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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The sun came out from behind the clouds in the historic market town of Dorchester, casting a pleasant warmth over the area. With its elegant 18th-century houses, few stood out as much as Dorchester Hall. The mansion owned by Dotty’s auntie and uncle, Jean and Ralph, was huge. There were twelve bedrooms, a significant feature if you were selling the property but not so good when you were looking for someone. It may be an ideal place for a game of hide and seek, but was agonising when your father was missing. 
 
    “Dad!” Gillian called out, wondering where he could be. The last time she saw him was earlier that morning after breakfast when he was sitting in the study reading the newspaper. Ralph didn’t go for any of this modern mumbo-jumbo reading online. He still liked a physical copy of his broadsheet to turn the pages. Not that he took in much these days, but he could still study the racing pages, or at least appear to be studying them. 
 
    This wasn’t the first time he had gone missing. Ever since his dementia diagnosis, it had become increasingly more difficult to keep tabs on him. This was the second time Gillian had called in the property today. Only living down the road, she was a regular at the house. She popped in to have breakfast with her parents. Her mum was going away on business for a few days, so Gillian wanted to say goodbye before she went. It was a busy house as her brother Adam and his wife, Toni, also lived there with their son, Luke. 
 
     Gillian had returned after visiting one of her jewellery shops. No one was home, which was unusual for neither the housekeeper nor gardener to be there. She only planned to check her dad was okay and leave, but now her plans had been scuppered because he was nowhere to be seen. The next trip to her store in Bournemouth would have to wait. Sarah, the store manager, would probably be glad Gillian would have to re-arrange her visit. They were always on pins when the CEO turned up. Gillian could be quite pernickety, and the employees usually breathed a sigh of relief after she left, as she often found fault with something they were not doing right. 
 
    Gillian’s mum, Jean, had gone to a works conference in Germany. Although she was in her mid-seventies, she was reluctant to let go of the reins of her shoe empire. None of her children followed her into the business, all choosing their own career paths and to make their own way in the world. That was something she encouraged as she wasn’t prone to giving out meal tickets, although she had a secret desire that one of them would step up to the plate. Her motto was for those around her to work hard, and that included her three children. That was what she did when she started from scratch all those years ago selling shoes on a market stall. It was incredible to think that Jean now had luxury stores all over the world. From Paris to Milan and Dubai to Rome, they all had a Monsay shoe store that the public loved and flocked to. 
 
    If Ralph didn’t turn up soon, Gillian would need to disturb her mum, which would only worry her and probably cause unnecessary conflict between them. Gillian could imagine the words now. 
 
    “How could you be so careless as to lose your father?” 
 
    The reality was, Ralph was harder work than a small child. You needed eyes in the back of your head with his antics. If he wasn’t putting his shoes in the fridge, he was attempting to set fire to the place by filling a pan with old newspapers and putting it on the Aga to boil. His behaviour was becoming increasingly more bizarre. If you didn’t laugh about it, you would cry with despair. It was hard for the family members with their busy lives. It didn’t help that he drank so much. Even when the bottles were locked away from him, he managed to grab more from somewhere. It was a complete mystery how he ended up drunk half of the time. 
 
    Gillian talked her brother Adam into coming home from work early. He wasn’t happy, but as he lived at the property, Gillian thought it only fair that he took responsibility. In Gillian’s opinion, Adam should be more involved in Ralph’s care. There may now be professional care workers coming in, but Adam could easily spend more time with his father. They should be considering a nursing home for Ralph, but no one spoke about it. He would never agree to it, so approaching the subject would be difficult, if not impossible. 
 
    Gillian informed the extended family by text or phone about Ralph’s disappearance after going through all the rooms once. She didn’t want to be alone with her fears. She gave Adam an ear bashing to get back pronto, and she also spoke to her cousin, Dotty. Dotty had offered to come over when she could if he didn’t show soon. That was very admirable of her, especially as she lived over two hours’ drive away. It was just a shame the family members who lived closer weren’t as forthcoming in offering their help. Toni was no doubt out with her girlfriends before she did the afternoon school run. Toni didn’t know the meaning of the word work. She was a trophy wife who enjoyed her leisure time and the trappings of marrying into a wealthy family. Gillian’s sister, Lucy, wasn’t much use living in Milan. Neither was their mother, Jean, for that matter. Why did she have to pick this week to attend the conference? It irritated Gillian that her mother hadn’t retired yet. Jean worked far too many hours for a woman of her age.  
 
    The only people currently out looking for Ralph were Maria, the housekeeper and the gardener, Philip. With the house being so huge, finding Ralph was proving impossible. He could have curled up and gone to sleep somewhere or even be purposely ignoring them when they called out his name. He could be stubborn when he wanted to. 
 
    Gillian’s phone rang. She reached into her navy-blue Michael Kors handbag and pulled it out. It was Adam. 
 
    “Any news?” 
 
    “No, are you nearly home?” 
 
    “I’m not far. I should be there in twenty minutes.” 
 
    “Good. We’ve checked the rooms but so far nothing. If we haven’t found him by the time you arrive, I’ll ask the neighbours to help.” 
 
    “Great idea. Lawrence has a quad bike. That will make life easier checking across the fields at the back of the house.” 
 
    “Oh dear. I hope he hasn’t come to any harm. These disappearing acts are becoming too frequent.” 
 
    “Has he been on the booze again?” 
 
    “I don’t know. There was no hint of liquor earlier, but that was at breakfast time. All the alcohol is locked away from him, but he keeps sneaking a drink somehow. He has had a few hours to get sozzled if he had some stashed away somewhere.” 
 
    “For someone who is losing their marbles, he’s still a wily old fox.” 
 
    Gillian sighed. Ralph’s illness had crept up on him so quickly. Everyone could be forgetful, but Ralph’s behaviour was bizarre. He left a Dick Francis novel in the washing machine the other day, then swore blind it wasn’t him who had put it there, accusing everyone else. 
 
    “He is going downhill fast. As soon as Mum gets home, we must have the conversation about what to do with him.” 
 
    “You know what I think.” Adam sounded angry. 
 
    “Dad will have a dicky fit if we put him in a home.” 
 
    “So, what is your suggestion? Are you going to be his full-time carer?” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” Gillian snapped. 
 
    “Don’t take it out on me because you are stressed.” 
 
    “I’m only saying that he won’t agree to move out.” 
 
    “I know, but it’s getting so hard as a family to cope with him.” 
 
    “Some of us put more work in than others. Not everyone is doing their fair share. He soiled his pants the other day, and I had to clean him and change him, and not for the first time. It was awful and we can’t expect Maria to do it.” 
 
    “Mum will have to put her hand in her pocket and pay for more care. It’s not as though she can’t afford it.” 
 
    “I think she is too busy with work; she is oblivious to how bad things are.” 
 
    “You’re right, and she doesn’t enjoy spending money unless she has to.” 
 
    “Well, the time has come for change. We can’t cope with him going off like this. It causes too much anxiety. Mum should be here sorting this out, not me,” Gillian whined. 
 
    There were a few moments of silence as the siblings contemplated their father’s future and how they would broach the subject with their mum. Gillian couldn't help but feel a sense of dread creep over her. The thought of her father in a care home, alone and confused, was too much to bear. At the same time, it could be the only option left. They had tried everything else, and nothing had worked. 
 
    “We can sit down as a family and discuss it when she gets back. Have you tried to contact Mum?” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to worry her, but I have just sent her a text to phone me. She may have some idea where he could have gone. She hasn’t got back to me yet, so she may still be on her flight.” 
 
    “Try her again.”  
 
    Gillian felt like saying to Adam that he should try. She hated how everything got put on her shoulders. 
 
    “Listen, I’ve got to go.” She sighed. “There’s another call coming through. I’ll see you when you arrive and hurry up.” Gillian ended the conversation with Adam and immediately answered the call from her auntie. 
 
    “Thanks for phoning back, Auntie Meryl. I’m sorry to bother you, but Dad is missing again, and I can’t get hold of Mum. I wondered if you had heard from her?” Gillian had expected her mum to phone her straight back when she messaged her and was annoyed when she hadn’t. 
 
    “No, I’ve not heard from Jean either. She must be on another call or mid-flight without a signal. Trust her to be out of the country when you need her. Keep me informed, darling, and let me know when you find your dad. I’m sure he can’t have gone far. Have you checked in the Baker’s Arms?” 
 
    “That was the first place I called after checking the rooms here. I’ll get Adam to double-check the other local pubs when he gets here. He is on his way home from work now.” 
 
    “If there is anything I can do to help, please let me know.” 
 
    “Thanks, Auntie Meryl. If you can keep trying Mum, that would be a great help.” 
 
    “Of course, I will. 
 
    “I’ll call you as soon as there is any news. I didn’t want to worry her while she is away, but I am struggling to deal with this now.” 
 
    Gillian sounded close to tears. Dotty’s mum tried her best to help her niece to think positively. 
 
    “He won’t be far.” 
 
    “Mm, I’m sure you are right.” Gillian sighed as they ended the call.  
 
    By the time Adam arrived, Gillian had already got the neighbours, Fiona and Trevor, from next door and Marjorie Bunting from across the road involved with the search, plus Lawrence had gone off on his quad bike. The consensus was that they would give it an hour and if Ralph hadn’t turned up by then, they would call the police. It wouldn’t be the first time the family had called on their services. Gillian thought it was such a drain on their resources, but sometimes they had no choice but to involve the police. The property was a huge place to search, and, with the vast grounds, made it virtually impossible without extra resources. 
 
    Adam called in all the local pubs. The result was negative, which was a disappointment. Last time they found him drinking in the snug, even though he left the house with no money. He was well known to the regulars who didn’t mind buying Ralph a cheeky pint or shot, despite his family trying to put a ban on him imbibing in alcoholic beverages. Ralph could be clever at coming up with ingenious plans to get his liquor. He roped Maria or Philip into buying bottles for him or sent taxis to pick up supplies, which he hid all over their grand home. Often, he couldn’t remember where he hid his booze, so it wasn’t uncommon to find a bottle of spirits in the stables hidden in a haystack. It was no wonder he spent so much time with the horses. He always returned home in a merrier and wobblier condition than he set off. 
 
    Gillian checked the time. She remained in the property checking the rooms again while the search party went out looking for Ralph. She wasn’t exactly dressed for traipsing through fields with her champagne-coloured silk shirt with a Paloma pleat down the front and luxury cream slacks. They were bought in the sale last year from Giorgio Armani but were still too expensive to ruin.  
 
    She received messages and calls back from everyone who was searching. They all gave a negative response. There was only one thing left to do. It was time to call in the experts.  
 
    Her emotions were all over the place. She was angry with her dad for going off and causing all this upset. There was also a sense of dread as she imagined worst-case scenario. Overshadowing this was the deep sadness that his illness had beaten them. Dementia had finally taken her dad to a far-off land, that probably he would never return from. Memories of Ralph’s exasperating behaviour over the years washed over her. He had always been hard work, but she loved him dearly. She would never forgive herself if anything had happened to him. She felt responsible for him, more so than other members of her family did. 
 
    The phone clicked. 
 
    “Which service do you require?” 
 
    “Police, please,” Gillian said. She was put directly through. 
 
    “Can you tell me what the emergency is?” the call handler asked. 
 
    “My father is missing.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Every two minutes, someone is reported missing in Britain. Each case is a race against time as the police try to get into the mindset of the individual and trace their last known steps. Aileen Farmer was a conscientious call handler. She took the call from Gillian and put the alert out about a MISPER with potential threat to life because of Ralph’s vulnerability. As a first call responder, she had worked there for two years since leaving college and was the initial point of contact in the fight to bring hope to worried families. She had grandparents herself and it bothered her that they may one day be in this position. Wasting no time, she passed the call through to the local police. Although she never found out how cases panned out, she hoped in this case, the ending would be a happy one. 
 
    PC’s Dunne and Forester arrived at Dorchester Hall several minutes later. Gillian mustered up her strength to hold it together. She showed them through to the drawing room. 
 
    “What was he wearing when you last saw him?” PC Dunne took out his notebook and jotted down Gillian’s response. 
 
    “A navy-blue jumper with a blue and white check shirt underneath and dark grey slacks.” 
 
    “Does he have a phone on him?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What about money?” 
 
    “He could have had his wallet on him, but no bank cards.” 
 
    “Oh?” PC Dunne raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “We took his cards off him to stop him buying whisky by the gallon.” 
 
    “I see. That’s a shame because it may have been a way that we could have found out his whereabouts if he tried to use one.” 
 
    “Well, he doesn’t have one on him and he gets so confused, he never remembers his pin number, anyway.” 
 
