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      Baz sat in his parked car at the darkened corner of a dead-end street.

      Waiting.

      At this time of morning, he always felt conspicuous. Lurking outside sleeping houses made him believe that if spotted, he’d be labelled a stalker. His boss and colleagues said worrying about that sort of thing was nonsense. Still, he never quite got used to it.

      As he checked the time on his wristwatch, the hour hand ticked over the seven.

      “Come on, where are you?” He cracked the window and lit a cigarette.

      The fog from his hot breath obscured his view out the glass. He wiped the passenger side clear to study the house he would soon enter—a two-storey terrace with ivy creeping up one side. All curtains and blinds were shut, lights off.

      Still and quiet.

      How anyone had managed to sleep through the howling wind, he couldn’t imagine. The glow of his mobile phone on the dashboard—beside the box of disposable gloves—diverted his attention.

      
        
          
            
              
        Two mins away.

      

      

      

      

      

      Baz just had time to read the message before the screen went black.

      The cold draught blowing through the window convinced him to wriggle on his jacket, concealing the turquoise carer tunic he wore. One-handed, he grabbed his phone, some pens and a handful of gloves, stuffing them into various pockets of his black combat pants.

      With every intention of exiting the car, he allowed the drizzle that patterned his windscreen to hypnotise him. The fierce wind transformed the water droplets into horizontal veins running across the window. Beyond, frost still sparkled over the neighbourhood, like everyone had forgotten to pack away their twinkling Christmas lights.

      Baz sighed and got out of the car. Leaning against it, he drummed a light beat on the rooftop with his left hand, his right flicking ash everywhere as he smoked.

      “Frigging hell, hurry up.”

      Just as the tempo of his tapping began to lull him, her white Suzuki Swift’s headlights shone down the street.

      “At long bloody last.” Baz clamped the cigarette between his lips and zipped his jacket.

      She parked, stepped out and stomped over to him, chewing gum. With her hands in her jacket pockets, she pulled the denim tight over her chest, hiding her matching tunic. Shell had opted for similar combats and boots.

      As he often thought when he and Shell were on shift together, the two must’ve been quite a sight. Baz was a broad, six-foot-three bear of a bloke, whose hair had all migrated off his head and attached itself to the rest of his body, especially his face, where he’d grown a dense but well-groomed light brown beard and moustache.

      Shell, on the other hand, was a slender woman, tattooed and pierced, who sported purple hair spiked into a mohawk.

      What must our poor clients think when first meeting us? It struck Baz most people would cross the street to get away from them, not invite them into their homes with open arms.

      “Am I very late?” She screwed up her nose.

      Baz checked his vintage watch again.

      “Only three minutes. What happened? Did the hairdo take a long time to perfect this morning?”

      “Cheek! I drove into the city so slow, I could’ve been racing old Betty and her replaced hip. Fallen branches everywhere. Bloody storm.” Shell lisped with the huge chunk of metal shot through her tongue. She deposited her gum into some paper and threw it in a nearby bin. “Have you done this call before?”

      “No. I spoke to Pippa last night. She was here yesterday with Violet. Apparently, there’s a disabled lady with a couple of young kiddos and a rabbit. All very friendly. I have it on good authority that we’re not about to have turds thrown at us or be given a black eye, so all good.” He showed Shell his crossed fingers to tease her.

      They laughed as he stubbed out his cigarette and placed it in a makeshift ashtray in his car. After locking up, Baz followed her to the house.

      Shell knocked on the door and tried to open it, but the handle wouldn’t budge.

      “Locked.” Pulling her phone from her pocket, she then tapped the home care company app. “I’ll get the key safe number, hold on.”

      Baz found the box and waited.

      “Eight-six-four-two,” Shell whispered.

      Slow and precise, Baz pushed each button on the keypad. He turned the lock and extracted the keys, passing them to Shell as he closed the safe.

      By the time Shell opened the door, Baz was beside her.

      “Hello, Jasmine. Good morning,” she called.

      No reply.

      Baz shut the door behind them, blocking out the street lamp’s light. An instant cloud of heat hit. He groped to find a light-switch.

      It took a couple of seconds before Baz’s eyes adjusted to the brightness. To his left hung a massive radiator below a frosted interior window in mustard-yellow.

      They pulled off their jackets in the stifling temperature. To their right was a closed door, then stairs with a cupboard beneath. At the far left, a door remained open.

      “It looks like the kitchen’s straight ahead.” Baz pointed to another doorway. “I reckon our work folder will be in there. Let’s go check so we can tag into our shift before helping Jasmine.”

      In the kitchen, they dumped their jackets on the worktop, close to the file containing Jasmine’s personal information and daily diary. He held out his phone for Shell to log him into work at the same time as herself.

      “According to her bio,” Shell scanned the folder, “Jasmine suffers from congenital abnormalities in her arms and hands, but usually manages herself. After a recent accident she’s needed us to help her and support with the children.”

      Baz nodded to himself. As Shell spoke, his gaze drifted around the room. Their carers had done a good job clearing away the previous night, leaving the kitchen looking like a show home. A bit of dried mud on the floor was the only sign the house was lived in. That, and someone appeared to have put a kitchen knife away in the wrong place, creating a big space in the centre of the magnetised wall panel.

      A purple bread knife and cleaver suspended on the left, with their matching dicing knife and peeler to the right. Whatever should be stuck in the middle, he supposed, must have ended up in a drawer somewhere.

      The house remained silent, apart from the background buzz of the central heating.

      “I reckon she’s still in bed,” Baz said.

