

			‘So you think he was murdered,’ Ariadne muttered. ‘Your examination of the body supports what the officers at the scene reported.’

			‘I’m speculating based on the evidence in front of us,’ Jonah said. ‘What I’m telling you appears likely, but is as yet uncorroborated.’ 

			He was an experienced pathologist, and Geraldine had advised Ariadne she could trust his opinion, even when his findings were not yet confirmed. 

			‘Based on your findings, can I report that you believe he was murdered?’

			‘You need to check whether anything might have been obstructing his breathing, before you reach that conclusion. As I intimated, it’s possible something like a heavy coat landed across his face when he fell, and he was too dazed to free himself. It’s very hard to see how that could have exerted sufficient pressure to suffocate him, but we have to acknowledge it as a possibility.’

			Ariadne checked the images taken at what was looking increasingly like a crime scene. Nothing was covering the victim’s face in any of the pictures, and now she knew what to look for, she could detect a very faint discolouring of the flesh around his nose and mouth. Under magnification, two very faint indentations were visible, forming two parallel lines across the bruising on the dead man’s nose. She wondered what they were. Jonah merely shrugged when she asked his opinion. 

			‘From where I’m standing, all I can say is that you would be well-advised to open a murder investigation,’ he said. 

			‘And you’ll be putting that in your report?’

			‘Yes. It’s not an absolute, but weighing up the balance of probabilities, I don’t think anyone could have covered his face and prevented him from breathing by accident, do you?’ 

			Ariadne thanked Jonah for his help and hurried back to the police station to log her report and speak to Binita. 
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			Ariadne summoned the team so she could ensure everyone was up to speed with the results of the post mortem. It was the work of a moment to confirm that nothing had been covering the dead man’s face when the paramedics had arrived, so someone had removed whatever had been used to suffocate him after he was killed and before Mary looked out into the hall and called her landlord.

			‘It was probably drug-related,’ a constable said, and a number of officers murmured in agreement. 

			‘Yes, that could be the case,’ Ariadne concurred. ‘But there’s no point in speculating at this stage, without any evidence that anyone else was involved.’ 

			‘It’s a pity there’s no ring bell or security camera at the property,’ Naomi said.

			‘That would have been helpful,’ Ariadne agreed. ‘But we need to focus our attention on what we know, and not worry about what we don’t have. Jay was a drug dealer, so a team is asking around that community to see whether anyone has any leads. Jay’s neighbour reported that two women regularly visited him. There seems no reason for his neighbour to lie, so for now we’ll accept that as a working hypothesis. If two women were visiting him, that raises various possibilities. Our priority is to find them.’

			As the team dispersed to follow up any potential leads, Ariadne felt pleased with herself for keeping the investigation tightly on track. While she was focused on the practical questions raised by the case, she found it relatively easy to maintain control. Only when she thought about it did she feel slightly nervous about the responsibility she had taken on in accepting promotion to acting detective inspector while Geraldine was on maternity leave. Ariadne knew that if she did well, her new appointment might become permanent, and that added to the pressure she was already feeling. Her husband, Nico, had been guardedly encouraging about her promotion. 

			‘If that’s what you want, then go for it,’ he had said.

			‘What do you think I should do?’

			‘That’s not for me to say,’ he had replied, smiling. ‘I can’t make decisions about your career. I’m not even a police officer. But you know I’ll support you whatever you do.’ 

			Faintly shocked to realise that part of her had actually wanted Nico to make the decision for her, she had answered almost without thinking.

			‘I’ll do it.’

			Her husband’s smile had seemed a little wistful. She wondered whether a part of him had regretted her reaching a decision that would mean her taking on more responsibility and probably working longer hours, but she knew she would regret it if she turned down the opportunity to step up and run an investigation.

			‘I can do this,’ she had told Nico, aware that she was saying that for herself.

			If anything, a quick check of the contact list on the dead man’s phone created more problems than it solved. Not only did he have a long list of names, but he had been contacted by numerous anonymous callers. It was going to take time to trace all of them, and initial reports were not positive. Many of the unknown calls had come from burner phones. And in the meantime, they were no closer to finding his two girlfriends, if they even existed. DNA from two women was discovered in Jay’s bed, at which point Ariadne applied for more officers to help in the hunt for the women Mary had mentioned. At last, CCTV near Jay’s flat revealed a young woman arriving at a bus stop very shortly after Mary’s call to her landlord. It was difficult to be sure, but close study of the film recorded on the bus itself showed the woman appearing to look around wildly with a hysterical air. 

			‘Right,’ Ariadne said, when she was shown the footage. ‘Let’s find her.’ 

			While security film taken near Jay’s flat on the night he died was being gathered and scrutinised, another team had been trawling through the contacts on Jay’s phone and social media platforms. They struck lucky very quickly. A woman who resembled the passenger on the bus had phoned Jay on numerous occasions, sometimes several times in one day. It was noted that she had never called him on a Saturday. 

			Lauren Shaw lived above a hardware shop in Gillygate and worked in a florist in Goodramgate. As far as the police knew, only Mary and Yiannis, and now possibly Lauren, had gone near the body before the paramedics arrived. Naomi and Ariadne went to question Lauren first, as she was the most likely suspect, having been overheard quarrelling with him shortly before he died. There was no answer at her flat, so they drove to the florist where she worked. Sandwiched between two larger shops, the florist’s was barely wide enough for two people to stand side by side between buckets of flowers and bouquets that lined the walls, so Ariadne went in alone. A sullen girl in a green overall was fiddling with one of the displays. When Ariadne approached her and asked to speak to Lauren, the girl shook her head. 

			‘Don’t know anyone called Lauren,’ she replied and turned away. 

			When Ariadne introduced herself, the girl scowled and told her she would have to speak to the manager. Just then, a stout middle-aged woman came bustling through an internal door. Throwing a vexed glance at the girl, the woman asked if she could help Ariadne. 

			‘I’m looking for Lauren.’ 

			‘Well, you’ve come to the wrong place.’ 

			‘I understand she works here.’ 

			‘She did, but she hasn’t shown her face here all week and hasn’t been in touch since Monday, when she called to say she had the flu. I’ve had to ask my daughter to help out in the shop, and she’s got her studies to think about. It’s been very difficult. Young people these days are so unreliable. You wouldn’t have caught me not turning up to work without so much as a word, when I was her age. I understand people fall ill, but how ill do you have to be to not even pick up the phone? Don’t tell me she’s been incapable of getting to a phone for four days!’ A red tinge coloured her cheeks as she spoke. ‘I don’t even know if she’s got the flu.’

			‘We need to talk to Lauren urgently,’ Ariadne replied. ‘If she contacts you, please tell her she’s not in trouble, but she needs to come to the police station to help us with an enquiry.’

			While Ariadne was speaking, the manager’s flush faded and she looked grave. Her daughter was listening closely.

			‘Is she a wanted criminal?’ the girl asked, jigging from one foot to another with excitement. 

			‘Be quiet, Daisy,’ her mother muttered. ‘You heard what the inspector said. Lauren’s not in trouble, they just need her help. You’ll probably find her at home,’ she added. 

			Ariadne didn’t reveal that they had already been to Lauren’s flat and no one was there. Instead, she enquired whether the manager had found Lauren unreliable in the past.

			‘She’s been working here for nearly a year and she’s never been a problem until now. But you never can tell what’s going on with young people. You think you know them and then—’ She glanced anxiously at her daughter. 

			‘Well, if you see her, don’t forget to give her the message. We’d like to speak to her as soon as possible.’

			‘What did she do? Is she a fugitive from the law?’ Daisy asked, her eyes shining with curiosity. 

			Ariadne gave what she hoped was a reassuring smile. ‘It’s nothing like that,’ she fibbed. ‘Please tell her we’re concerned about her,’ she added. The last thing she wanted to do was scare Lauren off, but she suspected the damage had already been done. If Lauren did turn up at the florist’s, there was no knowing what spin the shop manager’s daughter might put on the police visit. 

			Next, Ariadne and Naomi drove to the small hotel where Mary was being accommodated. The old woman didn’t seem surprised to see them. 

			‘Have you come to move me somewhere nicer?’ she asked, displaying an incomplete set of yellowing teeth in a leer that might have been intended as a smile or a grimace. ‘I’m not one to complain, but this place is damp. It stinks of mould. It’s no good for my chest.’ She gave a cough that sounded forced.

			‘We’re sorry to bother you again. We just need to ask you a few more questions,’ Ariadne said. ‘May we come in?’

			Mary’s eyes narrowed. ‘You said it was just a few questions, so why don’t you ask me and get it over with? They’ve only given me one chair, and I dare say we can be done in the time it would take me to hobble back to it. You must be busy,’ she added sourly. ‘You young people always are.’ 

			It was true they were in a hurry to move on and question Yiannis again. All the same, Ariadne insisted they go in so Mary could sit down. 

			‘Do you remember if there was anything covering your neighbour’s face when the landlord opened your door?’ she asked, getting straight to the reason for their visit.

			‘Covering his face?’ Mary repeated, frowning. She appeared to be thinking. ‘Well,’ she said at last, ‘I didn’t see anything. But something could have fallen off. I really couldn’t say.’ She scrunched up her face until her eyes were swallowed by wrinkles. ‘Now you mention it, there could have been a coat over Yiannis’s arm.’ 

			‘Are you sure?’

			‘At my age I can’t be sure of anything. Can I lie down now? I can’t sit for long. It gives me a backache.’ 

			‘One more thing before we go,’ Ariadne said. ‘You mentioned overhearing your neighbour having an argument with someone shortly before he fell down the stairs.’

			She paused and Mary nodded, scowling and mumbling under her breath. 

			‘What did you say?’

			‘I heard them arguing all the time.’

			‘Can you tell us anything about his visitors?’

			‘There were two women who went upstairs, never at the same time. I think he was having carnal relations with them both.’ Her voice tailed off into a wheezy cough that sounded genuine. 

			‘What can you tell us about these two women?’

			Mary shook her head. ‘I never saw them, not close up, not so as I’d recognise them if I saw them again. But I heard them running up and down the stairs. One every weekend, the other only in the week, both thumping up and down as though the devil was at their backs.’ She shook her head, mumbling that he probably was.

			‘How do you know there were two of them, if you didn’t see them?’ Naomi asked. 

			‘I saw their feet on the stairs,’ Mary answered sharply. ‘And sometimes I saw their legs. But I never looked out until they were halfway up. I didn’t want him yelling at me for spying on him. Horrible man. No manners, and no respect.’

			‘Can you describe the shoes of the woman who was there on day he fell?’ Ariadne asked, although she had all but given up on getting anything useful out of the old crone. 

			Mary screwed up her eyes until they disappeared again. 

			‘She was in a hurry,’ the old woman replied. ‘Always in a hurry, that one. Her shoes were black and shiny with sparkly toes, like a fairy. She flew up the stairs.’ Her eyes glittered mischievously. 

			‘Can you describe the other woman who visited him regularly?’

			‘High heels,’ Mary replied promptly. ‘High heels and black stockings, and a skirt that barely covered anything. I saw more of her backside than her face.’ She let out a wheezy cough that could have been laughter, and muttered something about the visitor ‘showing her cheeks’. 

			Ariadne thanked the old woman for her help and they left, assuring her there was no need for her to get up. The mention of a coat over Yiannis’s arm was significant, but the prosecution was unlikely to be able to call Mary as a witness if Yiannis were to be arrested. 

			‘Batty as a fruitcake,’ Ariadne muttered. 

			‘I think you mean nutty as a fruitcake,’ Naomi said. ‘Why would a fruitcake be batty?’

			Ariadne grunted, remembering what Jonah had said about the bruising on Jay’s shins and foot, which seemed to tie in with both sparkly toes and high heels. It was a pity the witness was so doddery, but at least they could find her when they wanted to question her, and the suggestion that Yiannis might have been carrying a coat over his arm might be significant. On reflection, Ariadne wasn’t sure if the old woman’s account was actually very helpful. In some ways it seemed to make the situation even more complicated than before, as it seemed to implicate all three potential suspects: Yiannis and both the women who were regular visitors to Jay. The more information they discovered, the further they seemed to be from identifying the killer.

			‘Lauren never phoned him at the weekend,’ Naomi said as they drove away. ‘Is that because she was the woman who stayed with him every weekend?’

			‘It’s looking as though she was there on Saturday night,’ Ariadne replied. ‘But all we know for certain right now is that we need to find her urgently.’
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			The room was stifling. The sound of grizzling infants and the squeaking and clattering of toys, against a background of murmured conversation, were as oppressive as the heat. 

			‘It’s stultifying in here, isn’t it?’ Geraldine murmured to Tom, who was squirming uncomfortably in her arms. He fixed his eyes on her as she was speaking and stopped wriggling for a few seconds before screwing up his face and letting out a squeal of protest.

			Carefully she set him down on the floor before he could start yelling in earnest, and dismissed an irrational sensation that the other mothers were watching her. She felt awkward sitting among so many younger women, who all seemed familiar and easy in each other’s company. They might have known one another at school, and perhaps now met regularly in Starbucks for coffee. Coming to the church hall toddler group would be only one in a series of social activities for them and their little ones. In a few years’ time, their infants would probably attend the same school, while the mothers organised rotas for the school run, and play dates at the weekend. Some of them might go on holiday together. Geraldine suspected she was the oldest person in the room. She looked young for her age, but there was no denying that some of the other mothers might be young enough to be her daughter. She reached down to stop Tom from toppling over, and leaned him more securely against her legs. She had been sitting there for half an hour, and so far no one had spoken to her. 

			It had been Ian’s idea that she visit a toddler group. He insisted that, even if Tom was too young to interact with other infants, he needed the experience of mingling with them. Ian was right, of course, and so Geraldine had looked online and found a toddler group that met only ten minutes’ walk from their flat. This was her second visit. An exuberant young woman welcomed her warmly each week, and relieved her of a token fee to cover the cost of a rusk for Tom, and a cup of tea and a digestive biscuit for herself. The woman handing out tea took pains to point out that the biscuits were plain in case little fingers grabbed one and smeared chocolate on themselves and, presumably, everything else in the room. After that, Geraldine might as well have been invisible. Feeling sleepy, for a few seconds she didn’t realise a woman beside her was addressing her. 

			‘I’m sorry, what was that?’ Geraldine said. ‘I was miles away. I’m Geraldine,’ she added, in a belated attempt to be friendly. 

			‘I asked how old your grandson is,’ the woman replied.

			Geraldine hesitated. She didn’t mind being mistaken for Tom’s grandmother, but she wondered if the other woman would feel awkward being corrected. 

			She smiled as brightly as she could. ‘Tom’s six months,’ she replied, ‘and he’s my son, actually.’

			‘Ah,’ the other woman said. ‘I’m sorry. I – I wasn’t looking.’

			‘No need to apologise,’ Geraldine hastened to reassure her. ‘It’s an understandable mistake. I’m not as young as some of the other mothers here.’ She laughed, a little too loudly, and then wished she hadn’t, because forcing an obviously fake laugh only made the exchange more embarrassing.

			She had no opportunity to explain that she really didn’t mind being a mature mother, because the other woman had already turned away to talk to someone else. Certainly Geraldine hadn’t been ready for motherhood when she was in her early twenties, like some of the women in the room, although she suspected they might have preferred a few more years living a fun and carefree existence before taking on the responsibility of motherhood.

			‘How old is your little boy?’ Geraldine asked, as the woman beside her stopped talking to someone else. 

			‘She’s a girl,’ the woman replied shortly. 

			Geraldine shrugged. ‘It’s not always easy to tell,’ she muttered, but the woman had turned away again. 

			Feeling dashed, Geraldine leaned down and scooped Tom up in her arms. ‘We don’t care, do we?’ she whispered to him. ‘We’re happy just being here and watching, aren’t we?’

			As though in response to her question, Tom flung his head back and began to bawl. One or two women threw her sympathetic glances, but Geraldine had spent long enough sitting in a stuffy room, assailed by a cacophony of noises that would grate on her nerves if she heard them individually, and had combined to become almost unbearable. Tom might enjoy watching other children – although she had seen little evidence of that – but she derived no pleasure from sitting in the toddler group where she felt, if anything, more isolated than when she was at home with Tom. How was it possible she could feel intimidated by a roomful of mothers? She had faced life-threatening situations with less apprehension than she felt walking into the church hall, where all the other women seemed to deal with their infants as though it was the most natural thing in the world, which, of course, it was to most women. Perhaps Geraldine’s nerves stemmed from an instinctive recognition that she had inherited an unnatural trait from her own dysfunctional mother. 

			‘The problem is, you’re used to your status at work,’ Ian had told her when she had tried to explain how she had felt after her first visit to the toddler group. ‘You’re not used to having to start again and work your way up from the bottom.’

			Geraldine had laughed at his analysis of her experience. ‘What are you talking about?’ she had replied. ‘There’s no hierarchy at the toddler group.’ 

			But, of course, that was no more true than Ian’s blundering misunderstanding. The brassy woman who collected money for refreshments was clearly the organiser, and the other women were drawn to her as though to an acknowledged leader. When she mentioned songs they could sing in their circle, the other women all joined in. When she asked for suggestions, they clamoured for her to choose their recommendations. Geraldine had named a song that Tom liked, but her voice had been ignored. She hadn’t yet been accepted as one of the group. 

			‘It’s almost like a cult,’ she had told Ian. 

			‘You just said there’s no hierarchy in the toddler group,’ he pointed out, sounding amused and slightly dismissive. 

			He had told her to make an effort, and she had. But Ian had no idea how difficult the situation was for her, not knowing anyone, and having nothing in common with the other women, beyond the fact that they were all mothers. 

			‘They’re all younger than me,’ she said, in an effort to explain how she was feeling. 

			‘So what?’ he replied. ‘Some of the players in my football team are half my age, and many of my colleagues at work are younger than me. What difference does that make to anything? Listen, Geraldine,’ he went on more kindly, ‘if you don’t like that toddler group, find another one. There must be loads of them in York. You’ve probably just hit on one that’s a bit of a clique, that’s all. But I do think it’s good for Tom to learn to interact with other children.’ 

			He didn’t add that he thought it would be good for Geraldine too, but she suspected that was what he was thinking. To change the subject, she asked him about his work. It was hard for her to dismiss a flicker of envy as he began to talk about a case he was working on. 

			‘At least you don’t have to worry about any of that any more,’ he said, smiling. 

			Geraldine looked down, afraid of betraying her feelings. Before Tom was born, she and Ian had discussed her taking at least a year off before returning to work. She couldn’t admit that the prospect of returning to work was all that kept her going from day to day. 
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			Over twenty-four hours had elapsed since Jay’s landlord had been asked to come to the police station to answer a few more questions. Recalling his reluctance to present himself at the police station, Ariadne decided to question him at home. Naomi drove Ariadne along Walmgate. They turned off into Hope Street and pulled up outside a neat semi-detached red brick house. Going through the wrought iron gate, they crossed a paved front yard enclosed by hedges still verdant even so late in the year, the leaves glossy and healthy. A woman answered the door. She was dressed all in black. Her narrow bowed shoulders made her look even shorter than the five feet or so she must have reached if she were standing upright. Her dark hair, streaked with white, was tied back in a bun at the nape of her neck and she wore no make-up. But her lined face was beautiful. It was difficult to gauge her age, but Ariadne judged she must be in her sixties, and possibly over seventy. 

			‘Are you Mrs Karalis?’ Ariadne enquired.

			‘Yes. I am Thalia Karalis.’

			When Ariadne asked to speak to her husband, Thalia looked grave and shook her head.

			‘I am a widow.’

			‘I’m sorry.’

			Thalia’s shoulders rose in a slight shrug, and she smiled sadly. ‘My husband died many years ago.’

			‘You have a brother called Yiannis?’

			‘No.’ This time Thalia’s smile was amused, yet cautious. ‘Yiannis is my son. And who are you, please?’

			Ariadne introduced herself and her colleague.

			‘You are here because his tenant died?’ Thalia asked.

			‘Yes, that’s right. We’d like to speak to Yiannis. Do you know where he is?’

			‘Yes, he is here.’

			Thalia hesitated before inviting Ariadne and Naomi into the house. She ushered them into a small study off the hall, and asked them to wait. A solitary chair was set at a wooden desk under the window, opposite a fireplace surrounded by decorative blue and white tiles. A thick blue and white rug lay on the carpet in front of it. Ariadne wondered whether the rug had been placed there to conceal a worn patch in the carpet, which looked threadbare. Turning the chair to face into the room, Ariadne sat down to wait, with Naomi standing beside her. They heard Thalia padding up the stairs to fetch her son. Floorboards creaked overhead, and several minutes passed. Ariadne was growing concerned at the length of time it was taking for Yiannis to appear, and wondering whether he might have done a runner on learning the police had arrived to question him, when the door swung open and he appeared. He smiled wearily at Ariadne and greeted her in Greek. 

			‘You were asked to come to the police station to answer a few questions. Why didn’t you comply?’ she demanded, answering him in English and rising to her feet.

			Yiannis shrugged and was silent for a moment, as though he was weighing up his response. ‘Well, you’re here now,’ he said at last, ‘so you can ask your questions. What is it you want to know?’ 

			Ariadne invited him to sit down but he said he preferred to stand. She felt awkward, facing him across the cramped study. She would have preferred to be seated in an interview room. Irritated that Yiannis was dictating the circumstances for the meeting, she took a snap decision.

			‘I’d like you to accompany us to the police station now,’ she barked, more brusquely than she had intended. 

			Yiannis’s shoulders drooped and he gazed at her with a worried expression, but he didn’t remonstrate. A light rain began to fall as the three of them hurried along the pavement to the car. Half an hour later, they were seated in an interview room. Yiannis had called an acquaintance of his, a dark-haired lawyer with glittering teeth and sharp eyes who arrived very soon after Yiannis contacted him. The lawyer began talking rapidly in Greek, but Yiannis stopped him with a raised hand, and warned him that Ariadne spoke Greek. 

			‘She is the wife of Nico Moralis,’ he added.

			‘We will talk later,’ the lawyer murmured to Yiannis, this time speaking in English. 

			Ariadne announced for the tape that nothing of any consequence had passed between Yiannis and the lawyer. The latter had merely expressed dismay at the situation, asking Yiannis what trouble he had got himself into this time. Nothing more was said, but Ariadne was sure Naomi had registered the implication that Yiannis had been in trouble with the law before. Remembering his claim about owing money, she wondered once again if a bad debt was the only reason Yiannis had fled from Greece. On learning that Ariadne understood Greek, the lawyer fell silent and the two men sat gazing at her, waiting for the questions to begin. 

			‘You haven’t been arrested and are not suspected of breaking the law,’ Ariadne assured Yiannis, ‘so there’s actually no need for a lawyer to be present. That said,’ she went on quickly, before the lawyer could butt in, ‘you are entitled to invite him here, if his presence makes you feel more comfortable.’ 

			‘If Yiannis is not under suspicion, please tell us what he is doing here,’ the lawyer answered for his client. His words were courteous, but he glared at Ariadne with undisguised hostility as he spoke. ‘You could easily have questioned him at his home.’

			‘Yiannis was first to arrive at the crime scene, so he is a key witness in our investigation into the murder of Jay Roper,’ Ariadne replied promptly.

			Yiannis frowned. ‘Murder?’ he repeated. 

			He turned to the lawyer and spoke rapidly in Greek, waving his hands frantically in the air as he spoke. 

			‘He said he is horrified to learn that his tenant was murdered,’ Ariadne translated for the tape. ‘He believed Jay had died from falling down the stairs, and his death was an accident.’

			Yiannis spoke in Greek again.

			‘He says he didn’t know his tenant was murdered,’ Ariadne translated again.

			‘I’m sorry,’ Yiannis said. ‘I forgot to speak in English. But what you said shocked me greatly. I had no idea he was murdered.’ 

			Having confirmed that Jay’s death was no accident, Ariadne asked him about Jay’s girlfriends. Yiannis shook his head and said he knew nothing about the women who had visited his tenant at home. However hard Ariadne pressed him, he insisted he knew only what his other tenant had told him – that one of the women was thinner than the other, and wore shoes with fairy toes, whatever that meant. Yiannis was equally unforthcoming when Ariadne enquired whether he had been carrying a coat over his arm when he found the body. 

			‘A coat?’ Yiannis repeated. ‘Why would I be carrying a coat instead of wearing it in this weather? Every day it rains.’

			‘If he did kill Jay, he’s a bloody good actor,’ Ariadne remarked, as they walked back to their workstations after the interview. ‘He seemed genuinely taken aback to hear that Jay was murdered.’

			‘I couldn’t understand what he was saying, but isn’t it possible he was dismayed to discover we know Jay’s death was no accident?’ Naomi asked. ‘He might have committed the murder, confident everyone would believe it was an accident. That wouldn’t be a crazy assumption, given that the victim had just fallen down a steep flight of stairs. If Yiannis killed him and believed himself safe, it’s understandable he would be upset to discover we’re looking into Jay’s death. But I agree, he certainly seemed shocked when you mentioned that Jay was murdered.’

			‘Well, either he’s lying about carrying a coat that day, or else Mary was confused about what she saw, which isn’t hard to believe,’ Ariadne said. ‘But if Jay’s neighbour is telling the truth, then one of his girlfriends was there when he fell down the stairs. We need to speak to Lauren.’ 
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			Luckily it was relatively mild for late autumn, or Lauren might have struggled to cope with a single night out of doors. She had seen numerous weather forecasts on the television, but the inevitable drop in temperature overnight had never seemed particularly significant to her, until now. It was the contrast. During the day, while the sun was out, she had been warm enough in her coat, even when it was drizzling. But she had been completely unprepared for how cold it became after the sun set. She couldn’t imagine surviving for long at such a low temperature. Once her ordeal was over, she resolved to start a campaign to raise awareness of the plight of the homeless people she passed on the street. She had never paid them any attention, although hurrying past with her eyes averted she had noticed they always had grubby-looking sleeping bags with them, even in the summer. Now she knew why.

			Having spent a single night under a bridge, huddled inside all the sweatshirts and jumpers she had hurriedly stuffed in her backpack, she realised she had to find shelter for the coming night. She had hardly closed her eyes since leaving her flat. For hours she had slunk around side streets, afraid to go in shops where she could at least have passed the time, because she couldn’t risk being spotted by a security camera. She had kept moving to avoid attracting attention, but with nowhere to go it had been an aimless and worrying time. She didn’t know how long she could continue to live like that, buying food from a street stall, and scurrying through a pub to use the toilet and sneaking outside again before anyone spotted her. Even wearing sunglasses, she could be recognised if the police were out looking for her, and anyone she passed could be an officer in plain clothes.

			She was convinced the police would be looking for her by now. Even if they hadn’t wheedled it out of the old bitch on the ground floor, someone who knew Jay would have given them her name. In any case, she must have called him at least once a day since she had started seeing him and often more frequently than that. When he hadn’t answered straightaway, she had sometimes called his number ten times before he finally spoke to her. The police were bound to have picked up on that, and would already have traced her from her phone number. She had had the foresight to leave her phone behind when she left home, so they wouldn’t be able to trace her movements, but that meant she had no phone. Even Jay’s death had not left her so alone, because at least she had been able to talk to her friends, and she could have gone to see her mother. Now she was cut adrift from everyone she knew, utterly isolated from the world. 

			She couldn’t return to her flat. Her flatmate, Natalie, would be there, wondering what had happened to her. The police were probably waiting for her there by now. Nor could she risk going to her mother’s house in Leeds because travelling on the train was too risky with the police looking for her. In any case, her mother’s house was one of the first places they would look for her. Running away like this must have convinced them she was guilty, but at least she was free. Once the police found her, she would be locked up, perhaps for the rest of her life. She was a fugitive from the law, she told herself grimly. And it wasn’t her fault. That is, she didn’t think it was. 

			Her memory of what had happened to Jay was muddled. She knew he had fallen down the stairs and she had left him, moaning, in the hall. But the reason he had fallen was lost in a confused jumble of memories. She recalled their struggle on the landing, and her fleeting but very real terror of being sent hurtling down the stairs to her own death. At the time she had been convinced he intended to push her backwards over the edge. But how he had come to lose his footing and fall in her place remained a mystery. On reflection, she couldn’t help wondering if she had misjudged the situation; it was hard to believe he had seriously wanted to harm her. Not only that, but she had an uneasy feeling she had blundered in running from the police. She had acted on impulse, without any long-term plan. Had she presented herself to the police and explained how Jay had attacked her, they might have accepted that she had been acting in self-defence. His death, while accidental, would have been attributed to his own violent behaviour. As it was, she had as good as signed a confession that what had happened was all her fault. 

			If she could revisit the past, she would behave differently and call an ambulance as soon as he tumbled down the stairs and knocked himself out. That was what an innocent person would have done. Her own response forced her to question whether she was in some way responsible for his death. On balance, she decided she had been wise to run rather than risk facing a murder charge. It was better to remain at liberty than trust the police would believe her story when she wasn’t even sure she believed it herself. Had she deliberately sent Jay plummeting down the stairs? Although she didn’t believe it, she wasn’t sure she could prove her innocence. The police would be looking for a culprit and she would fit the requirement nicely: a jealous girlfriend attacking her two-timing boyfriend in a crime of passion. Because, if she knew Jay had been two-timing her, the police were bound to have found out too. There was no way of knowing for certain what the police were thinking, but she had a very bad feeling about it. 

			Her safest option was to try and get right away, and make a fresh start. Perhaps she could make her way to a tropical island where she could sleep on the beach and find herself a job in a taverna, like happened in films. But to do that, she would need her passport and more money than she could get her hands on. The money she had saved in her account would be impossible to access without revealing her whereabouts, and there wasn’t much there anyway; however, she had nearly fifty pounds on her in cash, having brought all her week’s spending money with her. In addition to that, she had raided the communal money tin in the kitchen. She and her flatmate contributed to the kitty each week, and used the proceeds for their joint food expenses like milk and tea and the electricity meter. They didn’t dip into it every week, but Natalie insisted they keep the tin topped up, which was just as well, because Lauren had been able to take nearly twenty pounds from the kitty. She wasn’t stealing; she fully intended to reimburse her flatmate. In the meantime, the money had kept her going so far, but it would soon run out. She had to find a way to gain access to her account and vanish before the police could arrive. She wondered how many times she would be able to get away with that, and how long it would be before she was broke as well as homeless. 

			Somehow she had to escape from York altogether and find a job far away, where no one would be looking for her. In the meantime, she had the approaching night to get through without freezing to death, and it would soon be dark. To compound her misery, a heavy rain began to fall. Before long, her coat was soaked through. Drops of water slid down her back, touching her skin like icy finger tips. She couldn’t face the prospect of another night shivering under Lendal Bridge. A small B&B might suit her, if she could disguise her appearance. Wandering along Bootham, she turned left along Bootham Terrace, and walked past a long row of smart brick terraced properties. Tired and hungry, she was beginning to feel physically faint as well as dejected, when she noticed a small sign in a bay window: ‘Vacancies’. It was only ten minutes’ walk from her flat in Gillygate, but no one knew she was there. A hideout in Bootham Terrace might actually be a shrewd choice. The police wouldn’t be looking for her so close to home. In any case, what other option did she have, with the night closing in on her? Even if the rain stopped, she would never dry out without shelter and warmth, and she was shivering uncontrollably. 

			Glancing around the deserted street, she climbed the few steps to the entrance and rang the bell. She waited, while damp seemed to seep through her skin and into her bones. The door was opened by a neat-looking woman in a fussy floral dress. 

			‘I need a room for tonight,’ Lauren blurted out through chattering teeth. 

			The landlady sniffed and studied her through narrowed eyes.  Bedraggled and dirty, Lauren realised she must look disreputable after her night sleeping rough, and she crossed her fingers as the landlady hesitated. 

			‘Payment in advance,’ the woman snapped briskly. 

			Lauren agreed without even asking how much the room cost. Once inside, she breathed a sigh of relief, but her problems were not over yet. She tried not to flinch when the landlady asked for her full name and her permanent address. Wary of admitting that she was, effectively, homeless, Lauren thought quickly. If she gave her own address, the landlady might wonder why she needed somewhere else to stay in York, but she was reluctant to give her mother’s address in Leeds in case the landlady decided to contact them. Meanwhile, the woman was waiting, pen in hand, staring suspiciously at her prospective guest. Quickly, she gave a random address in Leeds, in a road she was familiar with. She didn’t know the exact postcode so she invented something that sounded plausible, hoping the landlady wouldn’t discover her subterfuge until she had left York. Right now, all she wanted to do was lie down in a warm dry bed and sleep. In the morning she would set about finding a disguise so she could make her way out of York. 

			‘Coat and shoes off,’ the landlady barked. ‘Breakfast at eight.’

		

	
		
			12

			Jay’s parents lived in Pocklington, half an hour’s drive from York. Ariadne decided to speak to them at home. The news of Jay’s death had been shared with them the day after what had appeared to be an accident. A few days had passed since then and the investigation had moved on. She now had to tell them their son had been murdered, and she was keen to speak to them before they could hear about it from an intrusive reporter. The roads were predictably snarled up around the narrow streets of York, but once she was out on the A1079 the traffic flowed more freely and she tried to relax. The rain stopped and the sun came out, and she would have bowled along quite cheerfully had she not faced the prospect of relaying distressing news when she arrived at her destination. She reached Pocklington in little over half an hour. It was a small market town, not too busy in the middle of the day, and she saved a few minutes by avoiding the town centre. 

			The Ropers lived in a terraced house in a row of red brick properties on the outskirts of the town. An occasional car drove past as Ariadne drew up and climbed out of her car. Relieved of the difficult task of revealing that their son was dead, she wondered how much difference the cause of his death would make to the bereaved parents, and could only hope her visit would not add to their suffering. She sometimes wondered about the psychological damage her work might have on her, but there was nothing to gain from maudlin introspection. It was better for everyone concerned if she focused on the practical demands of her job and did her best to wrap things up as swiftly as possible. 

			Before setting off, she had rung to check the Ropers would be at home to meet her. Even though they were expecting her, they took a long time to come to the front door which opened directly on to the narrow pavement. No one passed by as she stood outside, waiting, and a light rain began to fall. She was beginning to wonder if Mr and Mrs Roper had both gone out, when the door was opened by a short woman who gazed mournfully up at her. Her narrow pinched lips were twisted in a grimace, her eyelids were red and swollen and her lips trembled as she spoke.

			‘Are you from the undertakers?’ she asked, in a voice that was little more than a whisper. 

			Ariadne held up her badge and murmured an apology for disturbing her grief. ‘May I come in?’ 

			‘Oh yes, you rang earlier. You’d better come in.’

			The front door led to a tiny hall with one door and a narrow staircase off it. Mrs Roper ushered her into a cramped reception room, with two slightly battered armchairs and a couple of upright chairs. The carpet and curtains were threadbare, but the furniture looked comfortable. A grey-haired man was sitting in one of the armchairs, distractedly stroking a black cat on his lap. Ariadne took one of the upright chairs, and Mrs Roper sank on to the second armchair with a faint sigh. The man barely glanced up at them. After expressing her condolences, Ariadne told them the police suspected that Jay’s death had not been accidental. As if in response to the news, the cat sprang off Mr Roper’s lap and stalked out of the room, its tail in the air.

			‘So are you telling us he was ill?’ his mother asked. ‘He never said anything to us, did he? Norman? Did you know about this? Was it – cancer? Or his heart? I know he smoked.’ 

			Mr Roper didn’t answer but gazed at Ariadne with a perplexed expression. She wondered if he had been prescribed medication to help him through the initial shock of his grief. 

			‘No, he wasn’t ill.’ Ariadne took a deep breath. ‘The circumstances surrounding Jay’s death are being investigated,’ she said carefully.

			‘You’re telling us he was murdered?’ Mr Roper interrupted her, suddenly sitting forward and looking alert, dispelling Ariadne’s first impression that he was befuddled. He turned to his wife. ‘That’s why they haven’t let us collect his body. They think he was murdered.’ He looked at Ariadne. ‘That’s it, isn’t it? Didn’t I tell you?’ he added, turning back to his wife. ‘What have I been saying to you?’

			Mr Roper’s voice shook with suppressed emotion as he went on to confide that their son had fallen in with a bad crowd. 

			‘He started with the cannabis when he was still at school,’ Mrs Roper said, shaking her head. ‘He wasn’t a bad boy, but he was easily led.’ 

			The time had come to answer Mr Roper’s question directly. ‘I’m sorry to tell you we are looking into your son’s death. There is evidence to suggest he was murdered.’

			Mrs Roper dropped her head in her hands, but her husband merely nodded and asked quietly how it had happened. 

			‘We were told he fell down the stairs,’ he said woodenly. 

			‘We were told he fell,’ his wife mumbled from behind her hands. ‘They said he fell. It was an accident. They said he wouldn’t have known what was happening. They said he didn’t suffer.’ 

			‘We’re investigating all the circumstances surrounding his death, but the evidence suggests he wasn’t alone when he fell.’

			‘Do you mean someone pushed him down the stairs?’ Mr Roper demanded, growing more strident as Ariadne hesitated to divulge details. 

			There seemed little point in explaining that Jay had been suffocated. It was enough for them to know someone had been responsible for his death. 

			‘It’s looking possible,’ she equivocated. ‘Can you think of anyone who might have wanted to harm your son? Please think carefully.’ 

			But both Jay’s parents looked at her, pale and shocked, and shook their heads in unison. 

			‘He was in with a bad crowd,’ Mr Roper repeated wretchedly, as though that explained what had happened. ‘It was the drugs. It was someone involved with those blasted drugs.’

			But for all their talk about the ‘bad crowd’ their son mixed with, and their admission that he took and possibly sold unspecified drugs, neither of them knew the names of any of the people he had mixed with.

			‘It would help our investigation if you could identify any of his friends, or anyone he associated with,’ Ariadne said. 

			‘What about—’ Mrs Roper began, and broke off, with a slight shake of her head.

			Ariadne waited. 

			‘He mentioned someone.’ She frowned with the effort of remembering. ‘Was it Turnip?’

			‘Turnip?’

			‘I think that’s what he said.’

			‘Yes, you’re right,’ her husband agreed, suddenly animated again. ‘He did talk about someone called Turnip, and it wasn’t long ago that he mentioned him. Do you think this Turnip could be responsible for – for what happened? Jay said he was a mad fucker. His words, not mine,’ he added apologetically. ‘Was it Turnip? It was something like that.’

			‘Jay came here asking us for money,’ Mrs Roper said miserably.

			‘He was always on at us for money,’ her husband interjected, a hint of anger in his voice. 

			‘This time he told us it wasn’t for himself that he wanted it. He said he needed money to help out a friend of his, who’d been in hospital. I can’t remember exactly what the story was this time. And, of course, he promised he’d pay us back.’

			‘Which he never did,’ Mr Roper added bitterly. 

			Neither of them had met Jay’s friend, Turnip, and they both admitted they saw very little of their son. On the rare occasions that he visited them, it was to ask them for money. 

			‘It was the drugs,’ his mother said sadly. ‘He was never like that as a child.’

			‘Like what?’ Ariadne asked.

			‘Mean and selfish,’ she replied tearfully, clearly making an effort to control herself. 

			‘What can you tell me about his girlfriend?’ Ariadne asked them.

			‘His girlfriend?’ Mrs Roper echoed, glancing at her husband. Her voice trembled. ‘What girlfriend?’

			Heaving a sigh, her husband reached out to pat her hand gently. ‘What my wife means is that Jay liked to play the field, as they say. He had a series of girlfriends, none of whom lasted very long. We thought,’ he glanced anxiously at his wife, ‘we thought perhaps he was reluctant to commit to any one girl. Some young men are like that.’

			‘Until they meet the right girl,’ his wife added, finally breaking down in tears. Years of disappointment lay behind her weeping. 

			‘We always hoped he would meet someone and settle down, but that hadn’t happened yet.’

			‘And now it never will,’ his wife wailed, abandoning any attempt to control her grief. 

			‘We thought he would grow up,’ Mr Roper added bleakly. ‘It’s all right, Debbie. He’s out of his turmoil now. He’s at peace.’

			The interview paused for a few moments while Mr Roper did his best to comfort his wife. 

			‘I’ll go and put the kettle on,’ Mrs Roper hiccupped at last, clambering to her feet. ‘You carry on.’ And she scurried from the room, sniffling and wiping her eyes. 

			Ariadne continued to probe, and Mr Roper told her that Jay had brought one of his girlfriends to their house the previous summer. Her name was Carly, and he and his wife had been hoping Jay had finally embarked on a serious relationship, since he had brought the girl to Pocklington to meet them. 

			‘Can you recall her second name?’

			He shook his head. ‘He only introduced her as Carly.’

			‘What can you tell me about her?’

			Mr Roper described a pretty, slim brunette of about thirty, who had worked as a teaching assistant in a primary school. That was all he knew about her.

			‘She seemed to be besotted with him,’ he added disconsolately. 

			‘All the girls were keen on Jay,’ Mrs Roper said, rejoining them and sitting down.

			‘He was a real charmer, full of beans,’ Mr Roper added. ‘He was the life and soul…’ He broke off with a sigh. ‘We did our best but… The truth is, we lost him a long time ago.’ 

			Ariadne thought about the mound of dead white flesh lying on Jonah’s slab at the mortuary and shivered. It was hard to imagine Jay, alive and exuberant, with a string of adoring girlfriends. He remained an enigmatic figure, a reliable tenant to Yiannis, a source of aggravation to his neighbour, and popular with women. It seemed that everyone who had known him presented a different picture of Jay, and the more they investigated his death, the further they seemed to be from discovering the truth. At least the Ropers had given her two names to follow up: Turnip and Carly. Before she drove off, she contacted Naomi.

			‘I’m afraid Carly’s all I’ve got,’ she said. ‘We need to do another search of his list of contacts and his social media platforms, and we can also search for a teaching assistant in York with the first name Carly, or possibly Carla or Caroline. And I’ll get on to the drug squad to see if they know someone called Turnip.’

			She drove back towards York through intermittent rain, feeling more optimistic than she had been before her visit to Pocklington. Her windscreen wipers were poorly aligned and squeaked whenever the rain eased off. The noise was irritating, but at least she could see the road ahead, as long as she could tolerate the rasping sound. She gritted her teeth and put her foot down, squinting through a patch cleared by the wipers. 
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			After driving back from Pocklington in a relatively positive frame of mind, Ariadne returned to a grey and wet city. Pulling up the hood of her light jacket, she hurried indoors. On her way she stepped in a large puddle, which turned out to be deeper than she had realised. One ankle drenched in freezing cold water, she stomped inside, feeling disgruntled. 

			‘Cheer up, it may never happen,’ the desk sergeant called out to her as she passed him. 

			It was a crass comment to make to someone working on a murder investigation, but she let that pass. It wasn’t the desk sergeant’s fault she was feeling prickly under the weight of her responsibility. The sergeant was the sort of affable colleague everyone appreciated having on their team, and he had only been trying to cheer her up, so she smiled and muttered something about the rain. Before agreeing to take on this case, she had been fairly easygoing herself. 

			‘You have to learn to walk between the raindrops,’ the sergeant replied with a wink. 

			Actually, Ariadne reflected as she walked along the corridor, he had a point, in a way. If she could make her way through all the information they were gathering and pick out what was crucial, she would discover the truth. But with no idea of what might be significant, every detail had to be considered from every possible angle. Most of the team were satisfied that Lauren was guilty, but Ariadne insisted they keep other possibilities in mind. She hadn’t completely dismissed her suspicions of Yiannis, and they hadn’t yet tracked down Jay’s other alleged girlfriend, Carly. 

			Slipping off her shoe and wriggling her toes inside her cold, wet sock, Ariadne began typing her report. Once she finished, she would take a short break for a coffee and a doughnut, and re-energise herself with sugar and caffeine. She decided to stop off at the toilets and dry her sock under the hand dryer on her way to the canteen. With that cheering prospect to spur her on, she typed quickly. But no sooner had she finished writing up her report, than she received a message that required urgent action. With a rueful glance at her damp sock, she summoned the team to the incident room for an update. Dry socks and hot coffee would have to wait. 

			Ariadne held up her hand for silence. Outside, rain pattered steadily on the windows, obscuring their view of the grey sky. A faint mutter rippled around the assembled officers as she reminded them that DNA from two women had been found in Jay’s flat. For a moment, no one seemed to grasp the significance of this information.

			‘Is there anything to indicate they were seeing him regularly?’ Naomi asked. 

			A few other voices piped up, all talking at once, offering different opinions. 

			‘We don’t know they were his girlfriends.’ 

			‘He could have had someone go in to clean for him.’

			Ariadne laughed at that suggestion. ‘You’ve all seen the photos of his place. I hardly think anyone did any cleaning there.’

			‘Wasn’t he a dealer?’