    Gillian gave the police the information they asked for about her dad. They took details of his medication and assured Gillian that they would do all they could to find him and bring him home. Whilst they said nothing to Gillian, it was already going through their heads that some unscrupulous person could have taken advantage of him with his condition. Gillian only thought he had about twenty pounds in his wallet, but she wasn’t certain of that.  
 
    Back at the station, Sergeant Helen Rogers started organising the search. All available units were sent to the area. 
 
    “It is hard to figure out someone with dementia and know how they will behave. He is likely to be confused or he may be enjoying himself somewhere with his bottle of whisky. We’ve got the details of the last sighting from the camera at the property. He was heading towards the stables, and he had a Waitrose carrier bag in his hand. His daughter suspects he could have been taking his booze and going to check on the horses. How are we doing checking the taxi services in the area?” 
 
    “No positive confirmations back yet,” her colleague replied. 
 
    “It is very concerning. He isn’t capable of looking after himself.” 
 
    “We’ve checked the cameras around the bus and train station and no positive sightings there. We’ve also drawn a blank from the local hospital. A shout out has been put on social media.” 
 
    As the hours ticked by, concern grew. It was getting late. The police needed to move as quickly as possible. Although the weather was quite mild, Ralph was old and frail, and the darkness increased the risk to his safety, plus there was his medication to think about. He was at extra risk if he wasn’t taking that. It was frustrating for the police that they didn’t have any leads yet. Now it had gone up on Facebook, and other social media sites, there may be dog walkers in the vicinity who may spot something. 
 
    As time went by, the situation became more threatening. Any delay in finding Ralph could mean the difference between life and death. All available resources were sent to the area. The dogs were in the fields close to the property. The problem was, there was a lapse of a few hours before anyone discovered he was missing, so he could have travelled quite a distance. If he had stuck to the countryside, it made it even harder for the police. With the location being rural, the risks were higher because of rivers and hills close by. With Mother Nature, there was always some disaster looming somewhere. Ralph could quickly get stuck in the wilderness. The chances of survival diminish when someone is open to the elements. The police hadn’t mentioned it to the family, but if they didn’t find him within twenty-four hours, the possibility of finding him alive got slimmer and slimmer. The stark reality was there was every likelihood they would find him deceased. 
 
    Gillian also put out calls on her socials. 
 
    Please help find my dad. He is a white male, 5’10, with white hair. He has dementia, so is unlikely to find his way home. She included a recent photo and within minutes, friends and colleagues had shared her link multiple times. Lots of well-wishers posted comforting remarks, but that made her feel worse. Her anxiety grew because she still hadn’t got hold of her mum. 
 
    Toni, Adam’s wife, arrived home and was trying her best to comfort Gillian.  
 
    “The police are doing everything they can.” Toni put an arm around Gillian’s shoulder, but she moved away. 
 
    “I knew something bad would happen one day. I remember the first time we noticed something was wrong. He was doing a crossword, and he put his pen down and said he couldn’t do it anymore. I thought he meant just that one, but he meant any crossword.” 
 
    “His behaviour can be so unpredictable. You never know if he is with us or not.” 
 
    Gillian wiped away a tear. 
 
    “Dad won’t realise how late it is and that we are worried about him.” She shook her head. “You never get used to someone you love having dementia. It cuts you up on a daily basis.” 
 
    “Try to be strong, Gillian. Lots of people are looking for him.” 
 
    “He will be exhausted now and distressed wherever he is.” Gillian sniffed and blew her nose. 
 
    “Don’t get yourself in a state. They will find him.” 
 
    “What makes it worse is that Mum is oblivious to our anguish. Something must have happened to her phone.” Gillian rubbed her chin. 
 
    “Have you tried phoning the hotel?” Toni asked. 
 
    “No, good idea. I’ll do that now.” Gillian stared down at her silver Vacheron watch. “She should be back from her meeting, hopefully.” 
 
    Gillian looked up the number for the hotel in Hamburg. Thankfully, she was put through to a member of staff who spoke English. When she came off the phone, her face was white. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Gillian?” 
 
    “They said they have Mum’s booking, but that she hasn’t checked in yet. I don’t understand.” Gillian’s brow furrowed. 
 
    “Maybe her flight was delayed, and she went straight to her meeting. She has probably gone out for dinner somewhere with her colleagues.” 
 
    “No, they said she had a dinner reservation at the hotel but didn’t show.” 
 
    “I’m sure there is a simple explanation. She has possibly changed her plans.” Toni gave a nervous laugh. 
 
    “I don’t like it, Toni. I’ve got a bad omen about this.” The sadness increased on Gillian’s face. 
 
    As they spoke, back at the police station, the call had been put out to widen their search for Ralph as their concerns for him grew. The police helicopter was called out to look for moving heat sources that could either be a person or an animal.  
 
    The clock was ticking.  
 
    Would they find him alive in time? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    When Gillian phoned Dotty to tell her there was still no news, she sounded distraught. 
 
    “I’m coming down to be with you.” 
 
    “You can’t do that. It is too far to travel.” 
 
    “I don’t care. I can arrange things at this end.”  
 
    “I doubt we will find him alive this time,” Gillian sobbed. 
 
    “Don’t say that. You mustn’t give up hope. The police will do all they can to discover where he is.” 
 
    “They aren’t doing enough.” 
 
     “Let me have a word with Robin. I’m sure he won’t mind looking after Luke. Things are quiet in the salon, plus I’ve got my friend Kylie working here now, so she won’t mind taking over my clients while I’m away. I’ll bring an overnight bag and if it’s okay with you, I’ll see if my friend Dave, the private investigator, can join me.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do that.” Gillian sobbed. 
 
    “I want to be there to help, and Dave is an expert at finding missing people.” 
 
    The truth was that Dave doubted he could do any more than the police were doing, but he had met Dotty’s uncle Ralph once and liked him. Ralph was a character, and it was awful to think he may have come to harm, so he agreed to accompany Dotty. 
 
    She made the arrangements with Robin. He knew once Dotty got an idea in her head, there was no point trying to stop her. It was one of the things he loved most about her, but it could also be a source of arguments when she wouldn’t let go of situations that she had no control over. 
 
    Robin grabbed Luke in his arms, and they waved to Dotty as she set off to pick up Dave.  
 
    The roads were quiet on the journey to Dorset. They chatted about Uncle Ralph and some of his drunken antics. In the last few years, Dotty had rarely seen her uncle sober. He would make the excuse that seeing her was a cause for celebration. His wife, Jean, coped with his behaviour by turning a blind eye, but it must have been exasperating for her. Gillian went to her parent's house every day and she saw what was going on. Toni and Adam got annoyed with him at times. Now Ralph was missing, he was proving to be more of a handful. Dotty couldn't shake the uneasiness that settled in her stomach. She had a hunch that there was more to Uncle Ralph's disappearance than met the eye. As they drove down the winding roads towards the coast, she couldn't help but wonder what secrets lurked before them at Dorchester Hall. 
 
    Dave seemed to sense her unease and turned down the radio. "Are you alright, Dotty?" he asked, glancing over at her. 
 
    She hesitated for a moment before responding. "I don't know, Dave. Something just feels off. I can't stop worrying about Uncle Ralph and Auntie Jean." 
 
    Dave nodded in understanding. "I know what you mean. But try not to worry too much. We'll find Ralph and there will be an explanation for where Jean is and why she isn’t answering her phone." 
 
    Dotty gave him a small smile, grateful for his support although her tension didn’t ease. By the time they arrived at the gates to the mansion, she was on pins about any news they may be told. Driving slowly up the gravel driveway, the large property loomed in front of them. It was dark now, making the home look more foreboding. A sombre-looking Gillian greeted them. Dotty could see the worry etched on her cousin's face and felt a pang of sympathy. 
 
    "Thanks for coming, both of you," she said, hugging them. “I don't know what to do. Dad's been gone for ages now. It feels like the whole town is helping to look for him. It is making matters worse that I can’t get hold of Mum.” 
 
    “Have you tried the hotel where she was due to be staying again?” 
 
    “Yes, three times. She still hasn’t checked in and nor is she answering her phone. Something is wrong. I don’t like it.” 
 
    “Under certain circumstances, the police could track her whereabouts, but that would only be if they thought she was either guilty of something or there were concerns for her safety.” Dave liked to pass on his knowledge, having previously worked for the police. Gillian offered to make them both a drink. 
 
    “I’d ask Maria, the housekeeper, but she has gone out to join in the search as has Philip, the gardener.” 
 
    “Let me organise the drinks to give you girls time to talk. I can find my way around a kitchen.” Dave said. He felt Dotty was better equipped to deal with Gillian’s distress.  
 
    Left alone, Dotty wasted no time in questioning Gillian. 
 
    “Where is George? He should be with you at a time like this.” 
 
    Gillian’s head dropped. She looked away from her cousin. 
 
    “We split up last week.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “I know how busy you are. I didn’t want to burden you.” 
 
    “Oh, Gillian.” Dotty clasped her cousin’s hand in hers. “I’m never too busy to chat to you. What happened?” 
 
    “He went behind my back and asked Mum if he could borrow money, which is a complete no-no in my book.” 
 
                Dotty’s expression grew concerned. “That doesn’t sound like George. Did he say why he needed the money?”  
 
               Gillian shrugged. “He said he had debts to pay off. I don’t know, Dotty. It just felt like a betrayal.” 
 
               “I can understand why you’d feel that way,” Dotty said sympathetically. “Have you spoken to him since?” 
 
                Gillian shook her head. “No, I’ve been avoiding his calls.” 
 
                Dotty pulled her cousin into a tight embrace. “I’m sorry, Gillian. I know how much you cared about him.” 
 
    Gillian let out a sob. “I loved him, but I can’t be with a partner who doesn’t respect my boundaries and keeps things from me. I’ve been bitten before, and I won’t let it happen again.” 
 
    Dotty nodded in agreement. “You’re right. You deserve someone who puts you first.” 
 
    The two women sat in silence for a few moments as Gillian dried her eyes. She shook her head. 
 
    “It’s the lies that I can’t take. If he would lie about that, he would lie about anything. If there is no trust in a relationship, it can’t survive.”  
 
    Dotty spoke up, “It must be hard for you after what happened with Giles.” 
 
    Gillian nodded. 
 
    “I know I shouldn’t say this, and murder can never be condoned, but I was glad he got his comeuppance. His cheating and conning made me doubly cautious around men and now George has done this, it is the ultimate act of betrayal.” 
 
    Dotty nodded. George asking to borrow money from Jean was hardly in the same league as what Giles got up to, duping several women and cheating on his wife, but Dotty understood why Gillian would feel hurt. 
 
    Dave returned with a tray carrying mugs of coffee for what was likely to be a long night ahead if they didn’t find Ralph. None of them would probably get much sleep tonight. He passed over the drinks, then sat back on the leather sofa. 
 
    “Can you talk us through your dad’s movements before he went missing, anything he may have said?” Dave glanced at Gillian. 
 
    “Yes, of course. I was up early to attend my yoga class. After that, I came over here for breakfast. I didn’t want to be on my own after what happened with George. Toni drove Luke to school. She didn’t come back. I think she was meeting friends. I had a planned visit to one of my jewellery stores, so I left at about eleven. Mum was here waiting for her taxi to take her to the airport. I offered to drive her, but she told me it wasn’t necessary. Adam was still here. He was due to go over to his office.” 
 
    “So, Adam or your mum would have been the last people to see Ralph before he disappeared?” 
 
    “Either them or Maria. When I arrived, the carer who helps him dress in the morning and gives him his morning medication had just left.” 
 
    “Where was Maria, the housekeeper?” 
 
    Gillian frowned.  
 
    “She was pottering about cleaning. She needed some provisions, so Adam offered to drop her off.” 
 
    “What time would that have been?” 
 
    “I’m not certain. It was after I left for work. From listening to their conversation, I don’t think Adam intended to stay with her.” 
 
    “So, the last person to see your dad would have been Adam, or maybe Maria?” Dave was trying to get it straight in his head, but Gillian’s lack of knowledge wasn’t helping. 
 
    “It could have been, or it may have been Mum. I’m not sure. When I last saw Dad, he was in the study with his newspaper. He didn’t speak to me other than goodbye when I left.” 
 
    Just then, the doorbell rang, and Gillian rushed up to answer it. A police officer stood there. Gillian invited him in. 
 
    “Any news?” Gillian asked. 
 
    “You won’t like this.” The officer coughed. 
 
    “Why, what is it?” 
 
    “We have checked the flight schedule and Jean never got on the flight to Hamburg.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    The sun peeked through the curtains at Dorchester Hall, revealing a lounge where three dishevelled people lay sprawled out. Dave stretched out his arms and rubbed his neck. He had slept awkwardly and now his whole body ached. 
 