      “Yup. Let’s go.” Shell took the lead. When she glanced through the open doorway beside the kitchen, she halted, staring into the darkened room.

      “Hey, warn me when you’re gonna do that, would you?” Baz chided, stepping aside so as not to plough into her.

      “Oh, crap!” Shell motioned through the door.

      Baz followed her gaze. Someone lay on the threshold between the dining room and lounge.

      “Shit. She’s fallen.” He swallowed.

      They hastened to put on their disposable gloves, Shell pausing to turn on the dining room light.

      A woman wearing a pink fluffy nightgown and matching slippers was curled on her side, her auburn hair pulled back in a tight bun and a pair of round-lensed spectacles askew on her large, aquiline nose.

      Baz crouched beside her and took her hand with care. It chilled his palm.

      “Jasmine, can you hear me?” His voice sounded foreign to his ears.

      No response.

      Pressing his fingertips into the woman’s neck, he felt for a pulse.

      Nothing.

      He held his wrist to her mouth, hoping to feel the faintest tickle of a breath.

      Again, nothing.

      Pulling aside her robe, he checked for chest movements and froze.

      A large kitchen knife protruded from her stomach, sticky blood coating the inside of her gown. He snatched his hand away and leaned back. “She’s dead.”
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      “What do you mean, ‘she’s dead’?”

      Baz pulled the nightgown aside further and motioned to the kitchen knife Shell hadn’t spotted.

      With a gasp, Shell edged backwards, grabbed her phone from her pocket and dialled nine-nine-nine. Once connected, she quickly explained the situation.

      Cracking his knuckles, Baz tuned out from Shell’s voice and stared, unblinking, at the pale, inert body.

      The missing purple knife made sense now.

      In the snippets of conversation he heard, Shell referred to the woman as ‘Jasmine’.

      Something clicked and Baz snapped his eyes up to his colleague. “Wait! This isn’t Jasmine. At least, I don’t think it is.”

      “What?” Shell dropped the phone from her ear.

      “This woman’s too old to be Jasmine.”

      “It might be someone else?”

      Baz continued to talk in a lowered voice, almost to himself. “Pippa said Jasmine was born with some disability in her arms. Said it reminded her of that Alex Brooker guy off TV.”

      “Nothing wrong with her arms.” Shell startled him. He hadn’t realised she’d still been listening. “You must be right; this isn’t Jasmine.”

      She continued her discussion with the operator. Baz had no idea how Shell could follow two conversations at once. Some talent.

      He nodded and gazed into the gloomy lounge behind, hoping to spot a clue to the woman’s identity.

      Squinting into the darkness, he was jolted by an unexpected tapping on his wrist. A cold sweat erupted over his body. He jerked his hand away, terrified it had been the dead woman’s touch.

      His heart thudded when he saw it was Shell.

      ‘Where’s Jasmine?’ she mouthed.

      Deep in concentration, he froze. A faraway voice whispered, like a background mumble.

      “I can hear someone.” Baz got to his feet and peeled off his gloves, throwing them beside the body. He made his way to the stairwell and called up. “Is that Jasmine? I’m one of your carers.”

      A moment later came the soft reply. “Yes, it is.”

      “I’ll be with you in a second.”

      As he set foot on the first step, he was stopped by Shell.

      “Baz, no! We’re not allowed to touch anything. We have to stay put.”

      “I’m not going to touch anything. Jasmine’s upstairs. She might be injured.” He put his index finger to his lips, then pointed upstairs.

      Shell rolled her eyes and turned away.

      Making a mental note not to handle anything, he reached for the handrail to aid his climb. The moment his hand landed on the bar, he yanked it away again, like he’d touched a scorching pan.

      Shit. Thank God, Shell didn’t see that.

      Breathing a sigh of relief, he bounded up, but near the top, the staircase took a ninety-degree turn and a stairgate blocked his way.

      Having vowed not to touch anything else, he brought his right leg up and over the gate, and tucked his arms against his body. Once his right foot settled on the floor, he pulled his left leg up behind him, his boot clattering against the metal top.

      Urgh!

      The weight of his actions hit him. He hadn’t met Jasmine himself. She could be a murderer, or luring him to one.

      If this had nothing to do with Jasmine, the stakes would be higher. He might need to protect others as well as himself. Shell, Jasmine, the children⁠—

      His throat constricted, making it difficult to breathe. He gulped but failed to clear the blockage. Panic. There hadn’t been a murmur from the kids.

      He tried to focus. The doors to all the rooms upstairs were closed, apart from what appeared to be the bathroom. Only one of the four remaining doors had light seeping from underneath.

      Baz considered how he could get in without leaving fingerprints everywhere. Of course, he could’ve donned a fresh pair of gloves, but he feared smudging much-needed prints.

      Licking his lips, he fished his car key from his pocket and rapped on the door to the lit room with the plastic fob.

      “Come in.” Jasmine’s tender voice emanated from the other side. She didn’t sound like a murderer or sadist leading him to his death. In fact, she spoke patiently, considering they’d entered her home ten minutes ago and had not yet met her.

      Baz listened for any movement nearby, but found himself distracted by Shell’s chatter floating up the stairwell, still on the phone.

      Sliding the hoop of the keyring onto the end of the door handle, he pulled down the key whilst pushing on the door with his foot.

      After a second, it opened. He entered a bright room dominated by a king-size bed, leaving space for only a small wardrobe and desk. On the bed, Jasmine and her two young children huddled together beneath a thick duvet and blanket. The wide-eyed kids clung to their mother.

