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      The tip tap of the rain against the panes of glass wakes me slowly. I swim up through the layers of consciousness reluctantly, feeling a pleasant warmth plastered against my back and the dead weight of an arm slung over my waist. There’s a very loud, distinctly feline purring next to my ear in direct contradiction to the very human appendage pinning me to the bed.

      I turn my head carefully and look over my shoulder to find my cat, Jacob Marley, currently curled up on the side of my boyfriend’s head, his tail curling around Danny’s neck like a facehugger from the film Alien. I can barely see Danny’s face, just a nose and mouth, and I suppose I should be grateful my cat is allowing him to breathe at least. Although, saying that, I know he’d never do anything to harm Danny. Jacob Marley has made his preference very clear; Danny is his prince and the rest of us mere mortals are nothing more than peasants.

      I watch as Jacob Marley opens one sleepy eye and stares at me lazily as if to say, Yeah? What are you gonna do about it, peasant…

      I suppose I should also be grateful Danny doesn’t have any allergies or his head would be the size of a watermelon by now. Turning away from the territorial glare of my cat, I snuggle back down into Danny’s warm embrace and sigh in contentment.

      The rain has risen to a clatter as the heavens open outside. I’d forgotten to close the curtains again last night when I crawled into bed to wait for Danny. I must’ve fallen asleep by the time he got in. We’ve barely had time to see each other lately between my job at the mortuary and his job as a detective. It’s frustrating when our schedules don’t align for weeks on end. Most of the time he’s at his flat and I’m at mine. If we do manage to see each other we don’t always get the chance to do more than sleep and occasionally have breakfast together.

      But not today. I grin to myself.

      Today is one of those rare days when serendipity has aligned to give Danny and me twenty-four glorious hours together with no interruptions.

      I glance back at the window again. Who said April showers were a pain? I can’t think of anything better than snuggling in bed all day, preferably naked, while watching TV and snacking in between bouts of really hot sex.

      My eyes drift closed again and I’m floating away, surrounded by Danny’s warm scent and the lulling rhythm of his even breaths. I feel like I’m wrapped up in pure bliss, as if contentment were something tangible I could wrap around myself like a blanket.

      I don’t know how much time has passed when I notice a loud and persistent dripping above the pitter-patter of the rain against the window. Cranking open one eye, I lock on the source of the sound and sigh inwardly. There’s a large wet spot on the ceiling directly above what looks to be a small lake pooling on the floor.

      Lifting Danny’s arm gently so as not to disturb him, I slide out of the bed and flop onto the floor gracelessly. Fumbling for my glasses on the bedside table, I shove them onto my face, almost poking myself in the eye.

      Climbing to my feet and scratching my belly absently, I let out a jaw-cracking yawn and stumble out of the bedroom, stopping briefly in the bathroom to pee.

      I resume my sleepy amble to the kitchen, almost tripping when Jacob Marley appears from nowhere and twines himself around my legs, trying to take me down like a furry ninja.

      As I enter the kitchen, I do my best to ignore him as he leaps up onto the counter with the kind of agility an overweight ten-year-old cat probably shouldn’t have. He plants himself imperiously beside me, tail twitching as he starts up a purr so loud it sounds like a rusty tractor.

      “Oh, now you want my attention.” I roll my eyes. “Honestly, I don’t know why I let you treat me like this,” I bemoan as I pick up his bowl from the floor and then automatically reach into the cupboard for his food. “You treat me badly and I still do everything you want.” I place his food bowl on the floor and watch as he nimbly drops down beside it and sniffs at it disdainfully. I place the fresh water bowl down next to it, and he lets out an indignant yowl.

      “Oh, for god’s sake,” I sigh as I reach for a clean bowl and open the fridge to pour him a small amount of milk. “There.” I set it beside him. “That’s all you’re getting. It’s no wonder you’re getting tubby.”

      He gives a snooty sniff and turns to lap daintily at the milk while lifting his tail and showing me his bum hole.

      “You’re a dick,” I tell him with great conviction. “Get a cat, they said,” I mutter under my breath. “It’ll be great company.” I snort as I reach into another cupboard and pull out several large saucepans and pots. “Next time I’m getting a dog,” I tell Jacob Marley, who is flat out ignoring me. “It may drool all over everything and chew my shoes, but at least it will love me unconditionally, unlike you, you spiteful little Jezebel.”