    Adam had stumbled in around three in the morning and saw that Gillian, Dotty and Dave had nodded off. He didn’t disturb them but went up to his bed. The noise of him coming in disturbed Dave. With one eye open, he watched Adam pop his head through the door and disappear. Dave was too slow to say anything, and he silently cursed his luck—he needed to talk to Adam about the time before his parents went missing. 
 
     Adam went out again early in the morning, continuing with the search before the others stirred. No one slept well. They dozed in and out of sleep, but they were too tired to make it upstairs to the bedrooms. Dotty squinted and yawned. Gillian remembered offering them a bed, but the three of them stayed put, thanks to help from a bottle of gin. None of them wanted to miss hearing if there was any news, so they napped intermittently as they sat there talking. 
 
    They could hear murmurings upstairs. Toni’s voice called to her son to get ready for school. For some, life was continuing as normal. Dotty cocooned her face in her hands as she tried to rub away the weariness she felt. She had dropped off to sleep for a short period just before Adam came in, only to be disturbed by a text from her partner, Robin, wanting to know if there was any news. He hadn’t slept either. It wasn’t his fault that he stopped her sleeping, but she still cursed him. Friends and family were concerned about what was going on in the household. Where could the couple be? Why did Jean not get on her flight? The police would also be actively tracing her last steps now to find out where she could have gone. Dotty had lots of questions she wanted to ask. 
 
    Dave did the honours and volunteered to make a coffee. He now knew his way around the kitchen and the housekeeper wasn’t up yet.  
 
    “Are there any leads from the Facebook post?” Dotty asked Gillian, yawning. 
 
    “Not yet, no.” They all sounded groggy. 
 
    A heavy silence hung in the air, a reminder of the tiredness they felt combined with the dread that filled them all as they worried about Ralph and Jean’s wellbeing. 
 
    Dave returned with the hot drinks, and Gillian took a sip from her coffee before setting it down. She felt the exhaustion weighing on her shoulders, but she couldn't rest until they found her parents. Her dad was an absolute pain, but he was also her best friend. They shared a love of horses and used to ride together all the time when he was younger. The thought of him being hurt somewhere was too much to bear and her mum was her rock and inspiration. She couldn’t imagine life without either of them. There had to be some news soon because this was eating away at her. 
 
    "I think we need to broaden our search," Gillian said, drawing attention from the other two.  
 
    "We've been focusing on the Facebook post, but what if someone saw him on the streets? Maybe we missed a clue." 
 
    “The police will have checked the cameras in the area.” Dave sat up and took a swig of his coffee. 
 
    Dotty nodded in agreement. "When you lose something, you always start from the place you last had it. Perhaps we should do that with Ralph.” 
 
    “I know. That was why I wanted to speak to Adam.” Dave placed his drink on the coffee table. 
 
    “We should also have a chat to Maria when she surfaces,” Dotty said. The others nodded. 
 
    “Have you checked through your mum’s belongings to see if there is any indication where she may be?” Dave raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “Could they have gone somewhere together?” Dotty asked. 
 
    “That’s a point. We should check through their bedrooms to see if there are any clues where they may be. I don’t like prying, but I feel we have no choice. I doubt the fact they have both disappeared is connected but we must keep an open mind. If it’s okay with you, I’ll take a quick shower and then we can check.” Gillian rose from the chair where she had previously dozed off. 
 
    “Good idea. I’ll have one as well,” Dotty said. 
 
    “There are several ensuites, so use the showers, guys and there will be clean towels and toiletries for you.” 
 
    “This is better than going to the Ritz.” Dave laughed, finishing his coffee. He rose and walked across the plush green carpet. They made their way up to respective bathrooms. This was Dave’s first visit to Dorchester Hall. As he walked through the hallway, he marvelled at the walls decorated with alcoves containing statues carved from marble and pedestals displaying busts crafted from the same material. He would love to live in a house like this. The ceiling was decorated with gold leaf. Dave wasn’t used to such opulence, but he had a love for art and culture. Dotty had previously told him how grand it was, but he was still taken in by the splendour of the place. He walked into the bathroom, removed his clothes, and popped on the white robe that hung from the back of the door. He checked out the toiletries on display.  
 
    As a gay man, he was particular about the products he used. His cleansing routine included exfoliating and using serum as well as a good moisturiser. He didn’t mind splashing the cash on something that would keep his wrinkles at bay and was already a fan of dermal fillers and Botox. He was in his element here with La Prairie cleanser and La Mer moisturising cream. The shower gel was Jo Malone, his favourite. The shampoo and conditioner also met with his approval, so much so that he didn’t want to get out of the shower. He glanced in the mirror and slicked back his dark hair. Steam rose off the bathroom mirror, blurring his reflection. Opening the jar of cream, he rubbed it into his skin. It felt smooth to the touch, like silk, and soft as a feather. 
 
    The three of them met back up, feeling refreshed and ready for action. Gillian showed Dotty and Dave to her parents’ bedrooms. She received a work call she had to attend to, so made her excuse to leave them to check out the rooms. Jean and Ralph now had separate rooms with Jean keeping the main bedroom. They started in Ralph’s room which was slightly smaller but still very grand. The smell of wood and leather filled the air, along with that sickly smell of hospitals. Ralph had to have a protective sheet on his bed for his incontinence. The walls were pale-green, covered in mahogany wainscoting and intricate patterns surrounded a splendid-looking fireplace. The bedroom was three times the size of Dotty’s back home. Dave was taken in by the sight of the chandelier and the high ceiling. The light fitting was gold and shaped like a spider, with each thread holding a candle. The two friends quickly worked their way around the room. Dave was used to carrying out searches from his time with the police. There were a couple of empty whisky bottles hidden but they found nothing that held any clues to Ralph’s whereabouts.  
 
    Gillian hadn’t returned yet, so they moved through to Jean’s room. It felt very intrusive being there. Dave gasped at the splendour of the room, especially the artwork on the walls. All four walls were adorned with exquisite paintings. Each one was a masterpiece; the colours were vibrant, the images detailed. His eyes widened as he admired the bed. The top had a canopy. Curtains of the finest embroidered silk pooled onto the floor, surrounding the bed like the petals of a flower. The bed itself was covered in the finest silks and linens with too many cushions to count. His eyes were drawn to the headboard and footboard which were highly carved and gilded in a grape and vine motif, coated with gold inlay work. The walls were papered in gold and red. Dave scanned around. The carpet was red, gold and black with a pattern of birds of prey and flowers, with images of the same birds of prey and flowers worked into the bed cover’s pattern. The table between the bed and the window was made of glass, with the pattern of oak leaves and acorns and half a dozen small fish swimming inside. Dave was busy taking it all in, but Dotty got to work as she had seen it all before. 
 
    It was when she opened the wardrobe that she made a discovery that shocked her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Dotty stared at the large Louis Vuitton monogrammed canvas trolley case with its bulging sides sitting in the wardrobe. Nervous at what she may find inside, she dragged the case onto the bed and opened it. Dave glanced over her shoulder. The bag was neatly packed with clothes and toiletries. A laptop was in the side pocket.  
 
    Dotty’s worst fears were realised. Could this be the suitcase Jean packed for her trip to Hamburg? 
 
    “This isn’t looking good.” Dotty gulped and pulled out the toiletry bag.  
 
    “We need to let the police know about this.” Dave frowned as he watched Dotty go through the contents of the bag.  
 
    “I’ll fetch Gillian and let her know what we’ve found.” 
 
    Gillian went white when Dotty told her about their discovery. 
 
    “What is going on? I can’t fathom what to make of it.” Her hands went on her hips. 
 
    Dave frowned. 
 
    “How long has your mum gone to Hamburg for?” 
 
    “Three days. Why?” 
 
    “This bag is rather large for a short trip, don’t you think? I mean, I know you women don’t travel light, and neither do I for that matter, but this seems too much for such a brief journey.” 
 
    “You’re right. I don’t understand what was going on here.” Gillian looked confused; her brow furrowed. She stared at the case as she watched the other two rifling through her mum’s belongings as though they were customs officers. 
 
    “Do you know your mum’s password to access the laptop?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. Mum usually kept a note of her passwords somewhere. Let me check her desk drawer. I would like to see what we find before we inform the police. This is so strange. Why didn’t she take this with her?” 
 
    There was nothing in the desk that helped them. Gillian stared at the screen of her mum’s laptop. Annoyingly, she found no details in the desk with any clues to suggest what her password was. She knew her mum kept a list hidden in the house, but where was it? It would be ironic if it was stored on her computer – the one Gillian couldn’t access without a password. 
 
    She tried her mum’s maiden name followed by her date of birth.  
 
    Access denied. 
 
    “You don’t want the screen to lock,” Dave said. “Is there anywhere else your mum could have kept the password details?” 
 
    Gillian sighed. 
 
    “I’ve checked the obvious places. I can’t think of anywhere else she could have stored it.” 
 
    “What about in a handbag or drawers in other rooms?” Dotty queried. 
 
    “Come on. Let’s search around. It’s got to be somewhere.” Gillian rose from the chair. 
 
    “Might anyone else in the household know?” Dave asked. 
 
    “I doubt it. The whole point of passwords is to keep them private. I’m sure she had them stored on her phone. I’m also fairly certain she told me she wrote them down somewhere because she didn’t trust herself remembering them.” 
 
    They searched the house. Gillian’s eyes smarted as she went through her mum’s handbags, especially the black Gucci one that was her mum’s favourite. Gillian wanted to remain strong, but it was proving difficult. A tear appeared out of the corner of her eye.  
 
    “My parents are rich. Could someone have kidnapped them?” Gillian asked Dave who was going through jacket and coat pockets. 
 
    “It’s possible but unlikely. Jean is the one who has amassed the wealth. If it was a kidnapping, it would make more sense to snatch someone that she loved.” 
 
    Gillian shuddered. 
 
    Meanwhile, Dotty went to the library and sifted through the books on the shelves. There were volumes of Dickens’ works and several other classic titles that were in pristine condition. Dotty flicked through a few but it wasn’t a simple task. The books on display were packed along an entire wall from floor to ceiling. Dotty wandered through the room, her eyes darting at the titles hoping that something would jump out and hit her, giving her ideas for a potential hiding place. 
 
    Then it happened. 
 
    Lodged in the corner of one shelf was an old diary, together with a matching address book and birthday book. She picked up the latter and a piece of paper dropped out. Her excitement was soon thwarted when she opened it and saw it was an old Christmas card list. A thought struck her. Why had Jean kept a four-year-old diary? No other more recent diaries were on display. Perhaps it contained something of importance. Her eyes scanned the pages until she found it on the date of Jean’s birthday, November 1st. There it was – a list of passwords. 
 
    Filled with excitement, she rushed out into the hallway. 
 
    “Guys, I’ve found it!” she shouted. 
 
    Gillian and Dave came bounding down the stairs. 
 
    “You clever girl, Dotty.” Gillian patted her on the back. 
 
    At that moment, they heard a key turn in the front door lock. Praying it would be either her mum or dad, Gillian’s shoulders dropped as she heard Toni’s voice. 
 
    “It’s only me,” Toni called out. She had returned from the school run and was now eager to take part in the search. Gillian explained about discovering her mum’s case. 
 
    “Oh dear, I wish I had stayed home yesterday. If I had seen them leave, I may have been able to stop them.” 
 
    That comment made little sense to Gillian but then, much of what Toni said was nonsense. She wasn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer. Gillian had never been impressed with her brother’s choice of partner. Toni did little to win favour when she came out with statements saying she thought Madrid was the capital of France. For someone who travelled all over the world with her modelling career, she knew very little about geography. She even once asked at the dinner table if Liverpool was in Scotland which set everyone off in floods of laughter much to her and Adam’s annoyance and embarrassment. 
 
    The trouble with Toni was that it was difficult to argue with her. Once she believed something, it was impossible to get her to believe differently. Adam could be naughty and feed her untruths on purpose. She would pass on what he told her to others, oblivious that her husband was making a mockery out of her. It was cruel but Gillian didn’t like her enough to defend her with her pretentious ways and her thirst for money. 
 
    Dotty and Toni had never hit it off either. Toni was upset when Dotty and Robin called their son Luke, the same name as Toni and Adam’s son. She didn’t take it as a compliment that they liked the name so much they chose it for themselves. Toni accused them of copying, the way you might with a school child. Others in the family agreed it caused confusion if both Lukes were being discussed. Then someone came up with the idea of calling Dotty and Robin’s son Luke two. It wasn’t very original, but it worked for a time until recently, when Toni had a bright idea, after a holiday in France. She exclaimed to all that from henceforth, her Luke would be known as Marc-Luc. His middle name was Mark, so it fitted well. She also believed it would be impressive for his new public school now that he was starting at senior level. None of the other family members agreed with her thinking apart from Lucy in Milan who for some reason lapped up everything Toni said. It irritated Gillian that they were bosom buddies. It was fortunate Lucy lived far enough away not to influence much of what Toni said and did. Toni had given her son’s name change to the school which annoyed Adam as she went behind his back and didn’t discuss it first. 
 