      “I’m sorry if we frightened you.” He fixed a smile on his face, attempting to put the deceased woman to the back of his mind. “I’m one of your carers. Name’s Baz.”

      He leaned across the bed, holding up his lanyard to show Jasmine his ID from Freedom Home Care. “Your other carer this morning is called Shell. She should be up soon.”

      “It’s alright. You haven’t scared us.” Jasmine smiled. “The kids had a rough night, with the wind keeping them awake. They ended up sharing my bed.”

      “Lucky for you, it’s a big bed.” Baz grinned, plucking his key from the door handle and dropping it into his pocket. “Did anyone else stay here last night?”

      “No, why?” As Jasmine turned on her side, some of her midnight-blue curls that escaped her complicated braids bounced.

      “It looks like there may have been an accident downstairs, with an older lady. That’s why me and Shell were held up. I wondered if you knew who it might be?”

      “No, I don’t.” Jasmine’s eyes darted around the room. “There was a stranger in my home?” Her voice cracked. “What were they doing? Are they okay?”

      Baz shook his head and closed his eyes for a second, hoping to get the meaning across without frightening the children. “I’m sorry.”

      She gasped and kissed her little girl and boy on their forehead in turn.

      “What do we call you two, then?” Baz grinned at the children.

      “Savannah and Seth,” answered Jasmine. It seemed that Savannah had been about to do the honour herself, her mouth opening then clamping shut as her mother began to speak.

      Both children appeared slender. Savannah’s long, dark blonde hair was caught into a rough ponytail, and Seth’s mass of unruly brown curls were reminiscent of a lollipop tree in blossom.

      Baz gave them a little wave by way of greeting, then addressed Jasmine again. “Did you hear anything downstairs during the night?”

      “No.” Her lower lip trembled. “At least, if I did, I just thought it was the wind.”

      “I’m sure the police will work it out.” Baz couldn’t come up with any other reassurances.

      His focus kept slipping to the unknown dead woman downstairs. He puffed out his cheeks and stood arms akimbo, shoulders tense as he tried to think of something to say.

      Why hadn’t anyone heard anything? Didn’t the woman cry out for help?

      Noticing Jasmine glance behind him, Baz turned to the doorway and flinched as Shell emerged from the unlit stairwell.

      Cheers for the heart attack, Shell. He took a deep, shaky breath.

      “Don’t worry, we’re much nicer than we look,” Baz joked.

      Jasmine nodded. “Looks can be deceiving.”

      Baz mouthed to Shell, ‘Sorted?’

      “Yup,” said Shell. “Has Baz told you why we were late getting to you this morning, Jasmine?”

      He almost burst into laughter at Shell swerving the fact she’d already been running late.

      Jasmine didn’t respond. No surprise, considering how confused she must have been.

      “It seems we’re about to have a visit from some policemen.” Shell aimed a cheeky smirk at Savannah and Seth, then looked to Jasmine. “Thing is, the operator said we all have to sit tight. We’re not allowed to help you up, I’m afraid.”

      “Where is this…this person?” asked Jasmine.

      “In your lounge,” Shell answered.

      Baz thought it might be time for a change of topic. “Have you been getting our carers for long, Jasmine?”

      “Since yesterday.”

      Shell shuffled from one foot to another. “Have you been in hospital?”

      “Mammy fell off a horse!” Seth announced.

      “Wow!” Baz’s eyebrows shot up. “Well, I’m impressed your Mammy even got on a horse in the first place. She must be very brave.”

      Seth clambered out from under the covers, dragging the duvet down to Jasmine’s waist as he came to sit by the footboard.

      Time seemed to drag after that, as they hung around in Jasmine’s bedroom, waiting for the police to arrive. In reality, around fifteen minutes passed. Baz noted the second-hand do its lazy cycles, checking his watch at least a dozen times.

      “Can’t you tell me more about what’s happened?” Jasmine cradled her stomach.

      Baz gazed at the children for a moment before addressing her. “Not in front of present company. Please, try not to worry.”

      If only I could offer them a bite to eat or a drink to show I’m not a heartless beast.

      It had been the most exasperating first meet of any client he’d ever endured. Not because of the deceased, or anything to do with Jasmine herself; it was being unable to do his job. The monotony broke when Shell called their boss to inform him of their situation, but very little further chat followed.

      They all looked up when the front door creaked open, ending with a rattling crash as it hit the wall. The racket of orders being barked above muted conversations suggested half a dozen people had entered the house.

      Savannah became uneasy, hunkering down into the duvet and under her mother’s arm.

      A slight, suited man sauntered from the stairway and came into the room. “Good morning, all. I’m Detective Chief Inspector Peters. Which one of you is Michelle Franks?”

      Shell stepped forward and raised her hand as if trying to get a teacher’s attention. “That would be me.”

      “You called the operator about the incident downstairs, I believe.”

      She lowered her arm. “Yes.”

      “Who else do we have here?” Peters pointed around the crowded room.

      Shell assumed responsibility for answering. She tapped Baz on the shoulder. “This is my fellow-carer, Baz.” She indicated towards the bed. “This is our client, Jasmine, and these are her children.”

      “Can you tell me what’s going on?” Jasmine asked.

      “I could take the kids to get washed up ready for school, while you two chat, if that helps?” Baz suggested.

      Before Peters had time to respond to either of them, two female, uniformed police officers joined the detective, lurking behind him. Like polar opposites, one was large in all directions, the other petite.

      “Right.” Peters said, tight-lipped. “I’m going to get your statement first, Jasmine. I will be as delicate as possible with your children present.” Turning to Baz, he added. “I’m afraid you’re all under suspicion, so leaving you alone with the kids wouldn’t be appropriate.”

