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Chapter 1

Christine

Saturday 9 May, 6 a.m. Llandudno

Consciousness came upon her slowly, memories flickering through her mind – memories she was afraid to summon from the shadow of sleep.

Christine had never been any good in the mornings, usually only surfacing when the gnaw of hunger and the thirst for caffeine overrode the comfort and warmth of her bed. But this morning was different, not that she could put a finger on exactly how or why.

Reaching out, she picked up her gold-plated watch and squinted at the dial, just about managing to make out the little hand pointing at the six. She decided to ignore the box beside her bed. Without her contacts she was as blind as a bat but, with her head thumping, the thought of even lifting the lid had her resting back against the pillow. She’d need a gallon of coffee with a paracetamol chaser before she could even think about starting her day.

Friday nights usually followed a defined pattern. She finished work around five, which allowed her plenty of time to dash to Asda before returning to her top-floor flat along the West Shore to get ready for the evening ahead, not that it was usually that exciting. Since her divorce, her nightlife had contracted to meeting up with a girlfriend for a few drinks, before returning home to an oven-ready pizza, a bottle of prosecco and whichever boxset she was currently watching on Netflix. Life was predictable and, in truth, a little boring. But boring was as good as it was safe. She rarely deviated from this pattern and any time she did it was usually something she regretted in the morning. It had been a hard lesson to learn when at university that what looked hot and handsome through a cocktail-infused haze invariably turned into the proverbial frog when daylight hit. But last night had been different. There’d been more laughter and more fun than she’d had in a very long time.

Her eyes snagged on the wall of birthday cards, carefully placed on top of her tallboy. She’d been dreading turning thirty. Now the only thing she regretted was the headache from hell trying to dig its way out of her skull with the blunt end of a pickaxe. Turning her head slightly, she stared at one card in particular while she tried to piece last night together. It felt as if there was a cloud between what had happened and what she remembered. No. She frowned, her brain addled with the complexity of thinking. It was almost as if someone had sucked the centre out of her memory only to leave a pale outline. She remembered leaving work just as she remembered the pile of goodies she’d popped in the fridge for later. She even remembered the black silky top and trousers she’d flung on before rushing to leave the flat, the sound of her heels echoing on the stairs. She remembered the man.

Her thoughts collapsed in on themselves, hovering on something lurking in the distance. Turning her head, she focused on the mound buried beneath the duvet next to her, a shady memory pushing through the curtain of her mind. So, that was it; her mouth pulled into a thin smile. For the first time since the divorce she’d dragged some poor unsuspecting bloke back to the flat for a night of passion. Her smile disappeared. She couldn’t remember much, hardly anything. His cologne, something light and tangy. The force of his body driving through hers. He had no name and no face. There was nothing else apart from a lingering sense of regret and disgust that she’d sunk so low as to have sex with a stranger.

She shook her head, wondering at the direction of her thoughts. Instead of trying to work out what had happened she should be kicking the body beside her in an effort to clear both her bedroom and her life from whichever stranger she’d invited back. Her ex-husband was her worst mistake and one she was determined never to repeat. If she could get it so badly wrong the first time, there was every reason to suppose that she’d get it wrong the next.

With a sigh, she slid out of bed, careful not to shift the covers or depress the mattress. If he found her standing in the nude, he might think he was in for a repeat performance and that certainly wasn’t going to happen.

Walking across the floorboards in bare feet, she was careful not to make a sound, thankful that the door was open and her dressing gown still in its usual place – draped across the back of the button-backed chair. She slipped her arms through the sleeves and tied the belt in a secure bow before making her way into the kitchen and to the percolator that took pride of place on the worktop.

With coffee brewing, she wandered into the bathroom to get the packet of paracetamol that lived in the mirrored cabinet above the sink. Tablets in the centre of her palm, she raised her hand to her mouth only to pause at the sight of her reflection in the mirror. She looked like shit, the bags and shadows emphasising the tiny lines that had only appeared since the divorce. But it wasn’t her looks that confused her. It was how she felt. Her head was banging but it was more than that. Her gaze followed the tremor of her hand as she popped the pills into her mouth. She’d never been one to party into the small hours but, on the odd occasion when she had, she’d never felt like this. It was probably her age; after all, she wasn’t getting any younger, she thought with a grimace as she remembered her amnesia. If she could only manage to obliterate the grinding pain in her head, she was sure her memory of last night would come racing back. It felt like an evening she probably wouldn’t want to remember but she still needed to know.