    There was another more pressing matter that upset Toni. Adam recently had a massive argument with his mum. Toni knew the reason now but felt it was a private matter, especially as the outcome was that Jean threatened to remove Adam from her will if he didn’t shape his ideas up. She also said she would consider withdrawing the funding for Marc-Luc’s education. Every time Toni pressed Adam about doing what he needed to please his mother, he gave her the silent treatment. She nagged him to repair his relationship with his mother, but all he did was retreat to his country club. If the arguments got really bad between Adam and his wife, like when she screamed blue murder at him, he would up sticks and stay at the flat in Kensington until she calmed down. Theirs was an unconventional marriage but something kept them drawn to each other after all those years together. There was their son, of course, and it could have been Toni’s stunning good looks with her long blonde hair and figure to die for or it could also be Adam’s reliance on his mother’s money. Although Adam earned a good income himself, he often lived beyond his means. 
 
    Toni left the other three. She went up to her room to change, something she did regularly. There were days when she was seen in a different outfit four or five times a day. Gillian was convinced there was something wrong with her sister-in-law. They had discussed the constant fashion parade once, but Toni pointed out that it was better to keep feeling fresh and King Charles was known to change that many times daily, so Gillian couldn’t argue with her. 
 
    Once Toni was out of the way, Gillian opened up the laptop. She pressed the enter key after typing in the password listed. The other two had their fingers crossed. 
 
    It worked. 
 
    Now, it would be easy to access anything stored on there because Gillian knew her mum had saved her passwords on her regular sites to make life easier.  
 
    Jean was getting to an age where forgetting things had become a regular occurrence. She was nowhere near as bad as Ralph, but it was common to go into a room and forget the reason she was there, or she might start a conversation and then forget what she wanted to say. Could she have set off to the airport and realised she didn’t have her case with her? Surely, she wasn’t that bad. She had the money to buy new clothes if she needed them. Jean also had an annoying habit of losing her keys. It was suspected that Ralph kept picking them up. Whether he did or he didn’t, he would get the blame. Gillian was concerned that her mum’s forgetfulness meant that Jean could sometimes forget to turn on the house alarms. Maria could be dipsy and not always remember and with Adam often away, Toni couldn’t be relied upon to organise it. That could leave the property open to burglars or worse if they weren’t more careful. Now Gillian wondered if something like that had happened. Could someone have somehow got in and kidnapped her parents? Gillian had moaned to her mum about the security issues. She offered to take charge of the alarm system remotely, but her mum hadn’t been keen on the idea as she thought Gillian had too much control over the family already. 
 
    She opened up her mum’s email account, ignoring the unopened messages but going instead to the more recent ones for any clues to her whereabouts. At the bottom of the first page, she clicked on an email that made her shudder when she saw what it said. 
 
    “What is this and why did Mum not say anything?”  
 
    The other two stared at the screen as they read the uncomfortable words. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Someone had been sending Jean threatening messages, and they didn’t make pleasant reading. Gillian clicked back and found several emails sent from the same account over the last few months. With Jean and Ralph now missing, it gave the words a more sinister connotation. The probability rather than possibility crept in that something bad had happened to the couple. An uneasy feeling rose inside Gillian reaching into the back of her neck. Dotty had a similar reaction in her stomach. None of them liked the look of what they read.  
 
    “Why did Mum never mention any of this?” Gillian asked. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Dotty shuddered. 
 
    “Whoever sent these didn’t like Mum. They are vile.” 
 
    “Looks like they started four months ago.” Dave stared at the screen. 
 
    “It doesn’t sound like Auntie Jean took any notice of them. She hasn’t replied to any.” Dotty watched as Gillian scrolled through the emails. Gillian frowned as she double-checked her mum’s inbox, not wanting to miss anything. 
 
    “No, that was probably wise under the circumstances.” Gillian shook her head in disbelief at how cruel people could be. 
 
    “Go through her deleted messages. See if anything is in the bin.” Dave pointed to the trash bin on the screen. 
 
    All eyes were on the cursor as they watched Gillian click through.  
 
    “No, there doesn’t seem to be anything else. Do you think these threats could be serious?” Gillian asked Dave. 
 
    “You should hand the laptop in to the police and see if they can find anything else. It would be useful if we could discover who they are from. The police should soon step up and do a more thorough search, anyway.” Dave stood up and rubbed his back. He had been stooped over leaning forward towards the screen and his spine now twinged with discomfort. 
 
    “We could well do without police intrusion, but I suppose they have to do their job.” Gillian sighed. 
 
    “Do you have a USB stick?” Dave asked. 
 
    “I think there is one in the desk drawer.” Gillian opened the drawer and searched inside. 
 
    “It will be useful to download anything on the laptop that may come in handy. Once the police get their hands on this, there is no knowing when you will get it back.” 
 
    “Here, I’ve found this flash memory drive.” Gillian’s fingers curled around the small device as she fitted it into the appropriate slot on the laptop. “I’ll make sure I go through everything and if it looks important, I’ll pop it on the drive. I must nip over to one of my branches later, so I should have time to go through whatever is on here, then I can pop the laptop in at the police station on my way out.” 
 
    “While you do that, I think we should have a chat with Maria. It would be interesting to hear what she has to say about Jean and Ralph’s movements before they went missing,” Dave said, and Dotty nodded. 
 
    Maria, the housekeeper had worked for the family for two years. She came over from the Philippines several years ago after meeting a British man. After ten years of being in an abusive, controlling relationship, she eventually plucked up the courage to leave him. Although middle-aged, Maria was still a beautiful woman. Her almond-shaped eyes were dark brown. The small wrinkles on her face were from years of smiling as she tried to convince both herself and others that everything was okay. Her long black shiny hair draped down her back when she wasn’t working but she usually wore it tied in a bun or ponytail. Her English wasn't the best but thanks to regular chats with the family had improved over time. 
 
    She had a nervous disposition and couldn’t keep still. She was constantly on edge. There was a shakiness in her voice that couldn’t be masked, a product of the years of abuse she suffered. Trauma had its way of creeping back into her life at the most inopportune moment such as when the microwave pinged or a sudden change in the fridge’s noise. Her senses were heightened when Dotty and Dave walked up behind her. She was cleaning the silverware and nearly jumped out of her skin. 
 
    “Oh… oh,” she continued speaking in her native tongue. It was probably a good thing that Dave and Dotty didn’t understand because she came out with a string of swear words. “Oh, mercy me.” Her hand went on her chest.  
 
    “I’m sorry to disturb you, Maria. Can we ask you a few questions?” Dave asked. 
 
    “We need to find out about the last time you saw Uncle Ralph and Auntie Jean.” Dotty smiled but it didn’t pacify Maria. She looked like a rabbit caught in headlights. 
 
    “It not my fault. I not get sack.” Maria looked afraid for her life. 
 
    “You have done nothing wrong, Maria. We just want to piece together their movements when you saw them last.” 
 
    “I go shopping. My licence all legal.” She brought a small purse out of her trouser pocket and showed Dotty her driving licence. 
 
    “That’s okay. You don’t need to do that. What time did you go shopping?” Dave stepped in. 
 
    “I already tell you.” 
 
    “No, you haven’t, Maria. We haven’t spoken to you before.” Dave shook his head. 
 
    “I tell other policeman.” 
 
    “I’m not the police, Maria. I am a friend of Dotty’s, Gillian’s cousin.” Dave put his hand on his hip. 
 
    Dotty sighed. 
 
    “We’re trying to piece together Jean and Ralph’s movements when you saw them last.” 
 
    “Piece together?” 
 
    “What time did you go shopping?” Dave asked. 
 
    “We no need shopping, only bread.” 
 
    Dave and Dotty glanced at each other. This was proving more difficult than they could have imagined. Was she being evasive on purpose, or did she not understand the questions? Eventually, they got the information out that she left Dorchester Hall just before noon. She normally went shopping in her own car, but it was in the garage that day for repairs, so Adam dropped her off and she got a taxi back. She stated that Jean was in her study working before she left for Germany. The last time she saw Ralph, he was in the library. As far as she knew, no one else was in the property. When Maria returned, Gillian was already there asking where her dad was. None of the family had coordinated their plans to monitor him. 
 
    “Please, no sack me. I need this job.” 
 
    Dotty knew from her auntie that Maria was hard-working. There were no issues with her work. It was only her anxiety and constant worrying that let her down. Maria glanced out of the window and exclaimed “Mama Mia,” before slapping her thighs and rushing towards the back door.  
 
    Dotty and Dave heard her shouting. Any idea that her previous nervousness made her look timid dissipated. She sounded like a woman possessed as she shouted at Philip. 
 
    “No, no, no. You not come in here with muddy boots. How many times I tell you?” 
 
    “Don’t get your knickers in a twist, woman. I’ll take them off.” 
 
    “What you need? I pass it you.” 
 
    There was a further exchange of words before the situation calmed down and Maria returned to Dotty and Dave. 
 
    “I need to go. I can’t keep talking only I very busy.” Maria’s hands were folded. She stood with her feet apart, looking down on the other two, a much more formidable character than the one who walked out of the room several minutes ago. 
 
    “Here, sit down a minute. You won’t get into trouble.” Dotty patted the sofa next to her. She couldn’t understand how Maria could be so busy with work when both her employers were missing. It wasn’t as though she needed to prepare a meal for them. 
 
    Maria sat down. 
 
    Dave used his previous experience as a police officer and the interviewing skills he gained to get her to open up.  
 
    “Had there been any change in Jean’s behaviour recently?” 
 
    Maria started picking at her fingers. Her nervousness was apparent. 
 
    “It is okay, you won’t get into any trouble. We just want you to be honest with us.” Dave’s manner and kind expression was akin to what you would expect from a therapist. There were a few moments silence before Maria spoke. 
 
    “I worry about Missy Jean.” 
 
    “Why was that?” Dave asked. 
 
    Maria sighed and sat back. 
 
    “She had bad back.” 
 
    Dotty raised her eyebrows as though the statement was a waste of time. 
 
    “Yes, we are aware she had issues with her back,” Dotty said. 
 
    “She take too many tablets all the time. I try to tell her but she no listen.” 
 
    “Oh, I see.” Dotty nodded and glanced at Dave. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Dotty and Dave searched the property for Jean’s medication. They found a half-full bottle of painkillers in her bathroom drawer. The cabinet contained an abundance of other analgesic medication. There was no way of telling whether she had been abusing her meds. All they could deduce was she must have been in a lot of pain.  
 
    Dave had been on the phone to the CCTV firm that installed the family’s security cameras. It seemed there was a fault with the system, and it needed to be put right. It was infuriating that the only cameras working properly were those by the stables. They had picked up Ralph’s movements on the day of his disappearance but there was no sign of Jean on camera. The customer services advisor assured Dave they would arrange for an engineer to check the fault but a fat lot of good that would do now.  
 
    Philip wasn’t any help. He hadn’t been working on the day of the disappearance and only came in to join in the search. 
 
    Dotty was making a pot of tea when Gillian returned. She looked more upset than when she left earlier. 
 
    “How did it go with the police? Is there any news?” Dotty asked, stirring the teabags in the pot. 
 
    “I took the laptop into the station. The officer on the front desk said they would send detectives over later and they would put a bigger team onto the search. It sounds like they are becoming more concerned. There has been no movement on any of Mum’s bank accounts. They told me they have several leads to check out but not to get our hopes up at this stage as they could come to nothing.” 
 
    “That’s not very encouraging.” Dotty handed Gillian her drink as her cousin put her hand over her mouth and burst into tears. She put the drink down and Dotty put an arm around her shoulder. “I don’t know what to say. It is such a worry. Why did she not take the case she packed?” 
 
    “Could she have taken another one?” Dave asked. 
 
    “It’s possible, but it’s not looking good and now Adam has practically given up. He says he has important business to attend to. How can anything be more important than Mum and Dad going missing?” Gillian pulled out a tissue and wiped her eyes. Dotty didn’t want to mention it, but Gillian had also been to work today. A call came through on Dotty’s phone and she excused herself to take it. She leaned against the wall in the hall. 
 
    “Hi, Robin. How are things?” 
 
    “I was going to ask the same question.” Robin’s tone sounded casual. 
 
    “There is no news of Ralph or Jean.” 
 
    “Oh dear, that’s not good and Luke is missing his mummy.” 
 
    “And I am missing you both. Please give him a big kiss from me.” 
 
    “He would rather have one in person, as would I. When are you coming home?” 
 