			‘We don’t know they had anything to do with his death.’

			‘What about all the people who visited him to score?’

			Ariadne interrupted the speculation. ‘There was enough DNA on his sheets, in his bed, from two different women, to indicate he was having regular sexual relations with both of them. There’s no room for doubt about this. It seems he didn’t wash his bedding,’ she added, with the faintest hint of distaste. 

			‘Filthy animal,’ a constable muttered.

			Ariadne continued. ‘We suspect Lauren was there on the day he died. She’s our priority and we’re focusing our attention on finding her. In addition, his parents told us about a girlfriend called Carly. According to the Ropers, she was working as a teaching assistant in a school in York last year when they met her. We need to track her down and find out if she was the other woman who shared Jay’s bed.’

			‘Just because his parents thought she was his girlfriend doesn’t mean it’s true,’ Naomi said. ‘He didn’t have a particularly close relationship with them.’

			‘No, but it gives us a lead to go on for the second woman; now we have confirmation there were two of them.’ She looked around with an air of tentative optimism. ‘So let’s get going with searching for Lauren and Carly.’

			 ‘Given that he seems to have been cheating on them both, the chances are one of them might have pushed him down the stairs in a jealous rage,’ Naomi added, her blue eyes animated. ‘That seems like a motive.’

			There followed a brief discussion about why Lauren had run off, and where she might have gone. Some of the officers thought Lauren’s disappearance was a clear admission of guilt, but while they were searching for her, it was possible Jay’s killer had already found her.

			‘Granted one of these women might have pushed him down the stairs in a fit of jealousy. Is it likely she would then deliberately suffocate him?’ Naomi murmured as they left the room. ‘That would be some temper! Does that sound like a crime of passion to you? She might have pushed him down the stairs in the heat of the moment, but suffocation strikes me as cold and deliberate. I mean, how long can a moment of absolute rage last, the sort of rage that drives out every sane thought and feeling, and leads to murder? It would have taken a few seconds, at least, for him to reach the bottom of the stairs. And how long would it have taken her to suffocate him? Wouldn’t that have given her time to cool off a little, seeing him injured like that? Was she frightened he would accuse her of assault if he recovered? Or perhaps his killer was just insane, regardless of any fleeting passion.’

			‘All murder is insane,’ Ariadne said. ‘Anyhow, either way, he was murdered and Lauren might have been there, so we need to question her. It looks like one of those two women may have killed him.’

			‘It could have been a man,’ Naomi said. ‘Perhaps a rival for Lauren’s affections. The killer had to be strong enough to overpower Jay and suffocate him.’ 

			‘Not if the fall had knocked him out.’

			‘True,’ Naomi agreed. ‘While he was lying at the foot of the stairs, stunned, it could have been the opportunity the killer had been waiting for.’

			‘And from what Mary told us, there was no one else there that day, apart from the woman Jay was arguing with,’ Ariadne added.

			‘How reliable is Mary’s account?’

			Ariadne paused. ‘I don’t think she would deliberately mislead us. She’s a religious woman and she seems to know the Ten Commandments, but she’s old and weak and she could be confused.’

			‘What about Yiannis?’ Naomi asked. 

			Ariadne shrugged, dismissing the thought of Nico’s friendship with the landlord. While they were talking, they reached Ariadne’s desk. It was time to stop speculating and start looking for Jay’s girlfriends. In the meantime, she wanted to search for the man called Turnip while the hunt for the two women continued. With a wistful thought about coffee and a doughnut, she turned to her screen. At least her sock didn’t feel so damp, and she was thankful for that small comfort. Things could be worse.
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			Ariadne had worked closely with a colleague, Brett, who had contacts with the local drug scene. She needed to look for him but, before doing anything else, she finally succumbed to her hankering for coffee and a doughnut. Entering the canteen, as chance would have it, she spotted Brett sitting by himself, a mug of tea almost hidden in his huge hand. Postponing her coffee yet again, she made straight for him.

			‘Turnip?’ he replied, screwing up his fleshy nose and gazing thoughtfully at her across the table. ‘Are you talking about Turnpike?’

			‘Could be. The witness who gave me the name wasn’t sure if they remembered it correctly. Did Turnpike know Jay Roper?’

			‘Your murder victim?’ Brett’s overhanging eyebrows shot up. ‘I couldn’t say for sure, but they certainly mixed in the same circles. It’s a fairly safe bet they would have known one another.’ He took a swig of his tea. ‘To be straight with you, neither of them was on our radar any more. With all the reassignments, it’s been hard for us to keep track of the low-level pushers and dealers.’ He scowled. ‘The small fry have been given free rein lately. It’s completely misguided, if you ask me, but what policy from above isn’t these days? We’ve had our orders. But,’ he leaned forward, his expression sombre, ‘once you let the seemingly trivial offences go unchecked, people think they can get away with anything, and before you know it we’re up to our necks in all kinds of trouble.’ He shook his head. ‘These days we’re sniffing around at the tip of the iceberg when we should be nipping it in the bud.’ 

			Ariadne tried not to smile at her colleague’s mixed metaphors, but she sympathised with his frustration. Top brass, who formulated policy, listened to their political masters rather than consulting officers dealing with the daily reality of policing the streets. 

			‘It’s shortsighted,’ Ariadne agreed. ‘But has it ever been any different? We have to work with what we’re given. So, what can you tell me about Turnip or Turnpike or whatever he’s called?’

			Her colleague nodded briskly. ‘Yes, Turnpike. He’s relatively harmless, as they go. Innocuous little black guy, a small-time dealer, never been involved in any serious crime, as far as I know. He likes to keep himself out of trouble. We were keeping an eye on him at one point, hoping he’d lead us to bigger fish, but—’ he shrugged. ‘We just no longer have the resources for that kind of speculative surveillance. Not where drugs are concerned, anyway. It’s all about weapons these days, and the drugs scene is no longer a priority. In the long term, it’s all going to go tits up, but will anyone listen? Still, I’m just a foot soldier. What do I know?’ 

			‘How can I find out if Turnpike knew Jay?’

			‘We’re aware of them both. Tell you what, I’d be very surprised if their paths never crossed. Might be worth your while having a word with Turnpike, if you can find him. You might do well to ask around the homeless shelters. People living on the streets tend to drift in and out of there, and some of them keep their ear to the ground. When they’re sober, that is. You might manage to track him down. Small, cheerful guy, slippery as fuck. Good luck with finding him.’ 

			Ariadne thanked Brett, and went to get herself a coffee. By the time she returned, he had gone. 

			At the second homeless shelter Ariadne visited, she struck lucky. The manager’s features were as tired and faded as her clothes, but her careworn face creased in a smile when Ariadne asked for Turnpike. 

			‘Well, you’re in luck, inspector,’ she said. ‘He’s here.’ 

			She led Ariadne to a communal area where a few men in jeans and T-shirts were staring blankly at a small television screen. The manager pointed out a slim man with a bald head who was slumped in a high-backed chair, his legs resting on a foot stool. His appeared to be sleeping, and Ariadne saw that one of his legs was in a cast. He opened his eyes when she called his name.

			‘That’s me. I’m Turnpike,’ he said, raising a hand in greeting and speaking with a marked American twang. ‘What’s up, girl?’ His eyes widened in surprise when he saw Ariadne’s identity card. ‘Whatever went down, I wasn’t there.’ He raised his injured leg, grunting with the effort. ‘Broken in three places. “You sure don’t do things by halves,” my old ma used to say.’ He sighed. ‘She’s been gone a long time.’ 

			Ariadne showed him a picture of Jay and asked whether Turnpike recognised him.

			The ceiling light glimmered on his head as he nodded. ‘That’s my man, Jay. I heard he was whacked.’ He shrugged. ‘What you gonna do?’

			‘How do you know what happened to him?’

			‘Shit, girl, everybody knows that. I may be a cripple right now, but I don’t live under a rock. I got ears.’ He snorted and slapped his good thigh. ‘He was a good cat,’ he added, suddenly solemn. ‘I’m sorry he’s gone. But we all gotta go some day, ain’t that the truth?’

			‘What have you heard?’ Ariadne asked.

			‘I heard he’s gone.’ Manoeuvring himself into an upright position, he enquired how Jay had died. ‘Fell down some stairs, you say?’ He whistled. ‘And that’s how he died?’

			Ariadne nodded. She didn’t add that Jay had been suffocated after his fall.

			‘He had some good shit. Always did.’ He glanced at Ariadne and gave a little shrug. ‘Doesn’t much matter who knows it now, does it? And I never said I scored. I admit nothing.’ He winked. ‘But I’m sorry he caught one. He never did me any harm. Not like some,’ he added darkly, tapping his cast.

			‘When did you last see Jay?’

			‘Three, four weeks ago, must’ve been, before I was laid up.’ He tapped his cast again. 

			‘Were you friends?’

			‘Friends?’ Turnpike repeated. He shrugged and looked away, suddenly aloof, as though the word held no meaning for him beyond a distant memory.

			‘Do you know if he had any enemies?’

			‘When you got no home, the whole world’s your enemy.’

			‘But he wasn’t homeless.’

			‘Who?’

			‘Jay.’

			Turnpike shrugged and closed his eyes. ‘Dude’s dead and nothing’s gonna change that.’

			‘Did he argue with anyone?’

			Turnpike shook his head. ‘Maybe. We weren’t tight. He was just some dude.’

			‘Do you know if he had a girlfriend?’ 

			Turnpike opened his eyes. ‘Now how would I know a thing like that? I’m sorry he’s dead,’ he added, closing his eyes again. ‘You make damn sure you catch the bastard who whacked him.’ 

			The manager confirmed that Turnpike had been staying at the shelter for over a fortnight, since breaking his leg. Apparently he had been attacked but his assailants had not been caught. ‘He was lucky we were able to accommodate him,’ the manager added. ‘We can’t always fit people in when they need shelter. And it’s not getting any easier with the cutbacks and the rising cost of living and unemployment higher than ever.’ 

			Ariadne nodded. It seemed that lately everyone she spoke to was suffering from increased expenses and dwindling funds. She thanked the manager for her help, and took her leave. 

			‘He just happened to be here at the moment,’ the manager replied. ‘He’ll be off again as soon as he’s able to get around. If it wasn’t for his broken leg, he’d never have stayed this long.’

			Turnpike could barely walk with his broken leg, let alone make his way up and down a flight of stairs. Whatever the nature of his relationship with Jay, Turnpike hadn’t killed him. 
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			As Ariadne was leaving the homeless shelter, her phone buzzed. Glancing down, she saw Geraldine’s name on the screen. Feeling guilty for having forgotten to return her friend’s previous call, she answered straightaway.

			‘Ariadne!’ Geraldine called from the phone, sounding both surprised and pleased. ‘I thought you’d be too busy to talk. How are you?’

			‘I’m fine. How about you?’ 

			‘Are you too busy to meet for a chat later on?’ Geraldine asked. ‘Perhaps we could get together this evening, just for an hour or so, like we used to? If you’re free, that is?’ 

			Feeling guilty at having ignored her friend’s earlier message, Ariadne agreed. If she was honest, she didn’t really have the energy to socialise, but Geraldine had been almost pleading with her. 

			‘I can’t wait to see you again,’ Geraldine said. ‘I’m desperate for some normal adult conversation for a change.’

			Ariadne said that she would check Nico hadn’t made any plans, and it would be lovely to catch up. As soon as she had spoken to Nico, she phoned Geraldine back to confirm their arrangement for that evening. Geraldine’s delight was infectious, and Ariadne felt her own spirits lift.

			‘It’s been a while,’ she agreed. ‘I’ve been so bogged down at work, it’ll do me good to get away from it for a while.’

			They arranged to meet at their usual haunt, a Chinese restaurant with small intimate booths, where they used to appreciate being able to talk freely, confident no one could overhear them. They had chosen it on account of the private seating rather than the food, although the menu was varied and reasonably priced. But as she drove to the restaurant, Ariadne’s excitement faded, and she wondered what they would find to talk about now their lives were following such different paths. Still, it would do her no harm to sit and listen to Geraldine chatting about her baby, and the break from thinking about the case might even help to clarify her thoughts. At the moment, she was floundering. Nico was understanding enough to leave her alone as far as possible, but he could never fully appreciate what she was going through. Geraldine, on the other hand, would empathise with her frustration, and Ariadne could rely on her discretion should the subject of the case crop up. The more she thought about it, the more pleased she was at the prospect of seeing her former colleague. 

			Geraldine was waiting for Ariadne when she arrived at the restaurant. For a few seconds Ariadne didn’t recognise the woman smiling and waving at her across the room. After they had exchanged greetings, and agreed it was lovely to see one another again, and had each commented on how well the other was looking, she admitted that she hadn’t recognised Geraldine straightaway. 

			‘It’s because of your hair,’ she added.

			When working, Geraldine had worn her hair short. Since she had been at home with the baby, she had left it to grow. 

			‘I just haven’t got round to getting it cut,’ Geraldine admitted. ‘I know it sounds daft, because I’m at home all the time now, but somehow I never seem to get anything done.’

			‘I think it suits you like that,’ Ariadne assured her, privately taken aback by Geraldine’s admission. 

			At the police station, Geraldine had a reputation for efficiency. If anything, some of their colleagues had criticised her for working too hard, making them appear slack by comparison. But no one could fault her success in resolving the most challenging cases. Now she claimed she was struggling to stay on top of things. Ariadne smiled sympathetically and murmured reassurances. After they ordered their food, Ariadne enquired tentatively how motherhood was suiting her friend. Geraldine shrugged and looked away, no longer smiling, as she reiterated she was finding it hard. 

			‘Is it the sleepless nights?’ Ariadne asked, with genuine concern.

			‘It’s not that. Tom’s an easy baby, although he has his moments. But he’s sleeping right through the night now.’

			‘And how’s Ian taken to being a father?’

			‘Ian’s loving it. I’m the one who’s struggling to adjust.’ Geraldine hesitated, as though she was about to say more, then seemed to change her mind.

			‘Are you okay?’ Ariadne prompted her, sensing that Geraldine was keeping something back. ‘I would have phoned you before now to suggest getting together, but I thought you’d want time to settle into your new routine,’ she fibbed. 

			The truth was, she had scarcely thought about Geraldine, except to miss her insights into whatever she and her colleagues were working on. She had been so wrapped up in her own problems at work, she hadn’t even thought about contacting her friend to enquire how she was. The team had clubbed together to send her flowers and a giant teddy bear, but that was it. 

			‘I can’t believe it’s been so long,’ she added. 

			Geraldine hesitated before adding that she was fine, really. She was just tired. Convinced Geraldine’s smile was forced, Ariadne didn’t press her friend with intrusive questions.

			‘Well, you know where I am if you ever need to talk,’ she said gently. 

			They chatted about Ian and Nico, and Geraldine enquired after Naomi and their other colleagues.

			‘Now,’ Geraldine went on brightly, ‘that’s enough about me and my newfound domesticity. Tell me all about what you’re up to.’

			‘Oh, you know, just the usual,’ Ariadne said.

			‘So, are you working on a case at the moment?’ Geraldine asked.

			‘You didn’t come here to talk about my work,’ Ariadne laughed. 

			‘Please,’ Geraldine urged her, with a curious touch of helplessness in her voice. ‘Tell me what you’re up to.’

			‘You don’t really want to hear about it.’

			‘You have no idea how much I want to hear all about it.’

			There was something desperate in Geraldine’s insistence that surprised Ariadne.

			‘Well, if you’re sure.’ 

			‘Honestly, Ariadne, I’m gagging to have something to think about other than nappies and baby toys and weaning and puréed vegetables and jars of baby food. It’s an endless cycle, every day the same. I love Tom, of course I do, and Ian’s been wonderful, but it’s… I don’t know how to describe my life now. It’s all been so overwhelming. But in a good way,’ she added quickly, and again Ariadne suspected she wasn’t being entirely truthful. ‘Now, that’s more than enough about me. Tell me about your case, and don’t leave anything out.’ 

			So Ariadne described how Jay Roper had fallen down the stairs, and had somehow ended up being suffocated. She told Geraldine about the victim’s girlfriend, Lauren, who had gone missing, the two different samples of DNA found in his bed, and the two witnesses, Yiannis and Mary. 

			‘So either Yiannis was lying about carrying a coat, or Mary was mistaken about seeing it,’ Ariadne concluded her account.

			‘In all the shock of finding his tenant dead, Yiannis could have forgotten that he had a coat with him,’ Geraldine said, ‘because why would Mary lie about what she saw?’ 

			Ariadne stared at Geraldine. ‘Maybe,’ she admitted. ‘Mary seemed a bit confused, but I wasn’t suggesting she might have deliberately lied to us.’

			Geraldine shrugged. ‘A fresh pair of eyes.’ 

			‘But why would Mary lie about something so unimportant?’

			‘It’s hardly unimportant if it was used to suffocate the victim,’ Geraldine remarked drily. ‘But let’s go over it all again. We need to consider every possibility. We know someone suffocated the victim by pressing something over his face. We don’t know what was used, which means it could have been a coat. But before anything else, we have to track Lauren down and find out why she ran away.’ 

			Ariadne noticed that Geraldine was discussing the case as though she was on the investigating team.

			‘It seems like an admission of guilt,’ Ariadne replied, ‘but she could be innocent and just have been frightened she might be a suspect.’

			‘Or perhaps she’s afraid for her own life. Could Jay’s killer be after her next?’ Geraldine paused. ‘I wonder what Lauren saw that day Jay was killed? Did she kill him, or was she a witness to murder?’

			Ariadne nodded. ‘That’s just what we want to know.’ 

			‘Either way, finding Lauren is the key to solving the case.’ 

			‘We’ve set up a search but the trouble is we have no idea where she is.’

			‘If she did witness someone murder Jay, and was seen, let’s hope you find her before the killer does,’ Geraldine said, as she helped herself to some noodles. 
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			Thalia tried to focus on the book she was reading, but her thoughts kept wandering to her son. Yiannis had been a problem ever since his brother had been killed in a fight. Yiannis had only been ten when that happened. He had been such a carefree child before tragedy had struck their family. The loss of Thalia’s firstborn had caused her husband to waste away and die, and it had twisted Yiannis’s mind, the violence he had witnessed as a child changing him forever. She would never forget the night they had fled their island home together. In darkness they had stolen out of their white house perched on a hill overlooking the sea. Silently they had made their way down the steep cobbled path to the beach, where her nephew was waiting to ferry them to the mainland. Abandoning the familiarity of sunshine and olive groves, the white house with its spreading fig tree, and the sound and smell of the sea, they reached the mainland and boarded a plane that had carried them far away from the only home she had ever known. So she had journeyed to England with Yiannis. He was her son and she couldn’t lose him too.

			They had melted unobtrusively into the Greek community in York, where a cousin of her husband had helped them find work. That was a long time ago, and their flight from their homeland now seemed like a half-remembered dream, her life in Greece a story she had read, long ago. Gradually, they settled into a dreary but comfortable existence, and if she missed the sunshine of her island home, she never complained. Knowing her only surviving son was safe made the sacrifice worthwhile. There were times when she was happy. In the summer, when the sun shone, she could close her eyes and imagine herself back in her beloved island home, reaching to pick a fig the size of her fist, soft and sweet as jam. She had endured grey skies and freezing winters, cold rain and noisy streets with traffic hurtling by, and she had done so gladly. Her only happiness was to live with her son and see him prosper. He was all that remained of her ruined life. 

			She no longer mourned her dreams of growing old with her beloved husband at her side, grandchildren shrieking with laughter as they chased each other beneath the ancient fig tree. All that was lost to her. But even after so many years, England was not home. If Yiannis was taken from her, she would have nothing. When he came home one day, his face rigid with fear, and told her a man had been murdered in his property, her terror had returned. Every time she heard a car she trembled in case it drew up outside and police officers knocked on the door, looking for her son. This was no sleepy Greek island where police arrived by ferry. Here in York there was a police station a short car ride away. Whenever Yiannis went out she was afraid, wondering if she would see him again. She tried to read, but thoughts lashed at her, like breakers on a stormy sea. 

			At last she heard the front door close and knew he was home.

			‘Dinner’s in the oven,’ she greeted him as he joined her in the living room. 

			Returning his smile, she went to the kitchen to dish up. 

			‘Smells good,’ he said, when she returned with his tray.

			Since coming to England, they had given up sitting at the table to eat, instead dining off trays in front of the television. She cooked for her son every night, and she still felt a frisson of pride at her skills in the kitchen. She had once worked in a restaurant owned by her cousin back on the island, but she had left all that behind when they came to England. Now, watching Yiannis tucking into his food, she told herself there was nothing to worry about.

			‘Have the police found out what happened in Penley’s Grove?’ she asked, when he had finished. 

			Yiannis glanced up at her, his expression guarded and difficult to read. ‘Not that they’ve told me. I hope they get it sorted out soon,’ he added, exasperation breaking through his forced composure. ‘I need to find another tenant as quickly as possible. I’ve got bills to pay. But I can’t even get into the property to show anyone round because the police are treating it as a crime scene. They won’t say when they’ll be done with their forensic examination. How long can it take to check out the hall and stairs? I asked and they just say it’ll take as long as it takes. What kind of an answer is that?’

			Thalia studied her son’s face covertly, wondering whether his crabbiness was masking fear, or something worse. 

			‘You could speak to Nico’s wife again?’ she suggested. 

			Yiannis shook his head. ‘She can’t do anything for me. We’re in England now,’ he said, as though they had only recently arrived in the country. ‘The police won’t help me, and I can’t risk drawing attention to myself.’

			‘Why not? We belong here now.’ But she knew he was right. 

			They sat in silence for a moment, but she had to ask him. ‘Did you kill that man?’

			He turned to her. She knew his face so well and could tell his shock was genuine. ‘How can you ask?’

			‘I’m just so frightened,’ she blurted out. ‘What if they take you away?’

			‘Well, they won’t, so you don’t need to worry.’ 

			He didn’t seem to share her fear, but what if his confidence was misplaced? 
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			Lauren rented a shared flat above a hardware shop in Gillygate. A study of Lauren’s social media posts had revealed that she had met her flatmate at school, and they had remained friends. Ariadne went back to Gillygate early on Saturday morning, hoping to find Lauren at home. It was possible she had returned and could give a simple explanation for her recent disappearance. It wasn’t unheard of for a young woman to meet a man and decide to stay with him for a few nights. The fact that Jay was a drug dealer made it slightly more plausible that Lauren might be spending time getting stoned somewhere, without thinking to let her employer know. Ariadne didn’t hold out much hope, since Lauren had been off work all that week without having contacted her employer, but there was a chance she had gone away and forgotten to tell the florist, or had simply not bothered, or she might have left her phone at home. Any of those scenarios was possible, and would explain her silence. 

			She rang the bell and this time the door was opened by a sturdily built girl with a long flaxen plait. Ariadne recognised Lauren’s flatmate, Natalie, from Lauren’s social media posts. She was wearing pastel pink pyjamas and fluffy pink slippers. Peering round the door, she looked startled to see Ariadne standing on the doorstep. 

			‘Oh, I thought you were—’ she stammered. ‘Sorry, I thought you were someone else.’

			Ariadne asked if Natalie was expecting her flatmate.

			The girl nodded. ‘Yes. That is, I hoped it was her.’

			‘Doesn’t Lauren have a key?’

			‘Of course she’s got a key, but when you rang the bell, I thought she might have left it here. But what’s it to you? Who are you? And what are you doing here?’

			Ariadne introduced herself.

			‘The police? Oh my goodness,’ Natalie cried out, her eyes opening wide in surprise. ‘Has something happened to Lauren? Is she all right?’

			‘Can I come in?’

			‘Well, yes, I suppose so. If you want to,’ she added, as she opened the door to let Ariadne enter. 

			‘What makes you think anything might have happened to Lauren?’ Ariadne asked.

			‘Well, she’s not here, and you are.’ 

			Her plait swinging gently behind her, Natalie led Ariadne into a small living room where magazines and shoes were strewn around, with an assortment of towels and clothes draped carelessly over the furniture. At one end of the room, Ariadne saw a tiny kitchenette, the sink crammed with crockery and pans waiting to be washed up. Various items of stale food, including an open packet of cereal, a half-eaten slice of toast, two bananas turning brown, and a bag of rice, vied for space on a narrow work surface.

			Sweeping an untidy pile of T-shirts on to the floor, Natalie invited Ariadne to take a seat, offering no apology for the mess. 

			‘Do you know where Lauren is?’ Ariadne enquired as she sat down. ‘If you know, it’s very important that you tell me.’

			‘I’m guessing she’s with her boyfriend,’ Natalie replied, frowning and clearing a second chair in an equally cavalier fashion, as though she habitually threw clothes on the floor whenever she wanted to sit down. 

			Natalie explained that she had been away for a few days, visiting her family. On her return to York, she had found the flat empty.

			‘Did Lauren often go away?’ Ariadne asked. ‘Could she have gone to see her mother? I’d like their address, please.’

			Natalie hesitated before going to find it. ‘Here you are. But I don’t think she’ll have gone to see them. She didn’t get on that well with them. She’s more likely to have gone to see her boyfriend. She stays with him every weekend, so I’m guessing that’s where she is. But—’ She hesitated. 

			‘Her boyfriend? Do you mean Jay?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Do you know him?’

			Natalie shook her head. ‘I only met him once, in the pub, and—’ She broke off with an embarrassed moue. ‘Well, I can’t say I liked him very much.’

			‘Why not?’

			She shrugged. ‘He’s too old for her, for a start, and he seems, well, full of himself, you know? To be honest, I found him quite obnoxious. But Lauren’s besotted with him, and that doesn’t strike me as great either, because he’s – well, he isn’t that into her, if you ask me. I mean, he virtually ignored everything she said and hardly looked at her. All he did was talk about himself.’ 

			‘What did he say?’

			‘I can’t really remember. He kept telling us he was making pots of money, although he refused to say how, and I had a feeling it was something dodgy. And he was talking about this flash car he was going to buy. That was it, really. He went on and on about the car, and how he wasn’t going to stay in his poky little flat for long – which sounded like a dig at us for living here.’

			‘Did he ever come here?’

			‘Not that I knew about. Like I said, I only met him once. And Lauren won’t hear a word said against him, so in the end we stopped talking about him. She told me she thought I was jealous but, honestly, nothing could be further from the truth. I wouldn’t go out with that creep if he was the last man alive.’ 

			‘When did you last see Lauren?’

			‘I was away this week. As far as I was aware, she was here all the time, but she wasn’t here when I got home yesterday evening at about six. I’d thought we might get a takeaway, but she was out.’ Natalie shrugged. ‘I assumed she was at Jay’s place, although she didn’t usually stay there on Fridays. Anyway, she wasn’t here and her note didn’t say when she’s coming back. Look, what’s this about? Why have you come here, and why are you asking all these questions?’

			‘You just mentioned she left you a note,’ Ariadne said, responding to Natalie’s questions with one of her own. ‘Have you still got it?’

			Natalie clambered to her feet and shuffled over to the kitchen area, her fluffy slippers making a swishing noise on the cork floor. Ariadne stood up quickly and accompanied her.

			‘Don’t touch it,’ Ariadne called out, seeing Natalie reach for a torn scrap of paper lying beside the kettle, and held in place by a tea-stained mug.

			Natalie stared open-mouthed as Ariadne pulled on her gloves, and picked up the note very delicately. ‘Gone away for a while. Met someone’, she read, before slipping the note into an evidence bag.

			‘Do you have any idea where Lauren might be?’ she repeated her earlier question.

			‘All I know is what she wrote in her note,’ Natalie replied, watching Ariadne put the evidence bag in her pocket. ‘She’s gone off somewhere with someone she met. But I don’t really understand it. The note suggests she’s met someone new, but that doesn’t make sense.’

			‘What don’t you understand?’

			‘She’s mad about Jay. Why would she go off with anyone else? Although knowing Lauren, anything’s possible.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			Natalie shrugged. ‘She’s had a lot of boyfriends. She falls for them without stopping to think. It makes her vulnerable, you know?’

			Ariadne phrased her next question carefully. ‘Did she have an ex-boyfriend who might have been jealous of Jay, or who might have held a grudge against Lauren for leaving him?’

			Natalie shook her head. ‘No, nothing like that. Her relationships were usually very brief. She’s been with Jay for longer than anyone else I can think of. But I wouldn’t put it past her to have split up with Jay and found someone else straightaway. I don’t understand why she hasn’t been in touch. Do you think something’s happened to her? That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?’

			Ariadne spoke quietly. ‘Who was your flatmate going to meet?’

			Natalie shook her head, looking flustered. ‘I’ve no idea. You’re here because something’s happened to her, aren’t you? Something terrible.’

			Natalie burst into tears and it took Ariadne a few moments to calm her down. When Natalie had regained her composure, Ariadne said she needed a sample of Lauren’s DNA.

			Natalie leaned forward and let out a low wail, like an animal in pain. ‘She’s dead, isn’t she? That’s why you want her DNA, isn’t it? So you can identify the body.’

			Ariadne did her best to convince her that they hadn’t found Lauren’s body.

			‘We have no idea where Lauren is,’ she said firmly. ‘There is no reason to suspect she has come to any harm. But she has disappeared, and we think she may be frightened. We need to find her as soon as possible so we can question her in connection with something she may have witnessed.’

			‘Is she in danger?’

			Ariadne sighed, wondering if it was callous to worry Natalie. ‘It’s unlikely,’ she replied, ‘but until we know she’s safe it remains a possibility. That’s why we need to find her urgently.’

			Natalie nodded briskly, as though she had reached a decision. ‘What can I do to help you find her?’

			Ariadne asked Natalie to call her friend and urge her to come home, or at least say where she was. There was a chance Lauren would answer a call from Natalie. The girl nodded and pulled out her phone. A few seconds later they heard a faint ring tone which sounded as though it was coming from the next room. They followed the sound and found a phone ringing on a rumpled bed. Lauren hadn’t taken her phone with her when she left, suggesting she had left in a hurry. The chances that she had witnessed the murder seemed increasingly likely, as did the possibility that her life was in danger. 

			Ignoring Natalie’s objections, Ariadne dropped the phone into an evidence bag. 

			‘You can’t take it. What if she comes back and needs it?’

			Ariadne gazed around at the chaos of clothes and make-up. Noticing a pair of black patent shoes with silver toecaps, she wondered if they could be the shoes Mary had described as having sparkly toes. She made a note to have measurements of the points compared with the bruises on Jay’s shins.

			‘Is anything missing?’

			‘I don’t know,’ Natalie replied, also looking around. ‘I don’t know what she kept in here.’ She opened the wardrobe and a few T-shirts tumbled out. ‘I think she’s taken her rucksack,’ she added. 

			‘Did she take her passport?’

			Natalie shrugged and opened a drawer beside Lauren’s bed. ‘It’s here.’

			Ariadne held out her hand and Natalie reluctantly gave her the passport. ‘I don’t know if I should,’ she muttered anxiously. 

			‘What about a driving licence? Did she drive?’

			‘I don’t think so. I mean, no, she hasn’t passed her test. I’d know if she had.’

			Ariadne picked up a laptop that was lying on the bed, half-hidden by a pair of jeans.

			‘Wait!’ Natalie shrieked. ‘You can’t just take her laptop when she’s not here.’

			‘It might help us to find her.’

			There was no point in staying any longer. Ariadne gave Natalie instructions to contact her if she heard from her friend, and warned her to touch nothing in Lauren’s room before a search team had been there. 

			‘What are you looking for?’

			Ariadne explained that Lauren must have gone away deliberately, because she had left a note for her flatmate. It was possible they would come across details that could lead them to whoever she was staying with. She didn’t add that Lauren might not have forgotten to take her phone; she might have left it behind deliberately so there was no possibility she could be traced. But there was no way of knowing whether she was running from the police, or from a killer. 
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			Determined to do everything possible to find Jay’s missing girlfriend, Ariadne went back to the florist where Lauren had worked. Although Ariadne had been there only two days earlier, the display in the window had changed, and a different girl was standing beside the counter, counting stems of leaves into small bundles. She looked up at Ariadne with a smile and asked how she could help. When Ariadne held up her warrant card and explained she was looking for Lauren, the girl frowned and shook her head. 

			‘I’m sorry,’ she replied, ‘there’s no one here called Lauren.’

			‘I think you’ll find she works here or, at least, she did until a few days ago,’ Ariadne said. 

			‘Ah,’ the girl’s puzzled frown cleared. ‘Yes, you must be talking about that girl who left without giving notice.’ She gave a lopsided smile. ‘It’s an ill wind. I was looking for a job and saw the notice in the window and—’ She opened her arms in an expansive gesture, still smiling broadly. ‘Here I am. Can I help you? What are you looking for today?’

			Ariadne was about to reply that she was looking for Lauren, when the internal door swung open and the stout manageress emerged. Her cheeks reddened slightly when she saw who was in the shop.

			‘I still haven’t heard from Lauren,’ she announced, glaring at Ariadne as though she was personally responsible for her former employee’s disappearance. ‘When you find her, you can tell her from me that she no longer has a job here.’ She glanced at Lauren’s replacement and moved away from the counter, gesturing at Ariadne to follow her. ‘She has no case for wrongful dismissal,’ she went on, in a low voice, ‘because she was the one who decided to take time off without getting in touch. I’m sorry if she’s been ill,’ she added, not looking at all sorry, ‘but I’ve got a business to run and a shop to see to. A tiny business like mine is no place for anyone who fails to pull their weight. I’m afraid my hands are tied.’

			‘We don’t know where Lauren is, but we need to talk to her urgently,’ Ariadne replied quietly. ‘If she contacts you, please tell her she’s not in any trouble with us, but she does need to come to the police station to help us with an enquiry.’ 

			The manager merely shook her head to indicate she still had no idea where Lauren was. 

			‘Well, if you do hear from her, please don’t forget to give her my message. We’re expecting to see her at the police station, and she needs to present herself there as soon as possible. If she’s not in York, she can report to any police station. Tell her the longer this goes on, the more difficult it’s going to be for her when we do catch up with her, and she can rest assured that, sooner or later, we will.’

			Ariadne wasn’t sure if that was true. Lauren might already have met with an accident, or worse. Having learned nothing new from the florist, she decided to drive to Leeds to speak to Lauren’s mother. She went back to the police station to collect Naomi as, on her own, she might not be able to prevent Lauren from slipping away, if she was hiding at her mother’s house. With that possibility in mind, Ariadne decided not to call ahead and forewarn Mrs Shaw of their visit. 

			‘You do realise this could be a wasted journey if we don’t let her know we’re coming,’ Naomi protested, but Ariadne was prepared to take that risk.

			‘It’s only half an hour,’ she said.

			‘Half an hour each way, if we’re lucky.’

			‘But this way, we’ll find Lauren if she’s there.’

			‘If she’s there,’ Naomi echoed.

			‘And if she’s not, there’s a chance her mother will be able to tell us where she is.’

			‘Not if her mother’s out.’

			The traffic moved slowly, and it was nearly an hour before they drew up outside Jennifer Shaw’s house. A tousle-haired boy of about eleven opened the door as soon as they knocked. He looked at them inquisitively.

			‘Is your mother in?’ Ariadne asked him.

			The boy yelled, ‘Mum!’ without turning away or stepping back from the doorway.

			A woman came down the hallway, wiping her hands on a tea towel. ‘Yes?’ she called out as she manoeuvred her way past a BMX bike that was leaning against the wall. ‘What do you want? It’s all right, Dylan.’

			The boy stepped back and his mother came to the door and repeated her question. 

			Close to, Ariadne could see her dark hair was streaked with white, and her face, youthful from a distance, was criss-crossed with fine lines. Ariadne held up her identity card and spoke very quietly so the boy wouldn’t hear her. 

			‘We’d like to speak to your daughter.’ 

			Lauren’s mother shook her head. ‘She hasn’t lived here for over a year.’

			From inside the house, they heard a dog bark, and Dylan’s voice telling it to be quiet.

			‘She moved out – oh, it’s getting on for two years now. She’s living in York, with a friend. A girlfriend,’ she added quickly. ‘I can let you have you her address if you give me a moment.’

			Ariadne shook her head. ‘We know where she lives. She’s not there and we wondered if she was visiting you?’

			‘I haven’t seen her for a couple of months,’ the woman replied. ‘We speak on the phone. She calls me. And—’ She hesitated. ‘She’s got a boyfriend. I’m not sure where he lives, but it’s somewhere in York. That’s where she’ll be. Her flatmate would know the address. Why do you want to know? Is she in trouble?’ She looked flustered, as though the significance of Ariadne’s questions had only just struck her. ‘Has something happened to her? What do you want with my daughter?’

			‘Nothing’s happened to her, as far as we know,’ Ariadne answered with a reassuring smile. ‘But we need to speak to her urgently. We’d like to take a look at her room.’

			‘I told you, she doesn’t live here any more.’

			‘We’d like to take a look anyway, now we’re here.’

			‘I don’t understand. What are you looking for?’

			Her son rejoined them. Overhearing Ariadne’s request, he interrupted his mother before Ariadne could respond. 

			‘Have you got a search warrant?’ he asked eagerly. ‘Has Lauren been kidnapped?’ 

			His mother hissed at him to be quiet. ‘I’m sorry, inspector. He’s a good boy, but he does let his imagination run away with him.’ 

			Lauren’s bedroom in her mother’s house was evidently being used as a store room. Cardboard boxes were stacked on the floor, and there was a pile of coats and trousers on the bed. Unlike Lauren’s flatmate, her mother was apologetic about the state of the room, mumbling that she had been having a clear-out. Having conducted a quick search, Ariadne concluded that the only item worth investigating was an old laptop. Ariadne picked it up in gloved hands.

			‘You can’t take that,’ Jennifer protested. ‘We might want to use it. She left it here for my son.’ 

			‘So it belongs to Lauren?’

			Jennifer blustered and insisted that Lauren no longer used it. ‘She bought herself a new one as soon as she started earning her own money, and she said Dylan could have her old one. You can’t take it away. It belongs to my son.’

			It was Ariadne’s turn to be apologetic as she handed the laptop to Naomi, assuring Jennifer that it would be returned as soon as the police had finished with it. 

			‘Please ask Lauren to contact me if you hear from her,’ she said, giving Jennifer a card before she left. ‘We would like to speak to her as soon as possible. It really is very important.’ 

			As they left the house, Ariadne glanced back and saw Dylan watching them through a downstairs window. 
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			It was almost impossible to believe she would never see him again, but Lauren knew what had happened, and was only too well-aware that it was final. In a way it had been inevitable, like the cliché of a train crash waiting to happen. Whatever else followed the incident, she had to accept that he was never coming back. After a couple of sleepless nights, her grief turned to anger. It served him right. There was no reason why his death should ruin her life. When she thought about it, she could see it was obvious he had been cheating on her with another woman. Why else had he only been able to see her on certain nights? It was the one explanation that made sense of his behaviour. Perhaps she had been wrong to dismiss what his neighbour from the ground-floor flat had said. 

			The old woman had cornered her in the entrance hall one evening. ‘Off to see that young man of yours, are you?’ she had wheezed. 

			Barely listening, Lauren had merely nodded, her thoughts on what would follow once she was in his arms with her lips pressed against his. 

			‘You’re not the only one who goes up there to see him,’ Mary had croaked, her words checked by a hacking cough. 

			‘Yes, well, whatever,’ she had replied curtly. ‘I don’t know why you’re poking your nose into other people’s business.’ 

			But Mary had reached out and grabbed her arm with a strength surprising in someone so frail. ‘Wait,’ she had insisted. ‘You need to hear this. I’m telling you what he gets up to, when you’re not around.’ She gesticulated at the ceiling with her free hand. ‘You’re not the only one who goes up those stairs, you know. You’re too young to throw your life away on a man like that.’ She turned her head to one side and spat. A round globule of phlegmy sputum settled on the dusty floor and stared up at Lauren, like an evil eye. ‘You remind me of my daughter.’ A fleeting smile softened her face before her expression darkened again. ‘My girl was taken in by a false-hearted lecher like him.’ She jerked her head in the direction of the stairs leading to Jay’s flat. ‘He led her on and broke her heart. Don’t waste your time on a lying cheat like that. I know what men like him can do. Heartless. Heartless,’ she mumbled under her breath. ‘He’ll tempt you with his lies, then discard you when he’s ruined you, and leave you to burn for eternity. Listen to me,’ she urged. ‘It’s not too late to save yourself before he leads you to eternal damnation. Leave your sinful ways. Trust in the Lord and He will give you strength.’

			With an effort, Lauren had pulled herself away and hurried upstairs, where Jay was waiting for her. When she had challenged him about cheating on her, he burst out laughing. His blue eyes sparkling with amusement, he had dismissed what she had been told as foolish drivel.

			‘Who was it told you I was seeing someone else?’ he had asked her. ‘Did that piece of gossip come from a trustworthy source? Only it seems you know more about my private affairs than I do. Come on, you know we don’t keep any secrets from each other. Who’s been filling your head with this nonsense?’

			She had brushed away the question, unwilling to name the old woman for fear of creating bad feeling between Jay and his neighbour, but he had guessed anyway. 

			‘It was that stupid old cow downstairs, wasn’t it? Yes, of course it was,’ he had gone on, when she refused to answer his question. ‘Who else could it be? She thinks she can get away with making up stories about me, but we both know it’s all lies. Who are you going to believe? A man who worships you, or some vindictive old hag who lives alone and resents other people’s happiness? Do you know what she said to me the other day?’

			He had related a hilarious anecdote about something Mary had said to him. It had been so easy for him. He could have said anything, and she would have been persuaded that his neighbour was lying, because she had already made up her mind to believe him. 

			‘You know I adore you, don’t you?’ he had murmured and she had melted into his arms, knowing there was nowhere else in the world she wanted to be. She had responded at once, longing to stay in the warmth of his embrace forever. 

			‘Why can’t I come and live here with you, all the time?’ she had asked him.

			‘You know there’s nothing I’d like better, but the landlord would throw me out, and then we’d both be homeless. It’s in the terms of my lease. No subletting and no cohabiting.’

			‘That’s ridiculous.’

			‘I agree, but he’s the landlord and he makes the rules. ’

			‘He couldn’t refuse to let you live with your fiancée. What if we were getting married?’

			‘We’ll talk about that as soon as my rental agreement runs out. I’m going to buy you any ring you want, and we’ll find a place where we can live together.’ He leaned down and kissed her.

			She pulled away from his embrace. ‘Shouldn’t we start looking now?’

			‘Soon. We’ll find somewhere soon, and then we can be together always. Just be patient and trust me. You do trust me, don’t you? It won’t be long now.’

			‘I don’t understand. What are we waiting for?’

			‘Listen, I wanted to keep this as a surprise until the cash starts rolling in, but the fact is I’ve got a massive deal in the pipeline, one that will bring in more money than you’ve ever dreamed of. We won’t be relying on chickenshit for much longer.’ He pointed at himself and grinned. ‘I’ve got big plans for us when this deal comes off. Trust me, we’ll be made. And the beauty of it is, it won’t be a one-off. No more scratching around for a few quid here and a few quid there. With these contacts I’m building, we’re going to be raking it in. I’m reeling in some serious players.’

			‘It won’t be dangerous, will it?’ she recalled asking.

			‘Don’t worry, it’s easy money, and it’s risk free. This is the break we’ve been waiting for.’ 

			At first she had believed everything he told her, but as time went on, she had started to suspect he wasn’t being entirely honest with her. There seemed to be one excuse after another as to why she couldn’t move in with him permanently, and he flatly refused to consider moving in with her. 

			‘Is your room actually big enough for two of us?’ he had asked, and she had to concede that he had a point, since she had one small room to herself in a shared flat. ‘I have a lot of stuff,’ he had continued, apologetically hammering his point home. ‘I just don’t see how that could possibly work.’ 

			‘But if we were living together, we could afford somewhere bigger than either of us has at the moment.’

			‘And we will,’ he had assured her, ‘just as soon as my agreement is up here and this deal takes off. It won’t be long now.’

			Still, she had clung to her belief that he was impatient for them to live together, and had told herself it was only circumstances that were keeping them apart. She had steadfastly accepted his excuses, and dismissed his old neighbour’s warnings. She had believed he loved her, right up until the moment he hit her and nearly choked her.

		

	
		
			20

			Natalie stared miserably around the flat after the police officer had gone. Despite all the clutter, the place felt empty without Lauren. She knew she was being irrational, because Lauren often went out, and she usually stayed overnight with her boyfriend at the weekend. Lauren kept dropping hints that she was going to move in with Jay permanently, which had annoyed Natalie. It would be a nuisance if she had to find another flatmate, but in the meantime nothing seemed to be happening and, with any luck, it would turn out to be just talk. Lauren had always been prone to fantasise about her boyfriends but so far none of her relationships had lasted very long. 