Back in the kitchen, she was relieved to note there was still no sign of activity from her room. The door to her flatmate’s bedroom also remained determinedly shut. She paused, one hand on the coffee pot, the other reaching for a mug. Nikki was usually up and about by now and, as a poor sleeper and early riser, what were the odds that she already knew about the man in her bed.

Christine scowled at any thought that centred around her increasingly unwelcome lodger. Agreeing to allow Nikki to move into the small box room, as a temporary stopgap, was all very well. But not when Nikki had made it clear from the beginning that she wasn’t going to make any effort to help around the apartment. She lived like a slob, leaving a scattering of dishes and clothes in her wake and Christine was growing increasingly sick of picking up after her. It was almost like bunking down with a teenager although, as an only child, she’d never had that pleasure. She should have sent her packing weeks ago but the truth was she felt sorry for her. More fool her. Nikki was a problem and one she didn’t know how to sort but she was determined to at least have a chat with her as soon as she’d managed to boot lover-boy from her bed.

With that thought uppermost, Christine pushed herself up from the table and reached for another mug. She had no idea if he even drank coffee but, as her mum always said, it was the thought that counted, not the action. She’d let him have his drink before showing him the door and after, she’d do what she’d been putting off for months. She’d tell Nikki that it wasn’t working and that she’d need to look for somewhere else to live. Pleased that she’d finally come to a decision, she left the kitchen and walked back into her bedroom.

‘Come on, matey,’ she said, trying to be jokey.

She grabbed the corner of the duvet, still half fearful of what he’d look like in the cold light of day. After the first sip, she’d managed to come up with a blurry image of tall and dark-haired, but his face was still a complete blank.

‘Thanks for last night and all that but I need to be somewhere. I’ve made you a cuppa—’

There was no warning of what was coming. Her memory was still as absent as it had been earlier and now other thoughts joined that big gaping hole inside her mind, her eyes riveted to the body spread across her bottom sheet – a sheet awash with blood. The pale alabaster skin. The unblinking stare. The mouth open in what appeared to be a silent scream. The cavernous hole in the white T-shirt, which confirmed what she knew already. She’d never touched a dead person before. She’d never even seen one. Her mind shifted to thoughts of her grandfather’s recent demise and her refusal to remember him as anything but how he was before dementia had taken hold of both his mind and body.

Christine dropped the mug she’d been clenching, letting it slip through her fingers only for it to bounce once before cracking in two, spewing coffee across the floor. Turning away, she just managed to reach the security of the bathroom before losing the entire contents of her stomach.

Arm stretched out against the tiled wall, she ignored the sight of last night’s supper, instead heaving in deep breaths in an attempt to settle both her stomach and her nerves. But no matter how hard she squeezed her lids, Christine couldn’t obliterate the memory of the cold foot under her fingertips, the pale pink nail varnish almost garish against the translucent white of her skin and the almost slippery dampness of her flesh. Was it worse that she recognised her as Nikki, the person she’d been planning to berate about her slovenly ways? Seeing her naked like that for the first time, her body laid wide open to prying eyes, made Christine feel embarrassed somehow. She hadn’t even thought to pull the sheet up to hide her flesh, not that it would make any difference to her – not now.

For the first time in her life Christine didn’t know what to do. She knew that she had to contact the police but that was easier said than done. What would she say and, more importantly, what would they think? She had no idea what had happened; would they believe her?

She reached for the flush before turning to the sink and washing her hands, her attention snagged by the haunted expression staring back at her in the mirror. The stark truth was that she’d gone to bed with a man only to wake up next to the body of her flatmate. Where was he? What had happened to him? But more importantly what had happened to Nikki?

Christine turned away with a sigh. The thing that scared her the most, of course, was what if she was guilty?




Chapter 2

Gaby

Saturday 9 May, 8 a.m. Rhos-on-Sea

DC Gabriella Darin was annoyed at the persistent ringing of her doorbell. She’d switched off her phone the night before and, after a long luxurious bath filled to the brim with her favourite bath oil, she’d towelled and plaited her hair before climbing into bed with her Kindle and a plate of rice cakes in preparation for the lie-in she’d planned – her first in ages. The rice cakes were the only discordant note in her ideal evening, that and the lack of a man to share both her bath and her bed. But her life was a work in progress. After being forced out of her last job for nearly causing the death of a civilian, she was determined to focus on her career before tackling any of the other issues.

