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Snow looked over at me, the second I hung up. ‘Are you not heading to your parents then, tonight?’ she questioned.

‘Snow! Stop worrying about where I’m sleeping tonight!’ I told her.

‘Well, I am,’ she replied. ‘You do have a plan, right? Reassure me.’

‘I have a plan,’ I agreed.  ‘Chill yourself out,’ I ordered.

‘Is it a plan that I’ll like?’ she questioned, looking unsure. ‘One that I’d be on board with?’

‘Yeah, for sure,’ I nodded. ‘It’ll be fine...hopefully,’ I added.

‘No scary, isolated beach hut where there are no CCTV cameras?’ she questioned.

‘Oh, shut up, Snow!’ I exclaimed, getting up to walk to the bin and throw my sandwich wrapper away.

‘I’m just concerned,’ she told me.

‘I got that but chill out.’

‘How’s your mum and dad?’ she asked, changing the subject.

‘Apparently, doing well,’ I replied. ‘Health wise, he says that they are both on the mend.  Mum’s going next door and bossing the work men around, apparently.  Dad sounded alright.  Content enough. I think they’re just eager to get back inside their own house.’

‘Well, it’s always weird when you’re staying at someone else’s home-especially if you’re not particularly wanting to be there or have to be there.’

‘That’s true,’ I sighed.  ‘We should get down to interview soon,’ I told Snow then, glancing at the clock.

‘We should,’ she murmured. ‘Let’s hope these afternoon ones are more fruitful than this morning.’

‘Yeah?’ I questioned, seeing her discontented face.

‘Yeah-this morning was a waste of time. Samuel is not involved; I had no luck speaking to the Spanish police and Tommy says he’s getting more response on social media.’

‘Wow...’ I murmured.

‘It’s growing, Ally, and it pisses me off.’

‘Because you feel like you’ve been played?’ I questioned.

‘I know I have,’ she replied, miserably.

I scanned her face. ‘I’m sorry, Snow.’

‘You knew all along.  You didn’t even pause for breath before you called bullshit on it all.’

‘Yeah, well...I’m an old, wizened, disgruntled detective who has seen far too much crap, lies, abuse, hurt and death to believe any old story I’m given,’ I told her.

‘Any old story...’ she repeated.

‘I didn’t mean that...’ I began.

‘No, it’s fine,’ she said, standing, but she was clearly pissed off.  ‘I get it,’ she said, heading to the door.  ‘I’ll meet you down there,’ she said, leaving without looking at me.

I groaned, realising I’d messed up.  Getting to my feet, I got Ziggy and followed after her, cursing myself. Now I’d upset Snow! Bloody great!

Snow disappeared from sight, getting down to the interview rooms way faster that I did.  When I arrived with Ziggy, she was stood by the door, her face a nonchalant mask as she waited.

‘Snow...’ I began, approaching her.

‘Not now,’ she replied, eyes cold.

‘But Snow...’

‘I said, not now,’ she bit out, angrily.

I stepped back, feeling the ice in her gaze.  She was clearly serious.  Now wasn’t the time.  I turned, sighing, cursing myself for being such a bloody idiot.

‘Hello, is Jasmine Smith here for interview? 1pm?’ I asked the admin officer.

‘Not yet, no,’ he told us.

‘Okay.  Which room is free?’ I asked.

‘Interview two is the one you’ve been allocated,’ he informed us.

‘Okay, thanks.  We’ll wait there.  Could you show her in when she arrives please?’ I questioned.

‘Yes, of course,’ he agreed.

Snow and I went to interview two, and once inside, I shut the door and turned to her.

‘I didn’t mean to upset you, Snow.’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ she replied, clearly bothered by what I had said.

‘Snow, it’s like you said yourself, you were young and impressionable.  We all make mistakes, too.’

‘Yeah, but I’m not young and impressionable now, am I?’ she retorted, angrily.  ‘And don’t you think that over the years, perhaps I should have thought to myself-actually, this situation is slightly questionable.  Maybe I should look into it and check?’

I cocked my head at her, pursing my lips. 

‘But I didn’t, did I? I just carried on...blindly regardless, believing her crappy story,’ she told me, bitterly.

‘Snow...’ I murmured.

‘No, I don’t want to hear it,’ she said, turning away.

I approached her, from behind, reaching up to lay my hands on her shoulders.  ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, rubbing her back with my one good hand.

She said nothing.

‘I didn’t mean for it to sound like a criticism.  I think I’m too harsh, if it’s any help to know that.  I’m automatically suspicious of everyone and everything.  Always assuming the worst.  It’s why I won’t let myself fully go with you-because I’m worried you’re going to hurt me, like Cameron did.’