			‘You can’t possibly understand the way it is with me and Jay,’ Lauren had told her complacently. ‘You’ve never been in love.’ 

			Lauren sounded very earnest, and perhaps she even believed what she was saying, but Natalie had heard it all before. She had lost count of the number of ‘soulmates’ Lauren had met. 

			‘There’s no such thing as a perfect partner,’ Natalie had insisted firmly. ‘It’s unrealistic to think that. How old are you? Twelve?’

			‘Since when are you an expert on relationships? How many boyfriends have you had in the past year?’ 

			‘How can you not hear how stupid you sound?’ Natalie had retorted, stung by the reminder that she had never had a serious boyfriend. ‘You keep saying there’s just one soulmate for you, when we both know you’ve already been out with at least four. For goodness’ sake, Lauren, make it make sense.’

			There was no question Lauren had been genuinely infatuated with Jay. Natalie knew how hard her friend had tried to convince him it would be a good idea for her to move in with him. Still, the chances were she would become besotted with someone else as soon as Jay dumped her. People were less cautious when they were on the rebound, and Lauren might already be burying the pain of her latest loss in a new relationship. That was the most likely explanation for her disappearance. All the same, it was disturbing to know the police were looking for her.

			Natalie wandered disconsolately into Lauren’s room, wishing her friend would walk back in as though nothing had happened. She imagined Lauren’s astonishment on hearing the police were trying to find her. At first, Lauren would accuse Natalie of winding her up. She hoped it would all turn out to be a huge fuss over nothing, but the police didn’t waste their time searching for people for no reason. Not until then did it occur to Natalie that Lauren might have been killed by a dangerous criminal. In an unguarded moment when they were both tipsy, Lauren had confided in Natalie that Jay was on the verge of joining a major drug distribution network. 

			‘If they find out I’ve blabbed, they’ll kill me,’ Lauren had whispered dramatically.

			‘But who are “they”?’

			‘I don’t know.’

			At the time, Natalie had laughed at the claim as a grandiose exaggeration, typical of Lauren. Now she was afraid that her friend’s indiscretion might indeed have proved fatal. Heedless of the clothes she was crushing, she flung herself down on Lauren’s bed and began to sob.

			The uncertainty surrounding Lauren’s disappearance was harder to bear than anything else. Natalie regretted not having asked the police detective more questions about what had happened to her flatmate, but at the time she had been too disconcerted to think clearly. The rent was due soon. She had no idea what she would do if Lauren didn’t show up in time to pay her share. Natalie couldn’t afford to pay it all by herself. If she tried to explain that the police were looking into her flatmate’s disappearance, the landlord might throw them both out. She didn’t know what rights she would have in such circumstances, but she supposed she could be evicted if the rent wasn’t paid in full. Even if she could find the money, being in trouble with the police might be sufficient grounds for eviction. It would probably be best to say nothing for now, and try to scrape the money together somehow. She went to check the kitty, and was dismayed to find the tin empty. She wondered whether she ought to tell the police as the discovery seemed to confirm that Lauren had planned her disappearance. 

			She was jolted out of her miserable reverie by a shrill ringtone. For a second she thought it was Lauren’s phone, but then she remembered the detective had taken that with her when she left. Yanking her own phone out of her pocket, she felt a fleeting hope that Lauren was calling to tell her all about her latest soulmate.

			She could almost hear Lauren’s excited voice. ‘I know I’ve said this before, but he really is The One.’ 

			‘Is that Natalie?’ a woman’s voice said. ‘It’s Jennifer, Lauren’s mother. Is Lauren there? Can you tell her I need to speak to her? She’s not been answering her phone and the police have been here looking for her.’

			Not knowing what to say, Natalie panicked and hung up.
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			On Saturday evening, Ian cooked supper. Geraldine had been avoiding spicy food for a while, so it was some time since he had made a curry, which he referred to laughingly as his signature dish. Usually his enthusiasm when cooking made Geraldine smile, but on this occasion she waited stony-faced for him to serve the dinner. Ian had been adamant they should sit at the table to eat. Tom was asleep, and Ian wanted them to spend time enjoying a romantic meal together. Geraldine tried to feel pleased, but she was tired and feeling out of sorts. It didn’t help that it had rained every time she had decided to go out for a walk, and she had been stuck indoors all day with a fractious baby. Now all she wanted to do was lounge on the sofa with her supper on a tray in front of the television. She didn’t care what they watched, as long as they avoided the need for conversation. But it would have been unkind not to pretend to be having a good time, once they were eating, after Ian had made so much effort in the kitchen. 

			As it turned out, they both enjoyed the supper. 

			‘That was amazing,’ she said as they finished. ‘I can’t tell you how much I’ve missed your curries.’

			Ian grinned, gratified and seemingly relieved. ‘That’s more like it,’ he said. ‘There’s plenty more.’

			‘Honestly, I couldn’t manage another mouthful. I’m completely stuffed.’

			Ian insisted that he clear the table while she went into the living room and put her feet up.

			‘Don’t be silly,’ she replied. ‘I’ve been sitting around all day doing nothing, while you’ve been out working and shopping and then coming home to slave in the kitchen.’

			‘Hardly slaving,’ he grinned. ‘I find cooking relaxing. It helps to take my mind off things. And you can’t say you’ve been doing nothing. You’ve been looking after Tom, and I’m sure that’s exhausting in its own way.’

			Geraldine wondered if that was a slightly barbed comment, but then decided she was being paranoid. Ian had always enjoyed cooking. Hearing him hum as he clattered about, clearing up, she wondered whether he was making an extra effort because she had been out the previous evening with Ariadne, but she dismissed the thought as unjust, and obediently went to put her feet up in the living room. When he had finished stacking the dishwasher, Ian joined her. He was smiling, but his blue eyes were sharp.

			‘I’m glad you’re looking a bit more cheerful,’ he said as he flopped down beside her on the sofa and put his arm round her. ‘I’ve been concerned about you.’

			She gave what she hoped was a reassuring smile. ‘Oh, don’t worry about me,’ she said. ‘I’m fine. Now Tom’s sleeping through the night, I feel almost human again. Only almost, mind,’ she added, laughing. 

			She was taken aback by his next remark.

			‘It’s understandable that you would be unsettled by seeing Ariadne.’ 

			‘Unsettled? What are you talking about? Why would I feel unsettled after seeing a friend?’

			She realised she was overreacting to a thoughtless comment that had probably meant nothing, but she had really appreciated the time she had spent with Ariadne, and was keen to see her again. Discussing the case her friend was working on had made her feel energised. She tried to explain, but Ian shook his head. 

			‘You don’t need to put yourself under any pressure to go back to work,’ he said, completely missing her point. 

			‘Ian,’ she sighed, ‘we’ve talked about this before and when I go back to work is my decision.’

			‘Of course, that’s understood, but we should at least discuss it. Before Tom was born, neither of us knew how you were going to feel about going back to work. Now we know and it’s time we talked about it.’ 

			Ian suggested she might want to stay at home with the baby, at least until the end of his first year, but the thought of taking the rest of the year off filled Geraldine with a faint dread. After so long at home, she might never be able to return to her role as a detective inspector. A future without work seemed to her like a void, an endless tunnel of nappies and school journeys and mindless play. She accepted it was a flaw in her character, but she had never felt drawn to friendship and fun. She preferred to work. Nothing matched the satisfaction of knowing she had served justice, and helped to prevent further suffering by apprehending a killer. She could tell herself she needed to keep working so she could continue to support her sister, but that wasn’t the real reason, because she had inherited money to fall back on. The truth was that investigating serious crime was like a drug for her. Even her baby, whom she loved, couldn’t fill the gap in her life as she sat at home, shaking rattles and tickling him, all the while telling him what a good boy he was, as though repeating the words would make it come true.

			‘Yes, you are,’ she would croon to him when they were alone at home, ‘you’re a good boy.’

			Tom would gurgle in reply, and smile and hiccup, but he didn’t understand a word she said. 

			 ‘There’s nothing to discuss,’ she told Ian now. ‘I’ll go back when I’m ready, and that will be very soon,’ she added. Ian had no right to express an opinion about her life choices, but somehow this felt like a confrontation. ‘I’ve been meeting with childminders,’ she added, struggling not to sound defiant. 

			‘I just don’t want to put you under any pressure,’ Ian said, looking crestfallen. ‘I knew seeing Ariadne would set you off,’ he added in a low voice.

			Just for a moment, Geraldine felt guilty. Ian was trying to be kind and supportive, but she was disappointed to realise that he didn’t really understand her at all. Before she could reply, Tom started to cry, and she stood up, relieved that they had been interrupted. 

			‘I don’t want to talk about it any more,’ she said as she went to tend to the baby. 

			Ian didn’t say anything, but she suspected he realised she had made her decision. 
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			His mother gazed anxiously at him as he tinkered with his food. Yiannis glanced up at her, noticing strands of white showing against her black hair which was pulled back in her customary bun at the back of her head. Although no longer young, she was still one of the most beautiful women he had ever seen. When he told her so, she would scold him and tell him she was too old to be beautiful. 

			‘There was a time,’ she would say, with a wistful expression, before she snapped back into the present and held up her hands as evidence he was deluded. 

			‘Look at me,’ she would say. ‘I’m as wrinkled as a dried-up fig.’

			‘You can be old and beautiful,’ he would tell her. ‘Beauty comes from within. You just have to smile.’

			She had laughed at his nonsense. But this was no time for idle chatter.

			‘What’s the matter with you?’ she asked. ‘You’ve hardly touched your food again, and you’re looking pale. Are you sick?’ 

			Yiannis shook his head impatiently. ‘I’m fine. Stop fussing.’

			‘You’re not fine. I can tell there’s something on your mind. You can’t fool your mother, Yiannaki. Tell me what’s wrong.’ 

			‘What do you think is on my mind?’ His voice rose and his mother shrank back. ‘You know one of my tenants is dead. Who’s going to pay his rent now? I’ve got bills that are overdue. Where’s the money going to come from?’

			‘You’ll find another tenant,’ she said. ‘It’s a nice flat, and York is a popular place to live.’

			‘That’s as maybe, but the police are still hanging about and I’ve got no idea when I’ll be able to find a replacement. And now the old woman who lives on the ground floor is making a fuss about paying her rent. And as if that’s not bad enough, to top it all off, the police are still sniffing around asking questions. Of course, I’m worried. You think I don’t have bills to pay? You think I rent out those apartments just for something to do?’

			‘So long as you’ve done nothing wrong, there’s nothing for you to worry about,’ she assured him. ‘Now eat. Starving yourself won’t make your problems go away. It’ll only upset you.’ She lowered her gaze, knowing better than to provoke his temper.

			Yiannis sighed. He had seen his mother’s apprehension and despised himself for venting his frustration on her. She had stood by him, regardless of the trouble he had caused her. She didn’t deserve his anger. ‘I’m going out,’ he said, too uncomfortable with himself to remain in her company any longer. 

			‘You haven’t finished your lunch,’ his mother protested. ‘You’re not going to do anything stupid, are you?’

			He walked out without answering. 

			Returning from the hotel where she had been staying, while the property was being examined as a crime scene, Mary had contacted Yiannis to insist on a reduction in her rent. She claimed she had been unable to live in the flat for a week, even though it hadn’t cost her a penny to stay elsewhere, since the police had paid for her temporary accommodation. The nerve of her demand riled him. Didn’t she appreciate the financial straits he was in now the upstairs flat was empty? Breathing deeply to control his irritation, he drove to Penley’s Grove, and scowled as he drew up outside the house, recalling the crime scene tape over the doorway and the uniformed officers posted outside. 

			He had arranged to call on Mary, but although she was expecting him, she kept him waiting in the hall for more than five minutes before she opened her door. Dispensing with greetings, he told her bluntly that her rent was overdue. She started whining that she had not been in her flat for a week so it was unfair to ask her to pay rent for the whole month. 

			‘You wouldn’t expect me to take money off if you were on holiday,’ Yiannis protested, adding that the rental agreement made no mention of a reduction in rent if the tenant had to vacate the property for any reason at all. 

			‘Holiday?’ she squealed. ‘At my age? It was no holiday, staying in that place. It was cold and damp and there was black mould in the toilet. Stinking black mould!’

			It was pointless explaining that he had never said she had been on holiday, and he was not responsible for the mould at the hotel where the police had accommodated her. But he had to make it clear to her that the rent was due, in full, irrespective of whether she had been in the apartment for the full month or not. Either she paid up, or she would be in breach of the agreement she had signed. 

			‘I don’t want to evict you,’ he concluded severely, ‘but if you refuse to pay me what you owe, I’ll be forced to set the process in motion to remove you, and find a tenant who’s willing to honour the agreement and pay their rent.’

			Mary made a spitting sound through her teeth. ‘What kind of person would threaten to throw a poor old woman out on the street?’ she hissed. ‘May the Lord strike you down for a heartless sinner.’

			With an impatient sigh, he reiterated his demand that she pay her overdue rent and repeated his warning. ‘You have until the end of the week.’ Reduced to issuing threats to a frail old woman, he turned on his heel and marched out of the building, filled with self-loathing. 

			‘Shall I heat your lunch up for you, Yiannaki?’ his mother asked, gazing at him solicitously, when he walked back in.

			He shook his head, struggling to control his exasperation. It wasn’t fair to vent his anger on her, but he was finding it difficult to stay calm. To placate her, he ate his lunch, and did feel less stressed. It was difficult to feel aggrieved with his belly full of good, hot food. Before long he would find another tenant, and then he could settle back into his comfortable routine. He would call the lettings agent that afternoon and set things in motion. He was leaning back in his chair, savouring a strong coffee, when the doorbell rang. 

			‘It’s someone for you,’ his mother said. 

			 A smart, young blonde woman followed his mother into the living room, and his revived spirits sank once again when she introduced herself.

			‘Detective Sergeant Naomi Arnold,’ he repeated stupidly. ‘What can I do for you?’

			‘I have a few questions for you,’ she replied airily. ‘I won’t keep you long. We just need to tie up a few loose ends. There’s nothing for you to be concerned about.’ 

			Her encouraging smile failed to reassure him. Yiannis waved at his mother to go away and leave him alone with the detective who took a seat beside him without being invited to sit down. The young woman stared evenly at him across the space between their two chairs while his mother left the room, banging the door behind her to indicate her resentment at being summarily banished from her own living room. Under any other circumstances, Yiannis might have been happy to find himself sitting down with an attractive young woman. As it was, he struggled to control his nerves. 

			‘Before you start, I have a question for you,’ he said, attempting to take the initiative. ‘It’s a week since the tragic accident took place at my property. How much longer do I have to wait before I can look for another tenant? It could take a while to find someone suitable in the best of circumstances, and your investigation isn’t helping. I don’t wish to sound unfeeling, but the longer this goes on, the longer I’ll be waiting, and I really do need that rent money. I still have bills to pay – tax, utilities, maintenance, they don’t pay for themselves.’ 

			‘We’ll be done as soon as possible,’ the detective assured him blandly, before questioning him about Jay’s girlfriend. 

			‘I already told your colleague, I don’t pry into my tenants’ private lives,’ he replied, struggling to control his frustration. ‘Don’t you people talk to each other? We’re always hearing about how overworked you are, yet here you are, wasting your time and mine in repeating questions I’ve already answered.’ 

			Unperturbed by his irritation, she continued. Although she had claimed she only wanted to ask him a few questions, it felt more like an interrogation. 

			‘What can you tell me about your ground-floor tenant, Mary Jones?’

			‘What can I tell you? Only that she’s old and she lives alone. Until now, she’s always paid her rent on time, and she’s never caused any trouble. Until the recent unfortunate accident, I would have said she was a good tenant, getting on a bit. But she’s been kicking up a fuss about paying rent for a full month, because you forced her to vacate her apartment for a week. An old woman like that, having to leave home. It’s a disgrace. I can’t say I’m altogether surprised that she’s complaining about having to pay rent for a week when she wasn’t allowed into her own home.’ 

			‘We had to keep the hallway clear, while the area at the foot of the stairs was being examined as part of a crime scene,’ the detective told him. 

			‘Crime scene,’ he scoffed. ‘The man fell down the stairs. It’s hardly a crime to lose your footing and fall.’ 

			He drained his cup, but the coffee was cold. Something else the police had ruined for him. With an effort, he maintained his composure. 

			‘Would you say she’s reliable?’ the detective asked. 

			‘Who?’

			‘Mary Jones.’

			‘I told you, she always paid her rent on time until you people came along and interfered.’

			‘Do you feel you can you trust what she says? She’s quite old. Would you say she gets confused?’

			Yiannis had answered enough questions. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, gritting his teeth, ‘I don’t know what you mean. She’s sharp enough when it comes to demanding a reduction in her rent.’

			‘I understand your frustration, but would you say her memory is reliable?’

			He shrugged. ‘How the hell should I know? I don’t socialise with my tenants. It’s a business arrangement. I maintain the property and they pay me rent, and that’s the beginning and the end of it. Now, if there’s nothing else, I’d like you to leave. I’m not a suspect in your investigation into why someone fell down the stairs. The stair carpet was professionally fitted, and the handrail is sturdy. As the landlord, I took all the necessary precautions to make the property safe for my tenants, and the building has been checked by Energy Performance and Health and Safety inspectors and whoever else the council sent to look it over and take my money for a safety certificate. I’m a responsible landlord, and I took out the recommended insurance. You can’t blame me if someone failed to look where they were going on the stairs. Now, I’m asking you again, very politely, to get out of my house and leave me alone.’ 

			After the detective had gone, Yiannis’s mother came creeping back into the living room. She gazed at him anxiously. ‘You didn’t lose your temper with that young woman, did you?’

			‘Like I’m about to lose it with you, if you don’t shut up?’

			His mother sighed. ‘I’ll make you some fresh coffee, Yiannaki.’ 

			She turned away, mumbling that there was no call for him to disrespect her. She had done nothing to warrant such rudeness. 

			‘I’m sorry,’ he called out. ‘You’re right, and I’m sorry. You’re a saint to put up with me.’

			‘One extreme to another,’ she muttered with a sigh. ‘If he’s not yelling at me, he’s grovelling.’ She turned to face him. ‘Why can’t you be more even-tempered? You have to learn to take things in your stride.’

			‘I guess my stride isn’t very long,’ he replied sullenly, aware that he sounded like a ten-year-old schoolboy. 
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			On Sunday, there was no time for Ian to raise the subject of Geraldine’s maternity leave, because she had arranged to take Tom to London on the train to meet her twin sister. 

			‘It’s a miracle I never croaked the day we was born,’ Helena had told Geraldine, with a laugh. ‘The doctors thought I was too sickly to last the week out, but I’m tough, innit,’ she wheezed. ‘You did well to get whisked away and adopted right from the start, but now we’ve hooked up again, you ain’t getting rid of me again.’ 

			‘I don’t want to be rid of you,’ Geraldine had replied, aware that she sounded awkward and prim. 

			‘It’s a joke, innit? For fuck’s sake, lighten up, sis.’ 

			Meeting for the first time as adults, their relationship had initially been strained. Although they had been born identical, there were marked differences in their appearance. Geraldine’s clear complexion and bright eyes were framed by glossy black hair, while Helena’s face was scored with deep lines, and her hair was shot through with white streaks. Helena looked considerably older than Geraldine, her lifestyle having taken its toll on her health. Yet despite their different paths in life, gradually they had reached an understanding perhaps deeper than either of them had experienced with anyone else. 

			‘I know you, sis,’ Helena had said, more than once. ‘You can’t pull the wool over my eyes, for all you’re so brainy. We’re the same, you an’ me, even if you are a hoity-toity brilliant detective and I’m an ex-junkie.’

			When Geraldine had pointed out that Helena no longer used illicit drugs, Helena had smiled sadly. ‘One day at a time, sis.’ 

			Of course, Geraldine had stepped up whenever her twin needed money, afraid that too much pressure would send Helena spiralling back into addiction. So far, thanks mainly to Geraldine’s support, Helena had remained clean for several years, but Geraldine lived in fear of discovering that her twin had relapsed. She had long ago determined that she would do whatever she could to help her sister, paying her rent and taking her out, and generally being available to her should she need emotional or financial support. It tended to be the latter. 

			They met at a tapas bar in King’s Cross where they could sit outside under an awning. The location was convenient for both of them, with Helena living on the outskirts of North London and Geraldine’s train terminating at King’s Cross station. Helena was already seated at a corner table when Geraldine arrived. As she scanned the tables, Geraldine saw her grinning and waving. 

			‘Thought I’d better get in early and make sure we had a table outside,’ Helena explained as Geraldine sat down. ‘Them stupid bastards only take bookings for tables indoors and I thought you’d like it better out here. People are less likely to be upset if the baby cries.’ She grinned. ‘It’s warm enough, innit, with that heater and the screens to keep out the wind. And here in the corner a crying baby will be less intrusive and you’ll be able to feed him without anyone poking their nose in.’

			‘And you can smoke out here,’ Geraldine added, citing the real reason Helena wanted to sit outside. 

			Helena pouted. ‘That weren’t it at all,’ she protested. But they both knew she was lying. ‘Can’t put anything past you,’ Helena grumbled as she stubbed out her cigarette and handed Geraldine a menu. ‘And I suppose goody-two-shoes Mummy won’t let bad Aunty smoke near the baby,’ she added with a mock grimace of horror. 

			Geraldine laughed and thanked her for the menu, even though she knew she would be paying for both of them. 

			‘So, seriously, how you been?’ Helena asked. She studied Geraldine appraisingly. ‘Your hair looks good. Makes you look softer. Less scary, innit. How are you finding motherhood and all that? How is it? I’ve got to say you coulda knocked me over with a feather when you said you was having a baby, of all things. At our age!’ She laughed the throaty laugh of an inveterate smoker. 

			Geraldine sighed as Helena lit up another cigarette, thinking how much Helena’s habit was costing. But at least she was spending Geraldine’s money on tobacco not heroin. That was something to be grateful for. 

			‘Well,’ she replied, ‘I can’t pretend it’s easy.’

			‘Looks easy enough to me,’ Helena said, nodding at the sleeping baby. ‘He’s a love, sis, and he don’t look like he’s no trouble at all.’ She smiled. ‘I’m enough trouble for one family, and I’ll be sure to tell him so when he’s old enough to understand. He’s going to stay on the straight and narrow, that’s for sure. He don’t want to end up like me. There ain’t nothing glamorous about grovelling about for a fix. Fuck that. Even reality ain’t as bad as using. I’ll make sure he knows there ain’t no mileage in falling off the wagon.’ She nodded sagaciously. ‘He’s gonna make us both proud and he’s not going to go to the bad, not with you there to guide him, and my fucked-up life as a warning.’

			For a moment she fell silent, looking wistful. Geraldine knew without being told that Helena was thinking about their birth mother, and the way she had brought up the only child she had kept with her. If only their mother had given both of them up for adoption, Helena’s life might have turned out very differently. 

			‘Still,’ Helena said, ‘water under the bridge, innit. And my bad luck in having her for a mother has been cancelled out by having the best bloody sister in the world.’ 

			Recalling Helena’s antagonism towards her when they had first met, Geraldine smiled, feeling as though a weight had lifted from her shoulders. Perhaps Helena was right, and being a mother needn’t be so hard. Relationships didn’t always have to feel perfect right from the start, and if she sometimes struggled with Tom, that didn’t make her inadequate as a mother. Looking down at the cherubic little face sleeping at her side, she was gripped by an unaccustomed, yet somehow familiar, wave of affection for her son. When Helena praised Tom for staying asleep until they had finished their lunch, Geraldine felt quietly proud of him, and of herself. She didn’t admit that she was enjoying the opportunity to show Tom off. At the toddler group, everyone had a baby and no one treated Tom as special in any way. That was fine, and exactly as it should be, but it was still satisfying to hear Helena babble on about what a beautiful baby he was.

			He woke up, grizzling, as the waitress was clearing their plates away, and Geraldine fed him quickly, while Helena looked on, smiling. Over coffee, she mentioned her intention of returning to work. Helena was effusive in her support. 

			‘You should do it, sis. You got to get out, face the world, interact with people, be with people. You’re a mother, not a fucking nun. You ain’t taken no vow of silence. And your job matters, and I don’t mean just to you. It matters,’ she insisted, slightly wistfully. 

			As they stood up to leave, Tom’s stroller caught the wheel of a shopping trolley.

			‘Watch where you’re going,’ the woman with the trolley cried out. She turned away, muttering that Geraldine was a clumsy cow.

			‘And you can watch your mouth,’ Helena retorted shrilly. She leaned forward and thrust her face close to the woman, who pulled back with a startled gaze.

			‘It’s all right,’ Geraldine said, pulling the stroller back and weaving her way between the trolley and her chair. ‘Just leave it. There’s no harm done. But thank you for defending me,’ she added, and Helena beamed. 
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			On Monday morning, Ariadne summoned the team. Waiting for a file which was taking time to load, she was one of the last to arrive, and she slipped into the room as quietly as she could. Her colleagues were chatting in subdued tones about their weekends, or about the case. Everyone was frustrated that Lauren was still missing, although opinions were divided as to whether she had done a runner because she was guilty, or because she had witnessed the murder and was scared the killer would find her, or whether she had simply hooked up with a new boyfriend and gone on a bender. All seemed to be equally plausible explanations. 

			‘Perhaps the killer has already found her and done away with her,’ a constable suggested grimly, provoking a few comments. 

			‘It’s never a good idea to witness a murder.’ 

			‘Almost as bad as being the victim of one.’ 

			‘And it’s not a great idea to commit one either.’

			‘Do you think Lauren killed him, then?’

			‘You mean as in a crime of passion?’

			‘He did have another woman on the go, according to a neighbour, so it’s possible.’

			‘Anything’s possible at this stage,’ Naomi pointed out. 

			Ariadne moved to the front of the room and the muttered speculation died out. No one else spoke as she voiced her disappointment at the ineffective search for Lauren, the lack of information about Jay, and the incompetent questioning of his landlord. She was reluctant to say too much about Yiannis, aware that she had kept quiet about her husband’s relationship with him. She told herself Nico barely knew Yiannis, and they were no more than acquaintances from the same community, but she was uncomfortable about having met him in her own home. She focused her attention on Jay and his girlfriends. 

			‘We need to trace the second woman he was allegedly seeing,’ she said. ‘And we need to find Lauren.’

			They had matched one sample of the DNA found in Jay’s bed to Lauren, but they had no lead so far for the elusive girlfriend, Carly, mentioned by his parents. 

			‘We’ve circulated Lauren’s description to police stations around the country, and we’ve passed on her details to every airport, port, and mainline station. It’s beginning to look as though she’s holed up somewhere in York,’ Naomi said. 

			‘Then we need to redouble our search of the local area,’ Ariadne said, ‘as well as sending out information further afield. And we have to look into the landlord’s background,’ she added, hiding her unease. ‘We don’t know anything about him other than that he came to the UK twenty years ago. He hasn’t been in any trouble that we know about since he arrived, but there could be more to his story, so let’s start digging.’

			They urgently needed to find information about the girlfriend mentioned by Jay’s parents. All they knew about her so far was that she was supposedly working as a teaching assistant, probably in a primary school somewhere in York, and her first name was Carly. A search of Jay’s social media sites had produced no results and his phone records had drawn a frustrating blank. He didn’t appear to list his contacts by their names, but by epithets. Lauren was ‘Airhead’ and there were several other descriptions which appeared to refer to women, not all of them complimentary. ‘Droopy’ and ‘Belly’ were two of them. All of the numbers on his phone had been traced and contacted. None was named Carly. Wondering if the Ropers had been mistaken in giving them that name, Ariadne arranged to return to Pocklington later that afternoon to speak to Jay’s parents again. 

			‘My husband is at work,’ Mrs Roper told her when she phoned in the morning. 

			If they did find Carly, there was only a slim chance that she would know where Lauren might be, but despite their efforts, they were still no closer to finding her. Even if Carly knew nothing about Lauren, she might have useful information to share about Jay. With a full hunt for Lauren in progress, Ariadne decided to visit Jay’s former workplace. She took Sam with her. 

			Sam Cullen was a fairly new recruit, and he was clearly pleased at being invited to drive her to an assignment. Having completed his training, he had arrived in York, keen to go out into the community to engage in what he described as ‘real’ police work. His colleagues had been quick to disabuse him. 

			‘To be honest,’ he had complained in the pub one evening, ‘I thought, when I started, the job would be a bit livelier. I know it’s important to keep a record of everything we do, but we seem to spend more time writing up reports than actually doing anything to write about. Whatever we do manage to do just turns into an excuse to generate yet more paperwork.’

			‘Welcome to the exciting world of modern-day policing,’ Naomi had told him. ‘Recording your actions and decisions is what it’s all about.’

			‘The more action you’re involved in, the more reports you’ll be writing, and the less time you’ll have for any action,’ an experienced constable had pointed out, and they had all laughed as Sam twisted his handsome features into a comical grimace. 

			‘More action with less writing would be nice,’ he had responded, reluctantly joining in the general laughter. ‘In fact, right now I’d settle for any action at all.’

			‘If you’re talking about getting your leg over, you’re in the wrong job, lad,’ an old sergeant grinned. 

			‘I don’t know,’ another officer said. ‘I heard some ladies like a man in uniform.’ 

			‘How about some action buying a round?’ the old sergeant suggested, nodding at Sam. 

			Young, with fair hair and boyish good looks, Ariadne could see why Geraldine had said the new constable reminded her of Ian. Geraldine and Ian had first worked together nearly twenty years earlier, when Ian was still a detective sergeant. Now, with the vivacity of a man half his age, Ian was developing a paunch, his shoulders were becoming slightly bowed, and his hair was turning white above his temples. But he was still good-looking, and Ariadne could see why Geraldine found him attractive. 

			‘So it’s a case of cherchez les femmes,’ Sam quipped as they walked to the car. 

			Jay had once worked answering the phone for an IT company, before the role had been outsourced. Sam drove Ariadne to the office on the outskirts of York, but the visit was disappointing. There were two young men and a middle-aged woman at the premises. The other three members of the team were working from home. Ariadne questioned the woman first, and was told that Jay had worked from home and had very rarely been seen in the office. 

			‘No one has been taking calls here in the UK for over two years,’ the woman said. ‘Answering the phone can be done remotely, so there’s no need for anyone to be here. We do take calls, but it’s never been done on site. We just run a skeleton staff here, making sure the tech is functioning, and any face-to-face with the public is done by our travelling sales reps. I read about Jay’s accident. It must have been a terrible shock for his family. Of course, he’s sadly missed here,’ she added quickly. She raised her painted eyebrows and shook her head in a gesture of despair. 

			Ariadne gave what she hoped was a sympathetic smile. ‘What we’re really interested in is tracing his girlfriend, Lauren,’ she said. ‘Do you have any idea where she might be?’

			‘No, I’m sorry. I’m afraid I can’t help you. Have you asked his parents? Maybe they would know.’

			‘What about his friend, Carly?’ 

			The woman frowned. ‘I never met his girlfriend or any of his friends.’ She spoke dismissively. ‘We’re not that kind of business environment. We come here to work. I’m sorry,’ she added, unbending a little, ‘but we don’t mix socially.’ 

			Her two colleagues were equally unable to help. No one there had met Lauren or Carly, and they hadn’t heard Jay mention either of them. Neither of the men in the office had met Jay in person although they had communicated with him online. 

			‘I’m not usually here,’ one of them explained earnestly. ‘You just happened to catch me on a rare day in. To be honest, if we weren’t in such a mess with our systems, I’d be at home now, working remotely.’ 

			Ariadne left with a list of Jay’s other colleagues which she forwarded to Naomi so that they could each be contacted by phone. But the chance that any of them would have any clue about where to find either of Jay’s recent girlfriends was extremely remote. While they had to follow up any possible lead, leaving no stone unturned in the hunt for Lauren and Carly, no one held out much hope that their enquiries would yield any useful information. 

			Later that afternoon, Ariadne returned to Jay’s parents’ house in Pocklington. This time she went alone. She couldn’t justify taking Sam away from the police station for a second time that day on what was likely to be another wasted journey. Once again, Mrs Roper answered the door and led her to the cramped living room with its faded furniture. Mr Roper was sitting in an armchair, looking morose. But the Ropers were unable to tell her anything more than Carly’s first name. 

			‘Can you remember where she was teaching?’

			‘She was a teaching assistant,’ Mrs Roper replied. ‘She wasn’t a proper teacher.’

			Ariadne gathered that Jay’s mother hadn’t approved of Carly. 

			‘She was a nice enough girl, and very pretty, in spite of all the muck on her face,’ Mrs Roper went on. ‘But she wasn’t right for Jay. She was too young, for a start.’

			‘How old was she?’

			Mrs Roper shrugged. ‘I don’t know, but she was younger than him by a good ten or fifteen years. I knew she was trouble the moment I set eyes on her. You can tell with some girls, can’t you?’

			Her husband shrugged and said gruffly that she looked like a whore with all her make-up and tight clothes. His wife sniffed disapprovingly. They had no idea which school Carly had worked in, although she had told them it was in York, which narrowed the search down. They didn’t know where she lived, and they hadn’t even heard of Lauren. Thanking them, Ariadne left. Her whole day had been a complete waste of time. 

			‘Those girls must be somewhere,’ she told Nico that evening. ‘It must be possible to find them. We just don’t know where to look. Do you have any idea how many young women called Carly are working in schools in York?’

			‘But how many are teaching assistants?’ he replied. 

			‘None that we’ve been able to find. It’s hopeless. Another dead end.’
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			The following day, Ariadne joined Naomi in the canteen for an early lunch. She watched Naomi’s pert features twist in a scowl as she poked at her sandwich miserably. 

			‘Even if we find Carly, if that really is her name, there’s nothing to say she’ll be able to shed any light on the murder. Do you ever get the feeling we’re running around chasing our tails?’ Naomi sighed. ‘Don’t you wish Geraldine was back? Somehow she seemed to have an uncanny knack for knowing which leads to pursue.’

			Ariadne gave a wry smile. Having struck up a friendship after admitting to each other how much they missed Geraldine, they had fallen into the habit of going to the canteen together when they were both free at the same time. While Ariadne had been good friends with Geraldine, Naomi had looked up to her as an unofficial mentor. Ariadne was doing her best to support Naomi, but she wondered if she could be doing a better job of filling the gap left by Geraldine’s absence.

			‘She was the best,’ Naomi added wistfully.

			‘She was my best friend on the force,’ Ariadne replied. 

			‘I hope she’s okay. I thought she might have brought her baby to see us by now. Do you think she’s okay?’

			‘Of course she’s okay,’ Ariadne reassured her younger colleague. If Geraldine had any issues, she hadn’t considered them serious enough to talk about. ‘She was fine when I saw her on Friday, and you only have to look at Ian to see that he’s really happy. He wouldn’t be so cheerful if there was anything wrong at home. I think Geraldine’s loving her new life, and why wouldn’t she?’ 

			‘Yes, I’m sure you’re right. She’s probably forgotten all about work, and us. But some women find the transition from career to motherhood difficult and can’t wait to get back to work. I just thought Geraldine would be one of them, but I suppose that was just wishful thinking on my part.’

			Ariadne shrugged. ‘Well, there’s nothing stopping her returning to work, if that’s what she wants to do. I don’t think any of us would be sorry to see her back. I’m planning to meet her next week and I’ll tell her you were asking after her.’

			‘She would know if we should be searching for this Carly,’ Naomi said. 

			Ariadne laughed. ‘No, she wouldn’t know any more than we do. She didn’t have mystical powers.’ 

			‘No, you’re right. I suppose she would have been just as frustrated as the rest of us.’

			‘There’s no point in fretting. We’ll get to the bottom of all this, sooner or later.’

			‘You’re always so positive,’ Naomi said. ‘That’s something I really admire about you.’

			‘Well, there’s no point in wasting energy being negative, is there? You know it takes more effort to frown than to smile?’ 

			In the meantime, until they found Carly, they had no idea whether she would have any helpful information to offer. After lunch, Ariadne continued searching. She was about to take a break, when she received a message that a woman who was possibly of interest to the investigation had come to the police station to report a crime. 

			‘The woman says her friend has a violent boyfriend, but refuses to come forward to report him for physically abusing her,’ the desk sergeant said.

			‘Has this got anything to do with Jay Roper’s missing girlfriends?’ Ariadne asked. ‘Only I am rather busy at the moment, investigating a murder. Can’t you find a constable to deal with her? What about Sam?’

			‘The thing is, she said the victim of the abuse she’s come to report is called Carly,’ the sergeant replied. 

			They couldn’t assume this was the Carly who had been seeing Jay, but even so Ariadne felt a shiver of excitement. Closing her iPad, she hurried to question the woman, who was waiting for her in the entry hall. The desk sergeant nodded at a thin young woman with spiky pink hair and a tattoo on the side of her neck. She was wearing a pink puffa jacket over a short black dress. The sergeant’s gesture was unnecessary as the pink-haired woman was the only person waiting. Ariadne introduced herself. At first, the young woman was reluctant to give her name and shook her head nervously when asked. Ariadne put the question again, as gently as she could, and finally the woman muttered that her name was Breed. Her breath smelled of bubble gum. Ariadne was almost certain that Breed wasn’t her real name, but she decided not to press her for fear of frightening her away. 

			‘Can’t we talk here?’ the woman who had given her name as Breed asked, when Ariadne offered to escort her to a small interview room.

			Ariadne looked around. As luck would have it, a couple of youths came into the police station just then and went up to the desk, jostling and talking over each other.

			‘Be quiet, Josh,’ one of them said. ‘Let me do the talking.’

			‘It was my phone,’ the other one said.

			Ariadne suggested that Breed might be more comfortable in a room where they could talk freely, confident that no one could come in and interrupt them, or overhear what they said. This time, Breed nodded. ‘Okay then,’ she agreed. ‘But I can’t stay long.’

			Looking anxious, she followed Ariadne along a corridor to a small empty room. 

			‘I read about that guy,’ Breed began, when they were both seated. ‘The one who fell down the stairs. I don’t know if it’s the same Jay, but I know someone who was seeing a guy called Jay.’

			‘Do you know his second name?’ Ariadne asked, hoping to confirm she was talking about Jay Roper.

			She tried not to feel optimistic. Random information often turned out to be misguided at best, and many people who came forward were cranks. The woman claimed not to know a surname, and said she knew him only as Jay. 

			‘What’s your friend’s name?’ 

			Ariadne felt the hairs on the back of her neck prickle as the woman replied. ‘Carly.’

			Ariadne nodded, outwardly calm, knowing she couldn’t afford to lose this possible lead. 

			‘Where did your friend’s boyfriend, Jay, live?’ Ariadne asked. 

			‘I don’t know. Somewhere in York.’ Breed glanced around, as though looking for an escape. Perhaps she was afraid she was being recorded.

			‘Can you tell me anything else about him? Do you have any pictures of him so we can establish his identity?’

			 Breed shook her head rapidly, and her pink hair jiggled.

			‘All I know is what I told you. He’s called Jay. I don’t know if that’s his actual name or just an initial he was known by. I never met him, but I do know he’s a monster. If he’s dead, I hope he suffered. It would serve him right.’

			‘What makes you say that?’ Ariadne enquired gently.

			‘He used to beat my friend up. Honestly, I don’t know why she stayed with him for so long. She’s a mug. He should be behind bars. Dying’s too good for him.’

			‘Where can I find Carly?’

			Breed clammed up, perhaps feeling she had said too much. 

			‘We want to protect your friend, but we can’t do anything unless we speak to her.’

			‘She doesn’t need protecting, not any more, not if Jay’s dead. Is it true he’s dead?’

			‘Breed, unless you give us more information, there’s nothing we can do to help Carly.’

			But Breed shook her head. ‘It was a mistake, coming here. If he’s dead then she’s safe now. Tell me he’s dead.’

			‘If you don’t give me any more information, how do I know we’re talking about the same Jay?’ Ariadne asked, not unreasonably. 

			Breed refused to tell Ariadne her friend’s surname, claiming that she only knew her as Carly. By the time she left, all she had disclosed was that her friend Carly had been the victim of physical abuse at the hands of a man called Jay. But if she was talking about the Carly the police were looking for, that information might be enough for them to find her. 
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			Geraldine was pleased when Ariadne called to find out how she was getting on. They chatted for a few moments, before making arrangements to go out for another Chinese meal the following week. Geraldine was happy to learn that Ariadne seemed as keen as she was to meet up. 

			‘I’ve missed you at work,’ Ariadne admitted. ‘I mean, we all have, but – well, it’s not the same without you. It’s a lot harder, somehow. I miss our chats in the canteen. And I know Naomi misses you too. She was asking about you.’

			Just for an instant, Geraldine was overwhelmed by a wild longing to be back with her team. ‘Give Naomi my best,’ she said, ‘and tell her I’ll see her soon.’ Before Ariadne could ask whether that meant she was thinking of returning to work, Geraldine enquired how they were getting on with the search for Jay’s girlfriend. She tried not to sound too eager, but the case had been on her mind ever since she had first heard about it. With nothing else to occupy her mind, she had been thinking about the murder and had a few theories she wanted to test. She caught herself scanning the local news websites, ostensibly to see what was happening in York, but furtively searching for any mention of the investigation. 

			Ariadne let out an audible sigh. ‘We understand he was seeing two women, and we want to question them both, but I can’t say we’re making much progress with finding either of them. Lauren’s in hiding somewhere, or dead, and all we’ve managed to find out about Carly is her first name. Until we find them, we can only speculate that there was some kind of love triangle, and we don’t even know if that’s true. Our only witness is a doddery old woman who doesn’t seem to know what day of the week it is.’ 

			‘These two women must be somewhere, assuming they’re still alive,’ Geraldine said. ‘And if they’re both dead, where are the bodies?’ 

			‘Lauren, the one Mary claims was with him at the time of the accident, has vanished. All we know about Carly is that she worked as a teaching assistant in a school somewhere in York, but we have found no teaching assistants called Carly working anywhere in York. The only teaching assistant named Carly we managed to track down was a well-built married woman in her fifties, nothing like the description of the Carly we need to speak to.’

			‘What does the missing Carly look like?’

			‘She’s young and attractive, according to Jay’s parents, although they also said she looks like a call girl, plastered in make-up and wearing figure-hugging clothes that left nothing to the imagination. Obviously she wouldn’t dress like that for work, but she doesn’t sound much like a teaching assistant.’

			‘If that’s really what she is,’ Geraldine said. ‘Maybe his parents don’t know what she does. Even if they were told she worked in a school, it might not be true. What kind of job might a pretty young woman do that she’d want to conceal from her boyfriend’s parents?’ 

			‘You’re right. We might be wasting our time looking everywhere for a teaching assistant, past or present, in or outside York. Why didn’t I think of that?’

			‘You would have,’ Geraldine assured her. ‘It’s the next logical step.’ 

			‘We’ve also learned that she was possibly the victim of physical abuse,’ Ariadne said, describing the anonymous tip-off they had received. ‘We’re doing a search of hospital records to try and track her down.’

			‘That might well come up with something,’ Geraldine agreed. ‘Here’s hoping.’ 

			Ian had been playing with Tom while Geraldine was on the phone. Bouncing the gurgling baby gently on his knee, he gazed at Geraldine after she hung up. 

			‘Who was that?’ he asked. ‘Was it Ariadne?’

			She nodded.

			‘And you were quizzing her about a case she’s working on.’

			‘I wasn’t quizzing her,’ she replied. ‘We were discussing it, that’s all.’

			‘You shouldn’t be interfering,’ he said sternly. ‘You don’t know the details of the case and it’s not for you to go voicing your opinion when you haven’t got all the facts in front of you. I know your hunches always tended to work out, but that was when you were directly involved in investigations. As an outsider, you have no idea what’s going on.’

			Geraldine flinched, aware that Ian was right. She was an outsider. She didn’t belong in Ariadne’s world. It might still be Ian’s world, but she was no longer part of it and had no business to be discussing Ariadne’s case with her.

			‘You’ve got enough on your plate, looking after Tom,’ Ian added, not unkindly. ‘You don’t want to be worrying about anything else.’

			Tom was a miraculous accident, a gift Geraldine had never expected, but he couldn’t fill her life. Besotted by their son, Ian would never understand that having Tom wasn’t enough for her.

			A few hours later, Ariadne called back. ‘We’ve recovered an image that was deleted from Jay’s phone of a woman who looks like she could be Carly. Of course, there’s no name or tag or link or anything useful like that, so it might not be her at all. A man seeing two women could be seeing any number of other women. But we’ve sent the image to the IT team and are hoping their facial recognition software will come up with an identity.’ 

			‘That sounds interesting,’ Geraldine said in a low voice. ‘Keep me posted.’ 

			‘Who’s that?’ Ian asked. 

			She shook her head. ‘It’s no one. I’ve got to go,’ she muttered into the phone, and hung up. 