Now, she placed her Kindle down on the coffee table beside her mug of tea before pushing to her feet. With this being her first weekend off since she’d moved to St Asaph Station from Swansea, over three months ago, it could only be Amy. But thumping on her door at this time of the morning wasn’t really her style … Gaby had been seeing less and less of her friend and colleague over recent weeks, conversations now starting and ending with Tim, Amy’s new boyfriend. Gaby was happy for her, more than happy, but she’d be even happier if she was able to find that special person for herself. It would certainly cure the boredom that seemed to have set in since her transfer.

North Wales was stunning with its long stretches of golden beaches, incomparable lush fields and hills coated in green. It was a place to repair her soul of the damage caused by her last case, but it was also meant to be a place to make use of the skills she’d honed after thirteen years in the force. It was just a shame that her new boss, DCI Henry Sherlock seemed to have other ideas. She headed for the hall, trying not to think about next week’s interview for the job of detective sergeant. It was difficult not the get her hopes up but, after the mess she’d made of finding Alys Grant, she was lucky to still be in the force let alone involved in the kind of cases she wanted.

The shadow through the etched glass pane in her front door wasn’t Amy. If she didn’t know any better, she’d think that it was the detective that Sherlock had buddied her up to as part of her induction, but that couldn’t be right on her weekend off …

‘You should know by now that a copper never turns their phone off – not even on their wedding night.’

‘Aw, come on, Bates. Give me a break.’

‘A break! You want me to give you a break,’ DC Owen Bates said, sending her a look before pulling out of her narrow drive. ‘At least you were only dossing about at home. I was about to leave the house for a pre-rugby match training session. You might remember that it’s meant to be my weekend off too but, with DI Tipping still off sick and half the force down with Norovirus, we had no chance. Henry did say that he’d make it up to us both but when is another thing. It’s hard enough with the cuts to manage the workload let alone try to give us time owing. Kate’s been nagging me for ages to make some plans for a weekend away but I daren’t.’

Gaby threw the bearded Welshman a quick look. Being youngish, free and single, she hadn’t spared a thought for what it must be like trying to juggle a partner and young family within the narrow confines of a career in law enforcement. The DCI was as fair a copper as you could get but he couldn’t magic staff out of thin air.

Reaching out a hand, she patted his knee briefly. ‘When this case is over, Owen, I’ll cover for you so that you can make an extra-long weekend of it.’

‘You know I’ll do the same if you ever manage to get that love life of yours sorted,’ he replied with a laugh.

‘Ha, that will be the day. So, where to next?’ she said, neatly changing the subject. The very last thing she was willing to discuss was her lack of anything bordering a romantic entanglement.

‘The West Shore, across from the play-area.’ He shot her a look. ‘Sherlock isn’t able to make it, but he asked me to pass on a message.’

‘What’s that?’

‘He wants you to head up this one, Gaby. Well done. It must be a good omen for your interview.’

She watched Owen turn left onto Gloddaeth Avenue, her eyes sliding to the distant mountains framing the West Shore. If she knew Sherlock, he’d have his reasons for choosing her over Owen but now wasn’t the time to puzzle it out. The only hope was that she was up to it. She wouldn’t admit it to anyone else but those few short months in Swansea had caused her to question her abilities. If she could miss most, if not all, of the clues during the previous case, wasn’t it possible that she could do the same again?

Instead of replying all she said was, ‘You were saying about the murder?’

‘Yes, looks like an open and shut case, so not something you’ll be able to sink your teeth into. The only thing we don’t appear to have is the murder weapon. The key suspect, a Christine de Bertrand, must have hidden it. Early thoughts are that it’s some kind of kitchen knife. The pathologist said he’d meet us there so we should know more shortly.’

She bit her lip hard, the taste of blood leaving a metallic taste in her mouth. ‘Make my day and tell me that Rusty Mulholland is on his hols or, even better – that he’s fallen off a cliff?’