She turned then, looking down at me with pain in her eyes. ‘The last thing I’d ever want to do is hurt you, Ally.’

I nodded.  ‘I know that...but I have trouble believing it.  When someone has gone out of their way to make your life difficult, hard, painful and toxic, it’s hard to trust again.  It’s why I went so mental about you not mentioning your marriage.  I wanted to think you were different.  Whiter than white.  No-one is though, Snow.  Even the best people have flaws.’

‘I certainly do,’ she mumbled.

‘Snow; you’re the most unflawed person I know in real life.  You’re incredible, as far as I’m concerned.  Yes, you made one mistake, but you’re paying for it, with me being a little shit to you,’ I told her. ‘And despite me holding you at arm’s length, there will come a day when I don’t anymore...when I say enough is enough, we’re back together, trying to make this work.’

‘But when will that be?’ she asked, sounding agonised.  ‘Because I’ve had a taste of it when you let me come back to the bungalow, and I have to say, I loved being back with you, Ally.  It felt right.’

‘I know,’ I sighed, ‘But I feel like we need to close this case first, okay?’

She nodded, reluctantly accepting that. 

‘I’m sorry I said that, alright?’ 

She sighed. ‘I’m sorry too.  I’m just wound as tightly as a spring right now, wanting to resolve this.  I’m sorry, Ally.  We’re all good,’ she assured me.

‘Can I have a hug?’ I requested, lifting my arms to her.

‘Of course,’ she said, moving into my arms.

We held each other close for long moments, both seemingly reluctant to let go.  Her taller frame felt amazing against mine, and I held her tightly, not wanting this moment to end.  When we finally released each other, our eyes met and the love there, apparent between us, was absolute.

‘We’re going to find a way to sort this and then make us work, right?’ I questioned.

‘We absolutely are,’ she assured me.

‘I love you,’ I told her, quietly.

‘I love you too,’ she murmured, cupping my cheek fondly.

I smiled at her, sighing. ‘If only we were at home right now,’ I said, softly.

‘I know...’ she said, eyes straying to glance at my mouth.  

I stepped back.  ‘Come on.  Let’s prep for this interview.  She should be here soon.’

Snow and I sat and waited, talking about what we wanted to ask as the minutes ticked away.  When it got to half past one, and she had still not arrived, I got my phone out to call but only managed to get through to voicemail.

‘Oh, hello. This is Detective Ally Emerson,’ I said, in the message.  ‘Jasmine, we had an interview booked at 1pm, here at Evergreen Station.  Are you on your way? Please call back as soon as you get this,’ I said, before hanging up.

Despite the call, no return call was made at all, and Snow and I were left waiting until nearly 2pm, when Laurie Hunt arrived, ready for her interview.  As she was shown in, I asked her about Jasmine.

‘Thanks for coming in, Laurie.  We were meant to see Jasmine before you today at 1pm, but she never turned up,’ I told her.  ‘Have you seen her today?’ I asked.

‘Actually no, and I went to knock for her to ask her about coming in together,’ she replied, sitting down.

‘Oh.  When did you last see her?’ I questioned, curiously.

‘Last night, when she was heading out.’

‘Heading out where?’ I wondered.

‘I don’t know,’ she shrugged. ‘Like I tried to explain to you, we don’t live in each other’s pockets.  I know very little about their personal lives,’ she told me.

‘What time was this?’ I asked.

‘Uh, about seven.  Half past,’ she said, unsure.

‘And was she alone?’ I wondered.

‘Yeah.’

‘Does she have a car? Or did she walk somewhere? Take public transport?’ I questioned.

‘She has a car, which she drove off.  No, I don’t know where she went,’ Laurie said, a little curtly.

‘And are you aware of whether she came back last night?’ I then asked.

‘I didn’t hear her come back in, but that doesn’t mean she didn’t.  I just know that when I knocked for her this morning, she wasn’t there.  I then checked for her car outside, and it was gone.’

‘Oh,’ I murmured.  ‘Well, we’ll try again to get in touch,’ I told her.

‘Yeah,’ she said, crossing her arms.

‘We’re going to record from now, Laurie,’ I said, switching on the machine.  ‘This is Detective Ally Emerson with the Evergreen Police.  With me is Detective Kate Snow.  We are interviewing Laurie Hunt in connection with the murder case of Maria Strava.’

Laurie stared at me, looking miserable.

‘Laurie-how long have you known Maria Strava?’ I questioned.

‘About a year and three months,’ she replied.  

‘And how do you know her?’ 

‘We live in the same shared house,’ she told me, confirming what we already knew.