    “We can probably leave later. I know Dave wants to get back. It is just that Gillian is in a state, and she has no one to turn to.” Dotty lowered her voice as she spoke. “Auntie Jean was Gillian’s main confidante and now she isn’t here, Gillian is struggling. She has also recently split up with George.” 
 
    “Listen, love, you do what you think is best. I understand Gillian needs you but so does your son.” 
 
    As a pre-school toddler, Luke could still be very clingy towards his mum. He often cried when Dotty dropped him off at nursery. Whilst she loved her son more than words could say, she was secretly glad of some space for a day or two. It was hard work being a mum and running a business. Thankfully, she had Kylie managing the clients in the salon and they had recently taken on the junior, Jackie to help ease the burden of work. Dotty knew she couldn’t stay in Dorset much longer. In all honesty, she never expected to stay this long but things took a turn for the worse. She originally expected it would be a quick trip down to the coast, half expecting Ralph to have surfaced by the time she got there. Now that Auntie Jean was missing too, the situation had become dire. 
 
    Dotty came off the phone feeling deflated. She felt torn, and it messed with her head. She wondered what the right thing was to do. Gillian put on a brave face but later that afternoon, Dotty found her whimpering in her mum’s bedroom. 
 
    Dotty knocked on the door before entering. Gillian looked up embarrassed at being caught. She quickly dried her eyes, smudging her mascara into the bargain.  
 
    “I can’t imagine what you are going through,” Dotty said as she walked over to the bed to sit beside her. 
 
    “I don’t know what to think anymore. This is worse than losing Giles.” 
 
    “Of course, it is. Your husband was a snake and whilst he didn’t deserve what happened to him, neither did he deserve your affection. This is different because it is your flesh and blood who are missing.” Dotty felt uncomfortable mentioning Giles who had been sleeping around and conning women out of money before one of them killed him. 
 
    “Do you think I have been too hard on George? I do love him, you know.” Gillian didn’t look at Dotty but instead stared at the tissue she was fiddling with between her fingers. 
 
    Dotty hadn’t even considered George, being so focused on Ralph and Jean and had forgotten that Gillian had just split up with her partner.  
 
    “You said he asked to borrow money from your mum. Do you know how much he wanted?” 
 
    “He wouldn’t tell me, probably because he was so embarrassed, but it must have been a lot because he has come to me for money in the past.” 
 
    Dotty’s heart sank when she heard this. How did an attractive woman like Gillian pick such morons that filled her with anguish? It sounded now like George may only have been with her for her money. 
 
    “How often did he borrow money from you?” 
 
    Gillian felt a twinge of guilt. 
 
    “All the time. I regularly gave him money. It must have been at least once a month. When we first got together, he seemed to have plenty but then his business lost a major client and since then he has been living out of my pocket. I should never have allowed things to continue as they did but I loved him, and I could afford it. To be honest, it never dawned on me how much I spent bailing him out until I found out he had gone to Mum for money. I felt so angry. It was then I realised I would never get my money back. He blindsided me because I cared about him. He was obviously in a worse financial state than I could have imagined if my handouts weren’t enough.” 
 
    “How long has the money lending been going on for?” 
 
    “It started a few months after we met. By then I was besotted with him. He was such a charmer. At first, he seemed unsure about asking me, but I was happy to help if it meant getting him back on his feet. I made it clear that I expected to be repaid and the first few times he paid me back. Then he must have been getting into a bigger hole financially because I didn’t always get my money back. I tried to push it to the back of my mind, thinking Giles’ behaviour had influenced me, but I grew increasingly frustrated with him. George took advantage of my generosity and now I feel such a mug for letting him get away with this. I trusted his word.” 
 
    Dotty nodded. She couldn’t imagine what it must be like to have a partner like that. She had Robin at home who was a doting dad and partner. 
 
    “How much does George owe you?” Dotty spoke softly. Gillian looked cagey. She didn’t want to answer. “How much was it, Gillian?” 
 
    “Twenty thousand.” Gillian’s head dropped and Dotty gasped. They sat there, neither woman speaking for a few moments. 
 
    “Has George been in touch with you since you split?” 
 
    “He tried, but I have had enough of his excuses. I will not play the victim anymore. He must have thought all his birthdays had come at once when he saw how much money the family had. 
 
    “Oh Gillian, I’m sure he wasn’t thinking like that when he met you. You are a beautiful woman with a heart of gold.” 
 
    At Dotty’s comments, Gillian burst out crying again. 
 
    “I feel so lost and lonely. I don’t know what I would have done if I didn’t have you here.” 
 
    Dotty hugged her cousin and wondered how she would break it to her she planned to leave soon. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Gillian’s situation was compounded when the police turned up to search her parent’s property. She wished Adam was here as support. Whatever he was doing, whether it was work or involved in the search, he was staying well away which infuriated Gillian. 
 
    The police hadn’t been able to ascertain whether the couple had gone missing together although it was looking less likely. There were pluses and minuses to the attention their disappearance created. With the family being in the public eye, the police received plenty of leads of possible sightings to follow up but that took up a lot of police time. This caused a great deal of frustration and disappointment when nothing came of them. The downside meant the press were virtually camped outside the front gates invading the family’s space asking for quotes or coming up with plausible theories about where they could be or what may have happened to them. Jean wasn’t a celebrity, but she was well-known among the business community. Jean and Ralph were heavily involved in fundraising for local charities, attending charity balls and such like, so they were known by many of the local people. 
 
    Gillian who was usually a competent and confident businesswoman herself was beginning to crumble. She thought her brother and sister were both showing apathy around the situation. In Gillian’s opinion, Lucy should have dropped everything and flown over from Milan where she lived and as for Adam, she found his behaviour incomprehensible. Gillian had always been the one who rallied the others together when there was a family crisis. Right now, with her own personal heartache, the constant phone calls with friends and family phoning for updates, intrusion by strangers, the police and the press, she felt overwhelmed.  
 
    Dotty tried her best to help her cousin but there were only so many cups of tea or gin and tonics that would help. Until there was any firm news, Gillian wouldn’t be able to rest. She was in the lounge talking to the police when Dotty popped her head around to see if anyone wanted a drink. Several empty mugs were on the side that Dotty removed to take to the kitchen. Maria didn’t look too pleased with Dotty interfering with her housekeeping duties, but the guests drank faster than Maria could keep up with them. Dave was chatting to the housekeeper in the kitchen. When Dotty appeared, he suggested they go for a walk. 
 
    “Good idea. We’ll get out of the way of the police team for a while.” As they approached the front door, several officers brushed past them into the hall. 
 
    The friends left the property and walked around the perimeter of the garden and into the accompanying field. Jean and Ralph’s home had several acres attached. Searching the grounds was no mean feat.  
 
    “I hate to say this, but I can’t stay here much longer. I have a meeting with a major client scheduled and I don’t want to miss it or re-arrange it unless I must.” That wasn’t the only reason Dave wanted to get home. As much as it was nice using the family’s toiletries, he had only brought one change of clothes. Dave had an impeccable sense of style and to have to wear the same clothes horrified him. He never expected to be staying here this long. “I can always get the train home if it helps.” 
 
    “No, it’s fine. I need to get home as well. I’m missing Robin and Luke and it isn’t fair to expect Robin to look after our son all the time. Robin knows we intend to come home. I’ll explain to Gillian. I’m sure she’ll understand.” 
 
    They walked out towards the stables. The smell of fresh manure attacked their nostrils. Gillian’s horse, Pippin neighed and shook his head as they strolled by. 
 
    “I’m torn about the best use of my time here, not knowing whether to join in the search or continue to provide emotional support for Gillian.” Dotty scanned the stable as she spoke. 
 
    “I know what you mean. I also have conflicting views about what I should be doing. Whilst I don’t want to interfere in the police operation and tread on police toes, I have a lot of experience of finding missing people. It’s one of the things I specialise in. Although I don’t always enjoy it, it pays the mortgage.” 
 
    “Maybe we should ask Gillian what she would prefer us to do.” 
 
    “I think her head is scrambled at the moment.” 
 
    “Yes, she seems overwhelmed by everything.” Dotty’s head nodded. 
 
    “It can’t be easy for her trying to deal with everyone and not getting support from her siblings.” 
 
    “You’re right. I’ve tried to put myself in her shoes and imagine how I would feel if my parents went missing. I would be devastated and if my relationship had ended on top of that, I would probably be at breaking point. It’s no wonder she has waves where she is uncontrollably distraught.”  
 
    As they walked up the hill, a sense of unease lingered in the air. The vibrant green meadow stretched out before them, the wildflowers swaying gently in the breeze. Their thoughts were consumed with the mysterious disappearance of the couple. Dotty’s brow furrowed as she spoke, her voice laden with worry.  
 
    “I didn’t want to say anything to Gillian, but I feel sure now something bad has happened to them both. They wouldn’t vanish without a trace or without telling Gillian where they were. They would know she would be worried.” 
 
    “I know what you mean. I only wish I could do more. My thoughts keep panning back to the suitcase we found. Do you think Jean could have been planning on leaving Ralph?” Dave stopped walking and turned to Dotty. 
 
    “No, she would never do that.” Dotty shook her head, but she had to agree that the discovery was baffling. 
 
    They continued their trek through the fields, their steps steady but purposeful. The silence between them was heavy, each lost in their own thoughts. The last of the sun went down casting shadows across the rolling hills. Dotty paused, her eyes scanning the horizon.  
 
    “Auntie Jean wouldn’t just not turn up for an important meeting. I’m certain something has happened to her.” A lump developed in her throat. 
 
    “No, you’re right. Something is amiss.” Dave nodded. 
 
    A flock of birds soared overhead, their graceful flight momentarily capturing the friends’ attention. Trees rustled as they continued their journey. Dotty sent Gillian a text asking to be informed when the police finished their search of the property. Luckily, she could still get a signal.  
 
    “Have you any more theories about what could have happened?” She asked Dave. As they reached the top of the hill, she gazed out at the spectacular landscape. In the opposite direction, it was possible to see the sea. 
 
    “It would only be guesswork at this stage. It is too early to speculate. The police will follow up on all leads and won’t leave any stone unturned. Obviously, the longer time goes on, the less likely they are to be found safely.” He could see that news weighed heavy on Dotty’s shoulders. He continued. “Was there any indication when you spoke to the family that things weren’t right at home?” 
 
    Dotty sighed. 
 
    “There have been issues over the years because of Uncle Ralph’s drinking. Auntie Jean had threatened to leave him or have an affair, but I’m sure she was only joking. I couldn’t see her ever doing anything like that.” 
 
    “No depression or talk of a suicide pact?” Dave asked. “It must have been difficult for Jean with Ralph’s dementia.” 
 
    “No, I have never known Auntie Jean to be depressed but from what I saw they led quite separate lives. I didn’t know about the medication she took, though. Auntie Jean put her energy into her business and Ralph spent time with the horses and relaxing. He liked to go down to the local pub of an evening whereas Jean preferred to go to the theatre with friends. I always felt that their differences were what made the relationship work but given how Uncle Ralph was, I am surprised they lasted this long. He was laid back; some would say lazy whereas Auntie Jean was a go-getter and involved in a lot of community activities. If you want to know more, you would be best speaking to Gillian.” 
 
    “I’ll chat to her.” 
 
    Dotty nodded. 
 
    “That’s if she will tell you anything. She is very protective of her family. She is one of those who puts nice photos on her socials but behind the scenes, things aren’t so rosy. All the family have had it rough with Uncle Ralph’s illness. Maybe you ought to try speaking to Adam as well.” 
 
    “I would if I could get hold of him.” 
 
    They walked on further. 
 
    “Do you think he is avoiding us or Gillian on purpose?” 
 
    “It looks that way. Sometimes, in times of crisis families grow closer and rally round while others fall apart. Sadly, that seems to be what is happening here.” 
 
    Dave’s theory was confirmed later when they returned to the property. Dotty pointed to Adam’s Porsche parked outside. 
 
    “Adam is home, I see.” 
 
    “Nice car. That will have cost him a pretty penny.” Dave walked around the red 718 Cayman luxury sports car admiring it. “Business must be good.” 
 
    As they walked up to the front door, they heard raised voices. They rang the bell and Maria let them in, an embarrassed look on her face. She walked down the hall and left them to listen to the commotion. 
 
    “You always disappear when the heat is on and leave me to organise everything.” They heard Gillian’s voice shouting. 
 
    “What was there to organise? You know I had work to do. I couldn’t just drop everything and come running back home.” That was Adam’s voice. 
 
    “Sometimes, you are unbelievable. This is a crisis we are in as a family. How can you be so calm and nonchalant about everything?” 
 
    “There is no point getting worked up. That serves no purpose.” 
 