      “Ahh, okay. I was just trying to help.” Baz stepped back.

      Peters grunted. “Would you like one of my officers to take the children elsewhere, Jasmine?”

      “No. I want them with me.” She tried to reach out to her son, but he’d sat too far away.

      “Okay,” Peters huffed. “My officers will transport the carers to the station individually, so I can get their statements there.”

      Shell tilted her head at the detective. “Will we help Jasmine up and see to her morning routine before or after questioning?”

      “Neither.”

      “But I need help getting ready, so I can get the kids to school,” Jasmine pleaded.

      “We’ll arrange a third-party care company to attend to your needs as soon as possible. Social services will arrange your children’s journey to school.” Peters clasped his hands behind his back.

      “They will not.” Jasmine’s eyes bored into Peters. “I take them to school. They’ll stay with me here or anywhere else I go, until I’m able to accompany them myself.”

      Baz brought a hand to his mouth, pretending to bite his nails to disguise a grin at the detective being put in his place.

      Peters squared his shoulders. “It’s simply procedure.”

      “I don’t care. I’ll get out of bed myself and take the children to school in my pyjamas, if I have to.”

      “That won’t be necessary.” Peters leaned over, as if regarding a child.

      Seeing Jasmine wriggling her way to the edge of the bed, Baz asked, “Can you manage? Do you usually get help with this?”

      He had no idea if he was allowed to step in, as the detective appeared unbothered by Jasmine’s risk.

      The question was answered a second later when Jasmine dropped off the edge, a short cry escaping her as she thudded to the floor.

      Instinct kicked in as Baz, Shell and the kids rushed to her.

      “Let’s give Mammy some space.” Baz ushered the children back to the bed. “You alright, Jasmine?”

      “I’m fine.” Jasmine’s eyes watered. She rubbed her face dry with the blanket hanging beside her.

      “I’ll need to call an ambulance.” Shell held her hand. “We’re not allowed to help you up from a fall in case you’re seriously injured.”

      Baz rubbed his temples.

      “No. I’ll get up myself.” Jasmine gripped the side of the mattress, attempting to tuck her feet under herself. “I’ll work it out.”

      “Woah! Jasmine, hold up.” Baz held his hands like he was about to be shot.

      He looked to Peters. “Could we just help her up?”

      Peters folded his arms with a slight incline of his head.

      Indicating for Shell to stand at Jasmine’s other side, the pair supported her under her arms and lifted. “One, two, up!”

      They eased her to her feet, then down onto the mattress.

      Baz was amazed by how smoothly the manoeuvre had been executed and how Jasmine had fought through the pain. She wasn’t going to be a client that made them run around after her; if she could do something herself, she bloody-well would.

      “Well, thankfully that debacle has been sorted.” Peters stared hard at Shell and Baz. “You two will be escorted to the station now.” He sighed. “I will take your statement here, Jasmine.”

      “But—” Shell began.

      Peters raised an eyebrow, almost daring her to continue.

      “I was just going to ask about Jasmine,” she muttered. “She’s our client. We need to make sure she can manage.”

      “Hmm. One of our officers will call an ambulance to check Jasmine over after her fall. Your intervention in assisting her up will be recorded.” Peters narrowed his eyes at them. “They will decide if she needs to go into hospital or respite until we’ve finished our investigations here.”

      Pillock.

      Baz sympathised with Jasmine, being put in such a position. He met her gaze.

      “I can’t leave my children.” She sniffled, her body quivering.

      “If there’s someone who can take over their care for a day or two, they can be contacted,” Peters said. “If not, it’s social services, I’m afraid.”

      Staring transfixed at the carpet, Jasmine slumped. “My brother.”

      “You two go with these officers.” Peters hooked his thumb towards the door.

      Jasmine looked up and Baz raised a hand as a goodbye. “Hopefully we’ll be back again soon.”

      At the top of the stairs, he and Shell were assigned to each of the waiting officers. They trudged down in single file, Shell and her petite companion ahead with Baz and his large counterpart behind.

      When they reached the bottom, Shell was escorted to the police car without breaking stride, but Baz halted in the hallway.

      The ground floor was full of commotion. Investigations were well underway, with people in semi-transparent protective clothing rushing back and forth on their own missions.

      “Why have we stopped?” the officer asked.

      “I’ve just remembered. In my work folder it says Jasmine has a pet rabbit that needs caring for.”

      “Where is it?”

      He shrugged.

      The officer shouted over the cacophony to no-one in particular. “There’s a pet rabbit on the premises.” Then to Baz she added, “I’m sure the lady upstairs will arrange its care once she’s sorted out her kids. Priorities, and all that. Now get a move along, please.”

      As Baz approached the front door, somebody behind him yelled, “The backway is already unlocked⁠—”

      Outside and out of earshot, he missed the end of the sentence.

      During the ride to the police station, Baz’s head churned with questions.

      If Jasmine’s door was already open, who unlocked it? A member of the investigation? One of our staff yesterday?

      The police car made its slow journey across the city, seeming to hit every possible red light.

      Baz sank into the seat. He wondered how many people would have keys to Jasmine’s place. Not that everyone who had access to her property was necessarily guilty.

      But what if she has enemies? Was it mistaken identity? Did someone intend to kill Jasmine?
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      Waiting for DCI Peters, Baz leaned against a wall in the police station’s reception, an uncomfortable draught bearing down on him from the rotating fan above. Shell had been nowhere in sight since he entered the building, so she must’ve been shown straight to an interview room.