      I swear he would’ve flipped me the finger while nonchalantly drinking his milk if he could’ve. Turning away, I spy another rebellious drip from the ceiling. With a sigh of resignation, I place a pot underneath it and head out into the living room. Finding the other leak I know is there, I set another pot beneath it, then listen to the tinkling sound of the dripping for a moment before heading back into the bedroom and locking the door behind me with a perverse little snigger. Jacob Marley won’t be able to get back in and stake his claim on my boyfriend now.

      Setting the last pan under the leak in the bedroom, I lift the covers and slide back into bed beside Danny, who automatically wraps his arm around me and pulls me in close, nuzzling into my neck with a hum of contentment.

      “Your feet are cold,” he mumbles.

      “You know those are some finely honed observational skills. Have you ever thought of a career in law enforcement?” I grin.

      I yelp and laugh loudly as he whips me underneath him, rolling and pinning my body to the bed. I can feel his morning glory press against me, making my dick wake up and take interest as he buries his face in the crook of my neck and breathes deeply before kissing my warm skin.

      “Want me to read you your rights?” He chuckles as he rolls his hips against me, and I let out a burst of laughter.

      “Oh my god, that was terrible.”

      “I’ve only just woken up, this is what I have to work with.” He lifts his head and takes my lips as I wrap my arms around his neck and grind my dick against him, trying to get some desperate friction.

      “I could handcuff you to the bed again.” His voice rumbles against my lips in amusement. “You know you liked it.”

      “Need I remind you what happened last time,” I gasp out as his hand slides into my PJs and fists my cock lazily.

      “That wasn’t my fault.” He smiles against my mouth, his voice deliciously gravelly as he continues to stroke me slowly. “I could’ve sworn I put the key on the bedside table.”

      My eyes roll back in my head and my toes curl as he adds that little twist he does with his palm when he reaches the head of my cock. His tongue slides back in to tangle with mine as his fist tightens, and I moan obscenely into his mouth. A shiver rolls down my spine, and I can feel my balls tightening.

      “Hold that thought.” He pecks a quick kiss to my lips and jumps out of bed, leaving me splayed out like a starfish with my rock-hard dick poking out of my PJs.

      “What?” I blink through a haze of lust as Danny shoots me a grin and disappears into the bathroom.

      “Sorry, my bladder was about to explode,” he calls through the open door to the accompaniment of a thin stream hitting the water.

      “And they say romance is dead.” I drop my head back against the pillow and stare up at the ceiling morosely.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll make it up to you,” he replies as he flushes the toilet and washes his hands. “Repeatedly.” He chuckles as he clicks the light off and leaves the bathroom.

      “Be careful of the”—I glance across and watch as Danny steps in the saucepan of rainwater—“pot,” I finish with an apologetic snigger.

      The look on his face is absolutely priceless as he lifts his dripping foot and stares at it before turning his gaze back to me.

      “I thought you were going to speak to the landlord about that?” He grabs a nearby towel from the laundry pile and dries his foot before hopping back into bed and snuggling down under the covers with me.

      “I spoke to him last time it rained and the roof leaked.” I climb onto Danny, plastering myself to him and kissing his lips with a hum of pleasure.

      “And what did he say?” Danny’s hands snake down my spine to cup my buttocks, pulling me in closer.

      “I think we’ve come to an understanding.” I roll my hips against him.

      “What’s that?” Danny snorts. “You complain and he does nothing?”

      “Pretty much.” I shrug and take his mouth again.

      “Tris…”

      “Danny,” I huff indignantly. “I’m trying to entice you to get naked here, I really don’t want to discuss Mr Ahmed.”

      “Noted.” He grins as he unceremoniously shoves my PJs down past my hips and fists my cock once more, and I let out a strangled moan.

      He rolls me back underneath his body. I knock my glasses lopsided in my haste to get him naked as I grab at his t-shirt and yank it over his head, making his blonde hair stick up and crackle with static. I skim my hands down his sides, reaching for his boxers, and slide my hands in to cup the hard muscles of his gorgeous arse.

      “You’re all mine for the next twenty-hours, no interruptions,” he gasps between frantic kisses.

      Suddenly the shrill ringing of a phone breaks the lust-filled stupor we’re both immersed in.

      “It’s like the universe hates me,” I sigh as he releases my mouth. “My balls feel like they’re about to fall off.”

      “Your balls are perfectly fine, sweetheart. Would you feel better if I hold them for you?” Danny grins and leans over to glance at the phone.