    “You are so selfish, Adam.” Gillian sounded ready to burst into tears.  
 
    Dotty pushed open the lounge door slowly. Both her cousins had their backs to her. She had walked in on an argument. She stood on the sidelines with Dave behind her not wanting to interrupt. They didn’t know if they had been seen. Adam struggled to defend himself and there appeared to be unresolved tension between the two.  
 
    “I’ve a good mind to inform the police about you,” Gillian said. 
 
    “That would be a foolish thing to do.” 
 
    Dotty and Dave both raised their eyebrows and walked back out of the room. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    “Oh, my goodness. Quick! Where is my coat?” Gillian ran up and down the hall frantically flapping her arms. She came off the phone having just spoken to the police. Dotty walked behind her. She had just been about to tell Gillian they were leaving but was interrupted by this outburst. The police officers carrying out their search of the property had all now left. 
 
    “What did they say?” 
 
    “They think they have found Dad. A dog walker has spotted someone fitting his description lying motionless in the middle of a field. The police officer I spoke to told me the man was in a state of severe distress with shallow breathing and a weak pulse. As he was on the phone to me, he updated me to say that the ambulance personnel had arrived and stabilised his condition and were taking him to hospital.” 
 
    “Let me take you. You are in no fit state to drive.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, that’s fine then I can phone people and let them know the news.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to wait until you get to the hospital and confirm it is Ralph? You don’t want to give them false hope until you are sure.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to do but I better let Adam and Lucy know.” 
 
    When she spoke to Adam, he said he would make his way to the hospital. There was still tension between the siblings. 
 
    They rushed to the hospital and found the geriatric ward. The relief on everyone’s faces was enormous when they saw it was Ralph in the bed.  
 
    The ward sister took Adam and Gillian into a side room to update them. 
 
    “Your father is conscious and breathing but he is very poorly. He is in a state of delirium due to severe dehydration.” 
 
    “He has dementia,” Gillian said. 
 
    “I think when you speak to him you will find that he is more confused than usual. Try not to be too alarmed by that. He is still very disorientated and may not recognise you.” 
 
    Gillian wiped away a tear, a combination of the pent-up worry and relief at finding him. She went back into the ward and approached the hospital bed, a mixture of emotions swirling within her. She reached over and kissed her dad’s forehead then gently clasped her father’s free hand in hers. The sight of the cannula fitted to the other hand, a reminder of his fragile state, tugged at her heart. 
 
    Ralph, lying weakly in the bed, turned his gaze towards her and attempted a faint smile. His once vibrant eyes now looked like hollows. 
 
    “I’m here, Dad,” Gillian whispered, her voice quivering. “You’re not alone. Adam is here, too.” 
 
    They sat in silence for some time. Gillian’s thoughts and memories flooded her mind as she recalled cherished moments with her dad’s unwavering support and guidance over the years and the laughter they once shared. Ralph opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. She wondered where her dad had been since he disappeared, a mystery they would probably never find the answer to. Ralph tried to muster some words, but they came out mumbled. His face was pale, and he continued to mutter incoherently. 
 
    “What is it, Dad? What are you trying to say?” Gillian leaned her ear in towards his face to hear better. She waited. Finally, the words came out. 
 
    “Where is Jean?” Ralph’s voice was low and weak. Gillian and Adam stared at each other. What were they to say? 
 
    “She will be here later,” Gillian lied. They continued to try to converse together. There was an odd sentence from Ralph that she could understand but his perception of reality seemed more distorted than ever. As the nurse predicted, he seemed lost in a time and space known only to him. He couldn’t distinguish between past and present and what was real and what was not. His speech was slurred and fragmented, something they had got used to through his drinking, but this was different. It was painful to watch him trying to communicate as it was frustratingly difficult to understand. The medical staff were keeping a close eye on his condition as he showed signs of exhaustion. His breathing was still shallow and uneven. Gillian and Adam stayed there to reassure and comfort him in the odd moments of lucidity he displayed. He struggled to grasp where he was and kept calling out for Jean. It was heartbreaking to see not only the effects of the dehydration and lack of food, but he was also suffering from hyperthermia and the effects of withdrawing from alcohol, so his body shook. 
 
    After several hours spent at the hospital, Gillian and Adam were informed that Ralph’s body temperature had dropped and was concerningly low. His brain wasn’t functioning properly. The medical staff were also concerned about respiratory failure and an irregular heartbeat. They administered warm intravenous fluids but there was the potential for the situation to lead to cardiac arrest. 
 
    Ralph’s hand shook and Gillian gripped hold of it. 
 
    “You’re going to be okay, Dad. I am here and so is Adam.” She didn’t know if what she said was for his benefit or hers. 
 
    Dotty had stayed for a time with Gillian and Adam at the hospital. She offered to inform everyone about Ralph’s condition, and she stood at the exit, where she could get a signal, phoning around to friends and family. 
 
    “Does that mean you’re not coming home now?” Robin asked when she called him. 
 
    “I can’t leave Gillian while Uncle Ralph is in this state. The doctors aren’t saying much at the moment other than he is very poorly. They have told Gillian to prepare for the worst. We don’t know if he will pull through.” 
 
    “I understand but we want you home.” 
 
    “I know and I want to be with you. It’s a shame you can’t get time off and come here. I’m sure Mum and Dad wouldn’t mind looking after Luke for a couple of days.” 
 
    “It’s not that simple. We are busy at work, plus I used up most of my annual leave when we decorated. Another thing to consider is if Ralph dies, I will need time off for the funeral.” 
 
    “Oh, gosh, I hadn’t thought of that.” A dark cloud descended over Dotty’s mood. 
 
    “You have to be a realist. Your uncle Ralph isn’t a well man, irrespective of him being out in the elements and left to fend for himself. It might be the most merciful outcome if he doesn’t pull through this.” 
 
    “I understand what you mean. It’s a shame Auntie Jean isn’t here. He keeps calling for her.” 
 
    “Have the police said where he could have stayed or how he survived this ordeal?” 
 
    “No, but they said that with his army training, he would have had the skills to keep himself alive, foraging for food.” 
 
    “If he survives this, the family need to think long and hard about putting him in a home.” 
 
    “He would never agree to that. Also, Gillian, Adam and Lucy have been arguing about that very matter. Gillian wants to go with his wishes and keep him at Dorchester Hall but the other two are fighting to put him in care.” 
 
    “It’s a difficult one, but I’d be surprised if Gillian doesn’t change her mind after what she has been through over the last few days.” 
 
    “You’re right. I think things have reached crisis point with her. Listen, Robin, I must go. There are more people to inform about Ralph being found.” 
 
    Robin sighed. 
 
    “Do as you think best but remember we are missing you and want you home ASAP.” 
 
    “I’m missing you too, more than you can imagine. It’s a shame we don’t live closer. It’s made it even more worrying what could have happened to Auntie Jean, now the police know they weren’t together. There have been several theories being bandied about, but my instinct tells me something bad has happened to her.” 
 
    “I hope you get some news soon.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Last night, they came back to the property to get some rest after being told Ralph’s condition had stabilised. Dotty had a restless night. She missed her son and partner so much it hurt. She had regular FaceTime calls with them, but her heart longed to be home. Staying with Gillian was okay, but she was there out of a sense of duty. It was a case of weighing up who needed her most. The worry about Uncle Ralph’s condition was on her mind together with speculating about what could have happened to Auntie Jean. The police had found Jean’s phone yesterday when they carried out their search of the property. It turned up after having fallen down the side of the sofa. Poor Jean probably hadn’t even realised it was missing. That could account for the lack of contact, but it went no way to explaining where she could be. Things weren’t looking good for the family and Gillian was struggling. Dotty felt torn. If Gillian had shown she could handle the situation, then Dotty would have had no qualms about leaving her, but she looked like a broken woman. Gillian’s ever-deteriorating relationship with her brother made her more vulnerable, and it gave Dotty a headache. 
 
              Eventually, Dave made his mind up for her about what to do. He received a call from the client he was due to meet, and he needed to get back to work urgently. He offered to go home on the train, but Dotty dismissed that idea. It was time for her to return to her loved ones. Besides which, Gillian would now be spending most of her time at the hospital. She would keep in touch with her cousin regularly.  
 
    They packed their small bags and said their goodbyes. They were ready to leave Dorchester Hall when Gillian came running out to Dotty’s little car. Dave turned to watch Gillian who was fast approaching the vehicle.  
 
    “Dave, can I have a quick word?” 
 
    “Of course. What is it, Gillian?” 
 
    “I’d like to use your services to find my mum.” 
 
    “I see.” Dave found searching for missing persons the least enjoyable aspect of his job after surveillance work. That was because it was often like looking for a needle in a haystack. 
 
    “I know I’ve put you on the spot and I realise you must leave now but will you consider it and let me know?” 
 
    “Of course, I will, Gillian.” Dave nodded. 
 
    His mind churned over the proposition as Dotty set off on the journey home. He said little to Dotty, but he had struggled being there so long without his usual creature comforts and more clothes to wear. 
 
    “What are your thoughts, Dave?” Dotty asked. 
 
    “I am very worried about Jean’s safety and for that reason, I am swaying towards accepting the job. I know you would want me to help. It is difficult with the police involvement because I wouldn’t want to tread on their toes. Hopefully, if I agree to do this, I can make initial enquiries from home.”  
 
    “Let’s change the subject. All this worry is affecting me.”  
 
    Dave thought for a moment then replied. “Good idea. Pop some cheerful music on the radio.” Dotty turned on the radio and the song playing was “Missing You”. She twiddled the knob until she found another station. Pink’s mellow tones sang out. 
 
    “That’s more like it,” Dotty said. 
 
    “Staying at Dorchester Hall was fabulous, and they provided toiletries for personal grooming, but I am used to my home comforts. It may sound superficial, but being there made me realise how important my surroundings are. I need to find time to redecorate my lounge. Seeing the opulence and exquisite taste of Ralph and Jean’s mansion has given me ideas. I am eager to get going. I’m sorry if discussing such things is in bad taste, given the gravity of your family’s situation.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. I always come away feeling our property isn’t good enough, even though I love our little home, but didn’t you decorate last year?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m always decorating the place. You know what I’m like.” Dave flapped his hand displaying a limp wrist. He cocked his head back. 
 
    They sat in silence for some time.  
 
    “I’ve spoken to Mum, and she may go with Dad to see Gillian. After all, it is Mum’s sister who is missing, and it is important for family to be together at this worrying time.” 
 
    “That would be good for Gillian to have support because Adam isn’t stepping up to the plate.” 
 
    “That’s true and Gillian doesn’t get on well with Toni. She can be standoffish. Mum usually looks after Luke one day a week, so I might see if Rachel would have him as a one-off if they go.” 
 
    “There’s plenty to think about being a mum.” 
 
    “Tell me about it. It is a nightmare sometimes sorting out childcare.” 
 
    They reached Dave’s home and said their goodbyes. He had a lot to do researching for his meeting with his client. He also had the USB drive with the files Gillian gave him in relation to Jean’s business empire and private emails. Curiosity meant that he turned to that first when he got settled. He got so engrossed in what he found, he wasn’t as prepared as he hoped when he met his client. 
 
    Dotty, on the other hand hardly felt she had been away. Kylie had been super busy in the salon taking on Dotty’s clients and her own. She had enjoyed the extra responsibility of being at the helm. Although the business was officially Dotty’s with Kylie renting a chair off her, they worked well together, and Dotty treated her old friend more like a partner. Kylie was also very good for taking Dotty’s mind off her troubles. 
 
    “Ollie is enjoying school and doing well. It would be amazing to have someone in the family with brains. I hope Ollie is clever enough to go to university when he is older. If he does, he would be the first of our clan to achieve such a status.” 
 
    Dotty smiled at her friend. Ollie had only just started primary school. A lot could happen in the next thirteen years before Ollie was old enough to consider his future path, yet Kylie was already mapping out the route for him. Kylie continued talking about how things were in the salon while Dotty was away. 
 
    “I tried a new colour on Bernie Moore, and she loved it. Some of your regulars weren’t too happy that they got me doing their hair, but I don’t think anyone went home unhappy. I believe a few were surprised at how fabulous a stylist I am.” Kylie smiled and rubbed her fingernails on her chest then breathed on them. 
 
    “I knew you would do a good job.” Dotty winked. 
 
    “That guy from the wholesalers turned up pestering us to buy his latest deal, but I checked out the prices and they were more expensive than the offer with Salon Services, so I sent him packing.” 
 
    Dotty was pleased with her friend. Kylie turned out to be a more competent businesswoman than she had given her credit for. 
 
    “How did Jackie do?” 
 