      A sharp laugh from a female constable behind the front desk drew his attention away from the ceiling. Her tanned, muscular arms kept up a constant jig back and forth as she shuffled papers from one place to another.

      Her head snapped up, looking in his direction. “Mr Bexon?” She approached. “I’m PC Hawkins.”

      Baz nodded and offered his hand.

      Hawkins led him to a small interview room.

      “Park your bottom.” Her face lit up in a full smile. “DCI Peters will join you shortly.” She gave a little wave before shutting him in.

      Choosing the nearest of four chairs around the table, Baz stared at the bare wall. He only realised he’d zoned out when Peters strode into the room, carrying a file and a large notebook. With his elbows resting on the table, he raised a hand to cover his nose, attempting to diffuse the greasy odour the detective had brought in with him.

      Peters tugged up the knees of his trousers as he eased his scrawny frame into the seat opposite. His thinning blond hair flipped forward as he gave a slight nod.

      “Well, Mr Bexon, if you’re ready to talk, I’ll be recording this conversation.” He clicked a couple of buttons on a small device, the machine’s hiss becoming background noise. “Recording for case two-four-zero-one-zero-four-one-six. Suspicious death, female. In attendance DCI Peters and Mr Barry Bexon.” He shot a penetrating glare. “So, tell me what happened.”

      After a moment’s hesitation, Baz explained how he and Shell had come to find the dead woman that morning, falling silent once he reached the end of his story.

      “Right, Mr Bexon, I have a few questions.” Peters tapped a pen against a stack of papers he’d pulled out of the folder. “First, are you sure the key safe was properly locked when you opened it this morning?”

      “Yes, it seemed so.” Baz shuffled on the hard plastic. “But I wasn’t checking it over when I opened it.”

      “Isn’t that part of your job? Client safeguarding, I mean?”

      Baz nodded.

      “For the recording, suspect nodded his reply. Please speak out in future, Mr Bexon. I don’t have time to be a narrator.”

      “Wait. You’re seriously considering me a murderer?” Baz tilted his head, glowering from under his brow.

      “As I stated earlier, everyone’s a suspect. So, Michelle Franks was the one who found the key safe number on her phone, correct? Would you have had this information, too?”

      “Yeah, that’s right. Shell—sorry, I mean Michelle. She… she’s the one who got the code.” Baz took a deep breath. “But any of our carers sent to Jasmine’s have access to her key safe number, in case we’re unable to gain entry to the property when she needs us.”

      Peters ticked a note on the top page. “And are you and Miss Franks the only carers being sent to assist Jasmine?”

      “No, neither me nor Shell had been there before today. Jasmine only started getting our carers yesterday. It was Pippa and Violet that helped then.”

      “Have either Pippa or Violet ever been known to make mistakes locking up or using key safes?”

      Baz stifled a laugh. “Very unlikely. They’re relics at our place. Worked in home care most of their adult lives.”

      “Hmm.” Peters tapped his lips with his pen before pointing it at Baz. “The disposable gloves that were found near the body, whose were they?”

      “Mine.” Baz’s eyes darted around the room. A camera lens directed his way from one corner of the ceiling.

      “Why were they near the deceased?”

      Shrugging, Baz crossed his legs at the ankles. “I put on the gloves when we saw the fallen lady from the hall. It’s what we’re told to do. We’re not allowed to touch a client without them on. When I realised it wasn’t Jasmine, and heard her calling from upstairs, I took off those gloves and went to her.”

      “You strike me as quite a clumsy worker. That’s a possible murder scene you just dropped your gloves on.”

      Baz threw his arms up. “Oh, pardon me. I’ll go to my boss and ask him to train us in what to do at a crime scene, shall I?” He let out a short, sharp breath, nostrils flared. “Surely it’s unhygienic to go to Jasmine wearing gloves I’d used to handle a deceased stranger?”

      An uneasy silence stretched on for a few seconds. Is he giving me time to make a confession? A bead of sweat trickled into Baz’s eye. Great, he probably thinks the profuse sweating is my guilt making itself known.

      Say something! He made another effort to justify his actions. “So, I changed the gloves. Didn’t give any thought to where I threw them. I had nothing to hide. I admitted straight away they were mine.”

      A smirk played across Peters’ lips. “Did you recognise the deceased?”

      “Nope.” Short simple answers. Get out, go home. Put this torture behind you.

      “Did you move the deceased?”

      “No. I moved her nightgown, though.”

      Peters made a circular motion with his hand to indicate Baz should continue.

      Aren’t I even worth the effort of speech now? “I touched her hand. It shocked me. She felt so cold, like something I’d just taken out of the fridge. I checked for a pulse, couldn’t see or feel any breathing, so I pulled her robe aside and saw the knife.”

      “Did you handle the knife?”

      “No. I didn’t touch anything else.”

      “What areas around the property did you touch without gloves?” Peters scrawled a quick note.

      Baz thought for a moment. “Erm, the key safe, inside the front door handle and the wall around the light switch in the hall. Maybe I accidentally caught the banister on the way upstairs, too. Nothing else that I remember.”

      “You will be asked to voluntarily provide us with your fingerprints before you leave the station.”

      “Okay.” Baz paused. “Does this mean all my past crimes are going to come back to haunt me?”

      “You have past crimes, Mr Bexon?”

      He rubbed his brow. “No. I was joking.”

      “I don’t joke.”

      “I see that,” mumbled Baz.

      “This is a serious investigation. Very likely a murder.”

      “It’s just nerves.” Baz glanced at his feet.