‘Would you consider you and Maria friends?’ I asked.

‘No,’ she replied.  ‘Like I told you, although we all share the house, none of us are close.  We all lead separate lives and don’t get involved with one another.  I couldn’t tell you a thing about her,’ she murmured.

‘Right...so when you say you couldn’t tell me a thing about her, you don’t really know Maria at all?’

‘Nope,’ she replied. ‘I see her in passing.  That’s about it.’

‘When you’ve seen her in passing, over this last year and three months, what have you figured out about her?’ I asked.  ‘I mean, what do you know, just by inhabiting the same house?’

She frowned at me. ‘I don’t know,’ she shrugged.

‘There must be some things,’ I commented.  ‘You can’t live in the same house without seeing a few characteristics or noticing a few habits.’

Laurie frowned, seemingly thinking.  ‘She hogs the bathroom a lot.  That’s annoying.’

‘Okay.’

‘She has a boyfriend she brings home, which is frustrating as he’s a bit intimidating to the rest of us.’

‘Why?’ I questioned.

‘Why what?’

‘Why is he intimidating?’ I wanted to know.

‘I don’t know...he’s a really big guy...looks mean...that kind of thing.’

‘I see.  But you don’t actually know this man?’ I asked.

‘No, I don’t know him.  You asked me to say what I’d seen in passing...that’s what I’ve seen,’ she said, sullenly.

‘Okay,’ I said, tiring of her attitude very fast.  ‘What about anyone who would want to kill her? Do you know of anyone who would want Maria Strava dead?’ I questioned.

‘No!’ she exclaimed.  ‘I have no idea! Like I said, I didn’t know her! How would I know?’ she questioned.

‘So, no-one you can think of? Even though you just mentioned an intimidating boyfriend who comes and stays sometimes?’

‘Well, yes, him obviously, but I don’t know anyone else.’

‘I see...’ I said, looking down at my notes.  ‘Do you know what Maria does for work, Laurie?’ I asked.

‘No idea,’ she replied.

‘What kind of hours does she keep?’ I then questioned.

‘I don’t know...late ones, I guess.’

‘You don’t keep a check on comings and goings at the house?’ I asked.

‘No!’ she exclaimed, frowning.

‘What do you do for work, Laurie?’ I wanted to know.

‘I’m a copyright editor.  I work from home right now,’ she explained.

‘Oh really? You’ve been working from home, and you don’t notice comings and goings? Because I worked from home, I think I’d be hyper aware of the people around me, because of interruptions.  If they were in and out at night, when I was trying to sleep, I think I’d find it even more annoying,’ I told her.

‘Well, that’s your take on it.  As I said, I don’t really notice what she does,’ she said, nonchalantly.

‘Did you like Maria, Laurie?’ I asked, taking a different tack with her.

‘I told you-I didn’t know her! How am I meant to like someone if I don’t even know them?’

‘But from what you saw of her-would you be likely to be friends with her?’ I questioned.

‘No!’ she exclaimed, on a small laugh.

‘No? Why not?’ I questioned.  

‘She’s not the type of friend I have,’ she retorted, screwing her face up a bit.

‘What does that mean? How are the two of you different?’ I asked.

‘Oh, I don’t know...she’s just more of a clothes, make up and appearance type of person than I am.’

‘Were you jealous of the way she looked, Laurie?’ I questioned, noting the woman before me, and her sweatshirt, jeans and no make up look.  

‘No!’ she exclaimed, a little too animatedly.

‘No? She was a beautiful woman, Laurie. I can imagine most women would be intimidated by that kind of natural, effortless beauty.  I know I would be,’ I told her, without looking at Snow, who I knew was looking at me.  Her eyes were positively boring into my skull, which was off-putting.

‘I didn’t care what she looked like! Try asking the guys in this scenario about that,’ she suggested. ‘The way she looked didn’t bother me in the slightest.  What are you trying to imply? That I’m gay or something?’ she asked, frowning as if that would the worst thing possible.

‘No. I wasn’t implying anything,’ I told her.  ‘I was just asking about her looks and why those differences between you two would have meant you being unable to be friends.’

‘Well, it wasn’t just being different types.  I would never associate myself with someone like her,’ she said, snootily.

‘Oh no? Why is that?’ I questioned.

‘Because...’ she frowned. ‘I don’t like drugs.’

‘Drugs?’ I questioned.  ‘Since when have drugs been in the conversation?’

‘Since now,’ she decided.

‘Okay...tell me what you know.’

‘It was obvious.  That she was a drug user, I mean,’ she told me.

‘And how was that?’ I asked.  

‘I saw track marks on her arms.  We were in the kitchen one time...a few months back...I happened to see her bare arms, and it was clear.’