      “I’d feel better if your lips were wrapped around them,” I reply sulkily. “What is it?” I ask at the sight of a slight frown marring his brows.

      “It’s yours.” He picks up my phone and hands it to me. “You’d better take this, it’s Sunrise Care Home.”

      My heart thuds erratically in my chest as I fumble to connect to the call from the care home that looks after my dad, a mixture of dread and worry lodged in my throat like a hot, hard ball.

      “Hello, this is Tristan,” I answer abruptly. “What’s wrong?”

      I listen for a few moments to the familiar voice on the other end of the line, my chest fluttering with a mixture of emotions.

      “Okay, thank you for letting me know,” I reply before hanging up.

      “What is it? What’s wrong? Is your dad okay?” Danny asks, watching me in concern as he props himself up on one elbow.

      “It’s nothing bad.” I shake my head, swallowing tightly. “It’s the opposite, actually. He’s having one of his rare good days, and they wanted to let me know in case I wanted to spend the day with him.”

      “That’s a good thing though, right?” He studies my face as if trying to gauge my mood.

      “It is.” I nod. “I’m sorry,” I murmur despondently.

      “For what?” He tilts his head as he watches me.

      “We haven’t seen each other properly in weeks.” I let out a frustrated breath. “We were supposed to spend the day together.”

      “We'll still be spending the day together, just with your dad,” he says easily. “Unless you don’t want me to? If you’d rather go on your own, I can catch up on some of my case notes. I’ll just wait for you later. We'll still have this evening after your dad’s gone to bed.”

      “Danny.” I cup his face softly as he settles me back onto the bed, our earlier passion banked. He wraps his arms around me and holds me comfortingly. “I definitely want you with me, are you sure you don’t mind?”

      “Of course not.” He runs his fingers through my thick dark curls, raking his fingers soothingly against my scalp. “Tris, it’s important you have this with your dad, especially on his good days. There’ll be time for us. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Danny,” I whisper, unsure what else to say as he leans in and takes my lips. It’s deep and drugging and seems to say all the things I can’t articulate right now.

      After a moment, he pulls away and strokes my face gently. “We should get up and get dressed if we’re going to drive to Shadwell.”

      I glance across at the clock, biting my lip as I stare at him. “You know, if we were to leave now we’d probably hit traffic. It might be best to give it another ten minutes.”

      “That’s true.” A smile tugs at his lips. “Probably should make it fifteen just to be on the safe side.”

      “Seems sensible,” I agree with a nod.

      I yelp and follow it up with a giggle as he grabs my hips and yanks me down the bed, pulling the covers over us and sealing us in an intimate little cocoon. His lips find mine once more and we devour each other, trying to avoid elbows and knees as we strip our clothes off. His hot mouth trails down my neck, then my chest, skimming across my belly before the hot wet heat of his mouth envelopes my cock.

      My hips arch and a groan spills from my lips as my fingers tangle in his hair. His tongue swirls around the head and my eyes cross. God damn it, he’s good at that. He bobs up and down on my dick, the delicious friction sending little sparks dancing down my spine and lighting up every inch of my skin.

      I feel his fingertips skim over my balls and down between my legs before a gentle finger rubs maddeningly slow circles over my opening. I pull the covers off my head, dragging in a gulp of cooling air as I fumble for the bottle of lube on the bedside table.

      Suddenly, he swallows me deep, my cock hitting the back of his throat. I arch back on a gasp, my arm flailing as I knock the lamp on the floor, along with my phone and a tatty paperback. Grasping desperately, I manage to lock my grip around the lube bottle. I thrust it under the covers, accidentally smacking Danny in the head.

      “Oops, sorry,” I pant, feeling him chuckle around a mouthful of my dick. Seconds later, I feel the silken glide of his slick fingers pushing inside me.

      I let out another long drawn-out groan as he crooks his fingers inside me and rubs over my prostate. I reach blindly behind me, my fingers grasping around the spindles of the headboard and gripping tightly as I unconsciously draw up my knees and ride his hand shamelessly.

      “Danny, please,” I breathe as he pulls free and climbs my body, slicks the hard length of his cock, and slides into me.

      Releasing the headboard, I wrap my arms and legs around him, pulling him in as close as I can. He slips his arms under my back until I feel surrounded by him.

      “Danny,” I gasp desperately, my breath puffing against his ear as he rolls his hips sinuously, rocking deeper inside me with every thrust.