			She hated herself for concealing her thoughts from Ian, and wondered how their relationship could have deteriorated so rapidly. They had both been so happy when Tom was born. But having devoted her adult life to the pursuit of criminals, she couldn’t just walk away from her life and become someone else. She had tried. She had taken Tom back to a local toddler group, where the other mothers now greeted her and Tom like friends. But they weren’t her friends. They were pleasant women and she liked them well enough, but they existed on the other side of a rift that separated her from civilians. Some of them no doubt watched crime dramas on the television, enjoying the excitement of the chase, with villains dodging the forces of law and order to provide viewing entertainment. There was nothing wrong with that. Geraldine enjoyed a well-written murder story as much as anyone. 

			But the other mothers at the toddler group had never dealt with murder investigations in the real world. None of them had watched a post mortem, knowing the cold flesh on the slab had once been a living breathing human being, whose life had been snatched away by someone in the grip of an evil passion. The other mothers had never learned to close their minds to the horrors of everyday human brutality, so shock couldn’t prevent them from doing their job. Gazing at the cheerful faces around her, she regretted her choice of career and wished her life could be a simple as it was for the other women in the room. But her experience had cut her adrift from these chattering young women, with their sheltered upbringing and cosseted lives. They discussed their various tribulations as their infants crawled or toddled around the room, or sat propped up watching warily, like Tom.

			‘…a whole day without Wi-Fi. I nearly went insane! And you know what he said when he got home?’ 

			‘…a rat, right in the middle of the garden, just sitting there, bold as brass.’

			‘…he woke up three times last night.’

			‘…say it’s colic but I know there’s more to it.’ 

			Geraldine was only half listening. She was wondering whether Ian would like to stay at home all day with the baby, while she went back to work.

			‘Let’s see how you like that idea,’ she muttered.

			‘Sorry, Geraldine,’ the woman seated beside her replied. ‘What was that?’

			Geraldine hadn’t realised she had spoken aloud. ‘I just said, I’m lucky that Tom sleeps through the night.’

			The other woman smiled. ‘Wait till he starts teething.’

			Geraldine smiled back. Soon she was going to tell Ian she had reached a decision.
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			Lauren had been doing her best to make a good impression on the landlady in the vain hope that she might be able to stay on at the guest house after she could no longer afford to pay for a room. She had wondered if she might be allowed to work for her accommodation, helping to make the breakfast and washing up afterwards, changing the beds and doing the laundry, and cleaning the rooms, although realistically she knew that wasn’t going to happen. The landlady carried out all the domestic chores herself, and clearly kept a tight rein on her spending. But the weather continued cold and wet, and the prospect of sleeping rough worried Lauren. Regardless of how respectfully she spoke to the landlady, and however tidy she kept her cramped room, the woman glared disapprovingly at her whenever she went down for breakfast. Given that the landlady was charging an extortionate amount for her accommodation, Lauren felt aggrieved by her thinly veiled hostility. 

			She was sleeping in a converted attic at the top of a narrow flight of stairs leading up from the first floor landing. The ceiling of her room sloped, and she hit her head several times. Apart from the bed, which had a hard mattress with springs that poked her through the sheet, there was an old wooden wardrobe that stank of mothballs, and a small hand basin. The shared bathroom was on the first floor, so she had to go back down the narrow staircase to use it. Still, she was confident no one there knew who she was, and the police wouldn’t be able to find her. She felt safe, tucked away at the top of the house. She had taken the precaution of giving a false name when she arrived, and the landlady had taken her cash payment without asking any searching questions, but Lauren was sure the woman viewed her with suspicion. 

			Even though the place suited her, she had to prepare to leave once her money ran out. Since she had brought very few belongings with her, it would be easy to sneak out without attracting attention. Not knowing when she might eat again, she hid her rucksack at the bottom of the coat stand in the hall, and went into the dining room to order a full breakfast. She knew she was stealing, because she had no money to pay for what she was eating, but she had no choice if she didn’t want to starve. 

			‘Rent’s due,’ the landlady said as she brought Lauren’s plate of eggs, sausages, beans and toast, along with a mug of good strong tea.

			‘I’ll fetch it as soon as I’ve finished this,’ Lauren replied airily. 

			The landlady sniffed and went back into the kitchen, where Lauren could hear her clattering about. After gobbling down everything on her plate, Lauren slipped into the hall and grabbed her rucksack from its hiding place. Without looking round, she hurried along the hall and through the front door, closing it softly behind her. Once out on the street, she ran. She paused at the end of the street, wondering whether to take a route away from the city centre, but she thought it might be easier to conceal herself in a crowd, so she headed along Bootham towards the Minster. She walked quickly, keeping her hood up, terrified of being recognised. 

			Even in late autumn, the streets around the cathedral were busy. Seeing a policeman, Lauren hovered at the edge of a group of sightseers, hoping he would assume she was one of their party. With her rucksack on her back, she was fairly confident her pretence would convince anyone watching that she was a tourist. The policeman appeared to be scanning the area and she wondered if he was searching for her. The thought gave her a shock. It was time to adopt a disguise but, without money, that was going to prove difficult. If she’d planned what to do, she would at least have bought some hair dye and turned herself into a brunette. She regretted having left her phone behind. If she had been able to make a call, her flatmate might have helped her. But Lauren wasn’t sure she could trust Natalie to be discreet. She was as likely to blab to the police as to help.

			‘I thought the police would keep you safe,’ she imagined her flatmate bleating as Lauren was hauled off to a cell. 

			The watching policeman continued looking around, paying no attention to her. She might be safe for now, but she was helpless without money. If she withdrew anything from her account, that would betray her location and the police would track her down, like a hunted animal. In the end, she decided she had to take the risk and withdrew two hundred pounds from a hole in the wall. It was all she had. She chose the busiest street she could find, hoping her transaction would not be noticed among all the others. As soon as the money was in her hand, she hurried away, stuffing the notes into her bag. She had no idea where to go, or what to do, but at least she was no longer penniless. She realised it might be wise to try and leave the city, but her instinct was to stay there and lie low. The less she moved around, the safer she would be. She wondered whether to return to the guest house where she had spent the last few nights. She could tell the landlady that she had gone out to get more money so she could pay her. But she couldn’t continue like that indefinitely without arousing suspicion, and in any case, before long she would exhaust her funds again. 

			She sat on a low wall, trying to work out what to do. Now she was no longer starving, she had to think beyond the short term. As she was turning over ideas, a young man came and sat beside her. He looked scruffy, but not dirty. Under normal circumstances, she would have looked away without noticing him, but nothing about her life was normal at the moment. 

			‘Hello,’ he said, catching her watching him. ‘I’m Bobby.’

			He grinned at her, and she wondered if he might be willing to help her. She decided to pretend she was foreign, to cover her tracks. 

			‘I Maria.’ 

			‘Where are you from?’ 

			‘You help me find place to live?’ she asked, smiling hopefully at him. ‘I refugee,’ she added desperately. ‘I need place to stay where no one find me. And I need job. I have escaped bad man. You help me?’ She wondered if she should have tried to speak with a foreign accent. 

			‘Oh heck,’ the young man said, ‘you need to get help from the authorities.’

			‘No, no,’ she cried out in genuine alarm. ‘I not be caught. I not be sent home. Please, I not safe.’ 

			She hoped he was falling for her story, but the young man stood up, and shook his head apologetically. ‘I’m sorry, but I can’t help you. Maybe you could ask at the library. It’s down there. Just keep going straight. It’s less than five minutes’ walk. They might be able to help you.’ 

			‘I have money,’ she told him, but he just shook his head and backed away from her.

			Lauren felt bereft. Even some bedraggled stranger had refused to help her. She wanted to remonstrate, but was afraid he would want to accompany her to the library, and she had a horrible feeling the policeman outside the cathedral was watching her. Muttering her thanks, she set off in the direction of the library but turned off before reaching it, afraid of leaving a trail that could be picked up. Glancing over her shoulder, she thought she saw a policeman behind her in Blake Street. Hoping he wasn’t tailing her, she hurried down Stonegate, and slipped into Hornby’s Passage. She was fairly sure no one had seen her enter the narrow snickelway. High red brick walls closed in around her, and the entrance was under cover. She wondered whether she might stay there until the morning. It would soon be dark, and she was nervous about wandering the streets at night. 

			A figure approached her from the shadows so rapidly she had no time to run before he reached out and grabbed her. His fingers felt like iron as he gripped her, pinching the soft flesh above her elbows. Even though she was wearing a coat, she was sure her upper arms would be bruised. She hoped that would be the worst of her injuries. The man put his face close to hers and she smelt a whiff of something rotten. 

			‘What do you want?’ she mumbled, almost gagging from the stench. ‘Take whatever you want, but please don’t hurt me.’

			It struck her that she was going to be assaulted, and she was afraid her attacker had a weapon. Even if he was unarmed, he was strong and could easily overpower her if she tried to resist. An image of her boyfriend flashed across her mind, and she felt a stab of longing for him to appear. It was like a physical pain in her guts. But there was no one to help her, and she had no intention of arguing with her assailant. For an instant she was tempted to kick him, but she held back, aware that it might be a suicidal move. 

			‘What do you want?’ she repeated, scarcely able to force the words out.

			For answer, the man turned to one side and spat on the ground. She registered only that he had a pointed nose and pockmarked skin, and his fingernails were filthy. 

			‘Phone,’ the man rasped. 

			Lauren shook her head, her fear increased by the realisation that he was going to take her two hundred pounds and she would be left with nothing. 

			‘I haven’t got a phone,’ she stammered. ‘I left it at home.’ 

			‘Money.’ His cracked lips opened in a snarl. He didn’t look very old, but one of his teeth was missing. 

			Lauren trembled as she nodded. ‘There’s money in my bag,’ she muttered. ‘I can’t get it out until you let go of me.’

			The man dropped her arms, snatched her bag off her shoulder, and was gone. For a few seconds she listened to the fading sound of his feet pounding on the ground, and then she collapsed in tears, shaking with fear and relief. She was alive and unharmed, and very cold. Sitting on the ground, she clutched her knees to her chest and shivered wretchedly, wondering what she could do to keep herself warm overnight. 
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			Not long after Ariadne arrived at her desk the next morning, she learned that facial recognition software had come up with an identity for a woman called Carly, whose picture had been discovered among the photographs on Jay’s phone. Ariadne studied the image of Carly Taylor, a strikingly attractive girl with high cheekbones, a button nose, full lips and a square chin. Her large dark eyes were accentuated by heavy black eyeliner, and her eyelashes were false. The subject of Ariadne’s scrutiny was employed as a dancer at The Blue Cat, described on its website as ‘a gentleman’s club offering adult entertainment’. The venue was known to be discreet and orderly, attracting no trouble beyond an occasional drunken altercation.

			Ariadne decided not to spook the dancer by turning up at her home. If she was out when Ariadne called, and heard that the police wanted to talk to her, she might go to ground. One missing girlfriend of the murder victim was bad enough. In the words of Oscar Wilde, ‘to lose both looks like carelessness’. While she waited for The Blue Cat to open that evening, she looked into Carly’s history. Hospital records showed a young woman called Carly Taylor had been admitted a few times over the past two years. On one occasion she had a broken rib, another time she had a fractured arm, and a third time she had hobbled in with a broken toe. Whenever the medical team at the hospital had seen her, they had flagged her injuries as a possible cause for concern. Following the third incident, the police had been alerted. When questioned about her injuries, Carly had steadfastly denied that she had been abused.

			At last it was time for the club to open, and Ariadne drove to Toft Green with a couple of uniformed constables following her. The premises had an unprepossessing brick exterior. It could have been an office had its business not been advertised by a small blue neon sign: Blue Cat. A pair of hefty bouncers were lounging outside the door, although they were unlikely to be needed until after the pubs closed, if at all. One of them eyed Ariadne suspiciously, but she decided to conceal her identity until she was inside. She didn’t want news of her arrival to spread, and strode past the bouncers without a word. They watched her closely, but made no move to challenge her.

			In a dimly lit foyer, she paid the entry fee, and walked past another bouncer, as thickset as his two colleagues outside. She supposed he was checking for weapons when he glanced in her bag, because so cursory a search wouldn’t have discovered any drugs. Inside the club, where the lights were low, almost every table was empty so early in the evening. Muted music was beating out a rhythm that wasn’t loud yet seemed to make the entire surroundings vibrate. On a raised stage in the centre of the room, a couple of nubile girls in thongs were gyrating around poles. A couple of middle-aged men in suits were seated near the stage, engrossed in conversation and paying no attention to the dancers. As Ariadne hovered near the door, a girl in a skimpy outfit approached her.

			‘Would you like a table?’ she asked with a bright smile.

			 Ariadne beckoned the girl to come closer and pulled out her identity card. 

			‘I’m looking for a dancer called Carly Taylor. Please tell her she’s not in any trouble, I just want a word with her about something she may have witnessed. Is she here?’

			‘Carly? Yes, she’s here.’ The girl’s smile didn’t falter but her eyes were now wary.

			‘Does she know what it’s about?’

			‘Please take me to her,’ Ariadne said. ‘I’ll explain to her when I see her. It concerns someone she may know.’

			‘Wait here.’

			The hostess strutted away, hips swaying beneath her short skirt. She vanished through a door at the back of the room and shortly afterwards Carly appeared and approached Ariadne.

			‘Shall we sit down?’ Ariadne asked. 

			Carly frowned at her. ‘My friend told me you’re a police officer?’

			‘Yes. I’d like a word. Is there somewhere quiet we can talk?’

			‘It’s never quiet here,’ Carly replied with a shrug. ‘Over there is furthest from the speakers.’

			She led Ariadne to a small table in a corner of the room near the door. As soon as they sat down, another girl came over to take their drinks order, and Ariadne waved her away. Carly pouted and muttered something about her being a cheapskate. Even when she was looking sullen, she was even more striking than she appeared in her photo, but despite her good looks, there was something pathetic about her. With her fake scarlet nails and thick make-up, she seemed to be trying too hard to look seductive and succeeded only in looking cheap. Still, she was undeniably attractive, and a lot of men probably wouldn’t be put off by her tackiness. They might even find it added to her allure.

			‘What’s this about, then?’ Carly asked. She seemed curious rather than concerned. ‘I’ve never been in trouble with the police and, as far as I’m aware, I’ve never been involved in any crime, nor witnessed any crimes. I don’t know what you want with me.’

			‘Do you know Jay Roper?’

			‘Jay? Yes. What of it?’ Carly paused to examine the nails on her left hand. ‘I know a lot of men. What’s it to you?’

			Ariadne watched Carly closely. ‘I’m sorry. I’m afraid I have to tell you that Jay’s dead.’

			‘That’s hardly a secret, is it? It was all over the news… for about five minutes,’ she added bitterly. Heaving a theatrical sigh, she half rose from her chair and then subsided again; she could have been blinking away tears. ‘There was nothing wrong with him,’ she went on, suddenly flushed with anger. ‘It was the drugs, wasn’t it? Stupid bugger. He told me he was dealing with new suppliers. They did this. They gave him dodgy gear and it killed him.’

			‘I’m afraid I can’t disclose details of what happened. When did you last see him?’ 

			A flicker of annoyance crossed Carly’s face. ‘A couple of weeks ago. Why? What’s it to you?’

			‘Did you argue?’ 

			Carly shrugged. ‘We were always arguing.’

			‘What were you arguing about?’

			‘Not that it’s any of your business, but where’s the sense in both of us paying rent?’ Carly asked, suddenly animated. ‘It’s money down the drain. The fact is, my place is a shithole. I’m living on a knife edge with my landlady constantly on at me, threatening to evict me. Not that I’ve done anything wrong, but she doesn’t like the hours I keep. Like that’s her concern. I could have saved a small fortune by moving in with Jay. His place was easily big enough for us both. Only he refused to see sense. That’s what we argued about the last time I saw him. “What if you move in and then we fall out?” he wanted to know. So I told him, if we split up, we split up, and I’d move out. But he wouldn’t listen.’ She tossed her head. ‘Anyway, I told him if he wouldn’t let me move in with him, I’d find someone who’s prepared to put me up. Why should I be paying my own rent? Believe me, there’s no shortage of desperate men. So what’s with all the questions? Why are you here? Tell me what happened.’ Carly’s voice trembled and she began tapping her long nails on the table as though impatient to end the encounter. ‘It wasn’t natural causes, was it? I mean, it wasn’t a heart attack. He didn’t just die. Someone did this to him. Someone’s to blame.’

			‘I’m afraid he slipped and fell down the stairs,’ Ariadne told her. That was true, although she didn’t add that it wasn’t the fall that killed him. ‘It happened at his flat in Penley’s Grove, where you were hoping to move in. Were you there on Saturday night, last week?’ 

			Noting how swiftly Carly’s expression switched from emotional to wary, Ariadne decided she would have to be cautious about believing anything Carly said. 

			‘I just told you, I haven’t seen him for a couple of weeks, and anyway, I only ever saw him during the week, and then not every week. We weren’t together, not in that sense. We had an open relationship, you know? We were free to see other people. It suited us both. I have several clients. And Jay,’ she gave a wry smile, ‘Jay was a player. But I was never at his place on a Saturday night.’ 

			Ariadne said quickly, ‘If you were there, by some chance, he must have fallen after you left, but you might have seen something that would help us to understand what happened.’

			Carly shook her head.

			‘What can you tell me about him?’

			‘Like what?’

			‘Did he drink a lot? What drugs did he take? Did he ever feel dizzy that you were aware of?’

			Ariadne didn’t want to appear to treating Carly as a suspect, but the damage had already been done; Carly was on her guard. 

			‘I already told you, I never saw him at the weekend. And you know from the toxicology report whether Jay was high when he died,’ she added sharply. 

			Silently cursing the television crime dramas that informed the general public about the procedure for a post mortem, Ariadne nodded. 

			‘Those reports are not always reliable,’ she fibbed. 

			‘But is he really dead?’ Carly asked. ‘I mean, it was on the news and I know it’s true, but it’s hard to take in.’

			‘I’m sorry,’ Ariadne said, and hesitated before adding, ‘we’re not convinced the fall was responsible for his death. There’s a chance someone might have killed him deliberately.’ 

			Carly’s hands flew up to her face so suddenly, Ariadne was afraid she might scratch herself with her long nails. But her reaction struck Ariadne as too dramatic to be natural. 

			‘You mean someone pushed him down the stairs?’ Carly asked in a horrified whisper. 

			‘I can’t share the details of how he died. We’re going to need to ask you a few more questions about Jay, and that means I have to ask you to accompany me to the police station.’

			‘I can’t leave now,’ Carly said, genuinely alarmed. ‘I’m on in half an hour. It’s more than my job’s worth to miss my slot.’

			‘I can speak to your manager and explain,’ Ariadne began but Carly shook her head vehemently. 

			‘You can’t do that. If he thinks I’m in trouble with the law, he’ll send me packing. There’s no way I’m going to take that risk. I need this job.’ She was pleading now.

			‘Very well. But you need to come to the police station first thing tomorrow morning. Shall we say nine?’

			‘Nine?’ 

			‘Nine o’clock in the morning.’

			‘Nine o’clock in the morning?’ Carly echoed sceptically.

			She seemed to have recovered remarkably quickly from the discussion about her boyfriend’s death, but Ariadne knew that grief could affect people in different ways. Perhaps she had not yet processed the reality of her loss, but it was also possible she had already known that Jay had been murdered. 

		

	
		
			29

			The temperature dropped that evening, and Ariadne insisted they turn their heating up. 

			‘It’s only October,’ Nico grumbled. 

			‘I don’t care,’ she replied. ‘I’m cold.’

			The following morning there was a hint of frost on the road. Ariadne hadn’t realised it would be so cold. Without thinking, she had grabbed the jacket she had been wearing for months. It was too thin to offer much protection from the icy wind that sliced through her as she hurried out of the house. She nearly turned back to get her fleece, but she would soon be at work and besides, the temperature would rise throughout the day. Leaving the warmth of her car, she hurried across the compound, her breath forming fleeting puffs of mist in front of her, and was pleased to reach the shelter of the police station. 

			‘Winter is coming,’ the desk sergeant greeted her.

			‘Not yet,’ she protested. ‘It’s only October. It could brighten up.’ 

			The sergeant was uncharacteristically despondent and shook his head. ‘We’re in for a hard winter. This is only the start, you mark my words.’ 

			‘I have a feeling we’re heading for a mild winter,’ Ariadne fibbed. There was no point in expecting the worst. ‘And if not, well, spring will be here soon.’ 

			The sergeant smiled. ‘Trust you to look on the bright side.’ He began to whistle ‘Always look on the bright side of life’ and she smiled back, glad to have helped in restoring his usual good humour. 

			Ariadne wasn’t surprised when Carly failed to present herself at the police station at nine o’clock. By eleven, she was considering sending a constable to pick her up, when Carly finally arrived. She was wearing a calf-length red leather coat and knee-high black leather boots, an outfit that combined with her lurid make-up to make her look like a sex worker. 

			Ariadne started by reiterating her condolences. 

			‘How long had you known him?’ she enquired gently.

			Carly described how she had met Jay at The Blue Cat. ‘He came in one night to watch the show, and we got talking.’ She smiled at a memory, and her painted face was unexpectedly infused with warmth. ‘He made me laugh so much. He had a wicked sense of humour. I’m going to miss him.’ 

			She seemed to have forgotten her earlier claim to have parted company with Jay on bad terms. Not for the first time, Ariadne wondered how trustworthy she was and whether she was playing a role. As though sensing Ariadne’s suspicions, Carly explained she had been in a relationship with Jay for three years, on and off.

			‘We were and we weren’t together. That is, we were never serious,’ she said. ‘I mean, Jay was a decent guy, don’t get me wrong. I come across all sorts, and he was one of the best. But we weren’t living together or anything. There was a time when I wanted something more. I told you, I would have moved in with him. It made sense, to me at least. But Jay wasn’t up for that. He was a free spirit, you know? Not all men want to be tied down to one woman, and I was okay with that. He was a nice enough guy, but, you know, plenty of fish and all that. It doesn’t do to get too close to one person. We weren’t together all the time.’

			Ariadne listened patiently as Carly talked about her intermittent liaison with Jay. 

			‘Were you in love with him?’ she enquired when Carly stopped talking.

			Carly appeared to be struggling to find appropriate words to describe her feelings towards Jay. She squirmed in her chair as though she was uncomfortable talking about her emotions. ‘I liked him. I liked him a lot, but no, I wasn’t in love with him. Nothing like that. I was fond of him.’

			‘And you’re sure you never visited him at the weekend?’

			‘I told you, I wasn’t there at the weekend. Certainly not in the morning.’ She gave a half-hearted laugh. ‘I don’t go anywhere in the morning. I need my beauty sleep.’

			‘And you didn’t stay with him on Saturday night?’

			Carly shrugged. ‘You can ask me that until you’re blue in the face, but my answer isn’t going to change. I only ever stayed with him during the week and then not every week. We were both busy.’ 

			‘You mentioned that he was cheating.’

			‘Cheating?’

			‘He was seeing other women. That’s what you told me.’

			‘Did I? I can’t be expected to remember everything I said.’

			‘So was Jay seeing any other women, to your knowledge?’

			‘Sure he was. Like I said, we had an open relationship.’

			‘You didn’t mind that?’

			Carly raised one painted eyebrow. ‘Are you seriously suggesting I pushed him down the stairs because I was jealous?’ Her painted lips curled very slowly, and her smile turned into a laugh. ‘No way. You’ve got that wrong. He was my friend. I would never have hurt him. I might have pushed her down the stairs if we’d ever met.’ She laughed again, a little uneasily this time, and then fell silent, biting her lip.

			‘So you knew he was cheating on you, and that didn’t bother you?’

			‘I already told you, we were both seeing other people. How could it be cheating if we both knew about it? Look, like I said, Jay was good to me, he was generous, but he wasn’t the love of my life. Men come and go and that’s just the way it is. You’re even more naïve than you look, if you think one man is going to stick around for long.’

			Ariadne wondered fleetingly whether she had been naïve to trust that Nico would always be there for her, but she dismissed the thought as irrelevant. Plenty of marriages lasted. There was no reason why hers should be any different. A thought occurred to her and, with a sudden quickening of her pulse, she took another tack. 

			‘Who else were you seeing?’ 

			Once again, Carly instantly grasped what lay behind the question, almost before Ariadne had thought it through. ‘You think there’s a possessive man who wanted to get rid of a rival for my attentions, and he threw Jay down the stairs so he could have me all to himself?’ She laughed. ‘You’re a terrible romantic, inspector, and you really haven’t got a clue about people, have you? No, none of the other men in my life would have done something so stupid and, anyway, Jay was never that important to me. If you want my advice, you won’t ever let one man take over your life. No man’s worth it. Unless he’s minted,’ she added with a grin.

			When Ariadne asked for the names of any other men Carly was seeing, she became evasive and on being pressed recited a string of first names: Bobby, Len, Mike, Dave, Steve. Ariadne suspected she was making up the list as she went along. There were others, Carly said, but those were her regulars. She insisted she didn’t know their second names, and said she met them in different places, never the same place twice. When pressed, she said she couldn’t remember where she had seen any of them. She had no record of when or where any of these rendezvous had taken place. Ariadne took down the few details, although there wasn’t much and it was all too vague to be helpful. Even if Carly was telling the truth, which seemed unlikely, the men she met would probably not have used their real names. 

			‘You wouldn’t tell me their names, even if you knew them, would you?’ Ariadne asked her. 

			‘They’re married men,’ Carly protested, with a tiny shrug of her shoulders. ‘They trust me to be discreet. Can you imagine their reaction if you lot turned up and started asking them about me?’ She made a faint hissing noise. ‘You’d get nothing out of them, and I’d be screwed.’

			Ariadne moved on to question Carly about her trips to hospital and she admitted she had suffered a few injuries, but she denied having been assaulted. 

			‘It was Jay, wasn’t it?’

			‘Bollocks. Whoever gave you that idea is talking out their arse.’

			According to Carly, no one had been responsible for her hospital visits. ‘I fell over at home rehearsing my dance routine,’ she said. 

			‘These weren’t just a few minor accidents,’ Ariadne replied. ‘Someone broke your bones. They could’ve killed you.’

			Carly just shrugged again. Eventually the interview drew to a close. There was no point in dragging it out any longer. Talking to Carly seemed to offer several possibilities, but in the end Ariadne was left with nothing more than speculation.

			‘What did you expect?’ Naomi asked her when Ariadne voiced her frustration in the pub after work that evening. ‘The woman’s a professional tease.’

			‘And I’m just another mug to her,’ Ariadne grumbled. ‘Whatever else she is, Carly’s not stupid.’ 

			‘Is she clever enough to murder one of her lovers and get away with it?’ Naomi asked.

			 But it was hard to see what motive Carly could have had for murdering Jay. 

			‘Is it possible she was lying when she said she didn’t care about Jay? Perhaps she was actually really possessive over him?’ Naomi suggested. 

			Ariadne shook her head. ‘No. That doesn’t ring true. He wasn’t a good enough catch for her.’
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			When Ariadne arrived home that evening, she was happy to agree with Nico’s suggestion that they order a takeaway. It was his turn to make dinner, but he didn’t feel like cooking. They discussed various options, and in the end it came down to a choice between a Chinese takeaway or fish and chips. Since Ariadne had been out for a Chinese meal quite recently, Nico suggested they have fish and chips. Recalling Carly’s claim that no one man was worth committing herself to long term, Ariadne thought how lucky she was to have married someone as considerate as Nico. When she thanked him, he shrugged, looking baffled. 

			‘It’s just fish and chips,’ he said. ‘And it’s only because I can’t be bothered to cook. I hardly deserve to be thanked.’

			While they were waiting for the order to arrive, Ariadne’s phone rang. 

			‘It’s not a bad time, is it? I mean, you’re not eating, are you?’ Geraldine asked. She sounded anxious. 

			‘No, the timing’s fine, and I don’t mind at all. Quite the opposite, in fact. It’s always nice to hear from you and, to be honest, I could do with the opportunity to talk things through. This case is going nowhere.’ 

			‘Hang on a second, Ian’s just come in. I’m just going in the other room.’ There was a sound of muffled voices and then Geraldine said, ‘Right, I’m back. Go ahead. I’m really interested to hear how it’s going. Have you settled on a suspect yet?’

			Ariadne described her meeting with Carly. ‘So she could be a suspect, or it could have been someone else she was seeing who was jealous and wanted to be rid of Jay. I honestly don’t know what to think. But talking to Carly didn’t help. If anything, it’s made the case seem even more confusing.’

			‘What was your feeling about Carly? Do you think she was telling the truth?’

			Ariadne drew in a deep breath. ‘I think just about every word that came out of her mouth was calculated. What I mean is, I had the impression she was too interested in the effect her words would have to care about the truth. I could be misjudging her, but she seems to have a flexible approach to the truth, and that makes her a very slippery witness.’

			‘In other words, you think she lied to you.’ 

			‘Yes. That is, maybe. I’m not convinced she killed him, but I’m struggling to know what to make of her. If she’s hiding the truth, then who knows what her reasons are. We have too many damn suspects, and we don’t even know who half of them are.’ 

			‘You just haven’t found right one yet,’ Geraldine replied unhelpfully. ‘You’ll have to go back to the crime scene and start from there. Hypotheses are all well and good, but we both know they need to be based on hard evidence.’ She paused. ‘Is there any possibility a third person was present when the murder took place? Anyone other than Jay and Lauren?’

			Ariadne considered the question. DNA in the hallway had revealed traces from numerous people apart from the two tenants, the landlord, and the two women who had shared Jay’s bed. Only Yiannis and the two women had left evidence of their presence on the stairs. 

			‘There’s no evidence Mary ever made it up to the first floor,’ Ariadne said. ‘So she couldn’t have pushed him down the stairs.’

			‘Okay. So let’s go through this carefully,’ Geraldine said. ‘Does it make sense for the landlord to have murdered one of his tenants?’

			They discussed Yiannis for a while, but agreed that he was an unlikely suspect. There was nothing to suggest he had fallen out with Jay, who had always paid his rent on time and had looked after his flat well enough. Mary had probably complained to the landlord about her neighbour and his succession of visitors, but if Yiannis had been dissatisfied with him, he could have taken steps to evict him. Far from benefiting Yiannis, having a murder in the property was likely to cost him several months’ rent.

			‘It’s looking like one of Jay’s customers could have been responsible,’ Ariadne said. ‘We know he was a small time drug dealer, selling his wares from home, so the most likely scenario is that one of his customers grew violent. According to his neighbour, he had people coming and going all the time. But there’s no evidence of anyone else going upstairs.’

			‘Tell me more about this old woman, Mary,’ Geraldine said. ‘She was in the ground-floor flat when it happened. Did she see or hear anything, or is she deaf?’

			‘She’s not deaf. She heard raised voices because Jay was arguing with a woman upstairs, and then shortly after that she heard him falling down the stairs.’

			‘Didn’t she go out to the hall to investigate what was happening?’ Geraldine asked. ‘She sounds like a nosy neighbour.’ 

			‘She thought it was a bag or suitcase falling down the stairs, and then she heard groaning after that, so she looked out and saw the body and called her landlord. But she’s old and frail and quite doddery and confused. She struggles to walk more than a few steps.’ 

			After eliminating Yiannis and Mary, they were left with Lauren, Carly, and Jay’s customers as possible suspects. Lauren was the most likely, and her disappearance seemed to confirm her guilt. Before they could continue, the doorbell rang and Nico shouted to Ariadne to join him. Their dinner had arrived. 

			‘Sorry, I’ve got to go,’ she said. ‘Let’s speak again soon.’ 

			‘Who was that on the phone?’ Nico asked. 

			Ariadne looked up from sliding her greasy fish on to a plate as she told him she had been chatting to her former colleague. 

			‘How’s she getting on?’ he asked, his attention on transferring his chips to his plate. 

			Ariadne sighed. ‘I think she’s missing work.’ 

			‘You’d think she’d be pleased to get away from all that,’ Nico replied, with a hint of asperity. 

			Ariadne knew Nico wasn’t happy about her choice of career. He had given up trying to persuade her to give up working on murder investigations, but his disapproval was still occasionally evident. 

			‘I don’t find it repulsive,’ she had replied when he expressed his feelings about her viewing cadavers. Although her response had been mild, she had been deeply hurt by his attitude. 

			‘It’s not just that. You’re dealing with dangerous criminals,’ he had grumbled. ‘What if a murderer takes it into his head to attack you?’ 

			She had tried to explain that there were set procedures the police followed, all designed to protect officers and preserve life. ‘My job’s as safe as yours, in fact it’s probably safer. What would you do if a disgruntled client decided to assault you? At least I’m trained to deal with violent situations.’

			‘Exactly,’ Nico had replied. ‘They wouldn’t waste resources training you in self-defence if there wasn’t a risk of you being attacked.’

			While she appreciated his concern for her, he had been forced to accept that she wasn’t going to quit her job, and there was nothing he could say that would change her mind. She had done her best to explain that, as a detective inspector working on solving serious crimes, she felt her life had a purpose. As she tucked into her fish and chips, she wondered whether Geraldine missed that feeling. She hoped her friend was finding fulfilment in being a mother, but somehow it didn’t sound likely. Selfishly, she hoped Geraldine would return to work soon. It was a shame to lose such a talented colleague. In the meantime, Ariadne was determined to keep her friend interested in the current case, which was puzzling enough to challenge even Geraldine’s brilliant mind. 
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			Natalie was asleep in front of the television when she was startled awake by a noise. Instantly on her guard, she leapt to her feet and was reaching for her phone when she heard it again. Someone was knocking at the front door. Phone in hand, she stole silently down the stairs and peered through the peephole. Her heart was pounding so loudly she was convinced the caller would be able to hear it. Through the door, she could see a figure that looked more like a scarecrow than a burglar.

			‘Who’s there?’ she shouted. ‘What do you want? I’ve got the police on speed dial so you can get lost if you think you can barge in here again and—’

			She was interrupted. ‘Natalie! It’s me! Stop dicking about and let me in.’ 

			Natalie opened the door to reveal a filthy, dishevelled figure who gazed miserably at her with bleary eyes. 

			She gaped. ‘Oh my God, Lauren, you look awful. I honestly didn’t recognise you. Where the hell have you been? What are you playing at?’

			‘What do you mean?’ Lauren’s voice wobbled, but Natalie was too angry to feel sorry for her bedraggled flatmate.

			‘What I mean is, you just disappear for over a week, without a word—’ 

			‘Didn’t you see my note?’

			‘Yes, but that didn’t tell me anything.’

			‘Can’t we talk upstairs? I’m freezing out here.’ 

			Once they reached their own hallway, Natalie rounded on her flatmate again. ‘Are you going to tell me where you’ve been all this time? Have you been living in a field of cows? Honestly, you look disgusting and you stink.’ 

			Lauren just shrugged and didn’t answer. 

			‘You look like you’ve been sleeping on the street. Don’t sit down!’ she added sharply, as Lauren was about to take a seat on the sofa. ‘I’m sorry, but you really do smell. Where have you been? I think you owe me an explanation.’ 

			‘Can we not talk about this right now? I’m starving. I haven’t eaten all day.’

			‘All right, but not until you’ve taken off those filthy clothes and had a shower. You haven’t picked up head lice, have you? Or fleas?’ Natalie shuddered. 

			While Lauren showered and changed her clothes, Natalie heated up a mug of soup and buttered some toast. She felt confused and more than a little frightened. She and Lauren had been close since they were eleven, but now Natalie felt she hardly knew her friend. Something had happened to turn them into strangers. Well, Natalie had a secret of her own; Lauren didn’t know the police we’re looking for her. Natalie intended to tell her, yet instead she heard herself saying that the rent was due. 

			Lauren merely nodded, as if to say she knew but wasn’t going to do anything about it. ‘I lost my job,’ she said flatly. And then she burst into tears.

			‘If you’re in trouble, perhaps you should go to the police?’ 

			‘Of course I’m in trouble. I’m broke. I was mugged.’

			‘Then you should definitely go to the police.’

			‘I can’t.’ 

			A cold chill seemed to seize hold of Natalie. ‘Why ever not?’ she asked. ‘Lauren, what have you got yourself into?’

			‘Nothing. I can’t explain, but trust me, I can’t go to the police.’

			‘Lauren, tell me what’s going on.’ 

			Lauren shook her head. 

			‘Tell me, and I’ll cover your rent this month,’ Natalie said in desperation. 

			Lauren nodded, seeming to accept the offer. ‘And if you could lend me fifty quid,’ she added, ‘and some change? I’d do the same for you.’

			Natalie rummaged in her purse and handed over a twenty and a ten. ‘That’s all I’ve got on me. Now, tell me what’s going on.’ 

			‘Tomorrow,’ Lauren promised. Muttering that she was exhausted, she went to her room and shut the door.

			Once she had gone, Natalie looked for the card the detective had given her, but she couldn’t find it. She went in the kitchen and shut the door before phoning the enquiry number for the police station. There was no answer. She wasn’t sure whether she ought to call 999, but she phoned 101 instead and was eventually put through to the police station in York. 

			‘I’m calling to tell you that Lauren Shaw has come home. I’m her flatmate. My name is Natalie. An inspector asked me to call and let you know if she returned.’

			‘Can you tell me what this is about?’ a clipped voice said. 

			‘I don’t know but a detective asked me to call.’ 

			‘Who did you speak to?’

			‘I don’t know,’ Natalie repeated, with a mounting feeling of desperation. ‘I’ve tried but I can’t remember her name. All I know is she’s a detective inspector, and she looked Spanish or Italian or something. But she was English.’ 

			She hung up. She had done what she could. She just hoped she had done the right thing. But if Lauren was in trouble, as seemed to be the case, surely it was better for her if it was sorted out properly. In any case, if Lauren had told her the truth, Natalie might not have decided to call the police, but Lauren was hiding something. Natalie wondered if she had been roped into a drug ring. Her story about being mugged was plausible, but Natalie was sceptical. If there was something illegal going on, Lauren had no business involving her. The police might not believe Natalie when she insisted she knew nothing about the dodgy affair her flatmate was involved in, and they might suspect her of being an accessory in whatever was going on behind her back. Natalie had always thought they were best friends. If Lauren wanted to keep her dirty business a secret, then she didn’t deserve Natalie’s unquestioning loyalty. 

			That night, Natalie hardly slept. She lay awake, thinking about what had happened, and wishing she hadn’t been so quick to call the police. She should have given Lauren a chance to explain. Probably once she was less tired, she would be more forthcoming. But Natalie had made the call and she couldn’t unmake it. She considered waking Lauren up and confessing what she had done. She tried to tell herself it was Lauren’s fault for keeping secrets, but she felt sick at the thought their friendship was probably over and it was her own fault for being impatient.

			Lauren was asleep when the police arrived the following morning: two uniformed officers, a man and a woman. 

			‘It’s okay,’ Natalie stammered, shocked by what she had set in motion, ‘she’s not missing any more. She’s here.’ 

			‘Which is her room?’

			The female officer went to wake Lauren up

			‘Is she being arrested?’ Natalie asked. 

			‘No,’ the stocky policeman replied. ‘We’re just taking her to the police station to answer a few questions, that’s all.’

			Lauren came out with the policewoman in tow, as though they were afraid Lauren might escape if they weren’t watching her.

			‘I knew they’d be along,’ she said. ‘I don’t know how long I’ll be gone, but at least you know where I am this time,’ she added, with a wry smile.

			Clearly Lauren hadn’t realised that Natalie had reported her homecoming to the police. Swept along by a wave of relief, Natalie flung her arms around Lauren, sobbing.

			‘Come along, miss,’ the stolid police officer said, nodding at Lauren. 
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			Lauren gazed levelly at Ariadne across the table, but she was clearly nervous, and her voice shook as she demanded to know why she was being questioned. Although she had insisted on having a lawyer present to represent her, she was speaking up for herself, while the duty lawyer beside her kept silent. He looked young and inexperienced, but he had been the only one available or, at least, the only one willing to accept the request. He gave the impression that he was not particularly interested in his client. Lauren, by contrast, seemed agitated. Despite her scowl, it was easy to see why Jay had found her attractive.

			‘My client has not been charged with any offence,’ the lawyer murmured tentatively.

			‘We only want to ask her a few questions,’ Ariadne explained. 

			‘Is that why you dragged me out of bed this morning?’ Lauren protested. 

			‘She isn’t a suspect, yet,’ Ariadne added, looking at the lawyer and ignoring Lauren’s outburst. 

			‘Yet? Yet? What’s that supposed to mean?’ Lauren asked. She sounded vexed, but her fists were clenched and she looked as though she might burst into tears at any moment. She was clearly very frightened.

			‘As my client isn’t a suspect, she is free to go home,’ the lawyer said. 

			‘We’re investigating the circumstances of her boyfriend’s death,’ Naomi said quietly. ‘We’re very surprised that she’s unwilling to help us with our enquiries. Naturally it makes us speculate as to the reason for her being obstructive.’

			‘We thought you’d want to help us find out what happened to Jay,’ Ariadne added, turning to Lauren. ‘Don’t you want to see his killer brought to justice for what was done?’

			‘Killer?’ Lauren blurted out. ‘He fell down the stairs.’ She broke off, realising that she might have been indiscreet. ‘At least, that’s what I heard… what I saw on the news,’ she corrected herself. ‘I wasn’t there when it happened.’

			‘We all know that’s not true,’ Ariadne said. 

			‘How do you know if I was there or not?’ Lauren countered. ‘Were you there?’

			‘Were you present at the time?’ Naomi quietly followed up Ariadne’s point. ‘Be careful how you answer. We have a witness who saw you going up the stairs shortly before the incident.’ 

			Lauren gave a dismissive grunt. ‘You mean that old cow who lives on the ground floor? You can’t believe a word she says. Everyone knows she’s round the bend. Jay couldn’t stand the sight of her. She’s malicious as well as mad. If that’s all the “evidence” you’ve got, then good luck with making it stick is all I can say.’ She sat back in her chair and folded her arms with a gesture of finality, but her expression remained fraught. 

			‘We have DNA evidence that places you at the scene,’ Naomi said. 

			‘My client has never denied that she visited the victim in his home,’ the solicitor cut in swiftly. ‘Your evidence does not indicate she was present when he died.’ 

			‘Of course you found my DNA there,’ Lauren blurted out. ‘I visited him all the time. He was my boyfriend.’ She became tearful. ‘I would never have done anything to hurt him. I loved him. We were going to get married.’ She hid her face in her hands and sobbed, her shoulders heaving. 

			Ariadne waited a moment 

			‘Were you engaged?’

			Lauren looked up, her eyes puffy and her cheeks red from crying. ‘We talked about it,’ she said.

			Ariadne decided it was time to put a direct question. ‘Are you aware that he was seeing other women, all the time you were in a relationship with him?’

			‘That’s a lie!’

			Lauren’s passionate outburst was telling. 

			‘Isn’t it true that when you discovered he was seeing another woman, you lost your temper and pushed him down the stairs? Why don’t you tell us exactly what happened, Lauren? If it was a momentary impulse, and not a premeditated assault, it will help your case if you tell us that now. But whatever happened that day, you do need to start talking. This isn’t going to go away.’ She glanced at the lawyer who nodded to show he had registered the significance of what Ariadne was saying. ‘After you pushed him down the stairs, you panicked, didn’t you?’ she continued. ‘You panicked because you realised the tenant downstairs had overheard you arguing with him. We know what happened. What we want to understand is why you suffocated him. Were you still angry with him, or was it so he couldn’t tell anyone that you pushed him down the stairs? Lauren, you’ll feel better if you confess what happened. It’s understandable you would feel angry and let down when you learned about his infidelity and a court will hear your defence sympathetically, but only if you stop lying and tell us what happened.’

			Lauren shook her head and broke down, sobbing noisily. ‘No, no, that’s not how it was at all,’ she sobbed. ‘He slipped and fell. I admit we were arguing, but it was an accident. It was an accident. I ran down after him but then I left, because I was scared about what he would do to me. He was alive when I left. I ran off because I was scared he was going to hit me. I never thought he could be dead. I thought he’d blame me for his accident, so I ran away.’

			‘Why would he blame you, if it was an accident?’

			Lauren wiped her eyes and sniffed. ‘We had a bit of a scuffle, and I was afraid that old woman from downstairs would hear us. But I never pushed him and I never did anything to hurt him. I loved him!’ Her voice rose in a wail. 

			Mary reported having recognised Lauren’s shoes on the stairs shortly before the murder took place, but the old woman could hardly be considered a trustworthy witness. With the solicitor insisting they release Lauren, Ariadne felt she had little choice but to defer making an arrest, at least until she had an opportunity to discuss the situation with the detective chief inspector. 

			‘You can go home, but please don’t leave York for now as we may have a few more questions for you.’ 