‘That she was on drugs?’ I questioned.

‘Yes,’ she nodded.  ‘And that made sense, because she’d suddenly lost a lot of weight.’

‘Had she?’ I asked.

‘Yes. Before she was sort of...voluptuous, I guess,’ she said, wrinkling her nose at the word, ‘But then it was just dropping off her.  It didn’t look good.  None of us thought so.’

‘I thought you didn’t talk with your other roommates?’ I questioned, catching her out.

‘Not generally, no...but in passing, every now and then.’

‘If you talk to anyone, who would you talk to?’ I wondered.

‘I guess with James more than anyone,’ she replied.  ‘He works from home too, so sometimes we cross paths...you know, have a chat when we’re making lunch or making a hot drink.’

‘Oh, okay...not the others?’ I questioned.

‘Jasmine is really quiet,’ she mused, biting her lip, ‘So she doesn’t really even say much.  Maria just kept to herself, flouncing in and out and ignoring us all as much as we ignored her.’

‘Oh, I see,’ I murmured.  ‘So, you wouldn’t know anyone who wanted to kill Maria?’ I asked.

‘No, I have no idea.  Like I said, I didn’t know her. If you don’t know someone, how would you know who wanted to kill her?’

‘Good point,’ I replied.  ‘Well, we’re looking to rule you out here today, Laurie.  We have DNA, found on Maria’s body.  Would you be willing to give us yours? So, we can check it?’ I asked, well aware that she was female while the DNA was male but wanting to see her reaction to my request.

‘Yeah, that’s fine,’ she replied.  ‘I just don’t want to be involved with all of this.  It has nothing to do with me.’

‘Okay then,’ I said, standing. ‘All we need to do is take a swab from your mouth and then it can be tested to rule you out.’

‘Fine. I’m not involved in this whatsoever, so just rule me out.  Do what you’ve got to do,’ she muttered.

I snapped on blue gloves and then proceeded to take the swab.  Once done, Snow took it from me and headed down to the morgue with it while I saw Laurie out.  After thanking her for her time, she was gone, and we were left waiting for the last and final interview.

When James Kanton came in, he was more agreeable that both Samuel and Laurie had been from the start.

After setting up the recording and introducing us all, I launched straight in.  ‘So, James, tell us how you know Maria Strava?’

‘Okay,’ he nodded. ‘I’m her housemate.  We lived in a shared house...myself, Maria, Jasmine and Laurie,’ he told me.

‘And how long have you known Maria?’ I questioned.

‘About two and a half years,’ he said, thinking. ‘I moved in and she was already living there at the time.’

‘Okay.  How would you describe your relationship with Maria Strava?’

‘Oh, I barely knew her,’ he replied, shaking his head.  ‘She didn’t really talk to me much, and I just went about my business.’

‘Which is what?’ I questioned.  ‘What do you do for work, James?’

‘I’m a games designer and developer.  I can work from home, so I mostly do.  Occasionally, I go into the office, but for the most part, I work from home.’

‘That must be nice,’ I mused.

‘It can be,’ he nodded.

‘So, you’re working from home, getting on with your games designing...you can’t tell me that you didn’t notice Maria and her comings and goings?’ I questioned.

‘I did sometimes,’ he agreed.  ‘If there was noise for example.’

‘Noise?’ I asked.

‘Yes.  Whenever she arrived back with the boyfriend, there always seemed to be a lot of shouting and slamming things around,’ he told me, with a frown.

‘Is that so?’ I murmured.  ‘Did you like this boyfriend of hers?’ I asked.

‘I didn’t know him,’ he replied. ‘But let’s just say, he didn’t look like necessarily someone who would be good for Maria.’

I let his words float around my head for a moment.  ‘Why’s that, James?’

‘Well, he was just a bit of a type, you know...druggie type.  Intimidating.  He was really rude whenever I saw him too. I didn’t understand why a woman like that would be with a man like him.'

'When you say, ‘a woman like that’ what do you mean, James?’ I asked.

‘Oh, just someone who could do better.  She was a lovely person, detective,’ he told me, wide eyed.  ‘The bits I did know of her, in passing, told me that she was super kind, friendly and respectful.  I always found it weird that she chose to be with him.’

‘Hmm,’ I murmured, thoughtfully.  ‘James, do you know anyone who might have wanted to hurt Maria? Anyone who would kill her?’ I asked.

‘No!’ he exclaimed.  ‘I mean, the boyfriend was a bit scary, so I’d check him out, but aside from that? No, I don’t think so...unless she got involved with the druggie types.’

‘What makes you think she was involved in drugs?’ I asked.