      Our mouths are fused together as I chase the sweet oblivion of surrender I’ve never experienced with anyone but him. Every molecule of my body is attuned to him alone.

      The tension in my body builds. I’m shaking with the intensity of it, feeling the thick heavy drag of his cock over that bundle of nerves deep inside me, and I need more. I need him to push me over the edge.

      “Harder,” I whisper harshly, my fingers gripping his back so tightly they’re almost bruising.

      His hands cup my buttocks, pulling my pelvis in tighter as he thrusts impossibly deep. My cock ruts against his abdomen, trailing precum.

      “Danny… I can’t…” My voice breaks desperately, and my orgasm rips through me with such intensity it leaves me dizzy, with swirling lights dancing in front of my eyes.

      While I lie there panting, my heart thundering against Danny’s chest, I feel his cock pulse inside of me as he orgasms on a low moan. I trail my fingers along his spine, laying my head contentedly on his shoulder as he kisses my neck, and I feel sleepy and sated.

      This right here… is pretty close to perfect, but I can’t ignore the feeling fluttering at the edges of my mind… the feeling that things are about to inexplicably change.
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      Dad looks across the table and smiles at me and it’s everything. He no longer truly speaks, mostly just mumbled nonsense. He can’t say my name, and I don’t think he knows who I am anymore, just that I was once someone special to him. It’s hard watching the man I love slowly disappearing in front of my eyes. Most days it’s so painful to be here it takes everything in me to sit and just be here for him.

      It’s like Danny knows somehow. I don’t even have to explain it to him. He just gets it, gets how draining it is for me. He’s extra careful with me on those days, gives me little things: a cup of tea, a foot rub, a hug, and Netflix.

      I stare at Danny seated comfortably on the opposite side of the table as he patiently removes a Scrabble tile from my dad’s mouth and hands it to him.

      “The G’s don’t taste as good as the Q’s,” he tells him and my dad smiles at him, actually beams at him as if he knows it’s a joke. “Now, where are we putting these?” Danny asks. He slowly hands the tiles to my dad one by one and watches as he sets them on the board.

      “Ha! Z on a triple word score. We are cleaning up, Martin!”

      “I don’t think”—I lean across the table and look—“ZYWQBCCKDDGHYYG is actually a word.”

      “It’s a Welsh word, note the lack of vowels.” He counts up the score and scribbles it in his police notebook, which is never far from his breast pocket, even on his day off. “So that’s 62 on a triple word score, which makes 186, which brings our grand total to 489.”

      “I think you two are cheating.” My mouth twitches.

      Danny turns to my dad and grins. “He’s such a sore loser.”

      My heart throbs in my chest as I watch my dad lean his head on Danny’s shoulder. Danny wraps his arm around him without even thinking about it as he gathers up the Scrabble tiles with his other hand.

      “Well, I don’t know about you, Martin,” he remarks conversationally to my dad, “but I think we’ve embarrassed Tris enough for one day over his appalling spelling skills. How about Jenga?”

      “They banned Jenga,” I lament ruefully. “There was nearly bloodshed last time between Mr Peterson and Mrs Phelps.”

      “Ok, no Jenga then. What do you want to do, Martin?” Danny asks him, like it’s the most natural thing in the world, and in response my dad picks up a puzzle box and nudges it into my hands.

      “You want to do a jigsaw?” I ask as I open the box and scoot my chair in closer.

      I don’t bother looking at the picture, it makes no difference. Dad can’t do puzzles anymore, not properly anyway. He just kind of fits all the pieces together haphazardly so the finished article somewhat resembles a brightly printed cardboard spiderweb, but it keeps him focused for a little while and makes him happy.  Danny and I sit companionably taking turns to hand him random puzzle pieces.

      I’m so focused on Dad I almost miss the cool trickle down my spine followed by a small shudder. I shift my shoulders uncomfortably and glance behind me, but nothing seems amiss. Just the regular residents milling around with the carers and various visitors and family members.

      But I can’t shake the strange feeling. For just a moment, I could have sworn a cold shadow had passed over me.

      “Hello there, Tristan.” One of the familiar nurses stops by the table to check in. “Danny.” She smiles at him.

      I shake my head lightly to clear the strange thoughts swirling in my mind and greet her warmly. “Hi, Lois.” She’s been caring for my dad ever since he was brought here nearly four years ago.