			‘What does that mean?’ Lauren asked, fear making her belligerent.

			‘It means you can go home,’ the lawyer told her. ‘I suggest you do what the inspector is telling you to do.’ 

			‘Go home before I change my mind,’ Ariadne added, although she knew she couldn’t hold Lauren for long. 

			Ariadne discussed the situation with Naomi at the pub that evening where they had gone for a quick drink after work. 

			‘I hope I did the right thing letting her go,’ she added. ‘Of course, appearances can be deceptive and all that, but Carly seems too dispassionate to lash out in the heat of the moment, and Lauren seems to have genuinely cared for Jay.’

			‘Doesn’t that suggest she might have been distraught on learning he was seeing someone else?’

			‘True.’ 

			Either way, they agreed that Lauren remained a possible suspect and she should be brought in for further questioning.

			‘Maybe I shouldn’t have let her go home,’ Ariadne said, with a growing feeling of unease. 

			‘You can send someone to pick her up,’ Naomi pointed out. ‘She should be home by now.’ 

			‘You know what, I think I’ll do that. It won’t do her any harm to spend the night in a cell.’ 

			Ariadne made the call and a patrol car was despatched to Gillygate to fetch Lauren. Her flatmate informed them that Lauren had gone out for the evening without saying where she was going. Hearing that Lauren had disappeared again, and would possibly be out all night, Ariadne decided to pick her up in the morning. In the meantime, all patrol vehicles were alerted to look out for her. 
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			Lauren hadn’t recovered from her frightening ordeal, when she had thought she was going to be murdered on the street. As if that wasn’t terrifying enough, she had been carted off to the police station to be interrogated, with the threat of being arrested. The pathetic lawyer who was supposed to defend her had been useless. He had just sat there, fidgeting nervously, and hardly said anything at all. He might as well not have bothered to turn up. But at least she was free now, no thanks to him, and she could stop worrying about the police coming after her. If they had wanted to arrest her, they would have done so when they had her in their clutches. Instead, they had let her go. Lightheaded with a combination of shock and relief, she stumbled out of the police station.

			A light drizzle was falling as she waited in a daze for her bus back into town, but she didn’t care. The police didn’t suspect her after all, and she was free to go home to her own comfortable bed. She would find another boyfriend, and this time she would be more careful in her choice. She boarded the bus, feeling as though a huge weight had lifted from her shoulders. Jay was dead, and nothing could bring him back, but she was young, and alive, and there were plenty of other men she could meet now she was no longer tied to him. With a shock, she realised that he had actually been holding her back, with his refusal to commit to their relationship. How could she have been stupid enough to believe that Jay had deserved her undying devotion? Somewhere in the world her soulmate was waiting for her; all she had to do was find him.

			There remained the problem that she was broke, but that was a practical difficulty with an array of possible solutions. The simplest of these would be to return to her old job, if they would have her back. At the very least, they might give her a reference. Hoping for the best, she tidied up her face and hair before returning to the florist. She arrived shortly before closing time. Her luck was in, because her replacement at work had walked out the previous day, claiming the work was too physical for her.

			‘It’s lucky for you I’m in a forgiving mood,’ the manager said, gazing at her critically.

			‘It’s not my fault,’ Lauren protested. ‘I told you, my boyfriend died suddenly. I’ve been at home for a week, in shock.’

			‘You don’t look great,’ the manager conceded, not unkindly. 

			‘So can I come back, then?’ 

			‘I could do with an extra pair of hands, it’s true, but are you sure you’re ready?’ 

			‘I’m still grieving but I’m definitely ready to come back to work. I think it’ll help me.’ She didn’t add that it would certainly help her financial situation. The manageress must have understood she was talking about money anyway. 

			‘If you’re quite sure,’ the manager agreed warily. ‘You can start tomorrow. Same arrangement as before. Technically, you never actually left.’ 

			 Buoyed up by having her job back, Lauren decided to go out for a drink. She had no boyfriend any more, so what the hell. She’d met Jay in a bar, why not someone else? The memory of her first encounter with Jay made her eyes water. Resisting the urge to reminisce, she sniffed a line of coke she’d been holding on to, before making her way to a pub she knew in Micklegate and went to the toilet to check her make-up. She was shocked to see how sickly she looked. A pale face stared dolefully back at her, with hair straggling over her forehead, and smudged mascara which made her look as though she had two black eyes. Carefully she fixed her appearance, sniffed another line of coke, and strode back to the bar to get a drink. Recklessly she ordered the most expensive cocktail on the list. 

			‘Allow me to get that,’ an unfamiliar voice said. 

			A dark-haired stranger was standing beside her, their arms nearly touching. Lauren flinched, recalling how Jay had made the same offer the first time they met. Fiercely dismissing all thoughts of him, she turned to see a tall man smiling down at her. He was young and good-looking, with slicked-back black hair and an attractive smile. Returning his smile, she nodded and accepted his offer. They sat down at a corner table where he told her he was a car salesman, recently ‘back on the market for a girlfriend’, as he put it. 

			‘The job’s not ideal, but it pays the bills,’ he said, patting down his hair with an involuntary gesture. ‘I earn good money, truth be told, so I’m not complaining. And I’m completely over my ex. She was a nice girl, but we just weren’t a good match. If I’m honest, she was hard work. I’m looking for someone I can get along with. I’m a simple man and I can’t be doing with endless drama in my life.’

			Noticing how he spread his legs on his chair, Lauren was glad they weren’t sitting side by side on a bench. The alcohol mixed with the drugs she had taken were making her lightheaded, and the man’s face looked faintly fuzzy. By the time she finished her second cocktail, everything made her giggle. 

			‘This is nice,’ she told him, nodding her head and giggling. ‘This is better than… that.’ 

			‘Now, what I want to know is, how come a beautiful girl like you is single? Tell me there isn’t a jealous boyfriend waiting to deck me?’ He laughed, confident in his own attractions.

			Lauren told him about the florist where she worked, and then regretted her indiscretion, realising he would be able to find her if he wanted to pursue her. After another drink, he invited her to go home with him. 

			‘My room’s not far from here,’ he said. His smile hadn’t altered, but it now seemed lascivious. ‘We could walk there. It’s not raining.’ 

			She shook her head, suddenly getting cold feet. Things were moving too fast. She didn’t know anything about the stranger. He was good enough company, but he was too sure of himself and there was something off-putting about his self-assurance. For all she knew, he could be a psychopath wanting to lure her back to his flat. 

			When she declined, he told her he was disappointed. ‘But will you let me take you out again tomorrow?’ he added, leering at her. 

			Mumbling that she had just gone through a painful break-up, she refused to commit to meeting him again, and hurried out of the pub. It could have been the effect of the alcohol, but once she was outside her tension dissipated. The cool night air was invigorating, and she felt happier than she had been for a long time. Somehow she had always suspected Jay was two-timing her. At least now the truth was out in the open, and she was finally free of him. She really had loved him, and the pain of losing him was still raw, but it was already overshadowed by her anger at knowing he had never really been hers to lose. 

			It was a dark night, the moon and stars concealed behind clouds. With only the street lamps to light her way, she walked quickly along Micklegate, and then parallel to the river and across Lendal Bridge. The pavement there was busy, yet she had a troubling feeling that someone was following her. She looked around and, on the far side of a group of noisy women, she caught a glimpse of a hooded figure. As her eyes fell on him, he spun round hiding his face from her. Laughing at herself for being paranoid, she walked on. The hooded stranger had nothing to do with her. She was just unsettled by meeting someone new. But as she walked on past the theatre, she was disturbed again by the sensation that she was being followed. 

			Suspecting the creep she had just met was stalking her to find out where she lived, she was tempted to stop and confront him. But she was tired. All she wanted to do was go home and fall into bed. The walk seemed to take forever, and she was relieved to finally reach Gillygate. Approaching St Giles Court on her left, she turned to cross the road when she sensed, rather than heard, a movement. Turning to look, she saw the same hooded person she had spotted earlier. Whoever it was must have approached her swiftly and silently, because they were standing right beside her. Lauren barely had time to register the figure wasn’t as tall as the man she had met in the pub. She was aware only of a raised arm, and eyes glaring at her from the shadows beneath the hood.
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			Ian had a day off at the weekend, and he suggested they go out for the day. Geraldine smiled at the idea of them spending time together, as they used to do before Tom was born.

			‘That would be great,’ she said.

			He grinned happily. ‘Like the old days.’

			‘Like the old days,’ she agreed.

			She was about to suggest they look for a babysitter, when Ian said it would be good for Tom to go somewhere new. ‘I was thinking we might take him to Scarborough, and give him his first sight of the sea. Even if he’s not old enough to appreciate what he’s looking at, I’m sure it’ll be good for him to experience a new environment, with different sounds and smells.’ 

			Geraldine sighed softly, keeping her feelings to herself. ‘Yes, I’m sure he’ll love it.’

			‘What have I said now?’ he asked wearily, sensing her dejection.

			‘It’s nothing.’

			‘If I’ve done something to upset you, please tell me,’ he said. The words were conciliatory but he sounded vexed.

			She couldn’t reply that she was finding everything about her life upsetting. Feeling guilty for not showing Ian enough appreciation, she brushed his question away and forced a smile. Before they had the baby, they used to discuss their issues with work, or gossip about their colleagues. If they had nothing to talk about, they would sit together in companionable silence. Geraldine no longer had anything to say, and the silences between them had become uncomfortable. Tom’s slow progress offered no startling insights on a daily basis, and Ian was reluctant to share any news from the police station, afraid that it unsettled her to hear about it.

			‘I guess your priorities change when you give birth,’ he had concluded, completely misjudging how she was feeling. ‘I’ll stop mentioning work. Death must be the last thing you want to hear about when you’re busy caring for a new life.’ 

			She had wanted to scream at him that he was about as wrong as it was possible to be, but it was all too complicated. She couldn’t make sense of what was happening to her, so how could she put her feelings into words that someone else might understand? She would only end up hurting Ian if she told him she was unhappy. Perhaps, after all, she had never been happy, and work had been nothing more than a constant distraction from her underlying misery. Meanwhile, Ian supported her and in return deserved some kindness. It was unfair to complain to him about how bored and wretched she was feeling. Far better to cheer herself up and forge ahead with her life in a positive frame of mind. She reminded herself that Tom wouldn’t be a baby forever, and paradoxically the thought filled her with dread. Trapped though she sometimes felt, she couldn’t bear the prospect of Tom growing up and leaving her sheltering protection. 

			‘He’ll be going to nursery soon,’ she said, as though challenging herself to say the words without breaking down. 

			‘He’s not even six months old.’

			‘Some parents send babies off at three months, or earlier.’

			‘And some people give their babies up for adoption at birth,’ he added unkindly, and she bristled.

			She gazed at Tom, sleeping peacefully on his mat. When she reached out to stroke his soft hair, his little lips puckered and she smiled. 

			‘Are you sure you’re all right?’ Ian asked. He hesitated. ‘Post-natal depression isn’t uncommon, and if you’re unhappy it’s no good bottling it up. You could talk to someone, if you don’t feel you can talk to me.’

			If he had encouraged her to share her feelings with him, right then, she might have surrendered her self-control and allowed her pent-up disappointment to pour out. She wanted to confess that she was struggling as a mother, and his insistence that she was doing well wasn’t helping. But she held back. At least she could shield Ian from the painful truth. It was enough that she was wretched with the way things had turned out. It would be cruel to spoil Ian’s joy too. It worried her to think how close she had come to ruining his happiness.

			‘I’m fine,’ she lied. ‘It’s just a lot more tiring than I anticipated.’

			‘All the more reason to forget about going back to work just yet,’ he replied, not unreasonably. ‘You can’t turn the clock back, and we’re not getting any younger.’ 

			Knowing Ian intended to be kind should have comforted Geraldine, but she only felt more abandoned. They seemed to be trying to communicate across a widening gulf, as though they no longer spoke the same language.

			Despite the melancholy that dogged her, she enjoyed the excursion to Scarborough. It was a beautiful October day, cold but bright, and the beach was almost deserted. A few people walked past, most with dogs, and Tom crowed with excitement when a small black spaniel trotted over to nuzzle his feet. It scampered away at its owner’s call, leaving a wet mark on one of Tom’s tiny shoes. Geraldine and Ian nearly burned their fingers on chips as they sat looking out at waves which rolled relentlessly, the water black and menacing. 

			‘It’s good to blow the cobwebs away,’ Ian said. 

			Geraldine agreed. She hadn’t felt so alive in months, almost like her old self. 

			‘I think I have been feeling a bit low,’ she admitted on the journey home. ‘Everyone goes on and on about motherhood being such a joyful experience, and it is. Don’t get me wrong. Having Tom means everything to me. But it’s—’ She struggled to put her feelings into words. ‘It’s just that it’s all so overwhelming and – it’s so final. I mean, there’s no going back, is there? Not that I’d want to go back,’ she added quickly.

			‘You’re doing a great job,’ Ian assured her when they were home.

			‘But that’s just it. Am I? I mean, it’s kind of you to be so supportive, but how do you know I’m doing a good job? In an investigation you can see actual results and you know what’s working and what isn’t going anywhere, but this… How do I know if I’m giving him what he needs?’

			She broke off, unable to articulate her deep fear that one day her son might grow up to reject her. Ian would dismiss her fears as irrational, and she knew he would be right. But she couldn’t help how she felt.

			‘Sometimes he seems so frantic, I can’t bear it.’

			‘All babies cry,’ Ian replied gently. ‘It’s the only way they can make their feelings known when they’re feeling frustrated. It’s normal and healthy. It doesn’t mean they’re unhappy.’ He smiled at her. ‘You just wait. He’s not even teething yet.’ He reached out and put his arms round her. ‘You have to stop being so hard on yourself. No one else is perfect either.’ 

			After dropping Geraldine and Tom home, Ian popped out to the supermarket. She was pleased he was out when Ariadne phoned to discuss the latest development in the investigation she was working on. Her friend’s calls helped to make Geraldine feel less cut off from the world.

			‘So you’re thinking it was Lauren?’ she asked Ariadne.

			‘Yes. When you think about it, why would she have run off like that unless she was guilty?’ 

			‘You know there could be a number of reasons. Maybe she witnessed the murder and was afraid the killer would come after her and silence her. Or she could be innocent but frightened of being suspected.’

			‘There’s no reason why she would be frightened of being treated as a suspect if she’s innocent,’ Ariadne pointed out.

			‘You know that’s not true. Innocent people have been suspected before now, and convicted too.’

			Glancing down at Tom, who was peacefully sleeping on a blanket on the floor, she felt a surge of optimism. 

			‘We’re going to be all right,’ she whispered gently. 

			‘What’s that?’ Ariadne’s voice reached her from her phone. ‘I didn’t catch what you said.’

			She sounded a long way away.

			‘I think it’s understandable for an innocent person to feel frightened,’ Geraldine replied. ‘However hard we try, we’re none of us perfect.’ She knelt down and gently kissed the top of Tom’s head. 

			‘That’s very philosophical,’ Ariadne laughed, ‘but it’s hardly helpful.’

			‘I’m not so sure,’ Geraldine replied, but she was no longer talking to Ariadne. 
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			After chatting with Geraldine, Ariadne left the police station. On her way home, she went to call on Yiannis. There were a couple of details from his statement that she needed to check, and she would tell him she preferred to talk face to face. The real reason for her visit was that she was hoping to have an opportunity to take a look at his coat and eliminate the possibility that the fabric might match the markings detected on Jay’s dead face. With luck, she would be able to rule Yiannis out of the investigation altogether. Arriving at his home, she was disappointed to discover that he was out.

			‘I am sorry, but he is not here,’ his mother said in answer to Ariadne’s enquiry. ‘You came to see him last week,’ she added, looking apprehensive. 

			Ariadne nodded.

			‘Inspector Moralis,’ Thalia read aloud, squinting at the card in Ariadne‘s hand. ‘Ah, that’s a Greek name. Are you from Greece?’ She studied Ariadne’s face. ‘Or maybe you have a Greek husband?’

			‘I’m half Greek,’ Ariadne replied. ‘My mother’s from Athens. And my husband is Greek.’

			Thalia’s eyes widened in recognition. ‘Your husband is Nico Moralis,’ she said, her face relaxing in a smile. ‘Yiannis has told me about you, and Nico too. Your husband is a good man. Please, please, come in.’

			Ariadne accepted the invitation, hoping to catch sight of Yiannis’s coat, and to speak to him when he arrived. His mother said she thought he would be home soon, although she admitted she never knew exactly when he would walk through the door. As Thalia was pouring coffee, Ariadne asked to see Yiannis’s coat. 

			Thalia shook her head. ‘He would not leave his coat at home in this weather.’ As if to illustrate her point, she shivered and pulled her shawl more tightly around her thin shoulders. ‘It is very cold.’

			‘Yes,’ Ariadne agreed, with a smile intended to put Thalia at her ease. ‘I did wonder what on earth you’re doing here in England, when you could be back on a beautiful warm Greek island, enjoying the sunshine.’

			‘And fresh peaches,’ Thalia said, with a wistful smile.

			‘And olives.’

			‘And figs on the tree.’

			‘You must miss it,’ Ariadne prompted her, wondering if she could persuade Thalia to open up about the reason she and her son had left Greece. ‘And you must miss your family,’ she added, when Thalia didn’t respond. 

			Thalia stiffened and Ariadne lowered her eyes and took a sip of coffee, strong and black and sweet, as she waited for Thalia to reply. 

			‘I have no other family now, only my son, Yiannis,’ Thalia said at last. Her voice taut with repressed emotion, she described how her beloved husband had lost his will to live after the death of their firstborn son.

			‘My husband grew so thin, he faded before my eyes. He did not eat. He did not sleep. The doctors tried, but they could not save him. No one could. There was nothing I could do to comfort him. What consolation could there be for such a loss? He wanted to follow our beloved son. It is thirty years since he died, and I still love him as if he was at my side yesterday.’ 

			‘That’s so sad,’ Ariadne sympathised. ‘I’m sorry for your loss.’

			Thalia nodded. ‘Yiannis was only eighteen when he was killed.’ 

			Ariadne frowned. ‘You’re saying Yiannis was eighteen when his brother died?’

			Thalia started and looked at Ariadne. ‘No, no,’ she cried out anxiously. ‘Yiannis, my Yiannis, was ten when his brother was killed.’

			Surprised by Thalia confusing her sons’ names, Ariadne pressed her for information. In a low voice, Thalia described how her older son had been knifed on his island home of Skyros.  

			She was sitting on a low wooden chair. All around her the white walls of the houses seemed to glow in the light of the setting sun. The fierce heat of the day had eased off, although her next-door neighbours’ air-conditioning units still whirred and creaked on the back of their houses. Round the corner, the town was poised to come to life, with shops preparing to display their wares: peaches as large as a man’s fist; green and yellow and scarlet salads; and clothes and beads and souvenirs for the tourists. The sound of an engine cut through the air. Mopeds had only recently arrived on the island streets, which were too narrow and steep for cars. Thalia sighed. The older residents missed the quiet of their youth, when the only means of transport to disturb the peace was the occasional braying of a donkey as it carried supplies or materials up the hill from the coast. Now all the youths hankered after wheels, fast and noisy.

			Her sons had gone out to stroll around the square. Her firstborn would be eyeing up local girls, while his younger brother tagged along, wide-eyed, impatient to grow up. She sighed. Not long ago, he had been content to stay at home with her, playing in the dusty street with the other small children. Now he only wanted to be with his brother. Her husband would be back from Athens soon. It was nearly time for her to start preparing dinner. But she would sit for another ten minutes, breathing in the scent of bougainvillea carried on the early evening breeze. 

			The rumour reached her before she heard it clearly: a faint hint of far-off screaming, a distant clamour of voices, footsteps running. Oblivious to what was happening down in the town square, she closed her eyes, relaxing before her evening chores. She dozed off for a moment… 

			A voice was calling her name, a hand clutching her shoulder, shaking her. 

			‘It’s your son.’ 

			Her neighbour was shouting his name, tears streaming down her brown cheeks, while her eyes glared at Thalia in horror. 

			‘What? What?’ she stammered, not fully awake. ‘Has there been an accident? Is he hurt?’

			‘Your son – your son is dead.’ 

			He had been unarmed, Thalia explained, and there had been nowhere to hide. Trapped on a narrow cobbled street, he had been stabbed to death by a rival for a girl’s attention. It had happened right in front of his brother.

			‘Who was only ten,’ Ariadne murmured softly. 

			‘It was terrible. They were very close, my two boys. Yiannis adored his older brother. He was a hero to him. Everyone loved my son.’ 

			‘What was his name?’

			Thalia hesitated, and in that instant, Ariadne glimpsed a truth too startling to acknowledge. 

			‘Georgios,’ Thalia said, her voice low and tremulous. ‘My firstborn son’s name was Georgios. First my son was taken from me, and then my husband. It was more terrible than you can imagine. We suffered then, and we suffer now. He was my firstborn, his father’s hope for the future.’ Thalia began to cry quietly. 

			‘But you had another son,’ Ariadne said. ‘You still had Yiannis.’

			‘My younger son, my Yiannis, yes, Yiannis, Yiannis is all I have left. Do you understand? Everything else has gone: my family, my home, everything that once made life beautiful.’ 

			Ariadne drained her cup of coffee, leaving the dregs, before enquiring whether the man who had killed Georgios had been tried and convicted. Thalia shook her head, unable to answer for a moment. At last she muttered that the man been punished. 

			‘Everyone on Skyros knew it was murder,’ she said sourly. ‘Everyone knew my son was innocent. But the police arrived too late. They said it was not murder. They said my son was stabbed in a brawl. But that was a lie. My son did nothing. He walked in the street and was killed. What do Astynomia care about a street fight on Skyros? Batsi,’ she spat the insulting term for the police. ‘By the time they arrived from Athens, my son was already laid out in the church and neighbours had long ago finished washing his blood from the street.’ She shuddered and swore under her breath. ‘We did not leave my son’s blood to dry on the street, like an animal.’ 

			Ariadne leaned forward and took Thalia’s hand in her own. The older woman’s skin felt dry and chapped, and her hand was cold. Having grown up in a milder climate, no doubt she suffered in the English winters. 

			‘You and your younger son must have been disappointed in the police, the Astynomia,’ Ariadne said softly.

			‘Disappointed? We went crazy with grief. My husband never recovered. He wasted away and died. But I had another son and we left our home together. We have been in England for many years. We have tried to forget. We try to live.’

			Ariadne nodded. ‘It must have been difficult to carry on with your lives, knowing your son’s killer wasn’t properly punished.’ She realised she was leading Thalia on, but she needed to know the truth. 

			‘He was punished,’ Thalia whispered. ‘That is why we left our beloved island of Skyros.’ 

			Ariadne understood. It had taken time, but ten years after his death, Georgios’s murder had been avenged. 

			Thalia raised her tearful face, her expression plaintive. ‘You must not speak of this,’ she whispered. ‘I can see you are unhappy, but you must promise me you will not speak of this. I have said too much.’ She began to cry again. ‘It happened twenty years ago,’ she went on, clutching Ariadne’s hand in hers. ‘I tell myself Yiannis is safe now. No one is looking for him any more. But I am afraid. Every day I am afraid, and every night I lie awake, waiting for Astynomia to knock at our door and take my son away. He is all I have.’ 

			As though she was hearing someone else speak, Ariadne heard herself promise she would say nothing to her colleagues about what she had heard that day. She knew she was ignoring a crime, but who would benefit if she were to investigate this act of violent retribution twenty years after it took place? The demands of the English justice system she served were unambiguous, but people had lived on Skyros for over seven thousand years. The police from Athens had arrived too late.
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			Jayne drove very slowly out of her garage. She had already pranged her car once, manoeuvring in a narrow space to make a sharp turn on to the lane leading down to the road. It was particularly challenging getting her car out in the dark. Fortunately no one was around when she left in the mornings, because she set off so early, but that didn’t mean there would never be another car driving down to the road. Even when the narrow track was empty, as it usually was, negotiating a change in direction was tricky. In spite of her care, she failed to spot an obstruction in the alley until she drove over it. Her car lurched and she slammed on the brakes, coming to a halt with a sickening jolt. Vexed, she opened her door and was about to step out of the car when she froze. A pair of black leather ankle boots with shiny silver toecaps was lying on the ground where she was about to tread. Peering down, she saw the boots were attached to a pair of legs sticking out from under the car. 

			Shocked, Jayne studied the boots, trying to make sense of what she was seeing, while a white fog seemed to cloud her thoughts. As it cleared, she realised that she must have run someone over. She had no idea how long she sat there, staring dumbly at the boots. It was probably no more than a few seconds, but it felt like hours. And all the time her car engine idled, purring softly. Finally she began to recover from her initial shock, but she struggled to reconstruct what had happened. She knew she had been driving very slowly. Try as she might, she couldn’t remember seeing anyone stepping out in front of her. Perhaps she had lost her focus and looked away for a moment, but she had been driving so slowly, a pedestrian would easily have been able to leap out of the way. It was hard to believe that neither of them had been paying enough attention to notice each other before the collision. Jayne wondered whether the woman was deaf or, more likely, wearing noise-cancelling headphones. Finally, it occurred to her that the woman was probably not actually dead. Possibly she was just stunned from the collision, and Jayne was stressing unnecessarily. After all, she had been driving very slowly.

			‘Hello?’ she called out softly. ‘Hello? Are you all right?’

			There was no answer. The silence started to feel claustrophobic, and she felt an overwhelming urge to get away. Being careful to avoid trampling on the feet that were lying in the lane, she climbed out of the driver’s seat. Stepping down, she accidentally nudged one of the leather-clad ankles. The feet didn’t move. Without warning, she sneezed. Wiping her nose on her sleeve, she studied the scene in front of her and saw that the boots were now dotted with pale flecks of snot. They were sticking out between the front and back wheels of her car. Whether she drove forwards or backwards, she would have to run over the body again. 

			Glancing around, she felt confident that no one could see her. The place was deserted, curtains closed behind the only two windows that overlooked this end of the lane. The fabric of her trousers provided little protection against the gritty surface of the asphalt when she knelt down. Sharp points of stone pricked her knees as she leaned forward to peer through the shadows under her car. Fumbling with her phone, she switched on the torch to study the body. She couldn’t see any blood, but the woman still lay without moving, her head concealed in shadow beneath the car. It was difficult to see what she looked like. Only her nose poked out from the hair that had fallen across her face. Scared to touch her, Jayne called out softly. There was no response. Using the edge of her phone, she nudged the woman’s leg. Again, there was no response. It was awkward reaching forwards into the small space beneath the car, but she managed to hit the woman’s thigh more forcefully. Again the woman didn’t stir or make a sound, and her leg felt unnaturally hard. Clearly she was dead. In a way, Jayne almost felt a sense of relief knowing there was nothing she could do to help the woman. 

			She scrambled to her feet, her instinct screaming at her to distance herself from the body before anyone else appeared. There was nothing she could do for the dead woman. She had to think about protecting herself. She walked around the car, hesitating, but there was really only one choice open to her. Pulling out her phone, she started dialling 999 but then stopped after keying in the first number and switched her phone off. If she reported finding a body under her car, the police would assume she had run someone over. At the very least, she risked being arrested for driving without due care and attention, if not for manslaughter or even murder. Slipping her phone back in her bag, she walked away quickly. She hadn’t seen anyone, and at that early hour it was unlikely that anyone had witnessed what had just happened. The dead woman had nothing to do with her. She would report her car stolen and deny having seen the body. 

			Although she did her best to walk silently, the gravel seemed to crunch really noisily under her feet as she hurried back to her empty garage. Once again, she took out her phone. This time she dialled two 9s before stopping. If the police were to request a sample of her DNA, the specks of her snot on the dead woman’s boots would expose her lies. She had some bleach at home, but it would take too long to fetch it and clean the boots. In any case, she wasn’t sure if bleach was actually effective in removing DNA. Her only safe course of action would be to remove the boots, without touching the woman’s feet, but she had to hurry; it would soon be light.

			Careless of the noise of her footsteps, she raced back to the car and managed to unzip both boots. Pulling them off proved surprisingly easy, because the woman’s ankles were rigid and the boots just slipped off. She ran back to her garage and shoved the boots under a pile of old clothes she had been meaning to take to the charity shop. Muttering a prayer of thanks that her unwanted clothes were still in the garage, she made sure the boots were completely hidden. Disposing of them would have to wait. Right now, she had to focus on her immediate concerns. Her hands shook as she pulled out her phone. 

			‘Police? I want to report my car’s been stolen. I just came down to my garage and it’s not there.’

			The woman on the line responded dispassionately, taking down Jayne’s details. She wanted to give a false name but that would be daft. She had to behave as though she was innocent. Next she called her office to explain why she would be late. And then she went home, washed her hands and face, changed her clothes, and went to work. Leaving her building through the front door, she avoided walking down the lane at the back that led from the garages down to Gillygate. 
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			On Saturday morning, Ariadne went into work early and was waiting to speak to the detective chief inspector as soon as she arrived in her office. Binita listened to what Ariadne had to say before agreeing that they ought to at least bring Lauren in for further questioning. Ariadne returned to her desk and was absorbed in checking Lauren’s contacts while waiting for her to be brought to the police station when Binita summoned the team. The reason for the briefing was apparent as soon as they entered the incident room, where a new image was displayed on the board: a young woman, grey-faced and blue around the lips. Below eyelids spotted with blood, her eyes were horribly bloodshot. Despite her injuries, Ariadne recognised her straightaway.

			‘That’s Lauren Shaw,’ she blurted out. 

			‘Yes,’ Binita answered shortly.

			Had Ariadne arrested her the previous day, Lauren would be sitting in a cell, waiting to be questioned about the death of her boyfriend. It had been Ariadne’s decision to delay the arrest, but she quickly dismissed the idea that she was in any way responsible for Lauren’s death. She had acted rationally, and with good intentions. It was Lauren herself, with the support of her lawyer, who had insisted on leaving the police station.

			‘She wasn’t wearing shoes when she was found, but her socks were clean, so her shoes might have been removed after she was killed. Alternatively, the killer could have carried her to St Giles Court, where the body was found lying under a car,’ Binita said.

			‘Whose car?’ Sam asked the obvious question.

			‘It belongs to a woman called Jayne Linden.’

			‘So she ran her over?’ Naomi enquired. 

			‘Surely it wasn’t deliberate?’ Sam asked.

			Binita frowned. ‘At first sight it appeared that Lauren had been run over, whether accidentally or deliberately. But that doesn’t accord with her injuries, which suggest she was asphyxiated.’

			‘Are you saying the car crushed her windpipe?’ Ariadne enquired, struggling to understand what Binita was saying. 

			‘No,’ Binita replied. ‘The wheels ran over her chest and legs, after she was strangled.’ 

			Ariadne studied the image, wondering if Lauren had been killed because of what she had seen. It seemed like the obvious conclusion. Jay had been suffocated after he had plummeted down the stairs and now Lauren had been run over after she was strangled. In both instances, someone had made a very clumsy attempt to disguise murder as an accident.

			‘What about the driver of the car?’ Naomi asked. ‘What did she have to say about it?’

			‘Jayne Linden phoned the police at six fifty this morning to report her car had been stolen. She’s been questioned by a constable local to her place of work in Leeds. According to the report from Leeds, Jayne appeared genuinely shocked on hearing that a dead body had been discovered right outside her block of flats, underneath her car. She claims her car was stolen and she hasn’t seen it since yesterday afternoon when she left it locked in her garage after returning home from work. She went to the garage this morning, at around six thirty, as usual, and found the garage door unlocked and her car missing. She was fairly sure she left the garage locked yesterday, as usual, although she admitted it was possible she had left it unlocked. Her account is perfectly plausible, and there’s nothing as yet to connect her to the victim. She was happy to supply a DNA sample so she could be eliminated from the enquiry. So far, we’re accepting her story that her car was stolen and she knows nothing about Lauren’s murder, but we’re looking into her background, just in case.’ 

			After rereading all her notes on the victim, Ariadne went to look at the site where Lauren’s body had been discovered. St Giles Court led around the back of a block of flats on the opposite side of Gillygate to Lauren’s apartment. It was a dead end, leading to rows of garages belonging to the flats. The front entrance of the block of flats opened on to Gillygate, but the garages were tucked away out of sight behind the building. It looked as though Lauren had been killed out of sight, just over the road from the flat she had shared with Natalie. 

			The alleyway leading to the garages was cordoned off with a forensic tent in place, and a team of white-coated scene of crime officers was busily hunting for evidence. Ariadne pulled on her protective clothing and overshoes and logged her arrival before entering the tent. Recalling how her former inspector had been keen to view a crime scene before the victim was removed, Ariadne wondered what she had missed by arriving after Lauren’s body had already been taken to the mortuary. 

			‘There’s no bag, and she didn’t have her keys or phone or purse on her, so it could have been a mugging that went wrong,’ a scene of crime officer told her. He pointed to the ground. ‘It looks like she was dragged here from the street. You can’t see the marks without magnification,’ he added, seeing Ariadne’s puzzled frown. ‘We suspect she was brought into the alleyway from the street and killed here, where the attack was less likely to attract attention.’ 

			Ariadne nodded. ‘She lived just across the road, above the hardware shop. We’re checking CCTV from all the shops along Gillygate. And we know who she is. She was at the police station yesterday, helping us with an investigation.’ She paused. ‘Can you tell whether she was wearing shoes when she was pulled off the street?’ 

			The scene of crime officer grunted. ‘Impossible to say for certain, although we don’t think she was walking along the street in her socks because they’re not soiled underneath. Maybe the CCTV will show something?’

			Ariadne nodded. ‘Yes, we’re on it. Can you tell me anything about who was driving the car?’

			The scene of crime officer shook his head. ‘We’ve only found one set of prints so far, and probably only one person’s DNA, which we’re assuming was the owner’s. She reported the car stolen, didn’t she? If she didn’t drive over the body herself, then whoever did was very careful not to leave any trace behind. But we’ll keep looking. If there was someone else behind the wheel, we’ll find something. Every contact leaves a trace.’ 

			‘We’ve collected a sample of the owner’s DNA,’ Ariadne told him. ‘She reported the car stolen early this morning. Her garage is round the corner so she didn’t see her car from there, and assumed it had been stolen and driven away.’

			‘Car thieves usually drive more than a few yards before abandoning a stolen car,’ the scene of crime officer added. ‘It looks as though the car thief ran the victim over and then scarpered. Leaving it on top of a dead body,’ he added, with what sounded like a faint chuckle. ‘Not exactly a joy ride.’

			‘Who found her?’ 

			‘A young man who lives in one of the flats here. He was taking his rubbish out to the bins and saw the car parked here, right on top of the body. He saw the feet sticking out and called us.’ 

			‘He didn’t call an ambulance?’

			The scene of crime officer shrugged. ‘He said it was obvious she was dead.’
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			The man who had stumbled upon Lauren’s corpse arrived at the police station midmorning to make a formal statement. Ariadne took him to an interview room to question him. Numerous freckles showed up against the pallor of his face and straw-coloured hair flopped over his eyes whenever he lowered his head, which he did frequently. When he did look up, his green eyes seemed to be fixed on a distant horizon, as though he was looking at something invisible to anyone else. He looked very young. 

			‘I was just taking the rubbish out and I saw these feet sticking out from under a Mini. It had been left at the entrance to the lane, blocking everyone else’s access,’ he added indignantly, as though parking selfishly was a worse crime than running over a pedestrian. 

			He shuddered. ‘I’m not particularly squeamish as a rule, but it gave me quite a turn. I mean, it was like something out of a horror movie. I could tell she was dead,’ he added sombrely, flicking his hair off his forehead.

			‘How could you tell that?’ Ariadne asked. 

			‘I looked under the car and she never moved. I shouted and—’ He broke off, shaking his head. ‘I pulled her hair, just to see if she was really dead. It was a stupid thing to do, I know, because now you’ll find my fingerprints all over her head and think I killed her, but I didn’t know what else to do to see if she was dead. And then I called 999. I didn’t move her. I didn’t even really touch her, apart from her hair.’ 

			Gently Ariadne pointed out that it was probably impossible to leave fingerprints when touching someone’s hair, but he would certainly have left traces of his DNA. The police would need to take a sample of his DNA to prevent any confusion when the body was examined. The young man nodded and said he understood and was keen to do what he could to help the investigation. 

			‘How did you know the body was that of a woman?’ Ariadne asked. 

			He shrugged. ‘Her feet,’ he said lamely. ‘They looked like a woman’s feet. They were too small to be a man’s, and her socks were kind of pink with red stripes,’ he added, as though that clinched the matter. 

			Ariadne didn’t point out that men might wear stripy pink and red socks. Instead, she enquired whether he had recognised the dead woman. 

			He shook his head and his straw-coloured hair flopped from one side to the other. 

			‘No. I’m afraid not. I’ve never seen her before. Do you know who she was? And why – why would anyone do that? Run someone over and then just make off, I mean. I guess it can’t have been the owner of the car, or you’d have arrested them by now. Whose car was it, anyway?’

			Ariadne explained that she was unable to share any information pertaining to an ongoing investigation, before sending him to make a formal statement, after which he would be free to leave. He seemed to have no connection to Lauren or her murder, but his background would be thoroughly checked all the same. The case seemed to be growing by the hour, with more and more leads to investigate, all of which would probably go nowhere. But until they had tracked down the killer, no one even vaguely associated with the case could be overlooked. 

			Having spoken to the witness who found the body, Ariadne reluctantly acknowledged it was time to share the terrible news with the family. Lauren’s mother stared warily at her, as she stood on the doorstep waiting to be let in. Only a week had passed since they had last spoken, but Jennifer looked older and more careworn than Ariadne remembered her. 

			‘I need to speak to you about Lauren,’ Ariadne said. ‘You might want to hear what I have to say without your son present, to begin with.’ 

			Jennifer let out a faint rasping sigh, recognising that Ariadne had come with bad news, but her expression remained unnaturally impassive. ‘Dylan’s not here,’ she replied in a voice devoid of emotion. ‘He’s out playing football. But he’ll be home soon.’

			‘Can I come in? I think you should sit down before we go any further.’

			Ariadne noticed that the BMX bike was no longer in the hall, as she followed Jennifer into a square lounge, where a patterned crimson carpet and crimson velveteen curtains overwhelmed the small room. Four armchairs, which were far too big for the space, added to the stifling atmosphere. 

			‘What sort of trouble is she in?’ she asked in a flat voice. 

			‘Lauren’s not broken the law—’ Ariadne began, but Jennifer interrupted her.

			‘She’s dead, isn’t she? My daughter’s dead. That’s what you’ve come here to tell me. Isn’t it? Isn’t it?’ Her voice rose suddenly, and her cheeks flushed. ‘Please, tell me what happened.’

			‘I’m afraid her body was found this morning.’ Ariadne paused. ‘She wouldn’t have suffered—’ 

			‘What happened?’

			‘We’re investigating the circumstances of your daughter’s death.’ Ariadne paused. ‘We believe it may have been deliberate.’ 

			‘I always said that boyfriend of hers was no good,’ Jennifer snarled. ‘He should have been locked up—’

			‘Jay didn’t kill her. He was already dead when Lauren lost her life.’ 

			‘Well, he was no good,’ Jennifer muttered darkly. ‘He was a drug addict, I know he was. She said he wasn’t, but you could tell. She could have done so much better for herself. She was a beautiful girl, beautiful—’ She fell silent, her voice broken by sobs. Suddenly her head jerked up and she looked at Ariadne, distraught. ‘What am I going to say to Dylan?’ 

			‘A family liaison officer is on her way. She’ll be here soon to help you with everything, as long as you need support,’ Ariadne replied miserably, aware how inadequate that sounded. ‘I’m sorry. It’s the best we can do.’ 

			Outside the house she met the family liaison officer, Susan, who was assigned to the Shaws. Ariadne smiled weakly at her. Susan was slightly plump and amiable, with soft eyes and a sympathetic air. She returned Ariadne’s smile with a quietly confident nod, before going up to Jennifer’s front door. Susan raised her hand to ring the bell, and they heard a dog bark inside the house. Ariadne admired her colleague; she didn’t envy her, looking after the bereaved. It was difficult enough dealing with the dead.
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			After a delay of several hours, due to the pathologist’s schedule, Ariadne went to the mortuary to discuss the results of Lauren’s post mortem. Avril seemed subdued and started complaining about her mother-in-law’s unreasonable demands.

			‘I mean, it’s not like I’m no one. I’m his wife,’ she said. ‘She acts as though I’m not even part of his family, but I am his family now. He’s told her as much, but she won’t listen. And I can’t say anything, can I? Not unless I want to fall out with her. And it might come to that,’ she added darkly. 

			Impatient to find out more about Lauren’s death, Ariadne didn’t have time to chat. 

			‘I need to speak to Jonah as soon as possible,’ she blurted out, breaking into Avril’s tirade.

			Seeing Avril look crestfallen, she apologised hurriedly. ‘I’m sorry to be so abrupt, but I’m on a deadline and I really need to crack on. I’m sure you understand?’

			With a disconsolate nod, Avril ushered her along to the examination room where Jonah was busy with his grisly work. He raised a bloody gloved hand in greeting and Ariadne wondered fleetingly how his wife could bear for him to touch her. Dismissing such distractions, she voiced a cursory greeting before starting on her questions. 

			‘So how did she die? Can you confirm whether it was murder?’ 

			‘Well, we can rule out suicide,’ Jonah replied cheerfully. ‘Unless she hit herself on the back of the head with sufficient power to cause significant damage to the skull, probably knocking herself out, and then strangled herself with her bare hands before driving a car over her own dead body.’ He laughed, as though he had just told a joke.

			His amusement was infectious and Ariadne couldn’t help smiling. But the faint hope that Lauren might have killed Jay in a moment of passion, before guilt had driven her to suicide, was crushed. 

			‘So it wasn’t suicide, but do you think she was murdered, or could she have been run over and somehow accidentally strangled?’ 

			Jonah shook his head. ‘This was no accident. For a start, it wasn’t the car that killed her. She was run over post mortem. She was already dead when the wheels crushed her here and here.’ He pointed at the dead woman’s legs and chest. 

			Ariadne stared at the contusions on Lauren’s face and chest, and her crushed legs. It was hard to reconcile this battered and broken corpse with the young woman she had been talking to a day earlier. Although she had clearly been stressed, Lauren had nevertheless been vibrant and attractive, with her whole life stretching out ahead of her. 

			‘What else can you tell us?’ she asked.

			‘She suffered blunt force trauma to the back of her head, which would probably have caused her to lose consciousness.’ 

			‘So you’re saying someone hit her.’

			‘Exactly. And with some force. We have no way of ascertaining whether that was an accident or deliberate.’

			‘Do you think it could have been accidental?’

			Jonah shrugged. ‘I’m not the detective here.’

			‘So you think it was deliberate?’

			‘Did I say that?’ Jonah smiled. 

			‘Well, let’s stick to what we do know. What was she hit with?’

			‘Ah, the murder weapon. I’m afraid I can’t help you with that either. It was something solid, and sharp, like the edge of a brick, perhaps. But in any case, the head injury didn’t quite kill her, although it very well might have done so, and quite quickly. Only before that injury had a chance to finish her off, someone made sure they finished the job by strangling her. You can see the petechiae to her eyelids and sclera.’ He pointed at her bloodshot eyes. ‘The contusions around her lips, added to signs of bleeding in her ears, all indicate that she was breathing when she was strangled to death, possibly unconscious but nevertheless still alive. So the final cause of death was asphyxiation by strangling, but I think the blow to her skull might have proved fatal if she hadn’t died from strangulation first.’ 

			‘So she suffered two serious injuries. One was probably going to prove fatal and the other one killed her. And, after all that, she was run over,’ Ariadne said. 

			‘Indeed. She was damaged by the car, but that was after she was already dead.’

			‘So that could have been the killer himself – or herself – or perhaps it was someone who just happened to drive by and failed to notice a body lying in their path.’ Ariadne sighed. ‘This seems like a rather complicated death. We should call her Rasputin.’ 

			Jonah chuckled. ‘She was rather better looking than the mad Russian monk, I suspect.’ 

			‘And someone removed her shoes,’ Ariadne said. ‘Which doesn’t make any sense. Were they removed after she was killed?’ 

			Jonah raised his eyebrows in a comical expression of bewilderment. ‘I can’t comment on that as I haven’t seen the shoes. Were they worth stealing, do you suppose?’

			‘Who knows?’ Ariadne replied. ‘We searched the area but we haven’t found them yet.’

			‘Well, she looks more like Cinderella than Rasputin,’ Jonah commented, brushing the dead girl’s hair off her face with a delicate touch. ‘She was young, wasn’t she?’

			‘Twenty-four.’ 