    “She is keen and wants to learn with a good attitude, but she turned up late on Friday after a heavy night on Thursday. I made her stay late and clean the brushes. These youngsters today, you have to show them they can’t do things like that. She has to show more responsibility. She should know better than to go out when she has work the following day.” 
 
    Dotty shook her head. How times had changed. The friends were both now in their late thirties with children to look after but Kylie had been the world’s worst for burning the candle at both ends in her younger days. Dotty knew from working in other salons how managing staff was the hardest part of the job. Kylie seemed to be thriving in the role of coaching Jackie, something Dotty could never have imagined.  
 
    Dotty filled Kylie in on what had been happening in Dorset. The more time went on, the less likelihood that Jean would be found safe and well. Jean wasn’t prone to doing something out of the ordinary but where had she gone when she should have been on a flight to Germany? 
 
    Her curiosity was piqued when Dave phoned her as she packed her equipment away. 
 
    “Can you pop over to mine later?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, why? Have you found something?” 
 
    “You could say that. There are some interesting files here that leave more questions than answers.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll call round later this evening after I put Luke to bed.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    “Did you say there were some interesting emails?” 
 
    “Yes, pull up a chair and read these. They are the threatening ones. I would put my money on them being from the ex-employee who was sacked, but I also want you to read this report.” 
 
    Dotty dragged a chair across to sit by the desk. 
 
    “Tell me more.” 
 
    The file on Mary McCann made compelling reading. She started at Jean’s company as a shop assistant many years previously. Her forceful style had seen her shoot up the ranks getting promoted from team leader to assistant store manager and then manager. Last year, she was promoted again to senior sales manager sitting in on board meetings and assisting in decision making for the UK branches. The report said that Mary was let go because she was inflexible and overbearing. She bullied some of the junior employees and there were several complaints about her. 
 
    They made a call to Gillian to see if she knew more. It turned out that although Jean rarely discussed work with Gillian, she had talked to her about Mary. Gillian was able to divulge certain details. 
 
    “Yes, Mum spoke about Mary. It became evident to Mum that Mary had been promoted above her capacity. She had consistently underperformed in the new role, making one mistake after another. Mum’s right-hand man, Charles had approached her on several occasions, complaining about Mary’s attitude, work ethic and sheer laziness.” 
 
    “Thanks for that, Gillian. It is very useful.” 
 
    Dave and Dotty returned to the files. There was an email chain batted around between the senior management team. 
 
    What shall we do with her, Jean? 
 
    You need to get rid of her, Charles. She is making a mockery of the company and she is trouble, making one complaint after another. Sales figures have plummeted since she took over the role. 
 
    It’s not that easy, Jean. If you say anything to her about her performance, she plays the stress card or puts in a counter-claim and brings up things wrong with the department. The problem is she has some valid points.  
 
    I don’t care, Charles. She has been a passenger in this company for too long. We should never have promoted her. It was a mistake. If you don’t have the bottle to deal with her, send her to me. I’m not putting up with behaviour like that in my company.  
 
    She is already on a warning for poor performance. 
 
    Good, follow the process and monitor her. The next mistake she makes, be strong and use the procedure to give her a final warning. We’re not having bullies working for this company. If we’ve got enough, we will fire her before then but follow procedures. She will be a stickler for following the word of the law and will do what she can to find a flaw in how she has been treated. She will no doubt involve the union, so make sure you get it right when you get her out. 
 
    Very well, Jean. She has made the culture toxic for too long now. 
 
    From the correspondence, Dave and Dotty saw that three weeks later Mary was suspended from duty for insubordination. She had shouted at Charles in front of the staff and failed to follow instructions. Charles had told Jean in confidence how much he hated Mary’s domineering style. He said that he breathed a sigh of relief when her appeal to win her job back failed. 
 
    “Fortunately for us, Jean kept detailed notes on what was going on at work. I found some more interesting reading about Mary McCann. There was another confidential file on the hard drive. Here, I’ve printed off a copy of the document for you to read.” 
 
    Dotty sat there reading for several minutes. Dave waited while she digested the information. 
 
    Rupert discussed concerns with Charles today over Mary’s attitude. He explained that although she could be grizzly, she had always performed well until recently. Over the last few months, the sales figures had taken a nosedive. The slump in sales had corresponded with her worsening attitude to her work. She had become lazy and hadn’t achieved any of the objectives set for her. Rupert showed Charles a copy of her latest appraisal which he passed to me. It made for worrying reading. She hadn’t taken ownership of the results and had tried to blame others for her mistakes. Since her last promotion, her performance levels had dropped dramatically. When asked how she would put right the situation, she asked for more training. This was provided but had no effect. There had been no improvement, so Rupert brought her in for a performance improvement interview and put a plan together. Things escalated when several employees accused Mary of bullying. They said she had lost her temper with them on several occasions. She tried to blame senior management for putting too much pressure on her. Rupert believed the stress of her own performance being monitored had meant she took it out on her staff. She was suspended from duty after swearing at Charles and refusing to carry out an instruction and the matter was investigated. The outcome was that Charles dismissed Mary for gross misconduct. She appealed against the decision, and I had to hear the appeal. The decision was upheld. There was plenty of evidence against her. She will no doubt try to take us to tribunal. I have met her sort before. 
 
    “Gosh, this could be useful.” Dotty nodded. 
 
    “It wasn’t long after that when Jean started getting abusive emails. They became worse and more threatening, look.” Dave pointed to the screen while Dotty read them. 
 
    “It is awful what she is saying if they are from Mary. Have you found out any more about her?” 
 
    “I have her full name and I’ve located her address. I need to be careful how I approach this because the police will want to interview her if they haven’t done so already.”  
 
    It was obvious where the hate mail was coming from. Hopefully, the police could trace the threats back to Mary.   
 
    “I never realised how nasty employees could be,” Dotty said. She was thankful she only had to concern herself with Kylie and Jackie. 
 
    “At least the police have this information, so they can investigate Mary McCann. If the threats turn out to be from her, which I feel sure they are, then she could be in high water now with Jean’s disappearance.” 
 
    “Gosh, do you think Mary may have done something to Auntie Jean?”  
 
    “At this moment in time, I don’t know what to think. I’m sure the police will follow that avenue to find Jean.” 
 
      
 
    Dave was right on the money because exactly as they spoke, Sergeant Caldwell and his sidekick were hurtling down the bypass with the intention of interviewing Mary. 
 
    Mary wasn’t expecting visitors, so looked surprised when the buzzer sounded on her intercom. Had her Sainsbury’s delivery got their timings wrong? Her supermarket shopping wasn’t due until tomorrow. Who else would call to see her in the evening without phoning first to check she was home? It could be one of the neighbours complaining about the noise. Mary was slightly deaf and wore hearing aids when in company. She didn’t wear them in the home because she didn’t want to waste the batteries even though she got them free on the NHS. Cynthia in the flat below her was forever knocking or calling round to complain and sometimes Susan to her left also banged on the wall. Mary took no notice of them. If the council got in touch, she may consider turning the volume down, but she wouldn’t listen to a standard letter to all residents from the management committee that requested that everyone be courteous to their neighbours. That was a joke. Who was ever courteous to her? What had her neighbours ever done for her? None of them volunteered to do her shopping when she was ill. She had no intention of complying. 
 
    Now she wasn’t working she often stayed up late with a bottle of wine clinging on to her resentments against everyone who had wronged her and churning over them. She didn’t give two hoots about her neighbours but losing her job was another matter. She had been a loyal employee and served Jean’s company well. As far as she was concerned, she had been treated disgustingly with little or no thought for her wellbeing. 
 
    It was impossible to tell who was calling when they pressed the intercom as it crackled so much. It never dawned on her to check their credentials first before releasing the button for the outer door and letting whoever it was in. She imagined someone had pressed her number by mistake, so was surprised when her doorbell rang. 
 
    Mary was already in her nightdress even though it wasn’t late. Some days, if she didn’t need to go out, she wouldn’t bother getting dressed and lived in her dressing gown. She had become quite slovenly since losing her job and had not tried to find another one. The truth was she felt she had little left to live for. Divorced several years ago, the fight with her ex had been long and bitter. Her two children had taken their father’s side, so now they no longer spoke to her. Her ex had cited unreasonable behaviour on the divorce papers, the cheek of the man, when he had been impossible to live with for years and had several affairs. 
 
    She yawned when she opened the door. Standing in front of her were two men, one with short cropped brown hair and the other a Muslim man with short back and sides and a floppy black fringe. 
 
    “Who are you?” She asked, her arms folded. There were no pleasantries with Mary. 
 
    They produced their ID passes and introduced themselves. She stepped back, shocked. Before they could speak, she opened her mouth. 
 
    “I don’t know what you want but it’s not convenient right now. Can’t you see that I’m ready for bed?” 
 
    “Can we come in?” Sergeant Caldwell asked.  
 
    “No, I don’t think…” 
 
    “We can do this down the station if you prefer.” Sergeant Caldwell’s tone was more forceful. 
 
    “You’d better follow me then.” 
 
    The two officers followed her down the narrow hallway into her tiny lounge area. She sat down on the sofa. 
 
    “What’s this about? If it’s about the noise, I can turn my TV down. It’s not a problem. There was no need to call you guys.” Mary gave a nervous laugh. 
 
    “It’s not about the noise.” Sergeant Caldwell’s tone remained stern. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Dave greeted Dotty with a continental kiss on both cheeks. 
 
    “Come in. I’ve found a few interesting documents that need looking into further.” Dave beckoned her into his lounge, where his desk was set up with his laptop open. He sat down in front of it.  
 
    “Tell me more.” Dotty’s eyes lit up as she looked over his shoulder at the screen. She was careful not to put her hands on his crisp white shirt, having made that mistake before. Dave had a hissy fit when she got remnants of makeup on a beautifully ironed pale-blue silk shirt. Dave took pride in his appearance and the same could be said for his pristine accommodation. His home looked like he had received help from an interior designer, but the furniture and accessories were down to his impeccable taste. They shared a love of art and Dotty was also very stylish. She adored fashion and her style was reminiscent of the forties and fifties. She spent many a happy hour rummaging through vintage clothes shops. This had been her favourite look for many years, ever since watching a film with Rita Hayworth in. She was pleased to be likened to the glamorous actress, sharing her silky auburn locks. Dotty loved watching the old black and white movies and had learnt how to curl her hair and pin it up in the style synonymous with the era. Even when she dressed down in jeans, it was generally a pair of turn-ups, where she resembled one of the land girls. Today she wore a vintage burgundy swing dress that was buttoned down the front and had three-quarter length sleeves, a bargain she picked up for three pounds from the charity shop.  
 
    “There was one here sent about a month ago. It was from someone called Jonathan, suggesting he had some important information for her and that they should meet up.” 
 
    “Did Auntie Jean reply?” 
 
    “Her curiosity must have been piqued because she gave him her mobile number. Look!” Dave tapped the screen. 
 
    “Are there any more emails from him?” 
 
    “No, they may have communicated by phone after that.” 
 
    “It doesn’t sound like a work colleague then. I wonder what he wanted to tell her?” 
 
    “It could have been anything, but her interest was such that she didn’t ignore it.” 
 
    “How can we find out more about who Jonathan is?” Dotty asked. 
 
    “I’ll check if I can work out more from his email account and IP address.” Dave cleared his throat. “She isn’t the only person who the police need to interview over Jean’s appearance.” 
 
    “Why? What else have you found?” 
 
    “I’m not sure how you are going to feel about this.” Dave held his breath. His eyes opened wide. 
 
    “What is it?” Dotty frowned. 
 
    “Has there ever been any hint of Jean having an affair?” 
 
    “What? Auntie Jean? No, never.” 
 
    “She has spoken about wanting to leave Ralph, though, hasn’t she?” Dave raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “She may have got angry with him over his drinking on occasions. I could never see her carrying out her threats and go. She wouldn’t walk away from Dorchester Hall. She loves her home. No, if you’re suggesting that, I don’t think it is possible.” Dotty shook her head. 
 
    As she spoke, the cogs started turning as she processed what Dave suggested. 
 
    “Could it be possible she has gone off with a lover?” Dave’s face looked sombre. He wasn’t jesting. 
 
    “Not in a million years. If she thought of doing something as drastic as that, she wouldn’t do this to her children and abscond without telling them. I don’t think Gillian had any hint of an affair going on. I’m sure you can discount that idea. It is not Auntie Jean’s style.” 
 
    “How much do we really know about each other?” 
 
    “I know pretty much all there is to know about you.” 
 
    “Yes, but you don’t know everything. Did I ever tell you about the time I got drunk at the police ball, for instance?” 
 
    “No, I don’t believe you did.” Dotty stared at Dave, a surprised look on her face. 
 