It would be a kindness to say that Gaby had a difficult relationship with the red-haired Irish pathologist. She had no idea why he’d taken an instant dislike to her but he could barely look her in the eye without a curl of his mouth or a snarky comment from his lips.

‘Ha, no such luck, sweetheart,’ Owen said, pulling up behind the CSI van and switching off the engine. ‘I really don’t get what gives between you two?’

‘Nothing gives, Owen, and it’s not likely to. Ever. That man is a scourge and the less I see of him the better.’

Gaby compressed her lips, her attention now on the red-brick building ahead with a bright yellow door flanked by a pair of pyramid-shaped topiary bushes, not that she knew the first thing about gardening.

‘Well, there’s obviously something up, he’s as nice as pie to everyone else.’ Bates unclicked his seatbelt, urging her to hurry. ‘The sooner we can get the body bagged and tagged and the suspect interviewed, the sooner I can sign off.’

Gaby raised her eyebrows but said nothing. There was little point. With no family nearby she knew she’d be press-ganged into giving up her weekend. There was always a huge amount of extra work generated on a case like this. Interviews, witness statements, paperwork galore – the list was endless. But in this instance, she didn’t mind. As the two most senior DCs in the unit, it was always going to be either her or Owen and, as he had a toddler and another on the way, she was the obvious choice.

Walking into the middle of the scene of a crime always had her pulse racing and her heart jerking in her chest. It wasn’t that she was nervous, far from it. In a strange sort of way, it was the feeling of excitement building. They had a golden hour, that first sixty minutes, to push aside any preconceived ideas and focus on the facts. Securing the crime scene was vital but it was more than that. The first impression of the location. The first impression of the main suspects. Their first words before lawyers turned up to slam the window of opportunity in their faces.

She walked beside Bates to the police van and, reaching out a hand, took the clipboard from the officer standing watch, scrawling her name, rank, date and time in the allocated columns before handing it to Owen. ‘You said it was a cut and dried case?’

‘Yes, indeed. A modern-day love story gone wrong. All we need to do is find the murder weapon and it’s straight to court to bang her up for the twenty-first century equivalent of life – so ten years then.’

She pulled a wry smile at his joke although it was far from funny. ‘A modern-day love story? I don’t get it?’

‘You know what, Gaby, at the tender age of thirty-five I feel I’m too old for this game,’ he said, patting his pockets for his phone. ‘The world has passed me by on a steam train. Between you and me, if things don’t change, I’m going to have a serious think about leaving the force.’

‘Ha, that would be impossible, I would have thought. You love the job nearly as much as I do. It’s coppers like us, grassroot ones determined to avoid those managerial ivory towers, that keep the streets safe. Somehow, I can’t see you becoming a PI or security guard and what else are we trained for? And anyway, what would I do without my partner?’ she added, grabbing a white suit from the pile and shaking it out.

‘You’d do fine,’ he said, shoving his black lace-ups into the blue overshoes provided, before pulling up the hood to his paper suit and tying a double knot under his chin. ‘Now not a word to anyone about what I’ve said, even to Amy Potter.’

‘Okay, although as family liaison officer, Amy would be the very last person to share a confidence.’

‘Yes, well. I’m going to concentrate on solving this little puzzle before I decide. It shouldn’t be too difficult.’ He pulled on an extra-large pair of disposable gloves and adjusted his mask before following her up the short flight of steps and into the dark, narrow hall, saying a brief hello to PC Diane Carbone, who was standing guard beside the front door.

‘Why’s that?’

‘Because our suspect murdered her girlfriend in cold blood.’

Gaby had a thing about bedlinen. She didn’t mind scrimping and saving on other aspects of her life, but Egyptian cotton sheets were a must. She had a neat stack of carefully ironed, pure white linen in her tiny airing cupboard at the top of the stairs and, unlike almost anyone she knew, she changed her sheets twice a week. Her mother thought it an extravagance with half the world starving and the other half happy to put up with bobbly brushed nylon, but she didn’t care. She looked forward to Mondays and Fridays for the simple pleasure of slipping into her freshly made bed.

The bed in front of her must, at one time, have resembled hers. There were still tell-tale signs in the neat hospital corners and lace-edged pillowcases. The owner had taken pride in this room, Gaby thought, her gaze now resting on the scatter cushions in tasteful shades of cranberry and sand to match the throw, which had slipped to the floor in a heap. But all resemblance ended with the sight of the dark-haired woman splayed across the sheets.