      She nods at my dad. “It’s nice to see Martin so relaxed.”

      “Yeah.” I smile softly as I watch Danny handing him another puzzle piece.

      “It’s nearly lunchtime,” she says. “I doubt you’d want what the residents are having since most of them are on soft food and liquids to avoid choking, but I can get cook to rustle you up a couple of sandwiches if you’d like.”

      “That would be perfect, thank you.” I smile up at her and Danny does the same as she wanders off towards the kitchen.

      We pack up the puzzle and help Dad into the dining room, settling him at a table between us. Danny sits and holds Dad’s hand, chatting about random things, knowing he’s not really taking it in, as I feed him slowly, stopping now and then to wipe the mashed potato from his chin. Danny takes over spooning him some sort of pink gooey pudding so I can eat my sandwich from a plastic plate and sip my juice from a plastic beaker.

      The rest of the day passes much the same. We sit with Dad while he scribbles in a colouring book with brightly coloured felt-tip pens, getting more on himself than the page, but then again, art is in the eye of the beholder. We sit curled up on a sofa and watch some old episodes of Supermarket Sweep for a while as the rain continues to pelt the wide steamed-up windows of the dayroom, the sound comforting over the muted volume of the TV.

      We help him with his dinner and then after, we sit in the kitchen eating Chinese takeaway with some of the staff while Lois and one of the other carers bathe Dad and get him ready for bed. Usually, I’d sit by his bed and read to him, but tonight Danny surprises me by pulling out loads of extra blankets and pillows Lois has provided and building a blanket fort on the floor in Dad's room. He places the small nightlight we brought with us on a previous visit inside so it casts stars and constellations across the roof of the tent.

      It feels like my lungs are too small as I suck in a breath and stare at his finished fort with tears burning my eyes. It’s just like the one my dad built for me after Mum died. Dad and I slept inside it every night for six months because I was afraid he was going to die, too, and leave me all alone.

      “I thought that”—Danny’s hand slips into mine and grips warmly—“as he’s having a good day, this might feel familiar to him and help him connect with you, even if it’s on a level we can’t see. I like to think that some part of him deep inside will know.”

      I can’t speak, my throat is aching. Just when I think it’s not possible to fall even more in love with this man, he goes and does something like this.

      My watery gaze falls on Dad as he crawls slowly into the fort and flops on his back, patting the pillows and blankets around him before staring up at the stars cast above by the rotating nightlight.

      “Come on,” Danny says, grasping my hand and picking up the battered copy of The Voyage of the Dawn Treader from the bookshelf.

      He tugs me forward and we crawl into the snug fort, one on either side of Dad. We burrow down into the blankets as Danny opens the book and begins to read in that delicious low Northern burr of his and holy cow, why don’t I get him to read to me more often? His voice is all kinds of delicious.

      I glance over to the open door of the bedroom and see Lois leaning against the doorframe, watching us, a soft smile playing across her lips. She sends me a wink and disappears down the corridor, leaving me to settle back and let Danny’s voice wash over me. After a moment, Dad turns over onto his side and burrows into me. Wrapping my arms around him, I pull him in close, close my eyes, and breathe in the familiar scent of him with a painful pang. For just a brief second, I’m once again that small boy in his fort with his dad. Now, in many ways I’m the adult and he’s the child, but we’re still together, and that’s all that matters.

      Dad reaches up unconsciously and twirls a curling lock of my dark hair, listening to the story even though he’s not really taking it in.

      Surrounded by the warmth and comfort of the two who mean the most to me in the entire world, I lose myself in the story as Lucy and Edmund join Prince Caspian onboard the Dawn Treader for a high seas adventure.

      Slowly, Danny’s voice trails off, replaced with Dad's deep exhausted snore. I glance over his frail body and my eyes lock on Danny. He gives me a small smile and I nod. Ever so carefully, we slide out of the fort and remove the blankets so we can reach Dad easily. I cross the room and pull back the bedding, watching as Danny effortlessly lifts Dad's slight form from the floor and settles him in bed.

      I lift the nightlight and set it on his bedside table so it casts starlight on the ceiling for him even in his sleep while Danny puts the chairs back in place and folds the blankets neatly. I’m just tucking Dad in as he joins me.

      “Night, Martin. Sweet dreams.” He pats one frail hand gently so as not to wake him.