      “It’s unlikely you have anything to be nervous about. Now, back to the case,” Peters flashed a brief smile. “Was the stairgate open when you went to check on Jasmine?”

      “No. I climbed over it.”

      “Who opened it?”

      “If it wasn’t someone from the investigation, it must’ve been Shell.”

      “Was she wearing gloves?”

      Baz tried to recall. When Shell walked into Jasmine’s bedroom, he hadn’t taken any notice of her hands. “I don’t know.” He sat up in his chair. “No wait.”

      “I’m on the edge of my seat, Mr Bexon.” His voice monotone. “What do you have for me?”

      “When Shell and I helped Jasmine off the floor, I remember feeling exposed because I didn’t have any gloves on. We’re supposed to do that straight away. But I noticed Shell had hers on. She hadn’t been putting them on while we were chatting in the bedroom, so she must’ve kept the same ones on our entire stay. Makes sense, really, as she didn’t go near the body, as far as I’m aware.”

      “You don’t know if Miss Franks touched the deceased because you left her alone downstairs.”

      “I guess.”

      “I’m sure you were advised by the operator not to move and not to touch anything when you reported the woman’s death, so how is it you and Miss Franks ended up in Jasmine’s bedroom?”

      “That was my fault.”

      “Go on.”

      Baz scowled. He raised his voice a notch. “I could hear Jasmine shouting. I was worried she’d been hurt, so I went to check on her.”

      “Did you know it was Jasmine?”

      “I assumed it was. But then, I assumed the dead lady had been her too.”

      “Why weren’t you sent there yesterday?” Peters clattered his pen down on the table, as if he’d given up taking notes.

      “It was my day off. But even if I’d been working, I wouldn’t necessarily have been sent there.”

      “Why not?”

      “We all do different shift patterns, so a single client never sees the same carer every day.”

      “If not at work, then where were you yesterday?”

      “At home. Alone.”

      “No-one saw you at all?” Peters folded his arms.

      “Yes. I was at my step-dad’s in the afternoon, helping him decorate.”

      “So, you weren’t home alone.”

      “I…I thought you meant in the…the evening,” Baz stammered.

      “No. I meant what I said, Mr Bexon.”

      “I went to my step-dad’s at lunchtime and left there around tea, maybe four o’clock. It’s a twenty-minute drive. I live alone. Warmed a microwave curry for my tea, played an RPG on the console, had a shower and headed to bed at nine. Didn’t interact with anyone else until Shell, just after seven this morning.”

      “Didn’t chat on the phone to family, friends or partners yesterday evening?” probed Peters.

      “No. I have no partner, or anything like that.” Baz’s body stiffened.

      “Who arrived at Jasmine’s first, you or Miss Franks?”

      “Me.”

      “Did you see anyone else around her place when you got there? Anyone in the streets?”

      “No, everywhere was deserted.”

      “Okay,” Peters concluded. “You’re free to leave now, but I may need to speak to you again sometime, so stay local. I’ll get someone to take your prints on the way out. Goodbye, Mr Bexon.”

      Baz walked down the echoey corridor to reception unchaperoned. More cameras followed his every step.

      If they don’t find the culprit’s fingerprints, I could be a prime suspect. I’m screwed if my gloves caught the knife without me realising.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      After the chaos of his first call at Jasmine’s, Baz was given the rest of the day off. Once he’d finished at the police station, he went home to chill out. A couple of movies later, and the vivid image of the dead woman remained chiselled into his mind.

      A chime from his phone interrupted his thoughts. Sprawled on the sofa, Baz felt around the floor to read the text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey, sexy. Can I come over??

      

      

      

      

      

      He typed back.

      
        
          
            
              
        Lexi, I don’t think it’s a great idea. I’ve had a fairly rubbish day.

      

      

      

      

      

      A minute later she replied with a selfie she’d taken through a full-length mirror in her bedroom. She wore nothing but a matching set of black, lacy knickers and push-up bra, with black strappy heeled shoes.

      
        
          
            
              
        Oh, come on. I wanna cuddle. X

      

      

      

      

      

      Lexi’s seductive photos never failed to ignite some passion. Until tonight.

      There’d be no point texting back. She would turn up regardless. Besides, he needed to speak to her about something.

      Now or never, I guess.

      When his video doorbell sounded ten minutes later, he reached for his phone again and accessed the live feed.

      Lexi had pulled most of her flowing brown hair into a clasp at the back of her head, her spectacles balanced on the end of her nose. The secretary look she had going on would be hard to resist. Even in the low-quality footage, Baz could see her breath rising in the cold night air. Done admiring the view, he switched on the microphone.

      “Come on in, Lexi.” He reached for the buzzer on the wall that unlocked the communal door out front.

      He lived on the ground floor, so only a few seconds later his own door opened and shut. Lexi’s heels clopped down the hall before she entered the living room and stood before him.

      “It’s winter. How is it you’re not freezing?” Baz always marvelled at Lexi’s transformation. From the scruffy pre-teen he’d known years ago, she’d turned into a beautiful woman, reminiscent of a larva to a ladybird.

      “What? I’m wearing a massive puffer coat. Why would I be freezing?” She looked over her spectacles at him, giving the slightest of winks.

      “Judging by the pic you sent, there’s not much under that.”

      Lexi’s skin flushed, whether from the cold or excitement, he wasn’t sure.

      Baz watched as she disrobed herself of the coat with a writhing clumsiness that he presumed was supposed to be sensual grace. He struggled to keep a straight face, but chuckling now wouldn’t have gone down well. It was important not to upset her.