			They both sighed, momentarily caught off guard by an emotional response to the pitiful figure lying in front of them. 

			‘Maybe the killer drove the car across the body in an attempt to hide her,’ Ariadne suggested.

			Jonah shook his head. ‘If that was the intention, they didn’t do a very good job of it.’ 

			‘No. More likely they were hoping to make the murder look like an accident. What else can you tell me about her?’ Ariadne asked, focusing on what hard evidence the pathologist was able provide. 

			‘She was killed some time on Friday evening. That much you know. She hadn’t eaten much during the day, some pizza and chips, and she’d been drinking alcohol in the evening, not excessively,’ he added, ‘but a few glasses, without food. We’ll have to wait for the tox report, but there are traces of what appears to be cocaine in her nostrils.’

			‘She was probably out having a good time,’ Ariadne said sadly. ‘We’re showing her picture to staff in all the local bars and clubs and pubs, and if that doesn’t throw up any results, we’ll spread the net. But the more time passes, the less likely it is that we’ll discover who she was with on Friday evening.’ 

			Jonah nodded. ‘She hadn’t engaged in sexual activity before she died, although she wasn’t a virgin.’

			‘We know she was in a relationship recently.’

			‘Ah yes, Jay, the other recent murder victim. You’ve got your work cut out with this case, inspector. I’m glad I don’t have to do any of the thinking needed to find the murderer.’ 

			‘But if you had to come up with a hypothesis about this particular body,’ Ariadne replied, ‘what would you say?’

			Jonah laughed. ‘Your friend, Geraldine, used to do everything she could to wheedle answers out of me. But really, all I can do is report my findings. It’s not my job to explain them. How is our ex-colleague, by the way? Have you heard from her at all?’

			Ariadne told him she had been out with Geraldine the previous week, and she had looked well. ‘She seems to be enjoying being a mother,’ she added, not quite truthfully, since Geraldine had clearly been more interested in talking about Ariadne’s work than about her baby. 

			‘Yes, that’s right, she’s a mother now,’ Jonah sighed. ‘I can tell you from experience that being a parent can be a bloody business.’ 

			Given the nature of Jonah’s work, Ariadne thought that was a surprising description. Jonah continued, apparently oblivious to the irony. 

			‘Give me a dead body over a live teenager any day. They’re far less trouble. They don’t answer back, for a start.’ He grinned. ‘Not that I don’t love my kids, of course. They mean the world to me, but they can be a handful. Whereas this one,’ he gestured at Lauren’s corpse, ‘she won’t be nagging her father for a raise, or a new phone, or a car, or anything at all for that matter. Poor girl. Twenty-four with all her life ahead of her.’ He raised troubled eyes to Ariadne. ‘Make sure you find the animal who did this, and see him put behind bars for the rest of his life. Prison’s too good for some people.’ 

			‘We’ll do our best,’ Ariadne replied. 

			She hoped it would be enough, but she was painfully conscious that she was murmuring a meaningless platitude. No doubt Lauren had believed she was doing her best, and where had that got her? 

		

	
		
			40

			‘You don’t understand,’ Jayne grumbled.

			She plonked herself down on the bed beside him and twisted round to look at Bob, doing her best to control her exasperation. Her boyfriend was kind to her, but there was no denying he was a bit dim. 

			‘You’re not listening to me. This is serious. I could be in real trouble. I need you to do exactly what I say.’

			Bob raised himself up on one elbow and gazed up at her. He didn’t look happy. 

			‘Look, I wouldn’t ask you to do this if it wasn’t important,’ she persisted, ‘but I really need your help. You know the police interviewed me. They said they might want to ask me more questions. They told me not to leave York! I’m scared, Bob. What if they don’t believe me?’

			‘They wouldn’t have let you go if they weren’t satisfied with what you told them,’ he answered, not unreasonably. ‘They haven’t locked you in a cell, have they? You’re getting yourself all worked up over nothing.’

			She tried not to be annoyed at him for dismissing her fears so lightly. ‘Maybe you’re right, but the point I’m trying to make is that they might want to speak to you. They might not, but just in case they do, we have to be prepared.’

			‘Prepared? What do you mean, we have to be prepared?’

			‘We have to make sure our stories match.’

			Bob clambered out of bed and began pacing up and down. ‘What “stories”? What are you talking about? I’m not going to lie to the police. If that’s what you’ve got in mind, you can forget it. In fact, you can forget about all of this.’ He gestured towards her. ‘You and me. If you think I’m going to stick my neck out for you, then we’re finished. I’m sorry, babe, this isn’t how I wanted things to turn out, but it’s more than my life’s worth to get involved in this mess. You know about my run-in with the police. I’ve been completely upfront with you about what happened when I was younger. I know it was a long time ago, but these bastards never let go. They’ll have me on record somewhere, and I can’t afford to get on the wrong side of the law again. Not for anything. Not even for you.’ 

			Jayne drew in a deep breath. ‘You don’t understand,’ she said, struggling to keep her voice steady. ‘I’m not asking you to lie. When did I ever ask you to lie for me? That’s the last thing I want.’

			‘What are you saying then?’

			‘I just want you to tell the police that I was with you on Friday night, that’s all. I told them I came straight here after work. I left my car in the garage and walked here, like I always do. Shit, if I hadn’t agreed to go into work on Saturday, none of this would be happening now. Anyhow, it can all go away, if you just tell the police I was with you on Friday night. That’s all I’m asking you to do.’

			‘Why is all this so important?’

			‘Because I may need an alibi for Friday night, that’s why. Listen, and please, please pay attention, for once. This is what I told them. I came here as usual after work on Friday. I stayed here, with you, all night. On Saturday I left here early, before six, and walked back to my flat. After going inside to collect my things, I went down to get the car and found my garage was empty. The door was unlocked. I reported my car stolen straightaway, and that was the end of it, as far as I was concerned. I called work to say I’d be late and went to get the bus to the station. Only then I was told that my car had been abandoned just outside the flat, in St Giles Court, with a dead body underneath it.’ She paused. ‘Do you get it? Someone stole my car, and before they even reached the road, they ran over a woman. So they abandoned the car and ran off. That’s what happened. None of it had anything to do with me, except that it was my car they were driving at the time. I haven’t done anything wrong.’ 

			She wasn’t happy about lying to Bob, but it seemed best to keep to the story she had told the police. She hadn’t known Bob very long, and wasn’t entirely sure she could trust him with the truth. After his misspent youth, he was terrified of the police. Burdening him with an honest account that didn’t quite coincide with what she had told the police might prove too difficult for him. Unless she was prepared to risk him caving in and telling the police what had really happened, she needed to keep him in the dark about the circumstances leading up to the fatal accident. It wasn’t as though it had been her fault. She genuinely hadn’t seen the woman dart out in front of the car, or she would certainly have swerved and slammed on the brakes, anything to avoid running her over. As it was, she had driven straight into her. It was sickening, but Jayne was as much a victim of the situation as the woman who had been knocked down and killed. At least she was dead and couldn’t suffer any longer. Jayne might end up behind bars as a result of a stranger’s carelessness, which would hardly be fair. Whatever happened, she had to make sure the truth never came out, and to protect herself she had to persuade Bob to back her up.

			‘It wasn’t my fault,’ she insisted. ‘My car was stolen. I wasn’t even driving it when the woman was knocked down.’

			‘The police will be able to tell that someone else was driving,’ Bob pointed out. ‘They can tell anything from DNA.’

			‘Not if the car thief was wearing gloves,’ Jayne replied, with a jolt of unease. 

			‘No, they can still tell,’ he assured her. ‘They can pick up DNA if someone just breathed in the car.’

			‘What if the driver was wearing gloves and had the window open?’

			Bob shrugged. ‘Who knows? The police have incredible resources. They know everything. You can’t fool them. I should know,’ he added sourly.

			‘I’m not trying to fool anyone,’ Jayne snapped. ‘I just want you to tell the police I was here all night on Friday. Is that so much to ask?’ 
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			They had to abandon the hypothesis that Lauren had killed herself from grief or guilt following Jay’s murder. It was a pity, but they now knew there had been another murder. Either they were looking for a second killer, or else someone had been prepared to kill twice, in which case they might kill again. Reluctant as they were to acknowledge what had happened, the evidence was clear. The pathologist’s findings were unequivocal. The next issue to clear up was whether Jayne was implicated in Lauren’s murder, since her car had crushed Lauren’s dead body in what could have been a clumsy attempt to cover up how she had died. A forensic examination of the car had revealed no evidence to indicate that anyone else had been driving her car, so the likelihood was that Jayne herself had been behind the wheel. Her motive for driving over the body was obscure, but as a working hypothesis they assumed she had been persuaded to drive over the body in an attempt to disguise the murder as an accident. If that was the case, then even if Jayne herself wasn’t guilty, she must know the identity of the murderer.

			‘They must be really stupid if they think we wouldn’t discover she’d been hit on the head and strangled before the car ran over her,’ Naomi said.

			She and Ariadne were walking along the corridor together to the incident room, where Ariadne had summoned the team for a briefing. 

			‘You can’t assume a murderer is intelligent,’ Ariadne pointed out. ‘If it was a random assault that went too far, her attacker might well have panicked and behaved stupidly.’ 

			‘Really stupidly.’

			‘Haven’t you ever done anything stupid when you were flustered?’ Ariadne challenged her and Naomi looked faintly embarrassed. 

			‘Not that stupid,’ she muttered. 

			Ariadne recalled an occasion where Naomi had exposed herself to danger. If Geraldine hadn’t saved her life, Naomi would probably have been killed by a violent psychopath. 

			‘Well,’ Ariadne conceded kindly, ‘we’ve all done stupid things. I’m just saying, it’s possible the killer panicked.’

			‘Yes, but if you follow that line of reasoning, then anyone might behave completely irrationally at any time, and we’d never be able to solve any case because there would never be any theory to test. We have to believe there’s some sense in the way Lauren’s killer behaved, some twisted motive we can pursue, or everything descends into chaos and we’ll be grasping at random straws without any logic to the investigation. If that’s what happens, we might as well give up trying to find out the truth.’ 

			Naomi seemed to be warming to her subject, and Ariadne was quite pleased to reach the incident room and interrupt her colleague’s diatribe. She informed her colleagues there was no forensic evidence found in the car to suggest that Lauren had been transported in it. If Jayne had run over the body, she had done so after Lauren was dead, which seemed to suggest that Jayne might know the killer.

			‘Granted Lauren and Jayne lived near one another,’ Ariadne said, ‘but there’s no connection between them that we’ve been able to discover as yet. We’ll keep looking, but we have to recognise the possibility that Jayne was telling the truth when she reported her car had been stolen at some point between six o’clock on Friday evening and six thirty the following morning when she went to her garage.’

			‘But you said there’s no evidence anyone else drove her car,’ Naomi pointed out.

			Ariadne frowned. ‘Exactly. Jayne’s alibi for Friday night checks out, but you’re right. Our problem with her alibi is that there’s no evidence anyone else drove her car. ’

			She nodded at a constable who took up the account. ‘Jayne was out in York on Friday evening, and she went home with her boyfriend who lives in Portland Street, less than ten minutes’ walk from her flat. She stayed with him overnight. His CCTV confirms that she didn’t leave until just before six the next morning, when she returned to her own flat and allegedly discovered her car was gone.’

			‘If Jayne didn’t hit and strangle Lauren,’ Ariadne said, ‘and we can’t find any evidence that anyone else drove her car, then Jayne must have accidentally run over Lauren after her body had been left in St Giles Court by her killer,’ Ariadne suggested. ‘And she lied about it to avoid being accused of killing Lauren.’

			‘If she lied about that,’ Naomi said, ‘don’t you think she knows more than she’s admitting?’

			‘Possibly,’ Ariadne agreed. ‘We need to question her again, and find out exactly what she knows. Something about this doesn’t add up. She has an alibi that seems to prove she wasn’t driving her car when Lauren was run over. But we can’t find any evidence that anyone else was driving it either.’ She frowned.

			Sam muttered darkly about the problems that driverless cars were going to cause. ‘Even if there’s legislation to ensure they are all fitted with cameras, those could malfunction or be deliberately disabled, as could the sensors that prevent them driving into something. How reliable are they going to be?’

			‘Whatever else she may have done, let’s assume for now that Jayne didn’t kill Lauren, but lied about running over the body to avoid being accused of murdering her,’ Ariadne said, ignoring Sam’s interjection. ‘So, who else is in the frame?’

			Barely an hour after the meeting closed, Ariadne and Naomi were facing Jayne across a table. Jayne smiled anxiously and asked whether she needed a lawyer. Her voice was hoarse and she looked as though she hadn’t slept since Lauren’s body had been found. Her eyes had a misty haunted look and her face was pasty. She sat fidgeting with her chipped red nail varnish as she waited for Ariadne to speak. 

			‘You’re not suspected of any serious crime,’ Ariadne replied. She leaned forward in her chair and spoke softly. ‘But we know you were behind the wheel when your car drove over the body.’ She raised her hand as Jayne began to protest. ‘You didn’t kill her. The victim was dead by the time you ran over her body. And now you need to tell us the truth about what happened on Saturday morning.’

			Jayne’s eyes opened wide with surprise. ‘So I didn’t kill her?’ she asked in hushed tones.

			‘She was already dead when the car drove over her body,’ Ariadne confirmed.

			Jayne winced at the word ‘body’ and burst into tears. 

			‘Tell me what happened,’ Ariadne said when Jayne’s crying had petered out into hiccups. 

			Jayne nodded. ‘It’s true. It was me. I ran over her, but I didn’t know she was there. I didn’t see her. The first I knew about it was when my car drove over something. There was a bump and when I looked out to see what was happening, I saw feet sticking out from under the car.’

			Jayne described her alarm and her panic as she tried to work out what to do, before she finally called the police. 

			‘Did you remove her shoes?’ Ariadne asked when Jayne had finished her account. 

			Jayne nodded and explained that she had sneezed, splashing the dead girl’s boots with snot.

			‘I knew that if I left her shoes, you would search for the person who had been sick, and you would find proof I was there.’ 

			‘Do you know who killed the woman whose body you ran over?’ Naomi asked.

			Jayne shook her head. ‘I don’t even know who she is. I mean, I know her name now, because they told me when they first questioned me, but I’d never heard of her until all of this happened. I’m sorry, but I didn’t see her.’ She confirmed that she had seen no one else in St Giles Court when she had run over the body. ‘Can I go home now?’

			‘You’ll be charged with concealing evidence and obstructing us in our enquiries,’ Naomi said. ‘Now we need a formal statement from you.’ 

			One mystery had been solved, but they still didn’t know who had killed Lauren. 
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			On Monday evening Ian was out playing football. Geraldine knew he would be home late, so she invited Ariadne over for supper. 

			‘I’m super excited about meeting Tom,’ Ariadne said, sitting down in the kitchen. ‘Is he asleep?’

			Geraldine bent down to open the oven. She took a dish out and placed it on the hob. 

			‘He’s only a baby,’ she replied, as she opened a bottle and filled two large glasses with red wine. 

			Ariadne felt a fleeting awkwardness, as though a shutter had come down between them. 

			‘I don’t know what you mean by that,’ she challenged her friend. ‘He’s not just any baby. He’s your son.’

			Geraldine looked abashed. ‘Yes, you’re right, of course,’ she agreed. ‘I shouldn’t be so negative.’ 

			‘Are you feeling negative?’ Ariadne asked quickly. ‘You know you can talk to me if you want. I mean, I don’t know anything about being a mother. All I know about is work.’ She laughed awkwardly. ‘I dare say you’ve had your fill of that.’

			Geraldine’s expression grew animated. ‘Listen, I love Tom, of course I do, but there’s really not a great deal to say about him while he’s still so little. What I mean is, he doesn’t do anything that all babies don’t do. I’d much rather hear about the case you’re working on. Let me dish up, and then you can tell me about it. I’ve made lasagne. I hope that’s okay with you? I think it’s turned out all right but the proof of the pudding and all that.’

			Ariadne smiled. ‘It smells delicious.’

			While they were eating, she told Geraldine about the interview with Jayne. 

			‘That was unlucky,’ Geraldine commented, pulling a comical grimace.

			‘I know. For a while there we actually believed we’d had a breakthrough.’

			‘I meant it was unlucky for Jayne,’ Geraldine said. ‘Running over a body and being terrified because you think you’re going to be arrested for murder must be a frightening situation to find yourself in. It’s easy to imagine she might have panicked and lied about what happened. If it was me, I might well want to avoid being charged with manslaughter as a result of driving without due care and attention.’ 

			‘Well, her alibi checks out, unless her boyfriend’s lying. Of course, he’s her boyfriend, and hardly objective, but his security camera seems to confirm her story. So all we can do is charge her for not reporting the incident. She’ll get off with a suspended sentence, at most. This is delicious, by the way. Go on then, just half a glass.’ 

			‘So what’s the thinking? Was it the same person who killed both Jay and Lauren?’

			Ariadne described the two murders. Jay had been suffocated after falling down the stairs. Lauren had been struck on the head and strangled.

			‘On the face of it, they were completely different and there’s nothing to suggest it was the same killer for both.’

			Geraldine nodded. ‘But there are obvious similarities between the two. For a start, both victims were effectively knocked out, stunned or somehow incapacitated, before they were killed, which suggests the killer or killers might have been relatively weak, possibly old, or female.’

			‘That’s just supposition,’ Ariadne murmured, and then waited, interested to hear what else Geraldine had to say. ‘And that’s not all that links the two,’ she added, when Geraldine remained silent. ‘There’s still the fact that they were in a relationship until recently. Is it coincidence they were killed within two weeks of each other?’ 

			‘Why don’t we start by going through your list of suspects?’ Geraldine suggested as Ariadne finished her supper. 

			‘That really was lovely.’

			Ariadne refused a second helping, insisting she didn’t have room for more. Geraldine was about to insist when they heard Tom cry, and she went to fetch him. They went and sat on armchairs in the living room while she fed him. 

			‘He’s gorgeous,’ Ariadne said. 

			Geraldine looked down at Tom. ‘He’s a good baby,’ she admitted. 

			‘Well, you must be doing something right then,’ Ariadne said.

			Geraldine smiled, acknowledging the compliment, and Ariadne was pleased to see her looking relaxed. 

			‘Now,’ Geraldine said, as Tom closed his eyes. ‘We were about to go through the list of suspects.’ 

			‘Are you sure you want to talk about it?’

			‘Absolutely. To be honest, I’m thinking of coming back to work soon, so it would be good for me to start getting back into it.’

			‘What does Ian think about it?’

			‘He’s keen for me to stay at home, but honestly, I’m not sure how much longer I can carry on like this.’ She heaved a sigh and the baby stirred in her arms without waking up. ‘It’s a terrible thing to say, I know, but I’m going out of my mind with boredom. Hearing about the case you’re working on gives me something to think about.’

			‘Well,’ Ariadne hesitated. ‘If you’re sure. It might help to talk through things. We seem to be going round in circles. Just when it seemed that Lauren killed Jay, she went and got killed herself, so that put the lid on that theory.’

			‘Not necessarily,’ Geraldine pointed out. ‘It’s possible Lauren killed Jay and then someone else killed her.’

			Ariadne frowned. ‘It’s possible,’ she conceded, ‘but, like you pointed out, the two murders do have similarities.’

			‘You don’t think Lauren could have been killed by someone who wanted to punish her for what she did to Jay – assuming she was responsible for his death, and her killer knew that.’ She frowned. ‘What about his other girlfriend? Could she have found out what happened to him?’

			‘It’s a possibility we’re considering,’ Ariadne replied. ‘We need to talk to her again.’

			‘Let’s hope she doesn’t end up being murdered too,’ Geraldine said with a grim smile. ‘And there’s still the question of Mary’s shopping trolley.’ 

			‘Mary’s shopping trolley?’ Ariadne repeated. ‘I’m not sure what you mean.’ 

			‘Oh, it’s probably nothing,’ Geraldine admitted. ‘I’m not even sure I know what I’m talking about.’ She laughed. ‘I’ve got babies on the brain and I’m not thinking straight.’ 

			Ariadne smiled. ‘That’s understandable. And after all, taking care of life is more important than investigating death.’

			Geraldine looked at Tom and smiled.
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			Avril greeted Ariadne like an old friend. The apparent return of her usual good humour prompted Ariadne to ask how everything was. She regretted asking as soon as the words were out of her mouth, but there was no going back. Avril explained that she had sorted out a problem with her mother-in-law.

			‘I thought she was having me on when she told me she couldn’t remember what my cousin said to her. Of course, she knew exactly what I was talking about, but she must have decided she doesn’t want to stir up trouble after all. I can’t tell you how relieved I am. But really, what a fuss over nothing.’

			Ariadne wasn’t sure what Avril was on about, but she let her talk for a moment. Only half listening, Ariadne recalled the ructions surrounding her own wedding. Most of the disagreements had emanated from Nico’s family, who seemed to thrive on confrontation. One cousin had refused to sit next to an uncle, and an aunt had threatened to miss the ceremony if she were to be seated on the same table as one of her sisters. At one point what had started out as a joyful occasion threatened to be reduced to an arena for airing family grievances. Ariadne’s family had treated the approaching wedding with cheerful expectation, and she had kept away from the squabbles in Nico’s family. Somehow, at the last minute, all the disagreements had seemed to melt away and the wedding had gone off without a hitch. Nico had laughed at Ariadne when she admitted she had been worried. 

			‘They just like to make a fuss,’ he had told her. ‘They behave like children, because they’re self-important and crave attention, that’s all. There was never any doubt they’d be at the wedding, having a good time.’ 

			‘Family members don’t always see eye to eye,’ Ariadne now said evasively, hoping Avril wouldn’t realise that she hadn’t been listening.

			Avril’s eyes narrowed, calculating. ‘Actually,’ she said, ‘it means we have a spare ticket now. I’ll need to check, but would you like to come? It’s going to be brilliant. And that way, if she changes her mind, I can genuinely tell her we’ve given her ticket away.’ She giggled. ‘I really need to find someone else to come with us as soon as I can. I mean, it shouldn’t be a problem, it’s months away. What do you think?’

			Reluctant to admit that she had no idea what Avril was talking about, Ariadne smiled as warmly as she could. ‘Now you’ve put me on the spot,’ she said, forcing a laugh. ‘When is it again?’ 

			Mumbling that she would have to see what plans her husband had, and whether she would be able to take the time off work, she was relieved when Lauren’s mother arrived. Harrowing though the meeting would be, it had rescued Ariadne from the indignity of having to confess to Avril that she had no idea what her spare ticket was for. Mumbling her thanks, she turned away.

			Jennifer Shaw looked paler than Ariadne remembered, the strain of grief etched on her face: small vertical lines between her eyebrows, and her cheeks, already gaunt, even more sunken than before. Ariadne was pleased to see that she was accompanied by Susan, her family liaison officer. Her presence meant that Ariadne could leave after she had greeted Jennifer.

			‘How’s Dylan coping?’ Ariadne enquired.

			Jennifer shrugged without speaking. 

			‘He’s doing well,’ Susan replied decisively. ‘He’s a good kid.’

			Jennifer let out a faint whimper and mumbled incoherently. 

			‘Come along,’ Susan said to her. ‘Are you sure you want to go ahead? It’s not necessary. We have the DNA confirmation of her identity so you don’t have to view her.’

			‘I want to see my daughter,’ Jennifer whispered softly, as though she couldn’t bear to hear her own voice. ‘I want to see her body.’ She muttered something else, and her speech ended in a curious whimper, like an animal in pain. 

			After settling Jennifer in the waiting room with Avril, Ariadne had a brief exchange with Susan, who confirmed that Jennifer had not remembered anything that might further the enquiry into her daughter’s death. 

			‘She’s as mystified as we are,’ she said. ‘All she can suggest is that it must have been an unlucky encounter with a mugger. Dylan seems convinced it was her boyfriend; he doesn’t seem to grasp the fact that Jay was already dead when Lauren was killed.’ She sighed. ‘They’re brokenhearted, both of them. It’s no wonder they’re desperate to see someone caught and punished. If Jay was still alive, I suspect Dylan would try to go after him.’

			Ariadne felt a frisson of dismay. Dylan had not witnessed Lauren’s death, but he was around the same age as Yiannis had been when his brother was murdered. Ten years later, Yiannis had avenged his brother’s death.

			‘I’m being as encouraging as I can, but the truth is, he’s taking it badly,’ Susan added.

			Leaving Jennifer to view the body with Susan, Ariadne left. Following Geraldine’s example of leaving no stone unturned, she had gone to the mortuary to meet Jennifer in the vain hope of discovering something new about Lauren. In the event, Jennifer had been too wretched to talk, and all Ariadne had gained from her visit was a possible invitation to an unknown event she had no intention of attending. She had nothing against Avril, but her free time was precious. She would have to come up with an excuse, so as not to waste the limited time she could spend with her husband. It was hard to believe that she had once been unsure whether she wanted to marry Nico. When he had first proposed, she had considered refusing. Now, she was more content than she had ever been before. For her and Nico, having a child would complete their happiness. She thought about her friend, Geraldine, and sighed. 

			‘I wish everyone was as happy as we are,’ she told Nico when he phoned her at lunchtime.

			He laughed, his voice light with happiness. ‘Well, that would put you out of a job.’

		

	
		
			44

			As they had lunch together in the canteen, Ariadne and Naomi reviewed their suspects. 

			‘And don’t forget about Carly’s ex,’ Naomi said. ‘The one who put her in hospital.’

			‘I wonder whether that was Jay himself,’ Ariadne replied. ‘In any case, we need to follow it up. If there was another violent man involved with her, we need to find him and check what he was up to at the time of the murder.’

			Naomi frowned. ‘It makes sense that he might be jealous of Jay, if he even exists, but there was no evidence of another man at the crime scene other than the landlord. And anyway, what motive could a jealous ex-boyfriend of Carly’s have had for killing Lauren?’

			They sighed in unison and ate in silence for a moment. 

			‘This is pretty good, actually,’ Naomi commented, poking her dinner with a fork. 

			Ariadne grunted. Since her marriage, she had cut down on what she allowed herself for lunch because Nico liked to enjoy a full supper. To be fair, he usually cooked as he often worked from home. Even when he went into the office, he had more free time than Ariadne when she was busy on a case. 

			‘This is the only time I have to sit down every day with my beautiful wife and enjoy a good glass of wine and a proper meal,’ he would say, raising his glass to her. 

			Ariadne did her best to get home in time for dinner every day. Sometimes she was late, but Nico never complained. He knew she did her best.

			‘I knew how difficult it would be, this business of being married to a detective,’ he assured her. ‘I went into this with my eyes open. You have an important job to do and you know I’ll support you in any way I can.’

			She was grateful for his understanding. She knew many of her colleagues struggled to keep relationships going in the face of the long hours and stress they faced at work. All the same, knowing the trouble Nico took to cook for her, she felt a twinge of guilt whenever she was home late. She sometimes wondered if that was why he was so keen to make dinner, but she never challenged him about his motives. 

			‘Yes,’ Ariadne said, as she picked at a cold egg salad and watched Naomi finishing off a portion of hot casserole. ‘We need to speak to Carly again. And this time she’s going to give us some answers.’

			It was late afternoon by the time Ariadne went to question Carly. There was no point in going to The Blue Cat before it opened. It was too early for customers, but the door was open and two hefty bouncers were already lounging outside. One was leaning back against the wall, his eyes closed as he took long drags on a cigarette. The other stood upright in the doorway, watching her. She walked straight past him and entered without exchanging a word with him. Inside the dimly lit club room, muted music was playing. A few girls were going through pole dancing routines, gyrating to a loud beat which drummed painfully inside Ariadne’s ears. A couple of women in short skirts and sequined tops watched them idly. Ariadne went over to them and asked to see Carly. 

			‘Oh, yeah, you’re the cop,’ one of the women said. She turned to her companion and said something, her voice lost in the surrounding noise. 

			‘Filth,’ the other woman mouthed silently, scowling at Ariadne. 

			‘Where’s Carly?’ Ariadne said, when neither of the women moved to fetch her. She raised her voice. ‘I need to speak to Carly.’

			‘Carly!’ the first woman bellowed. ‘Carly! Over here!’

			One of the dancers stopped and turned to see who was calling out, and Ariadne recognised Carly. She was naked apart from a red thong and high-heeled red shoes with stiletto heels. 

			‘What?’ she yelled.

			‘Hey!’ a man’s voice called out. ‘Shut up and dance. You’re not paid to talk.’

			Carly caught sight of Ariadne and came over to see what she wanted. Reaching the edge of the dais, she snatched up a bright green pashmina and wrapped herself in it. 

			‘Hey!’ the man called out again.

			Carly ignored him and led Ariadne to a table in a dark corner of the room where they sat down together. The other women watched them as they walked away. 

			‘Tell me about your last boyfriend,’ Ariadne said.

			‘Boyfriend?’ Carly scoffed, adjusting her pashmina.

			‘Man friend, then. The man you were seeing.’

			Carly gazed around the room and heaved an exaggerated sigh. ‘Will this take long? Only I’m supposed to be getting ready.’

			‘The sooner you answer my questions, the sooner we’ll be done. Now, tell me the name of your last boyfriend.’

			‘Are you talking about Jay?’

			‘What we want to know is who you were seeing before you started seeing Jay.’

			‘What man in particular are you asking about?’ Carly asked. She didn’t look at Ariadne, but instead gazed at her left hand, checking each painted fingernail in turn. ‘I’m not monogamous. I already told you, Jay and me, we weren’t exclusive.’

			Patiently, Ariadne explained that she wanted to know about any man Carly had been seeing a lot of before Jay died. 

			‘Last time we spoke, you mentioned five names.’ She checked her phone. ‘Their names are Bobby, Len, Mike, Dave and Steve.’

			Predictably, Carly screwed up her nose in an expression that suggested bewilderment. ‘Who the fuck are Bobby, Len, Mike, Dave and Steve?’ she asked with convincing nonchalance.

			Ariadne concealed her irritation. ‘Those are the names you gave me. You said they were the names of men you were seeing. I need their full names, and anything else you can tell me about them, like where they live, or where they work.’ 

			Carly shook her head. ‘Give it a rest, will you? I’ve already told you I don’t know their other names, and I’ve no idea where any of them live. I met them here and there in different bars. That’s all. And before you ask, I didn’t make a note of their details.’

			Other than repeating everything she had already told Ariadne, Carly had nothing to say. Ariadne persisted for a while, but it became obvious the interview was going nowhere. After a few more questions, Ariadne accepted that Carly was not going to divulge any details about any past lovers. She turned her attention to Carly’s hospital records. Holding out her phone so Carly could see an image displayed on the screen, she watched her reaction. 

			‘That’s you, isn’t it?’

			Carly glanced down and shrugged. ‘Could be.’ She looked away.

			‘You don’t look quite so pretty there,’ Ariadne commented.

			The face in the picture was recognisable as Carly, in spite of the bruised and blackened eye and the swollen lip. 

			‘What you can see here is just the tip of the iceberg, isn’t it? But you must remember the broken ribs and arm. I noticed your arms weren’t moving together just now,’ she added untruthfully. 

			‘Had a good look, did you? I didn’t clock you as a dyke. Is that why you keep coming back?’ 

			Ariadne sighed gently. ‘Carly, I’m trying to help you.’

			‘Bollocks. And there’s nothing wrong with my arms.’ As if to prove her point, she flexed her fingers. 

			‘Doesn’t it bother you that whoever did this is still out there, probably beating up other women? Or did you make sure he can’t hurt anyone ever again?’

			But Carly neither broke down nor let slip that she had put a stop to her assailant’s activities. As she had told Ariadne, she was discreet. 

			‘Look,’ Carly said, ‘if you were in my line of work, you’d know this happens. No one likes it, but some blokes become violent when they’re drunk. That’s why we have those big guys on the door looking out for us.’ 

			‘They didn’t do a very good job of looking after you here.’ Ariadne gestured at the photo on the table. 

			‘I know, I know, it’s all so shocking, isn’t it? Listen, you can bang on about it all you like, and good for you, and I hope your middle-class virtue signalling makes you feel better about yourself and your privileged life. But if you lived my life, you’d accept this as an occupational hazard.’

			‘No one should put up with this.’

			‘Well, that’s my decision, not yours. And as long as I’m earning as much in a night as you earn in a week, I’ll be happy with my choice.’ 

			‘Carly, he could have killed you.’

			Carly shrugged. ‘We’re all living on borrowed time, aren’t we? You think you’re untouchable, but how do you know you’re not about to drop dead from a heart attack? You should see what some of the girls here get up to.’ She mimed injecting herself, and then shooting herself in the head, and laughed. ‘You think you’re so much better off, living your safe life, but where does that get you? The best you can hope for is an old age wetting your pants and dribbling on your bib. No one wins in the end, not even you. So why don’t you piss off and stop bothering me. I can look after myself.’

			Ariadne put her phone away and stood up. There was no point in trying to persuade Carly that she might improve her chances of living longer if she paid more attention to her own safety. As for trying to extract any information from her, that was clearly a waste of time. Carly was too astute to give anything away. 
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			It was nearly the end of the day, but Ariadne still had one more visit to make before going home. Recalling Sam Cullen’s complaint about how much time he spent behind a desk, she told him to accompany her. Even though his role was restricted to driving the car, he was happy to be out of the police station, and working on a murder investigation. Jayne’s boyfriend, Bob, worked in a small Italian restaurant on the Holgate Road. A sign in the window offered pizza and pasta dishes, and good wine. Sam drew up outside and followed Ariadne into the restaurant. Leaving him posted just inside the door, she went over to a tubby middle-aged man who was stacking mustard-coloured menus on a narrow side table. He spun round when Ariadne asked to speak to the manager. 

			‘I am he,’ the man replied self-importantly, throwing out his chest and speaking in ringing tones. He put the menus down and gave her a welcoming grin. ‘Would you like to book a table, madam?’

			‘I haven’t come here as a customer. I’d like to speak to Bob Quantrill,’ she replied. 

			‘He’s busy in the kitchen,’ the manager told her, sounding miffed. ‘He’s working until ten. You can catch him if you come back just before his shift finishes.’

			He turned away to indicate the conversation was over.

			‘I don’t think you understand. I’d like to speak to him now.’ 

			The manager was about to reply, when Sam took a step forward. Catching sight of a policeman in uniform, the manager hesitated and stopped fussing with the menus.

			Ariadne took out her identity card and nodded in Sam’s direction. ‘He’s with me.’ 

			‘I’ll go and fetch Bob right away, inspector,’ the manager said, squinting anxiously at Ariadne’s card. ‘He’s not in any trouble is he? I hope you’re not going to keep him long. We’re short-staffed as it is. He’s the only chef in this afternoon and I’ve got a party of eight coming in this evening. There’s a lot of prepping to do.’

			Ariadne didn’t answer, and the manager disappeared through a swing door marked ‘Staff Only’, to reappear a moment later with a lanky tow-haired figure at his heels. Bob was wearing a long apron that had once been white but was now stained with faded splashes of red and brown. His hair looked greasy and he stared at Ariadne through his straggly fringe, shaking his head with a baffled expression, as though he had no idea why she wanted to see him. But there was something wary in his eyes that suggested he knew exactly why she was there, and his lips trembled slightly as though he was frightened. 

			‘What’s this about?’ he demanded, ‘only I’m really up against it out there. Rocky’s let us down again.’

			The manager groaned. 

			‘This won’t take long,’ Ariadne assured him. 

			Like the manager, Bob had focused his attention on Ariadne to begin with, and only now did he catch sight of Sam hovering near the door. 

			‘Oh, you’re cops,’ he muttered, his shoulders drooping with an air of resignation. ‘I thought as much. Well, you’re wasting your time. I’ve got nothing to tell you.’ 

			‘There you are, then,’ the manager interjected. ‘Now perhaps he can get back to work.’ He nodded at Bob, as though to dismiss him back to the kitchen. 

			‘I’m afraid I need a few words with you, Bob,’ Ariadne said firmly. ‘We’ll sit over in the far corner. Please give us some privacy.’ 

			The manager looked as though he was about to object. Sam took a few steps closer and the little man scurried away, muttering audibly about living in a police state where honest law-abiding citizens were not allowed to get on with their work uninterrupted. 

			‘Bob, I think you know what this is about,’ Ariadne began.

			The chef nodded, smoothing down his apron as he took a seat. On the far side of the restaurant, the manager was watching them. He tapped his foot impatiently, but there was not much he could do about it, with Sam positioned between him and the table where Ariadne was questioning Bob. 

			Perhaps aware that the manager was keen to hear what he said, at first Bob seemed more concerned about his work in the kitchen than Ariadne’s questions. 

			‘I don’t see why this can’t wait,’ he said, quite loudly. ‘I’m in the middle of my prep.’

			Ignoring his protest, Ariadne questioned him quietly. ‘Tell me what happened on Friday night.’ 

			‘Jayne was with me all night,’ he replied in a low voice. ‘She was pretty upset about what happened to her car. When is she getting it back?’

			‘When we’ve finished with it.’

			‘Yes, but when will that be?’

			‘I’m afraid I can’t say.’

			‘No one seems to know anything.’ He sniffed. ‘Anyway, what is it you want from me? I can’t drive so you can’t pin this on me.’

			‘Tell me exactly what happened on Friday night.’ 

			Bob shrugged and recited what sounded like a carefully prepared account, which tallied in every detail with what Jayne had told them. Ariadne was convinced he had been coached in his response, although that in itself was no proof that Jayne had been involved in Lauren’s murder.

			‘You can check the ring doorbell if you want. I think the film is stored?’ 

			Geraldine didn’t tell him that all the available CCTV in his street had already been collected and checked, along with film from any cameras along Gillygate. All the footage showed Jayne driving home on Friday afternoon and walking in the direction of Portland Street an hour or so later. There was nothing to indicate that she had returned to St Giles Court, or walked along Gillygate to the front entrance to her block, before Saturday morning, after Lauren had been killed. It was possible that Jayne had returned back to St Giles Court and encountered Lauren and killed her, driving over the body in a clumsy attempt to pass her death off as an accident. The two women might even have arranged to meet there. But for that to be true, not only would both she and Bob have to be lying, but she would have had to avoid being picked up by any camera on the way. It seemed unlikely. They had to accept Jayne’s alibi. With a sigh, Ariadne left. This had been another frustrating dead end. Both disappointed, she and Sam drove back to the police station in silence.
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			Ariadne wrote up her decision log and was about to go home, when Binita summoned the team to discuss a possible new development.

			‘What’s going on?’ Ariadne asked Naomi as they made their way to the incident room. 

			Naomi shrugged and said she had heard a rumour that there was a serious question mark over Jay’s Greek landlord. Apparently a young man answering to Yiannis’s description had fled from the small Greek island of Skyros not long before Yiannis had arrived in England. No one knew whether the fugitive was Yiannis, or what crime he was supposed to have committed, but it had clearly been serious. What made this old case potentially interesting was that the fugitive’s surname was Karalis. 

			‘Karalis is a common name in Greece,’ Ariadne muttered, as they waited for Binita to arrive. 

			‘You should know,’ Naomi replied. 

			There was nothing accusatory in her colleague’s remark, but Ariadne felt a frisson of unease, knowing she was concealing information about Yiannis’s past. She wondered why Binita had been looking into Yiannis’s background herself. Although she maintained a blank expression, Ariadne was apprehensive, not only for Yiannis and Thalia, but for her own reputation. She hoped Thalia would be discreet. If it ever came out that Ariadne had known about the revenge killing, and had failed to share her information with her colleagues, her career would be over. There could be no excuse for concealing evidence relevant to a murder enquiry out of loyalty to a fellow countryman. It wasn’t as though Ariadne was really Greek. She wasn’t sure why she had been so rash.

			‘Yiannis Karalis has been living here for twenty years,’ Naomi said. ‘Surely, if there was a case against him, it would have come to light before this.’

			‘He said he owed money to someone,’ Ariadne agreed cautiously. She shook her head. ‘How long do people usually wait before writing off a bad debt?’ 

			‘It must have been a tidy sum to make him flee the country,’ Naomi said. ‘Perhaps he ripped off the Mafia.’ It wasn’t clear if she was joking, but Ariadne bristled. 

			‘This is Greece we’re talking about, not Italy,’ she said, anxious to dispel the suspicion hanging over Yiannis like a cloudburst threatening to break. 

			‘So you’re telling us there’s no organised crime in Greece?’ Naomi asked her, with a sceptical smile.

			‘On a tiny island like that?’ Ariadne gave her colleague what she hoped was a withering glare. ‘Do you know anything about Skyros where Yiannis comes from? It’s a tenth the size of Wales, for goodness’ sake. Hardly a hub for international crime.’ 

			‘It sounds like a perfect hideout for anyone who wants to stay off the radar,’ Naomi countered. 

			Binita entered the room and the discussion ended. Ariadne wasn’t sorry her contretemps with Naomi had been interrupted. Although the wish to be friends with her colleague stemmed partly from their shared admiration for Geraldine, she genuinely liked Naomi. But more compelling than her liking for Naomi was her fear that she had been oversensitive to the suspicion that had fallen on a Greek man. She herself was only half Greek. Her mother had come to England from Athens on a gap year and had met Ariadne’s father, a bluff Northerner. Despite their contrasting backgrounds – or perhaps because of the difference – they had fallen in love and married. Ariadne had grown up in Yorkshire, from where she had made annual visits to Athens with her mother. Over the years, they had observed the beautiful city deteriorate, its modern buildings become dilapidated, its streets poorly maintained and increasingly strewn with litter, as unemployment rose and increasing numbers of young people became disaffected with their society. It was hard to believe Western civilisation had originated in Greece. But despite her physical distance from her mother’s country of birth, Ariadne remained half Greek, and she couldn’t deny a faint sense of kinship with Yiannis. Not only had he come to her for help, but she had given Thalia her word she would try to protect her son. She had been a fool to put her own career at risk for the sake of a stranger who had killed a man, but it was too late to change her mind now. All she could do was stick to her decision and hope that Thalia would keep quiet. 

			Binita looked more harassed than usual as she announced that they were under severe pressure to make an arrest soon. It was only just over a fortnight since Jay had been murdered, yet the media were already beginning to raise questions about what they referred to as ‘police inactivity’. ‘Is this the start of a drug war here on the streets of York?’ one headline had screamed, even though Jay’s body had been discovered indoors, and there was no evidence to suggest a rival drug dealer had been responsible for his death. The way some journalists seemed determined to undermine the reputation of the police was a common concern among Ariadne’s colleagues; they depended on the support of the public to give them information. Fortunately the reporters had not yet seen a connection between Jay and Lauren, with the suspicious death of a young blonde woman predictably regarded as more newsworthy than that of a drug dealer. ‘Young Blonde Battered to Death’ the headlines ran, and ‘Hit and Run – Blonde Beauty Left to Die’. 

			‘You probably all know by now that a wanted criminal, Georgios Karalis, is known to have escaped from the Greek island of Skyros some twenty years ago. Georgios had a brother, Yiannis, who was eight years older than him. Yiannis Karalis was knifed to death in a street fight thirty years ago, when Georgios was just ten.’ She paused. ‘Ten years after Yiannis was killed, the man who knifed him was released from prison, having served his sentence. After his release, Yiannis’s killer was fatally wounded and left to bleed to death. It could be a coincidence, Georgios’s older brother being called Yiannis Karalis. What is certain is that Georgios disappeared from Skyros with his mother, and neither of them have been located since then.’ She paused and looked around. With an effort, Ariadne held her gaze. ‘It’s possible the man who escaped from Skyros and arrived in England, calling himself Yiannis Karalis, is in fact Georgios Karalis. It seems Georgios may have adopted his brother’s name after avenging his death and fleeing from Greece.’

			‘It’s hard to believe he could have got away with it,’ Naomi said.

			 ‘It’s true he just disappeared, but that was twenty years ago,’ Binita replied. ‘It was easier to slip away back then. But the case was never closed. And now we’re just waiting for confirmation of a DNA match with Jay’s landlord. We’re collecting a sample of his DNA right now and then we’ll see what happens.’

			Ariadne was silent. It looked as though Yiannis’s past had finally caught up with him and his savage crime had been discovered. That was as it should be. Yiannis would be convicted of the murder he had carried out to avenge his brother. Ariadne could only hope a jury would not find him guilty of claiming a second victim, twenty years later. But they just had to wait and let justice take its course. There was nothing more she could do to protect Thalia and her son. She had already risked her own future with her complicity, keeping their secret from her colleagues. In spite of her pity for Thalia, and her conviction that Yiannis was innocent of Jay’s murder, she felt a wave of relief wash over her that the secret of his past had been discovered. Soon she would no longer have to worry about keeping Yiannis’s secret. She just had to hope that Thalia would keep hers. 
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			After writing up her report, Ariadne decided to have a coffee to clear her head. Somehow the more they found out, the less sense the investigation made, and she was feeling not only perplexed but exhausted. She invited Naomi to join her in the canteen for a short break. 