      Leaning forward, I kiss my dad's forehead. “Night, Dad. Love you lots like Jelly Tots,” I mutter. Admittedly, it would probably sound childish to anyone on the outside looking in, but it was always our thing. It was what Mum always used to say to me when she tucked me into bed at night.

      Taking Danny’s hand, I step out into the empty corridor and close the door behind us with a quiet click. I release the breath I didn’t realise I was holding, my head folding into Danny’s broad chest as his arms come around me, and I feel him drop a kiss on my head.

      He rubs my arms comfortingly. “Are you okay, love?”

      “Yeah,” I sigh.

      I am, it’s been a good day, but I feel absolutely drained. Suddenly I shiver as a cold draught blasts down the still corridor, rippling my hair and sending shivers down my spine. I look up sharply and turn my head to glance down the hall, the feeling from earlier in the day returning full force.

      “Did you–” I frown, looking up as the fluorescent tube lighting flickers with an insect-like hum.

      “What is it?” Danny asks.

      I’m about to answer when I see a dark shadow rush past the end of the corridor and disappear into the adjacent one. My stomach jolts sharply and my heart pounds. There’s no way I just saw what I thought I saw.

      Without thinking, I hurry past several rooms and turn the corner, then draw up so sharply Danny almost crashes into the back of me. My mouth falls open at the sight of the shadow in a doorway, hovering a couple of feet above the ground for a moment before drifting into the room and disappearing.

      I dash forward to the doorway, but the shadow is gone. The softly lit room is only occupied by a couple of sombre-looking staff members, including Lois.

      “Lois, what’s going on?”

      “Mrs Abernathy just passed away,” she says sadly, moving aside to reveal a little old lady laying serenely on her bed.

      I recognise the tiny woman, she often sat beside my dad in the dayroom. They didn’t talk, given that my dad has vascular dementia and Delores has Alzheimer’s, but they often gravitated to each other for some unknown reason.

      Delores Abernathy had been a sweet little old lady. At over ninety-five years old, she was tiny but not as frail as you might think. She still went out twice a week to meet with her friends at the community hall in Clapham, under the watchful eye of one of the carers, of course. Delores had advanced Alzheimer’s and was quiet more often than not, but on the rare occasions she did speak, she was trapped in the past, remembering family and friends that were long since gone and a war that most of us are too young to remember.

      She’s laying out on top of her neatly made bed, fully dressed and wearing sensible laced shoes over mismatched argyle socks, one red and one blue, which are pulled all the way up her skinny ankles. Her skirt is a thick pleated charcoal grey, and her white blouse is neatly tucked into the waistband and covered by a pale pink cardigan decorated with embroidered rosebuds that is buttoned all the way up to the collar. Her cloud of silver white hair is combed neatly into waves beneath a brightly coloured pink hat which looks like a tea cosy.

      She’s lying on her back, feet together, her face in calm repose and her hands tucked neatly over the clutch of her black leather handbag, which she was never without. I wish I’d known more about the little old woman who always seemed to keep silent company with my father.

      “Why is she dressed?” I ask as I look up at Lois. It’s way past the residents' bedtime and yet she looks like she’s dressed to go out and is simply waiting to be picked up.

      “It wasn’t unusual for her.” Lois plucks a tissue from her uniform pocket and wipes her eyes, sniffling quietly. “She would get confused; she couldn’t keep time. If she woke up, she would decide it was time to get up and would get herself dressed. Quite often, we’d find her wandering the corridors in her shoes and socks with her heavy winter coat buttoned over her nightdress.”

      “I’m so sorry, Lois,” I whisper as I glance down at the old lady.

      “It’s part of the job,” she sighs. “It doesn’t get any easier, but it was obviously just her time.”

      “Is there anything I can do?” I ask, aware Danny is hovering quietly behind me.

      “No, love.” She shakes her head and gives a teary smile. “Thank you, but we have the on-call doctor stopping by to call time of death, and we’ve called Delores’ niece in.”

      I’m just about to open my mouth when a large brusque man jostles into the room wearing evening dress and looking quite put out beneath his bushy eyebrows and moustache.

      “Dr Carroll.” Lois nods, her demeanour cooling slightly, indicating she obviously doesn’t much care for the on-call doctor, and when he opens his mouth, I can see why.

      He flips on the main light and marches over to the bed, all business. “Right then, shall we get on with it? I have dinner reservations at The Savoy.” He glances at his watch in annoyance. Leaning over the bed, he pinches the inside of Delores’ wrist to check for a pulse. Satisfied there’s nothing going on, he slowly peels her eyelids back before nodding to himself. “Time of death, 8.47 pm. Do you have the papers for me to sign?”