      A warming tingle poured into his veins as she straddled his lap on the sofa. Not helpful. His hand rested on her bare thigh to caress her familiar smooth skin. He inhaled the rose-scented shampoo and expensive perfume.

      In truth, he’d only allowed her in to confess how much the guilt of their indiscretions affected him. He let her lift his t-shirt off over his head.

      Shit. I should be praying for an injection of courage right now.

      His hand glided up her back, fingers brushing her bra clasp as his murky conscience emerged.

      “Lexi—” He gripped her hips to stop her wriggling on his lap. “Lexi.”

      “Hmm?” she muttered from somewhere nuzzled in his neck.

      “We need to… to discuss…” Swallowing hard, he looked at the ceiling, as though searching for divine inspiration.

      “After.” Lexi entwined her fingers between his.

      Baz held her hands tight and shook his head. “I can’t. You’re married.”

      Sweat slicked his palms but he didn’t want to break contact with her.

      “Mmm, I’ve heard this one before,” she whispered into his ear.

      “Lexi, I’m serious.” His voice trembled.

      She leaned back, head tilted to the side and eyebrows knitted together. “That doesn’t usually bother you.”

      He sighed. “It…it’s always bothered me. You know that.”

      “But the hubby likes me coming to see you.” She pouted.

      “So you say. If that’s true he needs a psychiatrist. How could he have someone like you at home and send you here? You’re a good friend, Lexi, I want to keep that.”

      Her voice softened. “I know you better than you think. You’re single, lonely and you crave affection. I can help with that.”

      It was as if she’d reached into his chest, yanked out his still-beating heart, then given him a sweet smile as though nothing had happened.

      His shoulders dropped. “I’m not lonely. I’m a loner. There’s a difference.”

      “Do you really believe that?”

      Baz looked away.

      Lexi slid off his lap and sat on the sofa next to him, continuing to stroke her fingers between his.

      “What happened today?” She gave his hand a gentle squeeze.

      He turned to face her. “How do you mean?”

      “Earlier, you said you had a rubbish day. What happened?”

      “I found a dead body.”

      Lexi’s eyes widened. “What?”

      “At work,” he clarified. “It was a shock, really.”

      “Was it someone you were caring for?”

      “No. But it may’ve been murder. I spent most of this afternoon waiting around for a dick cop to show up at the police station, then got interrogated as if I was the killer.”

      “I’m sorry.” She brought his hand up to her cheek and puckered a light kiss on his fingers, like a butterfly fluttering its wings on his hand. His skin still tickled after she lowered it back between them.

      Baz forced a brief smile.

      She nibbled her lower lip. “It’s probably all in your imagination, you know. Detectives are meant to make everyone feel guilty to gauge reactions.”

      He stared at the floor. “Anyway, it made me realise life’s too short for you to ruin your marriage, and far too short for me to start losing the only friends I have. By which I mean you. And potentially your brother, I suppose.”

      “You saw something today that made you change your mind about me.” Her eyelashes shielded her eyes.

      “Did I? What, like an epiphany?” He massaged his chin.

      “Maybe. Perhaps you pictured yourself living in a big house with a posh wife, a few little sprogs and a cat.”

      His eyebrows shot up in feigned horror. “That’s ridiculous.”

      “Which part?” She giggled.

      “Pretty much all of it makes me wanna puke, especially the wife bit.”

      “Yeah, yeah, if you say so.” After a moment’s silence, Lexi added in a subdued tone, “Did it bring back memories? Of her?”

      “This is different, I’d never met this woman before. She didn’t die in my arms. Wasn’t my wife.” The last word came out as if Lexi were gripping him around the neck. His eyes burned as he held back the emotion. Lexi was the only person outside of his family who knew he was a widower.

      Baz fought to keep from crying. He clutched her hand, his thumb caressing her wrist.

      “I’m sorry,” Lexi said.

      “You’ve nothing to apologise for.”

      “Yes, I do. I always thought that me being here for you helped. Like, maybe it got you through the sadness somehow. Made you happy, you know? But now I see it just stops you moving on.”

      “I’ve nowhere to move on to. All I know is your marriage shouldn’t include me. Not anymore.”

      “I understand.” She nodded. “Well, if you’re not going to use and abuse me, I should probably get back to the hubby, right?”

      Baz noticed her hesitate, maybe in case he changed his mind. “Yeah, you should. And tell the idiot from me that he’s missing out, if he’s sending you here.”

      She rose from the sofa and let his hand slip from hers. When she put on her coat, she wrapped it around herself as though hugging it for comfort.

      “Don’t I at least get the cuddle I came for?” Her voice quivered.

      When Baz stood up, he opened his arms to her and she came to him, snuggling against his bare chest. His neck and back relaxed with a sharp breath.

      Her muffled voice came from somewhere near his armpit. “Has anyone ever told you that cuddling someone over a foot taller than you is awkward?”

      “It’s been mentioned. And it’s not really a picnic for me either.” Baz sighed.

      Lexi sniffled. “Did you ever like me?”

      Baz’s stomach knotted, as dampness trickled onto his chest. Shit. Don’t cry, Lexi. I feel bad enough as it is.

      “Of course. Always,” he said. “But you’re in love with your husband, as you should be. And, though I can’t personally understand what’s going on in your marriage, I’m sure he loves you, too. Let’s face it, he’d be a fool not to.”

      She stepped away, breaking their embrace. “Didn’t you call him an idiot a minute ago?”

      “Yeah, I did that.” Baz nodded and laughed. “And, until I meet him and see otherwise, I’ll stick with that opinion, thank you very much.”