Standing at the end of the bed, her hands clasped behind her, Gaby looked down at the naked body, the skin now that distinctive waxy pallor she always thought synonymous with the dead. While part of her grieved for such a young life lost, the other part, the clinically detached one, tried to work out which major artery the blade must have nicked to produce so much blood, thankfully mainly contained within the duvet.

‘Hope you’re keeping those hands glued behind your back, Detective Darin. Don’t want to corrupt the scene now, do we?’

Turning her head, she caught the eye of the pathologist and frowned. Rusty Mulholland. It was a good job that murders in North Wales were a rarity, Gaby reminded herself, curling her fists. Over the last month or so, they’d drawn an uneasy truce mainly because she’d gone out of her way to avoid any of the places he usually hung out. It was when she bumped into him at the station that it became more difficult.

She tilted her chin to look him in the eye, something made difficult by his six-two frame.

‘As if, Rusty.’ She refused to call him anything other than the nickname the rest of the team called him in deference to his hair. ‘Anything you can tell me?’ she continued, her calm demeanour unchanged despite his narrowing gaze. She was getting used to masking her expression when he was around.

‘What, apart from the fact that we have a dead body? No, not a thing. You should know by now, Detective, that’s not how it goes, or haven’t you worked with us long enough yet?’

She ignored the sarcasm. She’d have liked to have ignored him completely but the last time she’d tried he’d been even more acerbic. Whatever she said, she couldn’t win. He didn’t like her and there didn’t seem to be a thing she could do about it.

Casting a final look at the body, she was pleased to note one of the constables taking photographs from every conceivable angle. There’d also be a rough sketch of the crime scene in addition to detailed measurements of the room. Rusty, for all his bad manners and abruptness, was good at his job. She’d already clocked that he’d bagged the woman’s hands to minimise the risk of both contamination and the loss of any forensic evidence from what was one of the most important parts of a body following a crime. The fingernails were an oasis of DNA debris and within an hour of arriving back at the lab, he’d have arranged for the victim’s to be clipped and scraped.

Wandering out of the room, she headed along the hall, flicking a curious eye at the pictures adorning the walls. Modern art wasn’t her thing, not that she had either the time or the money to fritter away on non-essentials like food. She frowned. If truth be told, modern art confused her. If she had the money, she’d like to start a collection of local scenes in and around Rhos-on-Sea, a place she was learning to call home following the recent purchase of her cottage. But that was only a pipe dream – her rundown house took most of her salary and B&Q took the rest.

A technician, dressed head to toe in white plastic overalls, diverted her attention from the walls to the kitchen and the sight of DC Bates talking to what was presumably the key suspect. She was pleased that DCI Sherlock had decided to leave it to them. While good at his job and one of the best chiefs she’d worked under, he’d be the first to admit that the day-to-day job of crime-solving was best left to his detectives. His skills lay in managing both budgets and staff.

Gaby paused on the threshold, examining the scene at her leisure. There was no hurry in the way she let her gaze roam around the room before finally landing on the woman sitting on one of the four Bentwood chairs that circled the table. First impressions were important to a copper, and she knew that she’d replay these few seconds time and again in the privacy of her mind, remembering the pale-as-milk redhead, wrapped up in what appeared to be a dressing gown and little else.

She looked somewhere in her early thirties with flowing russet curls that owed little to artifice. Apart from the hair, which was bloody amazing, she also looked ordinary. Somebody you wouldn’t throw a second glance at if you came across her in the street. But then again, murderers didn’t tend to shout out about their crimes and Gaby would bet her last pound that this suspect would be the same. No. She was innocent until proven guilty, something Gaby sometimes had difficulty remembering.

‘This interview has been suspended at 09.25,’ Owen said, interrupting her thoughts and she watched in surprise as he switched off the mini voice recorder before gesturing for her to follow him back into the hall. ‘I thought I’d do the preliminaries and read her her rights, but all she’s done for the last five minutes is stare into space. It’s as if she’s in a trance. She hasn’t even confirmed her name or demanded to speak to a solicitor.’

‘She’s probably in delayed shock. It’s a pretty gruesome scene in there.’