      He takes the clipboard Lois hands him with a pinched expression.

      “Just a minute!” I snatch the clipboard out of his hand.

      Lois blinks. “Tristan! What are you doing?”

      “His job for him, obviously.” I narrow my eyes and glare at the intruder. “You might as well run along to your reservation. I doubt you’d want to miss the starter course.” I eye his vast paunch tucked ruthlessly into his tightly notched leather belt.

      “Well I never,” he sputters indignantly.

      “Run along now, and you can expect a call from your practice supervisor, as I can assure you I will be putting in a very strenuous complaint. I’ve never witnessed such a callous lack of regard for the dead, not to mention your utter incompetence.”

      Deciding his dinner plans are obviously far more important than arguing with me, he turns on his shiny buffed shoes and sails out of the room, muttering under his breath.

      “I assume there was a reason for that?” Danny’s brow quirks curiously.

      “Tristan, what did you do?” Lois’ eyes widen in shock. “He’s a pompous, self-important prick, but we need someone to sign off on the death certificate.”

      “It’s okay,” I tell her solemnly. “I’m fully qualified to call time of death and sign off on her death certificate, but you might want to hold off on the whole natural causes thing for a minute.”

      “What? Why?” Lois frowns. “She was ninety-seven years old. She slipped away in her sleep.”

      “She may have slipped away in her sleep”—I shake my head—“but it wasn’t because of old age.”

      “What’s going on, Tris?” Danny steps in closer.

      “Look.” I lift Mrs Abernathy’s hand carefully.

      “What am I looking at?” he asks in confusion, and that’s when he sees it, the dark brown banding horizontally across all of her nails. “What’s that?”

      “They’re Mees’ lines, they’re indicative of heavy metal poisoning. They usually present between three and six weeks after the initial poisoning.” I turn to Lois, who’s looking faintly ashen. “Last week, you mentioned Delores hadn’t been well. Stomach problems, I think it was?”

      Lois nods slowly. “Stomach cramps, some diarrhoea, but the last few days she’s had some seizures. We just assumed it was the natural progression for her and were just about to start discussing palliative care.”

      “What are you thinking, Tris?” Danny asks.

      “She’ll need a full post-mortem and blood tests to be sure, but I’m almost certain we’re looking at arsenic poisoning.”

      “Arsenic?” Danny swears under his breath.

      “Yes…” I nod slowly. “I hate to say it but I think Mrs Abernathy might have been murdered.”
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      The care home is a hive of muted activity, the police having arrived along with forensics, the carers and staff trying frantically to stop them all from waking the residents and causing chaos.

      “We’re going to need to get all the residents tested for heavy metal poisoning.” Danny scratches the stubble along his jaw thoughtfully.

      “I went back to Dad’s room and checked his hands. He looks clear, as do most of the others that I’ve seen, but if the poisoning occurred here, we can’t rule out cross contamination.”

      “We’ll get to the bottom of this, Tris.” He gives my arm a comforting stroke before he looks up and sees the flaming red hair of his partner.

      “Detective Wilkes,” I say with a warm smile as she stops in front of us. I’ve gotten to know Maddie and her wife Sonia well since Danny and I have been going over to their place for dinner when all our schedules allow it.

      “Tristan,” she greets. “They said arsenic poisoning. Arsenic? Really?”

      “Looks like, but we still need to confirm.”

      “It’s like an Agatha Christie novel.”

      A throat clears behind us, and we all turn to see a thin middle-aged woman with ash-brown hair wearing a Sainsbury’s uniform and looking tired and sad.

      “Maddie, this is Clarissa, Mrs Abernathy’s niece,” I tell her pointedly as I move to stand next to the tearful woman.

      “Very sorry for your loss,” Maddie says contritely, offering her hand. “I’m Detective Wilkes, and this is Detective Hayes.”

      “I’ve met Danny,” she sniffles. “Call me Larry.”

      “Larry?” Maddie blinks.

      “Clarissa… Larry…” She shrugs. “It kind of stuck when I was a kid, and now it’s just what everyone calls me.”

      “Larry!” Lois appears from nowhere, exclaiming loudly as if to make Larry’s point. “I’m so sorry, darling. Your aunt is going to be missed terribly.”

      “What happened? I heard someone say something about her being poisoned?”