			‘So what’s going on?’ Naomi enquired cheerfully, as they sat down. Ariadne had a mug of coffee, while Naomi had treated herself to a large doughnut, which she was gazing at with obvious relish. ‘I’m a sucker for these,’ she added, as she picked it up. ‘Is Carly our murderer? Surely she might have been tempted to kill Jay if he was abusing her.’ She took a bite out of her doughnut and swore as jam oozed out over her fingers. 

			Ariadne chuckled at her sergeant’s dismay and told her it was time she learned how to eat like a grown-up. 

			‘Murder never makes sense,’ Ariadne added, as she handed Naomi a serviette. ‘But Carly didn’t strike me as a violent type.’

			‘Is there a violent type?’ Naomi countered. ‘Surely anyone could snap, given sufficient provocation.’ 

			‘Could you?’ Ariadne asked. ‘After all your training?’

			Naomi shrugged. ‘I could happily murder another one of these.’ She grinned at her half-eaten doughnut.

			‘But seriously,’ Ariadne continued, ‘do you think she killed them both? Are you suggesting she snapped twice?’

			‘She could have killed Jay in a fit of temper, or jealousy, or something like that, a kind of crime of passion, and then felt she had to kill Lauren because she had become suspicious.’ 

			Ariadne considered. ‘It’s possible, I suppose, in the sense that right now anything is possible because we’re casting around in the dark. She would have had to be pretty clever about it to avoid being spotted on the street when she attacked Lauren.’

			‘She could have killed her somewhere else and just left her body in St Giles Court.’

			‘True, but then she would have had the problem of transporting the body, which would have taken some planning and determination. No, I’m not sure that really stacks up. We can’t rule it out, and we certainly need to check out Carly’s alibi for the time of both murders, but I’d be surprised if she killed anyone.’

			‘You thought Jay had been beating her up,’ Naomi reminded her. ‘Who knows what went on between them?’

			‘I know. It’s not that it didn’t seem to bother her, but she didn’t seem upset about it.’ She sighed. ‘Of course, these things can build up.’ 

			Naomi took a gulp of tea. ‘That’s really sad,’ she agreed, before cramming the remainder of her doughnut in her mouth. This time, she didn’t spill any jam. ‘I can’t imagine putting up with someone giving me a shiner like she had,’ Naomi went on, when she had finished eating. ‘Not to mention the broken bones. If it was me, I wouldn’t let anyone get away with that, no matter how much they paid me, or threatened me.’

			‘You’d be more likely to knock them out,’ Ariadne grinned.

			‘I don’t know whether to be flattered or insulted by that,’ Naomi replied. 

			As she was speaking, their colleague, Bert, joined them. ‘What’s all this I’m hearing?’ he asked, as he sat down. He must have overheard the tail end of the conversation, because he asked Naomi who she was planning to knock out. ‘Not me, I hope,’ he added, laughing and eyeing the streaks of jam on Naomi’s plate. 

			Ariadne smiled. ‘We were just talking about one of our suspects, and discussing how she’s suffered physical abuse in the past, even though she denies it. It’s frustrating, but there’s nothing we can do, as long as she refuses to report whoever’s responsible for these attacks on her. We don’t even know if it’s one man, or more than one.’ 

			‘Or a woman?’ Bert hazarded. 

			Naomi took a sip of her tea and wrinkled her nose. ‘I don’t know what they do to this tea, it always tastes stewed. Anyway, if Carly chooses to protect her abusers, rather than help us put them behind bars where they belong, like you say, there’s nothing we can do about it. As for her lack of self-worth, there’s nothing we can do about that either. I agree it seems insane to let someone get away with it. Is she a masochist, or scared out of her wits, or desperate for money? Who knows. But she’s not the only woman to suffer physical abuse. And there’s no knowing how many more are victims of mental abuse and coercive control.’

			‘It doesn’t only happen to women,’ Bert insisted. ‘People seem to ignore the fact that a lot of men are abused too, and some abusers are women.’

			‘You’re right,’ Naomi said. ‘And that’s just as appalling. All I’m saying is, if people are prepared to put up with it instead of coming forward, then it’s not our problem, it’s theirs.’

			‘That’s harsh,’ Ariadne said, ‘coming from someone who’s supposed to be working to support members of the public.’

			‘I’m just being realistic,’ Naomi insisted. ‘We’re police officers, not miracle workers. If I wanted to try and help people who won’t help themselves, I’d have been a social worker.’

			Ariadne didn’t try to argue with her. She knew Naomi was right. It was a depressing thought. She did her best to hide her despondency when she arrived home that evening, but Nico asked her what was wrong almost as soon as she sat down. 

			‘It’s nothing,’ she blustered. ‘I’m just tired, that’s all. It’s been a long day, and this is a difficult case.’ She smiled at him.

			It was kind of Nico to take an interest in everything she did, but there were times when she wished he wasn’t quite so attentive to her moods. He wanted her to be happy and carefree all the time, but that was as unrealistic as wishing that all victims of abuse would be keen to help bring their sadistic partners to justice. Sometimes she needed a little space to mull over a case without interruption from anyone. Sympathetic though he was, Nico would never completely understand the demands of her job. There were times, like now, when solving a case seemed impossible. Not for the first time, she wished she was still working alongside Geraldine. Ariadne didn’t know how her former colleague had managed it, but somehow she seemed to have had an instinct for finding out who was guilty. With a sigh, she shrugged off her regrets. It was time for her to step out of Geraldine’s shadow and lead the investigation in her own way. She couldn’t rely on her every time she faced a challenge. Geraldine might be a first-rate detective, but she was on maternity leave. It was up to Ariadne to discover the truth, and that was exactly what she intended to do. 
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			Natalie was asleep when something disturbed her and she woke up with a start. It was still dark. Glancing at her phone she saw that it was one in the morning. She had been in bed for less than two hours. She closed her eyes again, hoping to go straight back to sleep, but she couldn’t settle. Grief over Lauren’s death, combined with the stress of having to pay the rent on her own, was making her jumpy. She knew she couldn’t put off finding another flatmate for long, but somehow she didn’t have the energy to look for someone else. Everything seemed to be falling apart around her and, although she tried to relax, she could feel tears tickling her eyelids. Her parents had invited her to go and stay with them for a few weeks, but that wouldn’t solve anything and her mother would only get on her nerves, fussing. As she struggled to dismiss her stressful thoughts and relax, she heard it again. 

			This time there could be no mistaking the sound of footsteps. 

			Natalie felt her whole body go rigid with fear. Since Lauren’s death she had been living alone, but now someone else was in the flat with her. There had been no noise from someone breaking in, just footsteps that sounded as though they were right outside her door. The only other person who had a key was the landlady, but she wouldn’t enter the flat without giving notice, let alone be creeping around at one in the morning. Cautiously Natalie raised herself on to one elbow, trying to decide what to do. If she called the police the intruder might hear her talking on the phone. She would have betrayed her whereabouts and, by the time help arrived, she might have been raped, or killed. Her safest course of action would be to hide under the covers until the intruder had gone. If necessary, she would defend herself in any way she could. She made a mental inventory of everything in her bedroom – slippers, clothes, shoes, her phone – but could think of nothing she could use as a weapon to protect herself against a physical attack.

			Whoever it was, they didn’t seem to be making much effort to hide their presence, which was surprising given that they had broken in. Too scared to move, Natalie listened to the sound of feet shuffling, followed by a thud which was accompanied by a voice letting out a curse. The intruder had whacked themselves on something. Struggling against a fog of panic, Natalie registered hearing what sounded like a woman’s voice. At the same time, a bright line appeared under her door. The intruder must have turned a light on. Although she was still frightened, somehow Natalie felt less threatened. At least she wouldn’t have to worry about being raped and, if it came to a physical altercation, she might even win. Knowing the layout of the flat, she would be better able to find her way around in the dark. If she could turn out the light quickly enough, she might even be able to run past the intruder and down the stairs to the relative safety of the street where she could hide in a shop doorway and call the police. In addition, the intruder probably didn’t know Natalie was there, which gave her the advantage of surprise. 

			A sudden eruption of anger drove her to defiance. Instead of hiding under the covers, trembling with fear as she waited to be discovered, she decided to seize the initiative, and catch the intruder by surprise. Silently, she sat up and reached for her phone. Even with the advantage of superior knowledge, she had no intention of behaving recklessly. The instant the stranger became aware of her presence, Natalie would call the police. Perhaps the other person would scarper as soon as they heard her talking on the phone, but with any luck the police would respond to the call promptly. It would give Natalie intense satisfaction to know the intruder had been caught as they fled, but her priority remained her own safety. 

			Swinging round to place her bare feet on the carpet, she pulled herself out of bed, feeling vulnerable wearing only a nightie that barely reached her knees. She wished she was at least wearing pyjamas. Moving slowly, she felt her way along the side of the bed towards the line of light underneath the door. Reaching it, with her phone firmly clasped in her hand, she flung the door open, at the same time reaching for the light switch, hoping darkness would give her an advantage over the intruder. Before she flicked the light off, she caught a fleeting glimpse of a hooded figure standing bent over in the middle of her living room, rubbing one knee which had presumably knocked the edge of the coffee table. Natalie hoped the intruder was badly hurt. It would serve them right. Her plan had not gone exactly as she had intended, as light still reached them through the curtained window, but it wasn’t easy to see what was around. In the semi-darkness, the figure straightened up and Natalie realised she would have no chance of slipping past and escaping unseen. She had been stupid to think she could evade her intruder so easily. Once again, she felt her temper rise. 

			‘Who the hell are you?’ she demanded angrily. ‘If you think you’re going to get away with this, you’re wrong. The police are on their way,’ she added, although that was blatantly a lie. The intruder would have heard the phone call. 

			‘I thought the flat was empty.’ The rasping tone sounded unnatural. The intruder was probably attempting to disguise their voice. 

			‘So you thought you’d just come in and help yourself?’ 

			‘I’m not a thief,’ the hoarse voice replied. ‘I came here to look for something.’

			Natalie was curious in spite of herself. The whole incident had taken on a surreal feeling; she thought she must be dreaming. 

			‘Who are you?’ she repeated. ‘What are you doing here?’

			‘I know what happened. I’m looking for evidence.’

			‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

			‘There has to be evidence.’

			‘Evidence of what?’

			‘Of what they did.’

			‘What who did?’

			The intruder muttered something inaudible about sheets, and there was a flurry of movement as she abruptly spun round and made a dash for the door. An instant later, Natalie was alone in her living room, with nothing to show that she had just scared away a stranger. Her heart pounding now the immediate danger appeared to be over, she called 999 and reported that she had just surprised an intruder in her flat. Then she ran back to her bedroom and pulled on jeans and a sweatshirt over her nightie, before sitting down to wait in a daze for the police to arrive. 
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			Nearly three weeks had passed since Jay’s murder, and Ariadne was at work early, reviewing all the evidence they had accumulated so far. By the time the medical examiner had arrived at the crime scene at midday, rigor mortis had already been affecting Jay’s facial muscles, but had not yet reached his limbs. This had given the doctor a rough indication of the time of death around some two hours earlier. Ariadne turned her attention to Carly’s statement concerning her whereabouts at the time of Jay’s death. Carly had insisted she was at home at the time of Jay’s death. While that was plausible, it was also possible she had been out visiting him. 

			With a sigh, Ariadne moved on to scan the documents relating to Lauren’s death, which had occurred at an indeterminate time on Friday night. ‘Somewhere between six pm and midnight,’ was the closest the medical examiner had been able to determine. No one at The Blue Cat had been quite sure what time Carly had arrived there for work on Friday evening, but the team studying CCTV had spotted her walking in just before nine. St Giles Court where Lauren’s body had been found was off Gillygate, on Carly’s route from her home in Union Terrace to the club in Toft Green. That meant it was possible Carly had met Natalie between six and eight thirty, whether by chance or by arrangement. When questioned, only one witness had reported noticing anything unusual about Carly that evening. A dancer named Paula claimed that Carly had seemed jumpy, which was possibly an indication that something had happened to upset her on her way to work. There was often little point in recording vague hearsay, and Ariadne appreciated that the constable who questioned Paula had been thorough enough to note down everything she had said. But Paula’s impression was too imprecise to be accepted as evidence.

			Ariadne decided to question Mary again, since she claimed to have overheard the fracas preceding Jay’s death. It wasn’t long since Jay’s murder, but Mary had been allowed to return home. Once again Ariadne drove to Penley’s Grove and rang the bell. After a few moments, Mary came to the door.

			‘You’re from the police, aren’t you?’ she greeted Ariadne, gazing crossly up at her. ‘Can’t a poor old woman be left in peace for five minutes? It’s go here, go there, answer the door, answer the questions, pack up and move out of your home into some stinking hotel, move back home again. I’ve had enough of the lot of you. Go away and leave me alone.’ 

			Her gnarled hand tightened on the door handle, but she was too slow. Before she could close it, Ariadne pushed the door further open. 

			‘I’d like to talk to you,’ she said firmly. ‘This needn’t take long. The sooner we get started, the sooner we’ll be done.’ 

			‘I haven’t had a chance to unpack my things,’ the old woman grumbled. ‘Go away. I’m not answering any more of your questions.’ 

			‘I need to ask you about your neighbour’s girlfriends,’ Ariadne said. ‘You’re the only one who can help us.’

			Mary’s eyes glittered and her hand gave an involuntary jerk. 

			‘We’ll show our appreciation for your time,’ Ariadne added, and Mary grinned. 

			‘Well, I’m always happy to help the police, you know that.’ 

			She turned and shuffled slowly back to her own front door, where she led Ariadne through a dusty hall into a sitting room stuffed with faded furniture. Ariadne was aware of a stale smell that mingled with a faint scent of lavender as she followed Mary into her flat.

			‘I told you, it was those shoes that made me recognise her,’ Mary said, before Ariadne had even sat down. ‘It was that thin one. Lucy, was it? Laura? Something like that. Not that he ever introduced her. Not him. But I heard him calling out to her. Always shouting and thumping up and down the stairs to the street door at all hours. I never had any peace while he was up there.’

			‘Tell me again what happened on the day he died.’

			‘I heard the bell. He had it ringing and ringing, day and night, and I heard it as clear as if it was my own. So I looked out and saw her going up and heard them shouting.’ She grunted. ‘I heard it all, everything that went on up there. He was never quiet. If it wasn’t one of his fancy women up there, it was the television or his music.’ She shuddered. ‘Horrible. Not what any normal person would call music.’ She flung her withered hands in the air in a gesture of despair. ‘We live in a horrible world, and it’s not getting any better.’

			‘And you were sure it was Lauren?’

			‘I don’t know what she called herself, but I recognised the shoes,’ Mary replied. ‘I told you, I saw her shoes. Those black boots with the shiny toes. They didn’t look very comfortable. I don’t know what these young women are thinking of. It’s not how it was in my day. When we had to walk everywhere, we wore proper shoes, nothing fancy. But nowadays it’s all cars and no one knows how to walk any more.’ She shook her head, mumbling under her breath. 

			‘What were they arguing about?’

			Mary stared at Ariadne, looking affronted. ‘Do you think I would eavesdrop on other people’s business?’ she asked indignantly. ‘Get away with you. As if I can remember anything anyway, a poor old woman like me.’ A sly grin crossed her wrinkled face and she held out a hand. ‘You said you’d make it worth my while, taking up my time like this. As if I haven’t got enough to do, packing to move out and packing up again to move back in.’

			It had been another wasted day. With a sigh, Ariadne stood up. ‘You were put up in a hotel, all expenses paid, for over two weeks,’ she said. ‘That’s enough.’

			Waving Mary’s protests away, she was walking to the door when her phone buzzed. A couple of uniformed officers had answered an emergency call from a property in Gillygate earlier that day. Lauren’s flatmate, Natalie, had reported a break-in at her flat. 

			‘Why wasn’t I informed about this straightaway?’ Ariadne demanded, as she hurried back to her car. 

			While she had been running round in circles, repeating questions that had already been answered, uniform had come up with a development that might throw up a valuable new lead. 

			‘We only just made the connection with your case,’ the officer on the phone informed her dispassionately, her tone a reminder to Ariadne to maintain a professional façade, regardless of how she was feeling.

			‘Thank you for letting me know,’ she replied formally. ‘I’m going round there now to speak to Natalie. Please send me your report right away. This can’t wait.’ 

			She was aware she was sounding slightly melodramatic, but in such a perplexing case, any snippet of information might provide a crucial piece of evidence. She put her foot down as she drove to Gillygate. 
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			Natalie called out, wanting to know who was there before she opened the street door. When Ariadne announced herself, there was a slight delay before the door opened a crack to allow Natalie to peer out. 

			‘I suggest you get your landlord to put a chain on the door,’ Ariadne said, examining the door frame. ‘It’s the simplest way to see who’s calling before you let them in, and it doesn’t cost much. It would be easy enough to fit on a frame like this.’

			‘I know,’ Natalie replied as she opened the door. ‘I’ve already asked her, but they take forever to respond to anything. Still, after what happened, I think she’ll probably get on to it. It’s in her interest to protect their property, never mind looking after me.’ She smiled ruefully. 

			‘I was sorry to hear about what happened,’ Ariadne said. ‘I’d like to ask you a few questions.’

			‘I’ve already spoken to a constable,’ Natalie replied. ‘Someone was here just a little while ago. But if it helps, I’m happy to tell you whatever you want to know. Would you like to come on up?’

			A steep carpeted staircase led up to the flat above a hardware shop in Gillygate, opposite St Giles Court where Lauren’s body had been discovered. The top of the stairs led directly into a living area, comfortably furnished but as untidy as when Ariadne had first been there. Below the window which looked out on the road was an old wooden desk with a battered swivel chair. Natalie walked over to the desk and stood staring out of the window. 

			‘If I’d been standing right here when it happened, I might have seen the attack and been able to shout out, or run down, or call for help,’ she said mournfully. ‘I might have been able to intervene and it wouldn’t – she wouldn’t—’ 

			She broke off and heaved a sigh. Ariadne was relieved that she didn’t start crying. Natalie had been through a difficult time lately, but Ariadne really wanted her to remain calm so they could focus on talking about the recent break-in. It was hard to believe it was a complete coincidence that an intruder had turned up so soon after Lauren was murdered.

			‘I can’t believe she’s never coming back,’ Natalie said, crossing the room to join Ariadne who was sitting in an armchair. 

			Natalie took the other armchair and sat, gazing miserably at Ariadne and picking at the frayed edge of her sleeve. 

			‘We’ll find whoever did this,’ Ariadne assured her, trying to sound more confident than she felt. 

			‘I know you’re doing what you can. They came and took fingerprints and everything, and left an awful mess. Shouldn’t they clean up afterwards? Anyway, I suppose you’ve all got more than enough to do, trying to find out what happened.’ Natalie hesitated. ‘Do you think whoever broke in was the person who killed Lauren?’ Her voice wobbled when she uttered her friend’s name, but she didn’t break down. 

			‘That’s what we’re going to find out,’ Ariadne said. If we possibly can, she thought. ‘Now, please tell me exactly what happened last night. I know you’ve been through it with us already, but maybe, on reflection, you’ll remember some detail that slipped your mind just after it happened. You must have been extremely upset. Please, start at the beginning.’

			Natalie nodded and described how she had been woken by a noise.

			‘What kind of noise?’

			‘I’m not sure, but then I heard footsteps in here. My bedroom’s just over there.’ She pointed to one of the doors leading off the living room. ‘I knew it wouldn’t be my landlady at one in the morning. In any case, she can’t come in without letting me know in advance, so it had to be an intruder. I figured an intruder would be at a disadvantage in the dark, because they wouldn’t know the layout of the furniture. Anyway, it didn’t totally work out like that, because there was still just about enough light to see by.’

			Hearing that, Ariadne held her breath and felt a tingling excitement. ‘What did you see?’

			‘All I saw was a figure, in a hood. She turned away before I could see her face.’

			‘She?’

			Natalie nodded. ‘I think it was a woman,’ she said uncertainly. ‘I’m not positive, because I didn’t really see anything. Not clearly anyway.’

			‘Let’s assume for the moment you were right and it was a woman. What made you think that?’

			‘Before I came in here, from my bedroom, I thought I heard someone cursing and it sounded like a woman’s voice. I had the impression it was a woman, anyway. But the next time she spoke, the words came out in this really forced grating kind of sound, as though she wanted to disguise her voice.’

			‘What did she say?’

			‘That was where it got really weird. I asked her what she was doing here, and she said she wanted to see the place. She said she thought no one was in and she had come to look for evidence.’

			‘Evidence of what?’ Ariadne enquired.

			‘That’s exactly what I asked, but she just mumbled something about sheets and left.’ 

			‘Sheets?’ Ariadne assumed the intruder had been referring to the DNA found in Jay’s bed.

			‘I don’t know what she meant,’ Natalie said. ‘I didn’t catch it. And then she ran off.’ 

			‘Can you remember anything about her appearance?’

			Natalie frowned. ‘It was difficult to tell because I didn’t really see her.’

			‘Was she taller or shorter than you? Could you make out anything of her build?’

			Natalie shook her head. ‘I’m sorry, but I really couldn’t say. It’s not only that I can’t remember, I just didn’t see much. It all happened so quickly, I only saw her for a few seconds.’

			‘Did you see anything else? Anything at all? You said you thought the intruder was a woman. Was that only because of her voice? Did you notice her perfume? Or see her shoes?’

			Once again, Natalie shook her head. ‘It was pretty dark, and the whole thing was over in seconds. That’s all I can tell you, really. I’m sorry.’ 

			‘There’s no need to apologise. This has all been very helpful, and I’m sure the forensic team will come up with something useful. If you think of anything else, let me know, and make sure you get that chain fitted as soon as possible. I doubt your intruder will return, but it’s always sensible to pay attention to security.’

			Natalie nodded. ‘We always thought that as long as the door was shut we’d be safe up here.’ She sniffed and Ariadne wondered if she was crying. ‘Safe. That’s a joke, isn’t it? Are any of us safe? Having a chain on the door up here wouldn’t have kept Lauren safe, would it?’ 
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			On Friday evening, Ariadne arranged to meet Geraldine for a drink.

			‘If you’re sure you don’t mind coming out for such a short time,’ Ariadne said when they spoke over the phone.

			Geraldine laughed. ‘I’d be happy to see you, even if it was only for five minutes. It’s just nice to catch up.’

			‘Are you sure Ian doesn’t mind being left holding the baby?’

			‘Oh, please. He sometimes goes out in the evening, so he can hardly complain if I do. Anyway, he loves being at home with Tom. They’ll be fine.’

			They met in the lounge bar of a hotel, where they had a wide view of the river through a wall of high windows. It was a spacious area with comfortable chairs, and fairly quiet. Only one other table was occupied that early in the evening. A couple of middle-aged women were conversing in low voices. After Ariadne had gone to the bar to order coffees, she sat down and asked how Tom was doing. 

			‘Tom’s great,’ Geraldine replied. 

			Ariadne was pleased to hear her friend talking so cheerfully about the baby, and to see how well she looked. 

			‘Motherhood suits you,’ she said.

			Geraldine shrugged. ‘It has its moments,’ she said, before she enquired about the investigation. Ariadne pulled a face and admitted that progress was slow.

			‘I’ve been mulling it over,’ Geraldine admitted. ‘Is it possible Carly was convinced Lauren killed Jay, and so she killed Lauren in revenge?’

			‘It’s possible. To be honest, we’re still at the stage of thinking anything’s possible,’ Ariadne replied helplessly. 

			‘Let’s approach it from another angle,’ Geraldine said. ‘Who stood to gain by Lauren’s death?’

			‘No one, as far as we can tell. She was virtually broke, with her earnings barely covering her regular outgoings. Jay used to help her out from time to time. He was not ungenerous with his money. Other than that, she got on well with her flatmate, with whom she’d been friends since they were at school together, and her manager where she worked was happy with her. As far as we can tell, she had no enemies. It’s hopeless trying to find anyone who had an issue with her serious enough to want to kill her. The worst she’s ever done is get a customer’s flower order wrong.’

			‘Was it a coincidence, Lauren being killed so soon after Jay?’ Geraldine asked. ‘Don’t you think the two murders must be connected?’

			‘Yes, that’s a theory we’re looking into, that someone who believed Lauren killed Jay might have killed her as retribution.’ Even as she spoke, Ariadne could hear how unlikely that sounded, but Geraldine looked serious.

			‘Yes, that’s what I’ve been wondering about. Didn’t you say Jay’s neighbour thought two women visited him regularly? What if the other woman believed Lauren killed him?’

			Ariadne told her the team had been harbouring the same suspicion, but they had taken a statement from Carly, and so far they had found nothing to indicate she was responsible for Lauren’s death. Ariadne had questioned her, and didn’t think she was guilty. 

			‘She seemed fairly laid-back about her relationship with Jay. I’m not sure she was even particularly bothered by his death, unless she’s been lying to us about her feelings for him.’

			Geraldine looked thoughtful. ‘That’s possible,’ she said. ‘And what about the old woman, Mary? Have you considered her as a potential suspect?’

			Ariadne gave a dismissive shake of her head. ‘She’s too feeble to have overpowered a man like Jay.’

			‘Even after he’d fallen down the stairs and knocked himself out?’

			Ariadne shook her head again. ‘If you saw how frail she is, you wouldn’t be thinking along those lines. She can barely walk unaided.’

			Geraldine frowned. ‘You mentioned she’d been shopping that morning,’ she began, but Ariadne interrupted her. 

			‘She’s got a shopping trolley that doubles up as a walking aid. It’s a bag attached to a tripod on wheels that she can lean on when she walks. She needs it to help her walk.’

			‘I’m sure she does,’ Geraldine replied. ‘All I’m saying is that it’s easy to be blinkered by appearances, and it’s dangerous to jump to conclusions without testing every possibility.’ 

			‘I don’t know what you mean,’ Ariadne retorted, stung by the accusation that she was being careless. ‘I know what I’m doing and believe me, I consider everything extremely thoroughly.’

			‘Ignore me,’ Geraldine said, smiling. ‘I’m not even involved in the case. I’m telling you not to jump to conclusions, and here I am doing just that, only in my case I’m speculating from incomplete information.’

			‘Anyway, there’s been a development,’ Ariadne added. Keen to move the conversation into more comfortable territory, she brought Geraldine up to speed about the recent break-in at Natalie’s flat.

			Like Ariadne and the rest of the team, Geraldine thought it was probably no coincidence the two murders had been carried out within two weeks of each other, or that the break-in had happened just days after Lauren was killed. 

			‘How did Natalie take it?’ she asked.

			‘Well, naturally she was scared that an intruder had entered the flat, and she was still shocked about the death of her friend, almost on her doorstep. But she handled it well. She didn’t break down and she was perfectly lucid in telling me what she knew, which wasn’t much. The encounter was over so quickly, and the burglar was wearing a hood, so she saw nothing, and they disguised their voice. She did say she had the impression it was a woman and the intruder said she was looking for something, but she didn’t say what.’ 

			Geraldine grunted, frowning. Ariadne wondered if her friend had spotted something in what she had heard, but it was difficult to see what it could be. 

			‘Natalie told me they’d thought they were safe up on the first floor,’ Ariadne went on. ‘Ironic, isn’t it?’ Almost in passing, she added, ‘Naturally I advised her to put a chain on her front door.’

			‘Why didn’t they do that when the lock was fixed?’ Geraldine asked.

			‘They didn’t need to fix it, as such,’ Ariadne replied. ‘But she did get the lock changed straightaway.’

			Geraldine’s expression grew curiously intense, and Ariadne felt a flicker of excitement seeing her friend’s eyes brighten as they used to do whenever she spotted a potential lead. 

			‘What do you mean, they didn’t need to fix it?’ Geraldine asked, sitting forward in her chair and staring intently at Ariadne.

			‘Only that there was no evidence the lock had been picked or tampered with. Why? What are you thinking?’

			Geraldine shook her head, muttering that it was nothing. ‘It’s not my place to say anything. I’m not even involved in the investigation.’

			Ariadne was disappointed. ‘You can still tell me what you’re thinking,’ she insisted. 

			‘I’m thinking that this is an interesting development.’

			Ariadne stared at her friend. ‘Wait,’ she cried out, and glanced around, realising she had raised her voice in her astonishment. ‘What do you mean? What development?’

			Geraldine took a sip of her coffee. 

			‘What have you seen that I’ve missed?’ Ariadne pressed her impatiently. ‘Tell me.’

			‘It’s just that you said the lock hadn’t been picked.’

			‘What I said was, we haven’t found any signs the lock was picked. This might have been a relatively easy lock to pick, or we could be looking for an experienced house burglar. That narrows down our search but, even so, we still have to find them, and we can only speculate that finding the intruder will take us nearer to finding Lauren’s killer.’

			‘There is another possibility,’ Geraldine said softly. 

			She paused before asking whether a forensic examination of Natalie’s flat had yielded any leads to the identity of the intruder. 

			Ariadne shook her head. ‘We searched for fingerprints, but haven’t found any that are unaccounted for. The intruder must have been wearing gloves.’

			‘What about DNA?’

			‘For a burglary where nothing was taken, and there was no damage? It’s not really part of the murder investigation, so we can’t justify putting in an urgent request for this. We might get something back further down the line, but that’s going to take months to get the results. You know how it is.’ 

			‘There was no sign of a break-in,’ Geraldine reminded her. 

			Ariadne frowned, unsure what Geraldine was suggesting. 

			‘Wasn’t Lauren mugged last week?’ Geraldine prompted her.

			Ariadne had the impression Geraldine was hinting at something, but she couldn’t work out what it was.

			‘Yes.’

			‘Her bag wasn’t recovered, was it?’

			‘Oh my God!’ Ariadne burst out, finally realising what Geraldine was hinting at. 

			The two women seated nearby broke off their muted conversation to look over at them. One of them tutted loudly. 

			Ariadne leaned forward and spoke very quietly. ‘You think whoever broke in could have been using Lauren’s key.’

			‘It’s possible.’

			‘Which means whoever broke in could have killed Lauren, or at least been present when it happened.’

			‘That’s a bit of a jump, but it’s possible,’ Geraldine replied. ‘At any rate, it might be interesting to find out what happened to Lauren’s keys.’

			Ariadne stared at Geraldine. ‘That’s what I was wondering. This might show us the killer’s motive.’ All at once she reached a decision and jumped up. ‘I need to put this to Binita.’ She hesitated. ‘I’m not sure I can tell her we’ve been discussing this. I ought to credit you for the theory about the bag and the key and, of course, I want to, but like you said, you’re not officially involved in the investigation—’ She broke off feeling awkward. 

			‘This isn’t about getting credit for anything,’ Geraldine replied. ‘It’s about tracking down whoever killed Lauren. I’m not involved, and it’s best if you keep my name out if it. In fact, I insist you don’t mention to anyone that we’ve discussed your case.’

			Ariadne nodded and hurried away. At the door she halted and looked back over her shoulder. Geraldine was leaning back in her chair, smiling to herself. 
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			Ariadne fell asleep, puzzling over what an intruder had been doing in Lauren’s flat. When she woke up, she was still thinking about what Natalie had said. Back at her desk, she was reading through Carly’s statements when it struck her that Natalie had misunderstood what the intruder had said. With renewed determination, she went to the detective chief inspector’s office and knocked on the door. 

			‘What is it?’ Binita called out.

			Ariadne opened the door and peered in. ‘I need to speak to you.’

			Binita glanced up from her screen. ‘Can you come back later? I’m busy.’

			‘I want to run something past you.’ 

			‘Can’t it wait? I’m in the middle of something.’

			‘That’s the thing. I’m not sure it can wait. I think we may need to get on to it straightaway.’

			‘You’d better come in, then, but make it quick.’

			Binita’s dark eyes narrowed as Ariadne suggested that Carly might have broken into Natalie’s flat. ‘What gives you that idea?’

			‘Natalie thought the intruder mentioned “sheets”, but she could have said “cheats”. Carly had already told us Jay was seeing another woman. She told me he wasn’t cheating as such, because they had an open relationship, but she might not have been completely honest when she said she didn’t care that he had started seeing someone else on a regular basis.’

			Binita looked thoughtful. ‘It’s possible,’ she conceded.

			‘There’s more,’ Ariadne said. ‘We never found Lauren’s bag, and there was no sign of a break-in at Natalie’s flat, so it’s possible the intruder was using Lauren’s key. And that means the intruder might have also been the person who attacked Lauren in the street.’

			‘And killed her,’ Binita murmured.

			‘It makes sense,’ Ariadne said. ‘Carly denied that Jay was cheating on her, but she admitted he was seeing other women. What if Carly didn’t mind him seeing other women on a casual basis, but was unhappy about him having a serious relationship with another woman? What if she killed Lauren in a jealous rage?’

			Although the detective chief inspector was sympathetic to Ariadne’s demands, she couldn’t commit to doing everything Ariadne wanted straightaway. 

			‘For now, you’ll have to do your best to find proof,’ she said. ‘I’ll do what I can.’

			Ariadne left the detective chief inspector’s office feeling more determined than ever to find the truth. 

			‘I’m thinking Carly could be Natalie’s intruder,’ Ariadne told Naomi after she had spoken to the detective chief inspector. ‘But it may not be easy to prove it.’ 

			‘Why would Carly have broken into Lauren’s home?’

			‘Jealousy,’ Ariadne replied promptly. 

			Naomi frowned. ‘But why would she have wanted to go to Lauren’s flat? Wouldn’t she want to keep away from anything to do with Lauren, not go to her flat to steal her things?’

			Ariadne frowned. ‘This doesn’t sound like an attempted burglary. There could be a connection between Jay’s murder and the break-in. I think Carly might have attacked Lauren and stolen her bag, and then used her key to enter the flat.’

			Naomi frowned. ‘Okay, supposing for a moment that Carly killed Lauren, is it likely she would steal her bag and go to her flat? Surely that would be the last place she’d want to go. Why would she put herself at risk of discovery like that?’ 

			‘We should be able to look into it as a possibility. If there’s a chance Carly broke into the flat using Lauren’s key, you’d think it would be worth checking for traces of her DNA there,’ Ariadne grumbled. 

			‘There’s no point,’ Naomi replied. ‘Finding evidence that Carly visited Lauren’s flat wouldn’t prove anything. Carly could claim she’d visited Lauren while she was alive, and no one could disprove it.’

			‘Well, in any case, there’s no guarantee we can get another DNA sample processed straightaway. You know how urgent requests are strictly rationed these days, and we’ve already reached our limit. I told Binita how important this is, and she said she’d do her best, but her hands are tied. In the meantime, we’ll look for prints in Natalie’s flat, and send a search team to Carly’s lodgings. They might come across something useful, Lauren’s keys, if not her bag itself. I’ll set that in motion and bring Carly in for further questioning.’

			Later that morning, Ariadne gazed at Carly across the table as she announced her name and that of her colleague, Detective Sergeant Naomi Arnold. An elderly lawyer was sitting beside Carly. His hunched shoulders and round black-framed glasses added to his owl-like appearance, as he sat blinking at Ariadne. Carly looked pasty-faced without her usual heavy make-up. Her skin had an unhealthy sheen, and there were grey smudges under her eyes. In leggings and a baggy jumper, she bore little resemblance to the svelte woman Ariadne had met at The Blue Cat. 

			‘What is all this?’ Carly snapped. ‘Can’t you people back off? You’re like a dog with a bone. I need to be at work early today and I’ve got a million and one things to do first.’ She looked down at her hands, fingers splayed out, before patting her hair with a grimace. ‘You might not care what you look like, but I have to make an effort to look good for punters. It doesn’t happen just like that, you know, and I’ve got my living to make, same as anyone else. Can you imagine what would happen if I turned up at work looking like this?’

			‘You seem angry today,’ Ariadne said quietly. 

			‘Is that any surprise? I’ve answered all your questions, over and over, and now this.’

			Carly waved one hand in the direction of the two detectives, before turning to face the duty lawyer sitting patiently beside her. ‘They can’t keep me here, can they? I want you to get me out of here right now. If I don’t leave here soon, I’m going to miss my appointment at the nail bar. You’re my lawyer, aren’t you?’ she snapped, as he began to remonstrate. ‘So tell me, what’s all that shit I’ve been hearing about strangers searching my place?’ she went on, her face twisting into an awkward scowl. ‘They’re way out of line on that, aren’t they? I need you to stop them harassing me. Isn’t there a complaints procedure against the police?’ She began to stand up, but the lawyer murmured to her and she sat down again. 

			‘We just want to ask you a few questions,’ Ariadne said in a reassuring tone.

			‘Questions, questions.’ Exasperated, Carly turned to the lawyer. ‘How can you just sit there while they hound me like this? I’m not even a suspect and they’re treating me like a bloody criminal. I have better things to do than sit here listening to this shit.’

			‘Let’s hear what they have to say,’ the lawyer replied in an even tone.

			‘Some help you are,’ Carly fumed, but Ariadne could see she was scared. 

			Pale and slightly sweaty, Carly licked her lips nervously and stared doggedly over Ariadne’s shoulder, refusing to look directly at her. 

			‘You told us you were at home on the Saturday night your boyfriend, Jay, was killed. We have reason to believe you were with him that morning.’

			‘Oh Jesus, not this again,’ Carly wailed. ‘How many times do I have to tell you, I never saw Jay at the weekend. Yes, I sometimes went home with him, but only during the week. Weekends are my busy time at work. I didn’t kill him. He was good to me. Why would I want him dead?’

			For an instant, Carly’s pretence at insouciance slipped and she looked fraught. Within seconds, she regained her composure. The contortion in her expression was so fleeting, Ariadne wondered if she had imagined it. 

			‘Tell us about Lauren.’

			‘Who?’ Carly’s face was now a mask of detachment.

			Naomi slid a picture across the table. ‘Carly is being shown an image of Lauren Shaw,’ she said. 

			She put a second picture in front of Carly, this one showing Lauren’s face after she had been strangled. The whites of her eyes were bright red, and there was bruising on her neck. Carly’s eyes narrowed as she took in the second of the two images, before enquiring coldly who the women were and why Ariadne was showing them to her.

			‘That’s two pictures of one woman, before and after she was murdered,’ Naomi replied. ‘She was Jay’s girlfriend.’

			‘Yes, well, like I told you already, I knew he was seeing other people. We both were. But I don’t see what that woman’s got to do with me. So we were both seeing the same guy. So what? Some of my regulars are married, some have girlfriends. I dare say some have boyfriends. Not everyone appreciates being restricted to one partner. Can I go home now?’ She turned once more to the lawyer and snapped at him to do something.

			‘My client hasn’t been charged,’ he said quietly. ‘She has answered all your questions and now she would like to go home.’ 

			Ariadne was convinced that Carly had been in Lauren’s flat, but they couldn’t hold her indefinitely without any evidence. ‘Not just yet,’ she said.
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			Ariadne had Carly held in a cell while they waited for the outcome of the search. She was beginning to lose hope of finding anything that would help the investigation when, at last, she heard from the sergeant in charge of the search team. With a grim smile, Ariadne summoned Naomi and had the suspect brought back to an interview room. 

			‘My client has finished here,’ the lawyer said. ‘She is ready to leave.’

			‘I’m afraid we can’t let her go just yet,’ Ariadne replied. 

			‘You can’t keep me here,’ Carly said. ‘The lawyer said so.’

			‘Unless you charge my client, I insist you release her.’

			‘Very well,’ Ariadne replied, trying not to sound pleased. ‘Carly Fox, I’m arresting you on suspicion of the murders of Jay Roper and Lauren Shaw.’ She proceeded to read Carly her rights.

			‘What are you on about?’ Carly cried out indignantly. ‘You can’t pin those murders on me. You look down on my job, so you think I’m an easy target.’ She turned to the lawyer once again. ‘Do something. You said they couldn’t keep me here. This is bullshit. They think because of what I do, they can get away with this, but I’ve got rights, the same as anyone else.’

			Naomi held up a bag containing a shiny pink purse. 

			‘Do you recognise this purse?’ Ariadne asked. ‘For the tape, DS Arnold is showing the suspect a purse found in the bins outside her home at 13.15 today. The purse contains a credit card belonging to Lauren Shaw.’

			‘What?’ Carly screeched. Her cheeks flushed with indignation, or alarm. ‘You went poking around the bins at my flat? You can’t do that. They can’t do that, can they? That’s not legal, is it?’

			‘We had a warrant to search your flat.’

			Carly started to remonstrate and then fell silent, scowling and biting her lip.

			‘Can you explain how Lauren’s purse came to be in a bag of rubbish in the bins outside your flat?’

			‘I don’t know,’ Carly muttered. ‘She must have dropped it there. How should I know how it got there?’

			‘If the purse was found outside my client’s property, anyone could have deposited it there,’ the lawyer pointed out. 

			‘It was discovered at the bottom of a bag of rubbish, which contained a circular addressed to your client, and the purse has her fingerprints on it.’

			‘All right, all right,’ Carly said. ‘So I met Lauren and she lent me her purse before she was killed. I’d – I’d lost mine and she let me borrow hers. She said I could use whatever cash she had, as long as I paid her back. But I didn’t know her well. When I heard she’d been mugged, I panicked and threw her purse away so no one could accuse me of mugging her. Anyone would have done the same. I was scared.’

			The lawyer spoke up. ‘I need to speak with my client alone.’

			Sensing the suspect was growing desperate, Ariadne pressed on. ‘We know what you did. Tell us why you attacked her. It will be much easier for you if you cooperate with us now.’

			Carly shook her head. ‘I told you, we were both seeing other people. It’s ridiculous to accuse him of cheating. We were never serious about each other.’

			‘That might be how he was feeling, but it’s not how you felt, was it? There’s no point in denying it any longer.’ 

			Ariadne didn’t point out that it was possible to be convinced of the truth without being able to prove it, and as long as Carly refused to talk, she might yet evade arrest. Somehow, Ariadne had to persuade her to confess.

			‘Tell us why you did it,’ Ariadne continued. ‘I’m sure Lauren must have provoked you. Carly, we already have enough evidence to convict you. This is your opportunity to tell your side of the story. We know what you did.’

			Carly’s shoulders slumped and her expression of alarm gave way to one of resignation. The lawyer cleared his throat loudly and repeated that he wanted to confer with his client in private, but Carly ignored him and began talking very rapidly.

			‘Look, you’ve got this all wrong. I never meant to hurt her. You can’t say it was my fault. I was on my way to work when I noticed her walking across Lendal Bridge, so I followed her. I’d seen her with Jay and I recognised her. I knew it was her because of these shoes she was wearing. I’d spoken to Jay’s neighbour and she told me what happened. That bitch pushed him down the stairs. You weren’t doing anything about it and, well—’ She shrugged. ‘I admit it, I let my temper get the better of me. All I could think of was how unfair it was. She’d killed him and the least she could do was apologise for what she’d done.’ 

			‘I’m not sure I understand. Who did you want her to apologise to?’

			‘To me, of course.’

			‘Why did she owe you an apology?’

			‘Jay was generous to me, and she took him away from me. She had no right to do that. It was only fair she should compensate me for what she’d taken.’

			‘So you killed her?’ Ariadne prompted her.

			The lawyer interrupted her to insist he speak to her alone, but Carly shook her head and continued with her account. 

			‘It wasn’t like that.’

			‘What was it like? If you don’t tell us what happened, we’re going to assume the worst of you.’ 

			‘I followed her to Gillygate. When she stopped to cross the road, I told her I knew what she’d done. I wanted to hear her admit it, but she denied it. That’s when I understood that she didn’t care what she’d done to me, and she was never going to accept that she owed me. Then she said Jay had asked her to marry him, and she laughed at me for thinking he had ever cared about me. “You can’t seriously think he’d want anything more than a meaningless screw from a whore like you,” was what she said. I hated her more than I’d ever hated anyone and when she turned to walk away, I lashed out. I wanted to make her suffer for what she said to me.’ Tears spilled out of her eyes, but her expression remained cold. ‘People are always sneering at me. People like you.’ 

			‘What did you hit her with?’ Ariadne asked quietly. 

			‘My client isn’t going to say another word until she’s had a chance to talk with me,’ the lawyer interrupted. 

			‘I didn’t hit her. I told you, it wasn’t my fault. I grabbed her hair and she lost her balance and fell backwards into the lane. She must have hit her head on the edge of a low wall there because she let out this kind of sigh and after that she just lay there.’

			‘What happened next?’

			‘I was scared. I thought I’d killed her.’

			‘You just said you wanted to kill her.’

			‘My client never said that she wanted to kill anyone,’ the lawyer corrected her quickly.

			‘I may have hated her, in the heat of the moment, but I never intended to hurt her.’ Carly turned and looked at the lawyer who was watching her in silence. ‘It was an accident. You have to tell them.’ 