      Baz plonked himself back on the sofa, and Lexi blew him a kiss before making a hasty retreat. Once the door shut behind her, he knew things would never be the same again.

      I hope we can stay friends.

      As Baz headed to bed, his phone chimed with another message from Lexi.

      
        
          
            
              
        Thank you for being honest with me tonight. I’m going away for the weekend with the hubby, but maybe we could meet up sometime after that… outdoors, I mean? As friends! X

      

      

      

      

      

      Baz typed his reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        I hope so, we’ll have to wait and see. Chat soon.
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      Baz brought his car to the kerb outside Pippa’s house the next morning. Seconds after he parked, she hopped in with an energy that disguised the fact she was ten years his senior. Pippa often drove herself to calls, but as they were working together all day, he’d offered to take her. He wasn’t sure he’d ever seen her stand still, always dashing around, her trainers needing regular replacement.

      “Where to first?” Pippa balanced her travel mug between her knees as she fastened the seatbelt. “I haven’t even checked my rota today.”

      “First stop is Jasmine.” Baz slid the car into gear and drove into the fog.

      Pippa looked across at him, wide-eyed. “Weren’t you there Wednesday? Must’ve been a fun day, with that dead body.”

      “Hmm, don’t remind me,” Baz mumbled. “I’m a bit surprised it only took two days for Jasmine to be allowed back home, though. I thought that detective would leave her homeless a couple of weeks.”

      “Yeah. Me and Violet had to go to the station as well. Apparently, some gobby twat told them we were her carers the day before.”

      When Baz glanced at her, she gave him a sideward glare over her steaming cup.

      “Hold on.” He half-raised his hands in defence, keeping his palms on the steering wheel. “Your names were signed in Jasmine’s diary notes. I told them nothing they wouldn’t easily find out themselves.” After a beat, he added, “How did it go?”

      “Hard to say, really. The detective seemed to think Violet may have purposely left the door or key safe unlocked.”

      “Why would she do that?” Head tilted, his eyes wandered a moment before focusing on the road again.

      “You haven’t heard this from me.” Pippa lowered her voice as if someone in the deserted streets would earwig on their conversation.

      Where on earth is this going?

      “Violet told me she’s been trying to get her daughter off drugs for months, as she was getting into trouble with the police. The detective suggested Violet left Jasmine’s home unlocked for her daughter to rob. She never has money. He made a point of reminding me, Violet knew Jasmine wasn’t able to get downstairs.”

      “Doesn’t make sense.” Baz halted at traffic lights devoid of any signs of life. “If Violet is so against her daughter’s drug use, why would she help her steal from a client to get money she’d likely spend on drugs?” He tutted. “Not to mention the fact that Violet would seriously jeopardise her own job. A job she’s had for what? Thirty years?”

      “I wasn’t taken in by the theory either, not really.”

      “Pfft!” Baz almost choked on his laugh. “Yes, you were.” He shook his head, putting the car into drive as the lights went green. “How does the dead woman in Jasmine’s lounge figure in this scenario?”

      “They think she’s the mother of a drug dealer that Violet’s daughter buys from.” Pippa took a sip of her drink.

      Baz nodded, lost in thought.

      When they came to Jasmine’s street, several vehicles, including a cop car, were parked around her home. Reversing to turn the car, Baz drove to the open end of the cul-de-sac. He stopped on the wrong side of the road, four houses from Jasmine’s.

      They were ten minutes early, so he opened his window and lit a cigarette. Pippa didn’t smoke, so he held his fag outside.

      “Are they suggesting Violet’s daughter murdered her drug dealer’s mother?” Baz blew smoke from the corner of his mouth into the breeze. “If so, why? It’s hardly going to impress the dealer, unless he’s not fond of his dear mama. Also, was there money missing at Jasmine’s? If not, Violet’s ploy of leaving the place unlocked to be robbed was a waste of effort.”

      Pippa shrugged.

      “Sounds like this detective is clutching at straws with that cock-and-bull theory—especially with Violet’s part in it.” Baz tapped his thumb on the car door. “I mean, it’s not like we’re best buddies, but it doesn’t seem like something she’d do, even for the benefit of her daughter. Violet knew there were children in that house. She’d never have endangered them.”

      “The police also suggested Violet might’ve made an innocent mistake locking up, but I couldn’t believe that. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary. She locked both doors and deposited the keys in the safe while I was around.”

      “Yeah, he said the same to me. Plus, he couldn’t seem to accept the fact I had no alibi for my whereabouts that night.” Baz took another drag from his cig.

      “I didn’t have an alibi either, but the detective didn’t seem bothered by it.” Pippa smirked.

      Baz rolled his eyes at her. “I guess I just look more of the killing type.”

      “Your words, not mine.” Pippa flipped the lid off her cup to swig the last of her coffee.

      “What’s her poison, anyway?”

      She swallowed. “Who? Violet’s daughter?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Cocaine.”

      “Expensive habit, that.” Baz gave a one-shouldered shrug.

      “Definitely more costly than your addiction.” She pointed at the half-smoked cig between his fingers.

      “Says the woman who has Botox injected into her face and peroxide poured on her head every few months. Or is that not a habit?” He winked.

      “That’s cosmetic!” Pippa said, pretending to be offended. She leaned towards the window to see her reflection, pinning back a stray lock of hair.

      Baz laughed. “Yeah, coz I bet you’d look a real hag without it.”

      She responded with a playful jab to his upper arm, a little too hard. His eyes watered.

      “Gees, Pippa. Are you sure you’re not the killer? You proper sucker-punched me. Time to take up a boxing career?” As he rubbed his
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