‘Because Laurie and I saw it one time.  Track marks on her arms...and she looked rough. She was gorgeous, right? Like a stunning, Spanish beauty. Naturally so, you know? She lit up a room...but lately...’ he frowned.

‘Lately, what?’ I questioned.

‘Lately, she hasn’t been looking quite so gorgeous.  She’s got too thin, gaunt, and her face was kind of sunken.’

‘And you put that down to drugs?’ I questioned.

‘What else would it be?’ he asked. 

‘I don’t know, James. I didn’t know her,’ I said, making my point.  For someone who claimed to not know her, the man in front of me certainly had noticed plenty.

‘Yes, well, living with someone, you see and hear things, alright? If I were you, I’d check out the boyfriend! He seems more the type.’

‘The type to what?’ I questioned.

‘I don’t know...do this kind of thing,’ he suggested.

‘Interesting observation. We’ll check him out, of course,’ I told him.

He nodded. 

‘James, we have obtained DNA from Maria’s body during autopsy.  We’re looking to eliminate you from this investigation, so would you be willing to provide us with a DNA sample I order for us to check you against it?’ I asked.

‘Yes of course,’ he nodded.  ‘What do I have to do?’

‘I just need to take a swab of saliva from your cheek. It’s very simple.  Done in seconds. Do you consent to me taking it?’

‘Yes, that’s fine,’ he agreed.

‘Great,’ I said, rising from the chair.

After taking the DNA, once again, we saw him to the door.

‘Oh, James? Have you seen Jasmine today? She didn’t turn up for her interview today with us,’ I told him.

He shook his head, unsure. ‘No, sorry.  I haven’t seen her.’

‘When did you last see her?’ I asked.

‘Uh, yesterday, I think...when I got dinner from the kitchen, she was there, I think.’

‘Okay,’ I nodded. ‘We’ll follow up with her.’

‘If I see her, I’ll tell her she’s missed the appointment,’ he told us.

‘Many thanks,’ I replied. ‘Thanks for coming in,’ I said, seeing him out.
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Once James was gone, Snow and I returned to our office space and sat down to talk about what we’d learned.

‘What do you think?’ I asked Snow.

‘Honestly, I’m not sure...’ she murmured.  ‘They’re both just a little too dismissive...I don’t know her...I didn’t talk to her...didn’t see her...it’s all just a little unlikely.  I know housemates can be like that, but you live with someone, you get to know them somewhat, right?’

‘I completely agree.  I feel like there’s something missing...’ I murmured. ‘A missing truth in there somewhere, which I haven’t quite figured out...’ I said, frowning.

‘I know. I think we keep digging.  Check their DNA and keep looking.’

‘Also, we need to find out where Jasmine is,’ she said.

‘Yes, but let’s give her till tomorrow to respond,’ I said, looking at the clock.  ‘It’s almost time to finish up for the day.’

‘It is? Wow,’ she said, checking the time.  ‘And you’re planning on...?’

‘Snow!’ I exclaimed. ‘Don’t worry about me! I’ll sort myself out! I have a plan! I always have a plan!’ I told her, hotly.

‘Jeez! Sorry!’ she drawled, arms raised in defence.  ‘Well, do I get to know about the plan? I mean, I care about Ziggy’s welfare as well as yours, okay?’

‘Ha! All along, this was about the dog!’ I laughed.

She smiled.  ‘Well, I miss being around him...’

‘It’ll be fine, Snow. Go home.  I’ll call you later,’ I told her.

She sighed.  ‘I don’t want to go home,’ she told me.  ‘Not alone, anyway.’

‘You need to get used to it again,’ I reminded her.  ‘Come on.  Rebuilding trust takes time,’ I said, seriously.

She sighed heavily again.  ‘You’re right.  Sorry Ally.  I didn’t mean to annoy you.’

I smiled at her.  ‘You didn’t...but relax. I know what I’m doing.’

Snow left half an hour later and I followed shortly behind.  Heading to a pet store, I led Ziggy around, searching for the perfect, comfortable dog bed for him and letting him lie in different ones to try them out. 

When he’d selected the one he wanted, I bought it and headed back to the car. That done, I went to the supermarket, and with Ziggy’s harness and sign on, did a full shop before loading it into my car boot.  Next, I went to the florist and picked up a beautiful bouquet of roses and other pretty flowers amongst them before once again, walking back to my car.  Loaded down with everything possible, I made one more stop to a cashpoint, withdrew a chunk of money and then began driving.

It took me less than ten minutes to get to Snow’s flat.  Parking outside, I felt a tremor of nerves run through me at the thought of what I was going to do. Casting the
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