      “Larry,” Danny says gently, “we don’t know what happened yet so we can’t make any assumptions, but it’s looking as if your aunt died from some kind of heavy metal poisoning, most likely arsenic.”

      Larry gasps, her red-rimmed eyes widening in shock. “Arsenic? I thought that went out in the 1800s. Isn’t that what little old Victorian ladies used to bump off their husbands?”

      “It’s still around, just not widely used,” Danny replies.

      “I can’t believe this.” Larry presses her palm to her forehead. “Who would want to hurt her? She was just a sweet, harmless old lady who didn’t even know what day of the week it was.”

      “I don’t know but we’re going to find out, I promise,” Danny says.

      Lois puts a comforting arm around her. “You look like you’ve had a long, hard shift, and this has all been a terrible shock.” She gives Larry a little squeeze and releases her as she turns to look at me. “Tristan, why don’t you take Larry down to the dayroom, and I’ll bring you both some tea while the police do their work.”

      I nod and head towards the dayroom, Larry walking along companionably beside me.

      “How’s your dad?” she asks as we enter the room.

      I flip on the lights and approach one of the tables. “He’s…” I give a helpless little huff as I take a seat.

      “I get it.” She nods and sits down, shifting a stack of board games out of the way.

      “He had a good day today,” I say softly.

      “You take them when you can.” She pulls out her phone, staring at the screen with a frown.

      “I know it’s a stupid question, but are you okay?”

      She places her phone face down on the table with a huff of frustration. “I’ve been trying to get hold of my mum. Aunt Delores is… was her older sister.”

      “You haven’t been able to reach her?”

      “She’s on a cruise with number 32.” Larry rolls her eyes.

      “Number 32?” I ask, my interest piqued.

      “That would be lover number 32, husband number 8.” Larry offers a small smile. “You’d think at her age, she’d slow down some. When I was growing up, there was an ever-revolving door of men in Mum's life. She fell in love as often as some women change their knickers. Fortunately, she didn’t marry all of them, but there were enough of them that it was just easier to assign them a number rather than bother learning their names.”

      “Wow.”

      “Yeah.” Larry looks up when Lois wanders into the room with a tea tray laden with a plate of biscuits, a teapot, two sturdy mugs, and several pots of milk and sachets of sugar. “Thanks, Lois.” She smiles tiredly as she reaches for a mug and pours herself a strong cup of tea.

      “So Delores was her sister?” I ask as Lois slips back out of the room. Larry nods.

      “They’re not close, there was a big age gap. I think Aunt Delores was nearly twenty by the time my mum came along. Their mum remarried after the war when Delores’ father was killed in action. New marriage, new baby. I was always the one who looked after Aunt Delores as she got older. She was really good to me when I was a kid, tried to give me the stability my mum couldn’t, or rather wouldn’t.” Sighing deeply, she stares into her mud-coloured tea as she absently stirs it. “I can’t imagine Mum will cut her cruise short, she’s too selfish for that. She’s never bothered with her sister before; I doubt she’ll start now.”

      “Danny and I will help you, whatever you need.” I reach out and lay my hand on hers comfortingly,

      “Thanks.” She squeezes my hand and manages another small smile even as an errant tear runs down her cheek and she quickly wipes it away. “So what happens now?”

      “She’ll need to have a post-mortem to confirm my suspicions,” I say gently.

      “And will you be doing that?”

      I shake my head. “Probably not. She’ll be transferred to a local mortuary.”

      “What if I want you to do it?” she asks. “It’s just that…” She swallows hard. “She’s so tiny and… and I know you’ll be kind, that you’ll give her her dignity.”

      “I don’t know,” I tell her honestly. “I can see if Danny can pull some strings and get her transferred to Hackney, but I can’t make any promises.”

      “Thank you.” She snuffles as she reaches for a tissue from a nearby box and accidentally knocks a sealed pot of milk onto the floor, but as she bends down and reaches for it, my eyes widen at the familiar-looking little old lady hovering behind her.

      Mrs Delores Abernathy looks no different in death than she had in life with her strange tea-cosy hat, buttoned-up cardigan, and pleated skirt. She’s still clutching her handbag in front of her chest, both frail hands wrapped around the leather handle, as she hums absently to herself.

      I can feel the frown tugging at my lips as I study her. She seems lost in her own world, exactly as she had before. Once she was free of her physical body and the disease which had kept her trapped in the prison
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