‘And one she’s made herself so she should be used to it by now,’ he said, with a grunt. ‘I know she’s within her rights to remain silent, but this is ridiculous.’

‘Now, now, Owen, that’s unlike you. You don’t need me to tell you that we can’t assume guilt. Don’t go making assumptions that we can’t question until Rusty has worked his special kind of magic.’

‘Ha, I didn’t know you cared,’ Rusty said, from somewhere over her left shoulder. ‘And after all this time, too.’ His sneer matched Owen’s like a couple of bookends in a bad mood. ‘While you’re here passing the time of day, I thought I’d let you know I’ve arranged to take her back to the lab. Early indications are a single stab wound to the chest with the possibility of a nicked aorta. If she hadn’t been cocooned in the duvet, I’m guessing the splatter would have hit the ceiling.’ He looked at Owen. ‘I’ll have the report on your desk first thing Monday.’

Gaby squared her shoulders, determined not to let him see how much his cavalier attitude affected her. ‘That would be on my desk, Dr Mulholland.’

‘Would it now?’ he said, opening his eyes wide. ‘They’ve decided to let you off the reins, have they? Well, good luck with that.’

Gaby pulled a face at his retreating back. She hated altercations of any sort but that didn’t mean she was going to let him continue to walk all over her. She promised herself there and then that the next time he was rude, she’d tell him exactly what she thought of him.

‘I suppose we should get Amy down here ASAP if de Bertrand isn’t prepared to talk to us.’ Gaby dragged her phone out of her pocket to search for the number of the family liaison officer only to pause at the sound of her name.

‘Oh, I nearly forgot, Detective Constable Darin,’ Rusty said, stomping back up the stairs. ‘I think you might need these.’ He put his hand in his pocket and withdrew a small velvet-covered box, laying it out in the centre of his palm.

Gaby looked from the box and back to his face, for once lost for words. On the one hand he’d told her not to touch anything and on the other … ‘I do hope you think it was worth disturbing the crime scene before we’ve lifted any fingerprints because I certainly don’t. Of all the stupid, cockamamie—’

He stiffened, his back rigid, his mouth a thin hard line of disapproval. ‘What sort of word is cockamamie? And anyway, I think you’ll find that it’s against her human rights to deny her access to them. I could be wrong, but then again I am only a doctor as well as a pathologist.’ He handed her the case before heading back the way he’d come.

‘He really doesn’t like you, does he?’ Owen said on a laugh.

‘It wouldn’t be the first time a man hasn’t …’ Gaby’s voice petered out at the sight of the hearing aids nestling in the bottom of the box.




Chapter 3

Christine

Saturday 9 May, 1.10 p.m. Llandudno Police Station

They hadn’t let her out of their sight despite the clock above the door stretching past one. The male detective, whatever his name, had barely allowed her to get dressed before escorting her into the waiting car and taking her back to the station. There was lots Christine could say to him if she could be bothered. Just because she was hearing-impaired was no excuse to shout. Shouting raised decibels but distorted clarity. It also increased stress levels to the extent that all she wanted to do was shout back, something she was pretty sure wouldn’t be appreciated under current circumstances. So, she’d worked on her breathing, trying to calm down. Being angry wouldn’t help, just as aggravating the police would make it worse. Something had happened between the time she’d crawled between the sheets and climbed out of bed and she’d need all her smarts to figure out exactly what.

The room they’d taken her to was small, about half the size of her kitchen and filled with a table and stackable plastic chairs. There was nothing to focus on apart from a female police officer leaning against the wall with her arms folded across her chest and a look of boredom on her face.

Shifting slightly, Christine finally forced herself to relive the scene back in her bedroom, something she’d pushed into the corner of her mind while they’d clipped her nails and swabbed her skin. They’d even taken her dressing gown for analysis although what they thought they might find was another thing. Shuffling back in her chair, she hitched up her jeans. They’d taken her belt and her watch, although how she was expected to take her own life with her trusty Seiko was a question she was yet to ask. She’d been photographed and fingerprinted, something that had drummed home more than anything else that she was a suspect in an horrendous crime. And the awful truth? She didn’t have a clue how to make them believe that she was innocent.