			The lawyer began agitating for a break, but Ariadne had one more question for Carly. 

			‘Was it an accident when you strangled her?’

			‘Yes, yes, that was an accident too. You have to believe me. I was trying to pull her into the lane, to get her off the road, out of sight. I didn’t want anyone to see me with her. Then I was going to scarper and make an anonymous call for an ambulance. I never meant to hurt her.’

			‘Tell us how you came to strangle her.’

			‘I don’t know, I don’t know. I can’t remember. I was panicking. I think I pulled her too hard. Maybe the strap of her bag got caught round her neck.’

			‘You seemed to recover very quickly. After you killed her, you went straight to work,’ Ariadne said. ‘And you forgot to call for an ambulance.’

			‘I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t want to get in trouble. I thought someone would find her and send for help and everyone would think she’d been mugged. So I took her bag to make it look like she’d been robbed, and ran away.’

			‘You attacked her and left her dying in the street,’ Naomi said coldly. 

			‘No, no, it wasn’t like that.’

			‘What was it like?’ Ariadne asked. 

			‘I never meant for her to die. You have to believe me.’

			‘You killed Jay and Lauren because you were jealous of their relationship. You were jealous of their relationship and afraid he would leave you for her. You always wanted her out of the way so he would pay more attention to you. You never forgave her for having a relationship with him. Even after she was dead, you were determined to get your revenge.’

			‘No, no,’ Carly sobbed. ‘I didn’t know she was dead. I never meant to kill her. I just wanted to – to punish her for what she did to Jay.’ Her eyes gleamed, momentarily betraying her fury, and she hissed, ‘I’m not sorry for what I did. She deserved to die.’

			‘Was it an accident when you killed Jay?’ 

			Carly’s eyes widened in surprise. ‘I never hurt Jay. Not Jay. I would never have hurt him. I would have done anything for him. Jay meant everything to me. I don’t know how I’m going to manage without his support.’

			‘Well, it’s just as well you won’t have to worry about paying your bills where you’re going,’ Naomi said. 
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			There was a muted cheer when Ariadne announced that Carly had confessed to killing Lauren. 

			‘We found Lauren’s purse in with her rubbish so she couldn’t really deny it,’ Ariadne said. ‘She’s confessed and it all checks out.’

			‘No doubt she’ll plead extenuating circumstances,’ Naomi muttered, with a sour expression.

			‘Revenge is hardly extenuating circumstances,’ Binita said.

			Ariadne thought about Thalia’s son avenging his brother’s death and she shivered, thinking about the terrible secret she had agreed to conceal.

			‘Well done, everyone,’ she said. ‘And now, let’s crack on. We still have another murder to work on.’

			‘A double murder is always tricky,’ Binita said.

			‘It’s just one now,’ Ariadne pointed out. ‘With Carly’s confession, Lauren’s death is accounted for. Unless we can find evidence someone else was there at the time Jay was killed, then it’s looking like Carly killed him as well. We already know she’s capable of murder, which makes her an obvious suspect. And we know she had motive and opportunity to kill Jay.’

			‘She killed Lauren in a jealous rage, so why not Jay as well?’ Naomi asked.

			‘The other possibility is that Lauren killed him.’ Ariadne sighed. ‘One of our suspects has confessed to a different murder, and the other one is dead.’

			‘What about Yiannis?’ Naomi asked. ‘And Mary?’

			‘I can’t see that either of them would have a motive to kill him,’ Ariadne replied. ‘Apart from her obvious physical frailty, Mary has a strong religious belief and that alone makes her an unlikely suspect. But we can’t rule out anyone who could have been there.’

			A sigh seemed to hover in the air before everyone returned to their allotted tasks. After reading reports and checking in with her colleagues studying CCTV, Ariadne met Naomi for lunch in the canteen. 

			‘The VIIDO team spotted a hooded figure that could be Carly coming off Lendal Bridge and walking along the pavement towards Gillygate. The only clear shot they found was at the traffic lights at the junction of Bootham and Gillygate but even there the target’s face was hidden under a hood. There’s not enough to establish a definite identity, but it’s given us enough to back up what we already know.’

			‘If she hadn’t confessed…’ Naomi said. 

			‘I know, it was touch and go for a while back there.’ 

			They smiled at one another. 

			‘One down, one to go,’ Naomi muttered. ‘Did you believe her about Jay?’

			Ariadne shrugged. ‘She broke down and admitted to killing Lauren. She’s already signed a statement. But she’s still insisting she didn’t harm Jay. She must have realised we’d nailed her for Lauren’s murder, once she knew we’d found Lauren’s purse in her trash. But she might still get away with killing Jay. Going down for one murder is better than going down for two. With a sharp enough defence, she might even get off with manslaughter. Then again, who killed Jay if it wasn’t Lauren or Carly? It must have been one of them. We know Lauren was there, because Mary recognised her shoes.’

			‘Unless Mary was confused,’ Naomi said.

			‘Or lying,’ Ariadne said thoughtfully. ‘I might question her again.’

			‘We’ve already questioned her two or three times. What more is she going to tell us?’

			‘I’m not sure,’ Ariadne admitted. 

			She didn’t add it was Geraldine’s suggestion that Mary might know more than she had admitted. It was hard to see what else Mary could tell them, but a hint from Geraldine was enough for Ariadne to view the old woman as a person of interest. She decided to speak to Binita who asked the same question as Naomi. 

			‘She had access to the hall before Jay was killed,’ Ariadne said, attempting to put forward a justification for her interest. ‘It’s possible she might remember something else, something that might place Carly at the scene on the morning Jay was killed. It’s even possible she was involved in some way.’

			‘Who? Mary? The old woman?’

			‘Don’t you think she could have suffocated him? I mean, it’s possible, isn’t it?’

			Binita gave Ariadne a sceptical look. ‘Let’s not start clutching at straws yet, especially such improbable ones. I grant you Mary had access to the hall, but why would she want to kill Jay? Maybe she had opportunity, but she had no motive and, in any case, she was hardly in a position to overpower a strong man.’ 

			Ariadne thought about the frail old woman and had to agree. But Jay had no doubt been dazed by his fall, and the truth was that Geraldine’s words were bothering her. 

			‘I’d just like to bring her in tomorrow and question her.’

			‘Very well, let me think about it. We don’t want to find ourselves facing charges of harassment. The media would love a story about us pestering some poor, helpless, old woman. You know how they love to sensationalise anything that puts us in a bad light. I can imagine the headlines and, to be honest, I’m not convinced it’s worth the risk. What exactly are you hoping to gain from questioning her again? I appreciate you’re trying to leave no stone unturned in pursuing every possible avenue, and even some that are implausible, but I have to keep in mind all the possible consequences of every action we take. We need to be constantly vigilant, Ariadne.’

			It sounded like a warning. Ariadne wondered if the detective chief inspector had found out that she was concealing relevant information. She told herself Thalia would never have revealed Ariadne’s complicity in keeping Yiannis’s guilty secret. To do so would have betrayed her son to the police. Besides, Yiannis’s crime from twenty years ago had no bearing on their investigation into Jay’s death. But she felt uneasy. One false remark and everything would come crashing down. 

			Seeing her looking worried that evening Nico enquired what was wrong. Ariadne told him how reluctant Binita had been for her to question Mary again. 

			‘She banged on about our public image, and how she has to consider the wider picture, and how bad it might look if there was any suggestion of us browbeating a poor old woman.’ 

			‘Maybe you should just forget about seeing this witness again. She’s already been questioned, hasn’t she?’ 

			Ariadne nodded miserably, but she had made up her mind. She tried to respond to Nico’s attempts at conversation over supper, but her responses were forced. After a while, he gave up and left her to her thoughts which remained fixed on the investigation. Geraldine had expressed surprise that they hadn’t considered Mary a possible suspect. Geraldine was in no position to comment at all, since she was not involved in the investigation and had never even spoken to Mary, but nevertheless her comment was unsettling. 

			‘What is it?’ Nico asked again when she had finished clearing the table and stacking the dishwasher.

			‘It was Geraldine who suggested I look into this old woman who lives downstairs in Yiannis’s rental,’ she said. 

			‘Geraldine?’

			Ariadne nodded.

			‘I thought she was on maternity leave?’

			‘She is, but I’ve been discussing the case with her.’

			‘Is that allowed?’

			Ariadne shrugged. ‘No one else knows. We’ve just been talking, in confidence.’ She sighed, thinking this was another secret she was keeping from Binita. ‘That’s not the issue. The thing is, should I trust Geraldine’s opinion?’

			‘It’s not about trusting or not trusting her,’ Nico replied. ‘She’s not working on the case and isn’t in a position to voice any sort of opinion on it. She only knows what she’s heard from you, and what she’s read in the papers.’ 

			Wondering whether she was paying too much attention to her former colleague’s ideas, Ariadne passed a restless night and had still not decided what to do when she woke up. 
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			As soon as Ariadne entered Binita’s office the next morning, she knew something was wrong. Binita seemed unusually sombre as she looked up and told Ariadne she had just received sad news. 

			‘Is this about Mary?’ Ariadne asked, without stopping to consider whether that was likely. 

			There was no reason why Binita would have come to the same conclusion about the downstairs tenant as Geraldine appeared to have reached. But at her advanced age, Mary might have fallen ill, and there were still questions for her to answer. If she was unable to speak, for whatever reason, that would put an end to Ariadne’s latest line of questioning, and Geraldine’s theory might never be fully examined. 

			‘Mary? Are you talking about Yiannis’s downstairs tenant, Mary Jones?’ Binita repeated in surprise. ‘No. It’s nothing to do with Yiannis’s tenant. It’s Yiannis himself. The fact is, I’ve just heard that Yiannis Karalis is dead.’

			‘What?’ Ariadne didn’t try to conceal her shock. ‘What happened? I spoke to his mother only a week ago and she didn’t say anything about him being ill. How did he die?’

			‘Apparently it was very sudden,’ Binita replied. ‘I thought, as you’re connected with the Greek community, that you might go and visit his mother, find out what you can from her.’ 

			‘But – but – you haven’t told me what happened. It wasn’t another murder?’

			She wondered vaguely whether his past had caught up with him, and he had been traced to York, not by the police as his mother had feared, but by relatives of the man he had killed all those years ago. 

			Binita gave a helpless shrug. ‘It’s not clear,’ she said. ‘Can you talk to his family, talk to his mother, and find out what happened to him? No one is telling us anything.’ It sounded like an order. 

			Dismissing her suspicions of Mary for the time being, Ariadne hurried to Hope Street to speak to Thalia. There were a few cars outside the house, and she had to park further away than she wanted. The front door was open and she walked in, passing a couple of dark-haired men standing in the hall who watched her as she entered the living room. There she found several women dressed in black, standing around Thalia. She was seated on an upright chair, staring straight ahead, seemingly oblivious to the people who had gathered around her. The room was stuffy and there was a stale smell, as though the windows had never been opened. Hearing voices muttering in Greek, Ariadne felt like an interloper and, at the same time, a friend to Thalia. None of the other women probably knew her harrowing secret, the reason why she and her son had fled Greece twenty years earlier. In some ways, Ariadne had a more intimate relationship with the grieving widow than anyone else, even though she and Thalia had spent very little time together. 

			It wasn’t going to be easy to force her way through the women who formed a group around the grieving woman, as though guarding her from intruders. Even if Ariadne managed to get close to her, it didn’t look as though Thalia would be able to speak freely. Backing out of the room, she returned to the hall, where the two men stared openly at her, perhaps wondering who she was. One of them looked little more than twenty, the other was middle-aged. Ariadne approached the older of the two men and asked him what had happened to Yiannis.

			‘He’s dead,’ the man said dispassionately, looking coldly at her. 

			‘Yes, I know that,’ Ariadne replied. ‘But what happened to him? I saw him recently and he said nothing about being ill. Can you tell me how he died?’

			‘What difference does it make?’ the young man burst out. ‘He’s dead, however it happened.’ He paused and stared angrily at Ariadne. ‘Who are you, anyway? What do you know about Yiannis?’

			‘More perhaps than you do,’ she said quietly. ‘Tell me what happened. Did he die from natural causes? Or did someone kill him?’

			‘No one killed him,’ the young man snapped. ‘It wasn’t like that. Now leave. You’re not family. You have no business asking questions here in a house of mourning.’

			‘He wasn’t physically ill,’ the older man replied heavily. ‘Not ill in the sense I think you mean. But he was sick.’

			‘Sick in the head,’ the younger man said, scowling. ‘What kind of a man does that to an old woman? He’s broken his mother’s heart, the coward. We all have problems, but we don’t—’ He broke off, seemingly unable to express his thought aloud. 

			For a second Ariadne stared at the two men in disbelief. ‘Are you saying he took his own life?’ she asked at last. ‘Why? What happened?’

			But the men refused to answer her questions. Feeling wretched, she returned to the police station without making any further attempt to speak to Thalia. Back at her desk, she phoned around the local undertakers until she found the one who was taking care of the funeral arrangements. Still shocked, she drove straight there and, once she had introduced herself to him, the undertaker declared himself happy to answer her questions. A gaunt man, nearly bald, he peered at her through rimless glasses with a professional expression of sympathy. 

			‘The family are desperate to have him buried in consecrated ground, but there’s not much I can do about it. The church is unyielding.’ He sighed heavily. ‘It’s a sad case when a man takes his own life, but it’s all too common. He hung himself,’ he added. ‘It was his mother who found him in his bedroom. Poor woman, she was distraught.’ 

			‘She must have been. How terrible.’ 

			Having found out as much as she could, Ariadne returned to the police station to file her report. Yiannis might have killed a man, but he was beyond punishment now. 
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			On Sunday morning, Ariadne went to speak to Binita again to request permission to bring Mary in for questioning, but the detective chief inspector was away at a meeting. Ariadne was already nervous, knowing she had concealed information, and she was reluctant to act without Binita’s clear instruction. There was a risk attached to acting independently. Geraldine had sometimes been in trouble with their senior officer for going off on her own, but Geraldine’s ideas had always produced results. Ariadne was fairly confident Mary had useful information to share, but she knew she might be reprimanded or even face disciplinary measures, if Mary made a fuss. But how badly wrong could it go? All she wanted to do was bring Mary to the police station and ask her a few questions. Anxious about trying to persuade Mary to accompany her, she drove slowly. Loath to provoke accusations of bullying or intimidation, she parked outside the house and sat for a moment, procrastinating.

			She had almost made up her mind to abandon her plan and leave, when the front door of Yiannis’s property opened and Mary appeared, dragging her grey and black shopping trolley. Had Ariadne been waiting for help in guiding her decision, she couldn’t have asked for a clearer sign. Without pausing to think any longer, she jumped out of her car and hurried up the steps, calling out a greeting. 

			Seeing who was there, Mary drew back, looking vexed. ‘What do you want? I told you before. Go away.’ She fluttered her gnarled hand dismissively, and swung round to go back indoors.

			Ariadne ran up the steps and placed one foot across the threshold to prevent the door closing. ‘Are you going shopping? Can I give you a lift? I was just passing.’ 

			Mary glared at her suspiciously.

			‘You look like you could do with some help.’ 

			The old crone hesitated. In that instant of indecision, Ariadne took hold of the handle of the shopping trolley and began lifting it down the steps. Mary followed her, muttering to herself. With the trolley safely stowed in the back of the car, Ariadne opened the front passenger door and Mary clambered in. Ariadne was wondering how she was going to set about questioning her passenger, when Mary twisted round to look at her.

			‘I think you’re the one in need of help, not me,’ the old woman said. She coughed and began to wheeze. 

			‘What do you mean, I need help?’ Ariadne asked her, when the old woman had recovered her breath.

			‘I could tell you things.’

			‘What things?’

			‘I know what went on upstairs.’ 

			‘Go on.’

			‘You don’t expect me to tell you everything for free,’ Mary said. ‘You people pay for information, don’t you?’ 

			‘That depends,’ Ariadne replied thoughtfully, as she turned the key in the ignition.

			Mary leaned back in her seat and closed her eyes. She appeared to fall asleep, but after a moment she sat up quite suddenly and gazed around in bewilderment, demanding to know where Ariadne was taking her. 

			‘We’re going to the police station.’

			‘What? The police station? Why? I don’t want to go there. You said you were helping me with my shopping.’

			‘And you said you had some information for us,’ Ariadne replied cheerily. ‘We can’t pay you for anything you tell us unless it’s registered through the official channels. So we’re just going to the police station to record what you have to say.’ 

			She hoped Mary would believe the story, but the old woman was not so easily fooled. 

			‘That’s not how they do it on the telly,’ she said. ‘They sit in their cars where no one can see them, and pay the informers whenever they have anything to share.’

			‘Well, that might be how they do things on the television, but it’s not what we do here, in the real world. I’ll take you to the police station where you’ll be given a nice cup of tea and a biscuit.’

			‘I don’t want a cup of tea and a biscuit,’ Mary replied testily. ‘I want to go home.’

			‘And then we’ll just have a quiet chat and you can tell us what you know,’ Ariadne went on.

			Mary continued protesting feebly and Ariadne was beginning to think she might have to drop her unwilling passenger home, when greed overcame the old woman’s reticence. 

			‘You haven’t told me how much you’re paying me yet,’ she said.

			‘That depends on you,’ Ariadne repeated. ‘We can’t pay you much if you don’t tell us much.’

			Arriving at the police station, Ariadne left Mary with a female constable and went to find Naomi. 

			‘You’ve brought Mary here?’ Naomi repeated in surprise. ‘Whatever for?’

			Quickly Ariadne explained that she suspected Mary knew a lot more about the murder than she had yet admitted. She might know more than could easily be elicited from questioning her informally at her home. 

			‘I’m going to tape her and I’d like you to be present,’ she added. 

			‘Does she need a lawyer?’

			Ariadne shrugged. ‘We’re not arresting her, we’ve just invited her here to answer a few questions. She came in quite willingly.’

			Naomi laughed. ‘How did you manage that?’

			‘I said we would pay her for her information and she couldn’t resist the offer of what she saw as easy money. But if she knows what I think she knows, then the deal might not turn out to be as easy as she thinks.’ She smiled grimly and Naomi nodded uneasily. 

			‘What did Binita say about it?’

			Ariadne hesitated. ‘She’s not in today. She’s out at a meeting, and I haven’t had a chance to ask her yet. So, come on, let’s do this.’ 
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			‘I finished my tea,’ Mary was saying in her reedy voice as Ariadne and Naomi entered the room. ‘Can you get me another one? And make it hot this time.’ 

			Under the bright light of the interview room, slivers of pale scalp were visible among her wispy strands of grey hair.

			‘That will be all,’ Ariadne told the constable who had been sitting with Mary, before dismissing her with a quiet word of thanks. ‘The tea can wait.’

			Ariadne and Naomi took their seats without responding to the old woman’s request. 

			‘It wasn’t even hot,’ Mary went on fussily. ‘Can you please make sure the next one is hot. Not too hot, mind. You wouldn’t want me suing you for burning myself.’ She glanced at Ariadne from under lowered lids to check that her implied threat had been noted. ‘I know my rights,’ she added, in a pitiful attempt to demonstrate she wasn’t intimidated by the situation. ‘And then I’ll be off home,’ she added, with an air of finality. 

			‘We’d like to ask you a few questions first,’ Ariadne replied, ignoring Mary’s facile attempt to take control of the situation. ‘Then we’ll consider your request.’ 

			Mary scowled, mumbling disingenuously that she only wanted a cup of tea, and was that so much for a poor old woman to ask.

			‘Tell us what you heard on the morning your neighbour died,’ Ariadne said.

			Mary snorted and folded her arms across her skinny chest. ‘I know why you keep asking me to tell you the same thing over and over and over again. You think you can catch me out. You’re just waiting for me to change my story, however slightly, so you can accuse me of bearing false witness with a pack of lies. Do you think I’m stupid? Well, you got that wrong, because I’m not saying another word. So go on, do your worst. Take me to court and let the world see how you persecute a poor old woman. I’ll go to the papers. Oh yes, I know a thing or two, and I have a powerful friend. You won’t get away with this. The Lord looks after His own.’ 

			She sat hunched in her chair, her beady eyes glaring, her lips working silently, a picture of indignation.

			‘Tell us about your neighbour,’ Naomi said. 

			The old woman shrugged. ‘What about him? He’s dead, isn’t he?’

			‘Did you get on well with him?’ Naomi asked.

			Mary’s answer was petulant. ‘You can mind your own business. I have no dealings with the devil.’

			Ariadne sighed. Mary seemed a little crazy. She might have useful information she could share with them, but she was going to be a difficult witness to question. It looked as though the interview would turn out to be another waste of time. As for putting Mary in the witness stand in court, that would be pointless.

			 ‘I’m afraid your neighbour was murdered, so this is our business,’ she tried again. ‘Mary, you’re not stupid. You know you can get in a lot of serious trouble if you hinder us in our enquiries. So why don’t you just answer our questions? We need to know about your relationship with Jay.’ 

			The crafty old woman’s eyebrows rose in genuine surprise and she stared balefully at Ariadne. 

			‘What are you talking about?’ she retorted at last. ‘As if I’d be having relations with a man like that. Your mind is corrupted by sin to think such a wicked idea. I’m a God-fearing woman, I’ll have you know, and that man was possessed by Satan. No decent person would have anything to do with him. I shunned him. Do you think I would go anywhere near him and risk corrupting my soul?’ She let out a low hiss. ‘No, thank you very much.’

			Ariadne glanced at Naomi. This was possibly a new development.

			‘What made you think he might corrupt your soul?’ Ariadne asked.

			‘He had women up there, different ones,’ Mary replied. ‘But I already told you that. Don’t you remember anything? No wife, no holy sacrament, just loose women, enemies of the Lord. And their carcasses shall be as dung.’ She sniffed. ‘Anyway, he’ll burn in hell for all eternity, and good riddance. I didn’t want him living anywhere near me. I’m a God-fearing woman. Those who follow Satan deserve to be punished for their evil ways.’ 

			‘What did your neighbour do that was so evil?’ Ariadne asked.

			‘Didn’t I just tell you he had women going up those stairs, tramps the lot of them, all walking past my door with their clattering feet and foul perfume. And I heard them through my ceiling, having carnal relations.’ Her wrinkled face contorted with disgust and she muttered incoherently about the sins of the flesh.

			Ariadne drew in a breath before enquiring very gently, ‘You say you believed he should be punished for his sins, Mary? Was that what happened to him?’ 

			Mary suddenly gave a start and shook her head. ‘I won’t say another word. He was an evil man, and noisy, and I’m not sorry he’s dead. There! Now you know. I want to go home. You can’t keep me here. I’ve done nothing wrong. I admit I was glad when I knew he was dead, but God forgives those who truly repent.’

			Ariadne wasn’t ready to give up yet. She asked Mary to remain where she was and said a constable would be back with the cup of tea she had asked for. 

			‘And then can I go home?’

			Ariadne didn’t answer. The truth was, she didn’t yet know whether she would be able to keep Mary in custody or not. It seemed almost unbelievable that the old woman could have been involved in Jay’s murder, yet she had the opportunity and it seemed she might have had a motive as well. Mary believed Jay had deserved to be punished for his sins, and what greater punishment could be meted out than death? Leaving Mary in the care of a constable, Ariadne went to find out whether the detective chief inspector had returned. 

			‘Very well,’ Binita agreed, when Ariadne found her sitting at her desk. ‘If you think it’s possible she had some crazy motive for wanting Jay dead, maybe you’re right, but do you really think she would have had the strength to kill him? I saw her, and she struggles to walk.’ 

			Ariadne shrugged. ‘I know, but she was there, and appearances can sometimes be deceptive.’

			Binita looked thoughtful. ‘It would explain how the killer managed to escape without being seen.’

			Ariadne said she would go ahead and arrange to search Mary’s apartment. 

			‘I’ll pass the request for a search warrant through as urgent,’ Binita agreed.

			While a search warrant was being obtained, Ariadne and Sam drove Mary home. They watched her shuffle with difficulty up the steps to her front door, fumble with her key, and pull her empty shopping trolley inside. Then they waited outside in the car for the search team to arrive. 

			‘What are we hoping to find in there?’ Sam enquired. ‘Some kind of murder weapon?’ He laughed. ‘Perhaps she clubbed him to death. Or was she wielding an axe?’ He grinned. ‘Of course, she could be Superwoman in disguise.’

			‘The search team know what to look for,’ Ariadne replied tersely. 
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			A sigh rippled round the room as the team heard that Mary had been brought back for further questioning. Someone muttered that they were going round in circles. Ariadne listened to a faint buzz of voices, all objecting to the latest development, but she kept silent. If her hunch was wrong, it would soon become apparent that she had been mistaken in wanting to treat Mary as a suspect. She tried to ignore the muttering as she walked past her colleagues. 

			‘We’ve already had her in.’

			‘How on earth could that doddery old woman have had anything to do with it?’ 

			‘You know she’s religious? It’s in her notes.’

			‘I don’t know what the DI thinks she’s doing.’

			‘She’s grasping at straws.’

			‘You tell me how that old woman could have killed a man like Jay.’ 

			Ariadne made her way straight to the interview room where Mary was seated, waiting. The old woman’s face was red, and she was panting as though she had been exerting herself.

			‘What is all this?’ she demanded breathlessly, as Ariadne and Naomi sat down opposite her and switched the tape on. ‘I insist on being taken home.’ She rapped on the table with her knuckles. ‘At once! They said I had to answer more questions but I know what’s going on. You’ve brought me here to get me out of the way while your colleagues plant incriminating evidence at my flat. The world has gone mad, quite mad. They can’t keep me here, can they?’ she added, turning to the lawyer. 

			The duty brief that day was a young man who looked as though he had not long ago left school. He gazed straight ahead without moving a muscle as Ariadne explained she just wanted to ask Mary a few questions. 

			‘I know, I know, they gave me all that mumbo jumbo when they came to collect me, but I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Mary replied. ‘I’ve already answered all your questions and now I want to go home. You can’t keep me here. Why does the Lord allow this persecution?’ she demanded, turning once again to the young man seated beside her. ‘You need to tell them I’ve done nothing wrong,’ she said, glaring furiously at him. ‘I’m innocent. Innocent!’ Giving up on her lawyer, she turned back to Ariadne. ‘You can’t treat me like I’m a criminal. You have no right to harass me like this. I’m an old woman. You’re going to give me a heart attack.’ She drew in a wheezy breath. ‘I can’t breathe, I can’t breathe.’ 

			Hoping she was right in assuming that Mary’s distress was a sham, Ariadne pressed on. ‘We need to talk about your neighbour, Jay Roper,’ she said.

			‘Yes, yes, I know who my neighbour was.’ Mary’s lips trembled slightly and she turned pale, but at least she seemed to be breathing normally. 

			‘According to your statement, you heard your neighbour fall down the stairs in the property where you both lived. Then you told us you heard him moaning. Surely a religious woman like you didn’t ignore him when he obviously needed help?’

			At first Mary refused to respond. Then she denied having gone anywhere near Jay on the morning he died. 

			‘I was afraid to go out,’ she said, with a faint air of belligerence. ‘So you know I had nothing to do with it. I was nowhere near him, shut up in my flat. I could have died in there and no one would have known.’ 

			Ariadne was convinced that the old woman was hiding some-thing, but Mary insisted that she had not left her flat that morning.

			‘You heard him, didn’t you?’ Ariadne persisted.

			‘Yes, there was a noise. He was always making a racket, that one. No one knows how I suffered, listening to the din he made with his music, and the shouting, and the thumping up and down the stairs, all day up and down. The Lord knows how I suffered.’ 

			‘What did you hear after he fell down the stairs?’

			‘I told you he was moaning and calling for help.’ 

			‘So you heard him moaning and went out to see what was wrong?’ Ariadne asked again, hoping Mary would admit she had gone to see if Jay was still alive after his fall. But the old woman wasn’t so easily caught out. 

			It looked as though they would have to release her, yet again, but Ariadne decided to keep her at the police station for a few more hours. In deference to her age, and since there was no proof she had been involved in a crime, she was allowed to sit in a small meeting room in the company of a young female police constable who reported that Mary never stopped complaining and demanding to be driven home. 

			‘Has she said anything other than that she wants to go home?’ Ariadne asked after an hour.

			‘Only that the tea is shit, and she’s innocent,’ the constable replied. ‘Her lawyer is advising her to say nothing.’ 

			Ariadne was having a break in the canteen with Naomi. Once she had finished her mug of tea, she was going to give up and send Mary home. Until her phone buzzed.

			‘Check this out,’ she cried out, looking at the message. 

			The forensic team had just informed Ariadne that significant traces of Jay’s DNA had been found on one of Mary’s cushions. 

			‘It seems he breathed and dribbled on it, consistent with it having been used to suffocate him,’ Ariadne said. ‘They’ll send the full report in the morning, but they thought we would want to know straightaway. Too bloody right we want to know,’ she added. 

			‘So the murder weapon was a cushion,’ Naomi said, and she laughed.

			Together they returned to the interview room. A moment later, the constable brought Mary in, accompanied by the young lawyer. 

			‘We know you suffocated Jay, and we know how you did it,’ Ariadne began. ‘So let’s stop messing about, shall we?’

			‘May the Lord strike you down for saying such a thing,’ Mary stuttered. 

			Quietly, Naomi explained the result of the forensic examination of Mary’s cushions, and the old woman’s expression altered as she listened. No longer crafty or cross, she looked frightened. 

			‘It was a mercy killing,’ she whispered.

			Ariadne relaxed. They had their confession. But she still wanted to hear what Mary had to say. 

			‘What do you mean, a mercy killing? Tell us what happened, Mary. You can confess now.’ 

			She wondered whether the invitation to confess would act as a trigger to the religious woman, although they hadn’t ascertained whether she was Catholic or Protestant, or followed some other religion. But that no longer mattered, because she was talking. 

			‘I could hear he was in pain,’ she said. ‘I couldn’t listen to that. Have you ever heard a grown man crying in pain? I suppose you have, in your line of work. I suppose it means nothing to you. But the Lord moved me to pity the man for his suffering. I knew it was the right thing to do, to put him out of his misery.’ She fell silent, remembering, or possibly calculating whether she would be believed. 

			‘You fetched a cushion, didn’t you?’ Ariadne prompted her. 

			‘I told you, it was a kindness to save him from his earthly pain.’

			‘Even though you were sending him to burn in hell?’ Ariadne murmured. ‘So you suffocated your neighbour Jay?’

			‘Yes, I put a cushion over his face and pressed down on his nose and mouth until he stopped moving. He struggled at first, but it didn’t last long. Then I went home and closed the door.’ She looked up at Ariadne. ‘I’m not sorry. It served him right. He was a sinful man and he kept me awake at night with all his noise. Many a time I wished he would go to the devil and now he has. The Lord is my witness, I was doing His will.’ 

			Ariadne switched off the tape before pointing out that she doubted the Lord would appear as a witness in Mary’s trial. ‘God knows whether you feel any remorse for killing a fellow human being, but from where I’m sitting, I’d say you haven’t repented at all. Still, you’ll have plenty of time to reflect on your own sin when you’re locked up in prison.’ 

			The old woman seemed to crumple and she began to cry. 
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			Not only was the investigation into the murders of Jay and Lauren over, but the team had also solved a third case from twenty years ago. Binita congratulated each member of the team individually as well as jointly. ‘That’s three murder cases we’ve successfully closed,’ she crowed. Not only was the result of their hard work gratifying in itself, the outcome of the investigation would obviously not harm her career, and she was understandably pleased. 

			The officers involved were finishing their reports in an atmosphere of subdued jubilation. One of the three killers had ended his own life. Of the two remaining, one was in her eighties and increasingly frail. The sentencing judge might be lenient in view of the defendant’s age and presumed confusion, but she would nevertheless stand trial. As for Carly, who had murdered Lauren with no extenuating circumstances, she would be found guilty and serve an appropriate custodial sentence. The investigating team had done well in arresting her. She had killed once, without any serious provocation, and there was no guarantee she would not do so again. They all felt the streets would be safer with her behind bars.

			For once, the local media were full of praise for the police. ‘Cold Case Solved by Hot Team’ one headline announced. ‘York police keep the streets safe’ another said. The local television reporters were equally approving. Where recently they had been hypercritical, they were now positively sycophantic. Binita appeared on the Yorkshire news, wearing a dignified smile, and stressing how the successful outcome had involved many hours of dedicated work by a team of diligent officers.

			‘A team which you led,’ the reporter added. 

			‘Look at her, so smug now we’ve done all the work,’ Naomi muttered. 

			‘Let her enjoy her moment,’ Ariadne replied. ‘It was her career on the line, not yours, if we messed up.’ 

			But there was still one person Ariadne wanted to speak to before she could feel satisfied the case was closed. Summoning her courage, she drove back to Walmgate and turned into Hope Street, on a journey that had become familiar to her. Approaching the front door, she hesitated, but it was now nearly two weeks since they had received news of Yiannis’s death, and the initial period of mourning was over. Thalia might not have recovered sufficiently to want to talk to anyone, but Ariadne felt she had to try and speak to her once more, if only to express her condolences. An innocent bystander, Thalia had been witness to a series of devastating tragedies in her immediate family. With the death of her husband following the murder of their firstborn son, and now the suicide of her only other son, Thalia’s story was as shocking as the Greek tragedies of ancient times. 

			The front door was opened by a woman wearing the customary black dress, black cardigan, thick black woollen stockings and stout black shoes. She smiled grimly at Ariadne as she let her in and accompanied her into the living room where Thalia was seated by herself. 

			‘I’ve come to pay my respects,’ Ariadne said.

			Thalia looked up and mumbled her thanks. 

			‘I’ll be off then,’ the woman who had opened the door said, as though she had been waiting for another visitor to arrive before she could leave.

			Raising her eyes, Thalia nodded at the woman, and thanked her for visiting. Ariadne was relieved to find the grieving mother seemed to have recovered herself enough to function normally. She was dressed in black, her hair was tidy and she appeared to be neatly turned out. Ariadne took a seat and expressed her condolences in a low voice. 

			‘I only met Yiannis – I should say Georgios – recently,’ she said, ‘but he seemed to be a good man. Apart from—’ She hesitated to mention the murder Georgios had committed, but Thalia understood at once what she meant. 

			‘It was twenty years ago,’ she protested feebly. ‘That monster killed my son in front of his little brother. Georgios was only ten years old.’ She let out a sob and pressed her fingers to her lips. 

			Ariadne felt sympathy for the other woman but, as a police officer, she could not condone what Georgios had done. ‘He wasn’t a child when he took the law into his own hands and carried out a revenge killing,’ she responded gently. 

			‘Who are you to judge my son?’ Thalia cried out in a sudden burst of passion. ‘Our pain was always raw. What difference can the passing of years make after such a loss? When we heard the monster had been freed from prison, Georgios was angry. He drank cheap wine to try and dull the pain, but pain like that never goes away. He was too drunk to know what he was doing when he ended the life of a monster who deserved only to die.’ She paused for a second, remembering. ‘My son, Georgios, was the hand of justice. Not for one moment did he regret his vengeance. He told me he had no choice, and I believed him.’ She let out a pent-up sob. ‘I still agree with him, but in the end he couldn’t live with the knowledge of what he had done. “Where will it end?” he used to ask me. “Should I now be killed in my turn for what I did?” I tried to comfort him. I told him he had killed a monster. “But he was also a man,” he would reply.’ She sighed. ‘I always knew this day would come. My Georgios was a good man. And perhaps it is for the best.’ 

			‘What do you mean?’

			Thalia seemed terribly calm as she went on speaking, but tears streamed down her lined cheeks. ‘We are island people. Georgios could never have survived locked in a cell, day after day. And now, what is there left for me here?’ She looked at Ariadne in mute appeal. 

			‘What will you do?’

			‘I will return to Skyros, to my husband and my firstborn, and I will take Georgios with me,’ she added fiercely. ‘He will be reunited at last with his beloved brother and father, and I will tend their graves, and wait to join them.’

			Ariadne was shaken by a renewed wave of pity for the grieving woman. 

			‘Nico will take care of your affairs here,’ she said. ‘He can sell your properties and send you the money.’

			Thalia let out a bark of laughter. ‘What can I do with money now but buy fresh flowers for the graves of my loved ones?’

			Muttering her condolences once more, Ariadne stood up. She saw no need to wait for the next visitor to arrive before leaving. Whoever sat by her side now, Thalia would always be alone.  

			‘I still don’t understand what made you suspect it was Mary who suffocated him,’ Naomi said to Ariadne, as they were having a celebratory drink in the pub at the end of the day. 

			‘I was wondering that as well,’ one of their colleagues chimed in. ‘She seemed so frail. It never occurred to anyone else that she could have been responsible for killing a man like Jay. What made you think it was her?’

			Ariadne hesitated. ‘Her legs seem frail and she’s generally doddery, but the steps up to her front door are quite steep. If she’s able to drag her shopping trolley up those steps, I thought it was possible she might have enough strength to suffocate Jay, especially after he’d been knocked out and dazed. It was just an idea, until the evidence confirmed it.’

			It had actually been Geraldine who had first prompted Ariadne to consider whether Mary might have had sufficient strength to drag a full shopping trolley up the steps. Geraldine’s observation had prompted Ariadne to question whether Mary might be guilty, which had led to the discovery of the unusual murder weapon. So, in a way, Geraldine was responsible for the successful outcome of the investigation. Nevertheless, Ariadne wasn’t sure Geraldine would want anyone to know about her involvement. Added to that, Ariadne might acquire a reputation for being indiscreet if her colleagues found out she had been talking about the case to someone who was not technically a serving police officer. On balance, it seemed best to say nothing. As Geraldine had said, it wasn’t about getting credit for solving the case, it was about serving justice.
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			‘How did you know about the steps outside Mary’s front door being so steep?’ Ariadne asked Geraldine, the next time they met for their regular Chinese meal. 

			Geraldine looked embarrassed. ‘I know I shouldn’t have been poking around in a case that I wasn’t working on, but one of the local papers mentioned that the victim lived in Penley’s Grove. When I chanced to go for a walk along there, it wasn’t difficult to spot the address where the murder had taken place. Police activity isn’t exactly discreet.’ She gave a shamefaced grin. 

			‘Once those forensic tents go up, they’re hard to miss,’ Ariadne agreed, smiling. ‘So, it was pure chance you happened to go for a walk in Penley’s Grove?’

			‘Yes, well, anyway, I walked past the house and noticed the steps up to the front door and somehow that didn’t quite tally with your description of the ground-floor tenant as physically frail. I just took a quick look in passing,’ she added. ‘Nothing more than that.’

			Ariadne drew in a breath. ‘But it was enough for you to notice those steps.’

			‘And that started me thinking.’

			‘It’s lucky you did or we might never have searched Mary’s flat.’

			‘Don’t give me that. I didn’t do anything. You’re the one who kept investigating until you found the truth.’

			‘I never would have gone back there if you hadn’t hinted at your suspicions about Mary,’ Ariadne said. ‘If you hadn’t put me on to it, her cushions could have been binned before we checked them.’

			Geraldine nodded. ‘Cushions,’ she murmured. ‘I guessed it was something like corduroy, but I never would have thought of cushions. That was all down to you.’

			Ariadne laughed. ‘You’d have spotted them as soon as you set foot in her flat.’

			Geraldine smiled. ‘I suppose so. Anyway, what matters is that justice has been done, as far as it can be.’

			Ariadne gazed at her friend. ‘Not much justice for Jay or Lauren,’ she said. Her thoughts drifted to a murder that had been carried out twenty years earlier, another revenge killing, and she thought about Lauren’s nine-year-old brother, Dylan. ‘When are people going to understand that taking the law into their own hands never works? I mean, where does it all end? What if someone had killed Carly as a punishment for Lauren’s death? Would they have been killed in their turn?’ She broke off with an exasperated sigh.

			Geraldine nodded. ‘The best we can hope for is that solving the case might deter someone else from trying their hand at murder. At least we have that. And maybe the bereaved families will feel that justice has been served.’ She shrugged. ‘I agree, it’s not much, but it’s all we can do.’ 

			‘So,’ Ariadne said, sounding more cheerful, ‘tell me about that little rascal of yours.’ 

			‘Who? Ian?’

			They both laughed, and Ariadne felt her spirits lift. 

			‘I miss you,’ she said. ‘When are you coming back?’

			‘That’s assuming I want to come back.’

			‘Of course you do. Being a detective is what you are. You know that as well as I do. And you can tell Ian from me that there might be another murder if he thinks he can stop you returning to work.’

			‘I suppose,’ Geraldine said, and she spoke very slowly, as though she was formulating the thought while she was speaking, ‘I suppose life goes on in more ways than one when you have a baby.’ 

			‘Listen, I’m sorry if I’ve overstepped the mark, talking like this,’ Ariadne said quickly. ‘What you do is up to you, and it’s none of my business. And if you’re not happy about returning to work, that’s between you and Ian and nothing to do with me.’

			‘There’s nothing to apologise for,’ Geraldine assured her. ‘Quite the opposite, in fact. Discussing your investigation helped clarify my feelings, and I’ve decided to come back just as soon as I can finalise the arrangements for Tom.’ 

			Ariadne grinned. ‘It’s not been the same without you. Although I was never really without you, was I? It was you mentioning Mary’s shopping trolley that got me thinking.’ 

			Geraldine raised her glass. ‘We always did make a good team,’ she said, smiling. 
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			DI Geraldine Steel knows people go missing all the time; often because they don’t want to be found. So when her partner Ian asks her to look into the disappearance of his buddy’s girlfriend, her first instinct is to reassure him there’s no need for concern.

			Until she’s called to a suspected murder, and all her instincts tell her she’s right about the identity of the victim.

			The woman has earth and leaf mould and fragments of twigs in her hair, her nose, her mouth, under her nails, clinging to her clothes. It’s as if she’d been completely encased in earth. Yet she was found on the pavement, at the side of a suburban road, where she wasn’t in contact with any soil or mud.

			Had she managed to escape a living grave?

			Without a crime scene, the investigation focuses on her boyfriend. But Ian insists his friend is incapable of murder, and Steel is torn. Without evidence, she knows their case is weak. But can she let a possible killer go free?

			Then another young woman is reported missing. Unless he has an accomplice, they have an innocent man in custody. And Steel is running out of time…
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			When a pupil accuses a teacher of molesting her, his career and marriage are threatened...

			The girl’s corpse is discovered in the woods, and the teacher becomes a suspect in a murder enquiry. The victim’s best friend is then murdered so she cannot reveal the killer’s identity. The investigating team are satisfied the teacher is guilty, apart from Detective Inspector Geraldine Steel, who believes the wrong man has been arrested.

			All of her colleagues disagree... but if she is right, the real killer remains at large.
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			A wheelchair-using woman is strangled and her son, Eddy, is arrested. When his alibi falls apart, the police are satisfied that he is guilty. Only Geraldine doubts whether Eddy is cunning enough to kill his mother and cover his tracks so successfully.

			The situation becomes more complicated when the girlfriend Eddy claims he was with at the time of the murder denies having met him. Shortly after the girl thinks she is being stalked, her dead body is discovered outside Eddy’s house.

			As the body count grows, the investigation team is getting desperate, pushing Geraldine to breaking point.
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			‘A very smart, independent publisher delivering the finest literary crime fiction’ – Big Issue
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A LETTER FROM LEIGH

Dear Reader,

I hope you enjoyed reading this book in my Geraldine Steel series.
Readers are the key to the writing process, so I'm thrilled that you’ve
joined me on my writing journey.

You might not want to meet some of my characters on a dark night —
I know I wouldn’t! — but hopefully you want to read about Geraldine’s
other investigations. Her work is always her priority because she cares
deeply about justice, but she also has her own life. Many readers care
about what happens to her. I hope you join them, and become a fan of
Geraldine Steel, and her colleague Ian Peterson.

If you follow me on Facebook or Twitter, you’ll know that I love to
hear from readers. I always respond to comments from fans, and hope
you will follow me on @LeighRussell and fb.me/leigh.russell.50 or
drop me an email via my website leighrussell.co.uk.

To get exclusive news, competitions, offers, early sneak-peaks for
upcoming titles and more, sign-up to my free monthly newsletter:
leighrussell.co.uk/news. You can also find out more about me and
the Geraldine Steel series on the No Exit Press website: noexit.co.uk/
leighrussellbooks.

Finally, if you enjoyed this story, Id be really grateful if you would
post a brief review on Amazon or Goodreads. A few sentences to say
you enjoyed the book would be wonderful. And of course it would be
brilliant if you would consider recommending my books to anyone
who is a fan of crime fiction.

I hope to meet you at a literary festival or a book signing soon!

Thank you again for choosing to read my book.

With very best wishes,

bt fonsf

noexit.co.uk/leighrussell