As a child, she’d hated the sight of blood. When all her friends were watching Buffy, she’d be the one hurrying out of the room at the squeamish parts. So much blood in her lovely bed. It almost felt as if someone had let Jackson Pollock into her bedroom with a jumbo tin of red Dulux. All Nikki’s blood. She felt sick at the thought of what had happened to her. While not her favourite person, Christine had always felt responsible somehow for how Nikki’s life had gone pear-shaped. If it hadn’t been for Paul … No. She blinked away the thought, forcing her mind to turn back to more practical issues – the past was a place she was determined not to visit. The very first thing she was going to do when they let her go was put the apartment on the market. There was no way she could ever live there again. She’d probably have to go back at some point to collect her things but until then, she’d need to think of somewhere else to stay.

Her mind was a complete blank. She couldn’t ask her parents. They were the very last people she could ask. She could no more ask them to put her up than she could tell them that she’d been taken into custody. She grimaced, a picture of her ageing mum and dad floating before her. A shock like that had to be managed but, as an only child, there was no one she could ask to knock on their door for a cuppa and a chat before informing them that … what? Their darling daughter was currently being detained at the local nick. Oh, they hadn’t charged her or anything, far from it, but she’d watched more than her fair share of Midsomer Murders to know the score. They were waiting for a solicitor to be assigned before the interrogation began in earnest.

The question of who to tell about her situation hovered. It had to be someone she could trust and, moreover, someone who would be prepared to tell her parents. The desk sergeant had demanded the name of someone they could call on her behalf but who? Kelly, the girlfriend she’d met up with last night, was always an option but her parents had never met her … She frowned. That only left the head at the special needs school where she worked, but she liked Jessica Kinney too much to land this on her doorstep.

She sat back in the chair and crossed her legs. In fact, she couldn’t involve her at all. At the first whiff of bad news, she’d be put on suspension or maybe even sacked. The school already took a dim view of parking offences – she didn’t dare think about what their reaction would be to a murder accusation. She groaned, plucking a tissue from the new box the PC had conveniently dropped beside her elbow. The only person she could think of was probably the last person in the world she’d ever dream of phoning under normal circumstances. But being suspected of murder was far from normal.

The sight of the door opening had her uncrossing her legs and folding her hands in her lap. She’d deliberately ignored the chair facing the barred window and little patch of blue sky, instead choosing the one opposite the door for obvious reasons. While profoundly deaf, she still managed to hear some sound with the assistance of her high-pitched hearing aids but that didn’t alter the fact that the click of a door being pushed open was something she probably wouldn’t hear on a good day and, as days went, she’d had better.

‘Hello again, you might remember I’m DC Gaby Darin and this is my partner, DC Owen Bates,’ the short stocky woman said, joining her at the table. ‘We’ve managed to assign a solicitor – this is Mr Andy Parrish.’ She waved a hand towards the bespectacled middle-aged man following them into the room, an old leather briefcase clutched under his arm. ‘For the record, Ms de Bertrand, the conversation with be recorded.’ She flicked a switch on the microphone set into the wall at the side of the table.

The solicitor, with a brief smile, went to take the chair beside her only to stop at the sound of her voice.

‘No. You need to sit opposite.’

‘Opposite? I don’t understand?’ he said, a puzzled expression on his face as he looked at the empty chair to her right.

Christine let out a loud sigh. ‘Mr Parrish, I suffer from a hearing impairment. So, despite the hearing aids—’ she raised her hand to her hair, pushing it behind her left ear for emphasis ‘—for me to be able to understand you, I do need to see your lips, unless any of you can sign?’ She allowed her eyes to drift to each of them in turn, the sight of their quickly lowered heads confirmation enough. ‘Just as I thought.’

She’d been taking a huge risk that none of them knew sign language. While deaf in her left ear since a riding accident when a child, her current state of near total silence was something that had crept up on her over the last couple of years. Yes, she was learning to sign but she was far from fluent. She was also only a beginner at lip-reading – but they weren’t to know that. She knew instinctively that telling them she could hear, albeit slightly, was to her advantage.

‘If you’d prefer to have a sign-language interpreter present, I’m happy to halt the interview until one can be arranged?’ Gaby said, her look frank and with no trace of the embarrassment Christine was used to.

She shook her head briefly.

‘For the record, Ms Christine de Bertrand has declined the services of an interpreter at this time.’ Gaby flipped open her notebook to a new page and jotted down the date and time. ‘Now, please can you tell us, in your own words, exactly what happened in the lead up to this morning’s—’

‘Before you start questioning the witness perhaps you should caution her in my presence,’ Mr Parrish interrupted, pointing a finger at the microphone. ‘And I’d like it noted for the record that anything Ms de Bertrand has said to you, or any of your officers, up to this point is inadmissible as evidence.’

‘Understood, loud and clear, Mr Parrish,’ Gaby said, a smile frozen on her face. ‘DC Bates, if you could do the honours, please.’

Both hands on the table, Christine glanced down at what was left of her nails and the chipped dark red nail varnish, taking little notice of the barely audible words the bearded man was reading from a piece of white card that he’d pulled out from his pocket. She’d always prided herself on her hands, and her rainbow selection of varnishes, which she renewed daily, were a source of both discussion and amusement for her pupils. She’d never wear red again. She raised her head back to Gaby.

‘Now to repeat my question,’ Gaby said, only to be interrupted.

‘Don’t bother! Which part would you like? The part where I went to bed with a bloke or the one where I discovered my flatmate dead under my duvet?’ Christine replied, staring back.

‘How about from the beginning. Let’s say, when you returned home from work. I take it you do work?’

‘Yes. I’m a teacher at St Francis’s, at least I was. Innocent until proven guilty won’t hold much water with members of the school board.’

‘Let’s skip the school part and talk about arriving home from work,’ Gaby said, rolling her pen between her thumb and forefinger.

‘I usually leave at five o’clock on a Friday and, after a quick dash to Asda, I showered and changed before heading out to meet up with a friend for a few drinks – yesterday was my birthday.’

‘Congratulations,’ DC Bates said, without even the glimmer of a smile. ‘So, your friend and the bar staff would be able to confirm that, would they?’

She shifted her head, a frown appearing. ‘Sorry, can you repeat that please? It would be helpful if I know when someone else is speaking …’ She spread her hands.

‘Of course,’ Gaby said, shooting the other officer a quelling look. ‘My colleague asked whether your friend and the bar staff would be able to confirm that?’

‘Kelly certainly could – not sure about the bar staff but probably,’ she said, swallowing hard. The problem wasn’t with their memory … She wasn’t even sure which pubs she’d been in.

Her mind seemed stuck in a loop. Over the course of the morning she’d managed to dredge up a hazy recollection of the new drinking game Kelly had started, which involved copious amounts of Mojitos. But her inability to recall most of the subsequent events, including the lead up to her one-night stand, was a first, and more than scary – bloody terrifying.

Lifting her hands, she cradled her forehead and silently condemned last night’s excesses. They were usually much more restrained in their drinking habits but celebrating her milestone birthday by getting smashed had seemed a good idea at the time.

‘You said that you went to bed with a man,’ Gaby said, flicking a look at Christine’s ring-less hands. ‘Your boyfriend, partner, husband—?’

‘I’m not married, not anymore.’ She pushed her hair away from her face, annoyed that she hadn’t had the foresight to bring a scrunchie. ‘The thing is we had too much to drink, way too much—’

‘A couple of girls out on the lash in Llandudno on a Friday night isn’t that uncommon,’ Gaby interrupted with a smile. ‘Safety in numbers and all that.’

‘Yes, but I can’t really remember much after meeting up with Kelly,’ she said, her gaze resting on her solicitor who was busy tapping away on his laptop, a sheaf of papers pushed to one side. ‘I can’t really remember much more apart from what I’ve told you already. The next thing after the drinking contest was waking up this morning.’

‘Can you at least tell us something about him?’

‘There’s nothing, no memory of what happened between us, if indeed anything did,’ she said, wiping her fingers over her face before dropping her hands back to her lap. ‘Dark hair; short, dark hair,’ she continued, almost to herself, struggling to search through her mind for even a glimmer of something else but it was useless.

Gaby lifted her head from where she’d been writing in her notebook. ‘So, fast-tracking to this morning, can you tell us exactly what happened from when you woke up?’

‘There’s not a lot to tell. I felt a bit disorientated – too much alcohol.’ She pulled a face. ‘I certainly wasn’t in the mood to deal with having to face some random bloke over my bowl of cornflakes.’ She paused, trying to see it from their point of view and suddenly not liking the impression she was giving. ‘You’re probably thinking that I’m a bit
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