    “There you go then.” Dave flapped his arms out. “Did you know that I once owned an Afghan coat, to match the Afghan hound I had? Dave tried his best to lighten Dotty’s mood. 
 
    “What other skeletons have you got in your cupboard?” Dotty laughed and nudged him, playfully. 
 
    “I’m surprised I have never told you about Molly, my first love.” 
 
    “Molly?” 
 
    “Yes, that was the dog’s name. We were as close as you are with Winnie. I had her in my teens, and I used to wear lots of flamboyant clothes back then, more so than I do now. I have tempered my style somewhat. It was a ploy, so that it wouldn’t be such a shock to my parents when I told them I was gay.” 
 
    “What was it like, coming out?” 
 
    “I think my mum guessed, but my dad was shocked.” Dave gazed up at the ceiling as he recalled a younger era. “Anyway, enough about me.” Dave shook his head. 
 
    “If Auntie Jean was seeing someone else, I’m sure she would have told Mum. I can check with her, but I doubt there is any truth in the idea.” Dotty looked sad. 
 
    They sat in silence for a few moments until Dave leaned forward to show Dotty another email. 
 
    “Here, you need to read this,” he said. 
 
    Dotty peered at the screen. A lump appeared in her throat as she took in the words. She nodded as the realisation washed over her. 
 
    “So, Auntie Jean was seeing someone.” She leaned back in the chair and shook her head. “I’m shocked.” 
 
    “It looks that way if you read what was said. Has she ever mentioned Hans before?” 
 
    “Wait a minute.” Dotty stroked her chin with her finger and thumb. “I’m sure Auntie Jean has a tenant in one of the properties she owns called Hans.” 
 
    They turned to stare at each other.  
 
    “That’s a coincidence, don’t you think?” Dave said. 
 
    “Yes, and it’s not exactly a common name… unless you live in Germany.” 
 
    “And we don’t.” 
 
    They both nodded as they took in the news. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Dotty tried to phone Gillian to discuss their findings, but the calls went to voicemail, probably due to lack of a reception at the hospital. The following day, Dotty received a call from her cousin. 
 
    “How is your dad?” Dotty asked before Gillian had a chance to speak. 
 
    “He is stable. I’ve asked when he will be allowed home, but they can’t say yet. They need to do an assessment on him.” 
 
    Having seen how ill Uncle Ralph looked when she last saw him, Dotty doubted he would ever be well enough to return home. She believed it was just wishful thinking on Gillian’s part. 
 
    “Is he talking now?” 
 
    “Yes, one minute he seems like he is having a normal conversation, and his sentences make sense but within a short time, he is talking gobbledegook again.” 
 
    “He is in the best place getting all the care and attention he needs.” 
 
    “Mm, I suppose so.” 
 
    “I…er wanted to ask something about Auntie Jean.” Dotty gave a little cough. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Did you see those emails between her and Hans?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “What do you make of them?” 
 
    “I don’t think Mum was having an affair, if that’s what you mean.” 
 
    “They sound very intimate.” 
 
    “I would like to speak to them both to find out more. Unfortunately, it won’t be that easy right now to talk to Hans.” 
 
    “I would be happy to come with you if you want to arrange it.” 
 
    “It won’t be possible.” 
 
    “Oh, why is that?” 
 
    “I’ve had a strange phone call from Fiona, the next-door neighbour of the property that Hans rents.” 
 
    “Do tell.” 
 
    “She wants me to go over, so I can hear for myself.” 
 
    “Hear what?” 
 
    “Apparently, Hans is out of the country at the moment, and he has a pet parrot he has asked Fiona to feed while he is away.” 
 
    Dotty’s head worked overtime when she heard Hans was away. Could he have run off with Auntie Jean? 
 
    “A parrot,” Dotty repeated. 
 
    “Fiona told me the parrot has been saying some worrying things and she wants me to go over and listen for myself.” 
 
    “Are you serious? A parrot?” 
 
    “That’s what she says. If you want to come with me, the property is in Sussex closer to you, so we could meet there.” 
 
    “I could make it tonight after work.” 
 
    “Very well, I’ll arrange it with Fiona and text you the address and time.” 
 
    “Okay, give my love to Uncle Ralph and I’ll see you later.” 
 
    Dotty’s mind was preoccupied at work that day. The change in her usual chatty demeanour hadn’t gone unnoticed. 
 
    “You look miles away, Dotty.” Doreen Featherstone said as Dotty slid the straighteners down Doreen’s long, dark hair. 
 
    “Sorry, yes, I’ve a lot on my mind. My auntie is still missing, and my uncle is in a bad way in hospital.” 
 
    Dotty’s next client sat quietly, allowing Dotty to become lost in her thoughts churning over the possible relationship between Jean and Hans and wondering what Fiona and the parrot had to say. 
 
    “Penny for them.” Kylie glanced across at Dotty. 
 
    Dotty shook her head. “I was miles away. What did you say?” 
 
    Kylie pulled a face. She had enough problems of her own. After a recent split from her boyfriend, she was keen to get back on the dating scene. 
 
    “I’m thinking of trying speed dating, but I don’t want to go on my own.” 
 
    “You aren’t going to ask me to come with you, are you? I’m very happy with Robin, thank you. Haven’t you got any single friends? Are there any of the bar staff who could join you?” 
 
    Kylie worked in the local pub a couple of evenings a week. She had to make up the shortfall that her ex gave her to help with looking after Ollie. 
 
    “I could ask Pam, although I doubt it is her thing.” 
 
    “What about dating apps? You could try one of those sites to find a partner.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be catfished.” 
 
    Kylie’s client Mabel Armstrong pulled a face.  
 
    “You youngsters today speak in a language I don’t understand. What is catfishing?” 
 
    Kylie and Dotty were hardly young. They were both pushing forty, but that was still thirty years younger than Mabel. 
 
    “It’s when someone puts up a picture of someone else online and pretends to be them.” 
 
    “What’s the point of that?” 
 
    “It’s a very good question because they get caught out, eventually. I suppose it is to get you interested. The picture they put up is always more attractive than the real person. There are programmes about catching the catfishers on telly.” 
 
    “It sounds a foolish thing to do to me. You’re just wasting everyone’s time.” 
 
    “That’s the main reason I’d prefer to meet someone face-to-face. At least I can see them in the flesh then and check out their six-pack etcetera.” Kylie winked at her client. 
 
    “Are there no suitable men come in the pub?” Mabel asked. 
 
    “They are already taken, or I have tried them and kicked them to the kerb.” 
 
    Everyone laughed. Kylie’s love life took Dotty’s mind off the situation with her relatives. 
 
    It was a busy day in the salon and Dotty felt tired when she finished, but not too tired to allow it to impede her curiosity. Luke was in a chatty mood that evening. He was at the stage where he repeated everything everyone said to him, so they had to watch their language around him. After chasing Winnie, the poodle, around the house for the last twenty minutes, Dotty grabbed her son and took him up for a bath. 
 
    Robin had agreed to read Luke’s bedtime story tonight so that Dotty could get off to meet Gillian, but Luke kicked up a fuss and wanted his mummy. Pangs of guilt delayed Dotty and after rereading We’re Going on a Bear Hunt for the umpteenth time, she kissed Luke’s forehead and wished him goodnight. 
 
    Driving along to the rental property, Dotty wondered what she would hear. She pulled up outside the home and reapplied her red lipstick in the car mirror. Gillian had also just arrived. 
 
    “How are you doing?” Dotty asked her as she climbed out of her car and walked towards her cousin. 
 
    “I’m nervous, I can’t lie.” 
 
    “How is Uncle Ralph?” 
 
    “There has been a slight improvement, but not enough to get our hopes up.” 
 
    Dotty put an arm around Gillian as they walked towards the front door of the property. 
 
    Fiona was already inside. 
 
    “Come and sit down, ladies,” she said after the initial introductions. Dotty and Gillian sat on the sofa, waiting. “I would have ignored Purdy’s remarks but with your mum still missing, I wondered if there was any significance in what he said. I want to hear what you think, and then I will decide whether it is something the police should know.” 
 
    “Purdy is the parrot I take it?” Dotty asked. 
 
    “That’s correct.” Fiona pointed towards the yellow bird in its cage. “I have been coming in to feed it while Hans is away.” 
 
    “How long is Hans away for?” Gillian asked. 
 
    “He wasn’t sure exactly, but he thought about two weeks. He said he had some business to attend to, so it would depend on how long it took.” 
 
    They sat in silence, waiting for the bird to say something. It was like waiting for a kettle to boil. The more you stared at it, the longer it took. 
 
    Suddenly the parrot’s squawky tones popped the silence. 
 
    “Hello, hello, hello,” the parrot squawked, its vibrant feathers ruffled with excitement. The three women exchanged surprised glances. 
 
    “Wait, there should be more,” Fiona said. 
 
    “Wait, there should be more,” Purdy repeated. 
 
    Gillian and Dotty both giggled but the smiles were soon wiped off their faces. 
 
    “Where’s Jean?” Fiona asked Purdy as though she was talking to a human. The parrot tilted its head, fixing its beady eye on the women. 
 
    “Don’t do that. You’re hurting me. Shut up, Jean. Shut up, Jean. Shut up, Jean.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    The parrot’s words hung in the air.  
 
    “You see now why I needed you to hear that. I’m still not sure whether to go to the police. Would they laugh at me for listening to a parrot? If Jean wasn’t missing, I wouldn’t have thought anything of it, but under the circumstances, it’s suspicious, don’t you think?” Fiona said. 
 
    The unexpected outburst from Purdy had stirred a mix of emotions in Gillian and Dotty. They exchanged uneasy glances. 
 
    “I don’t know what we should do. We mustn’t jump to conclusions. I have made too many mistakes in the past where I have added two and two together and made five. The police might think we are stark raving bonkers if we mention it to them, especially if we can’t get Purdy to repeat what it said.” Gillian’s brow furrowed. 
 
    “True, but we heard what Purdy said. It may be a harmless coincidence. Auntie Jean could have been here anytime as the owner of the property.” Dotty nodded; her expression thoughtful. 
 
    “Yes, but she rarely gets involved in the property management side of things. She leaves that to Adam.” Gillian’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “I agree, but we now know that Hans and your mum had become very close.” 
 
     “What do you think we should do, Dotty.?” 
 
    Dotty stared at Gillian, a mixture of apprehension and determination in her eyes. 
 
    “Do you know the last time your mum came over here?” 
 
    “Not really. As I say, I wasn’t aware that she needed to visit unless there was something wrong with the property that needed addressing.” 
 
    Fiona cleared her throat. 
 
    “Does Jean drive a white Tesla?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, why?” 
 
    “I have seen one parked outside on several occasions.” 
 
    The distress on Gillian’s face was clear. 
 
    “There could be any number of reasons Auntie Jean was here. We can’t jump to conclusions, but we did find those emails to Hans,” Dotty chimed in, her voice calm but resolute. She knew exactly what was going through Gillian’s mind. 
 
    “My head feels scrambled at the moment,” Gillian said as she looked down with her head in her hands. “Purdy’s words have scared me.” 
 
    “We need to investigate this further. What do you think about searching the property?” Dotty asked Gillian. 
 
    “I’ve a knot in the pit of my stomach that says something is amiss here. If that helps us find what has happened to her, then I think we should.” Gillian nodded. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we leave it to the police?” Fiona asked. 
 
    “There’s no saying that the police would take any action based on the chirpings of a parrot. Let’s at least look around and see if there is any evidence of Jean being here, then we should assess the situation. We don’t know for definite that it was Jean’s car that Fiona saw here.” Dotty turned to address Fiona. “Did you take down the registration number of the vehicle you saw parked outside?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t.” Fiona shook her head. 
 
    “Once we have glanced around, we can decide whether to bring the police in.” Gillian nodded. 
 
    She had some trepidation about snooping around someone else’s property, but they agreed to split up to do the search. Gillian’s sense of caution nagged at her as she slowly opened drawers. Fiona also questioned the ethics of carrying out the task. Dotty found herself in Hans’ study, surrounded by shelves filled with books. There were cabinets containing various documents. She began her search, mindful of handling items with care, not wanting to leave a trace of their presence, making sure she put everything back where she found it. If Auntie Jean’s disappearance wasn’t linked to Hans, he wouldn’t be too happy with them prying. 
 
    Gillian, meanwhile, was in the kitchen searching through drawers and checking cupboards for anything of significance. Her initial unease gradually transformed into a focused determination. She understood the weight of their actions and the potential consequences, but she couldn’t ignore the urgency of the situation.  
 
    Fiona had stayed in the lounge. A photograph album peeking out from a row of books on a shelf caught her attention. Curiosity piqued as she pulled it out and gingerly scanned the pages. There were several images of Jean together with Hans, their friendship evident. Fiona wondered if showing Gillian was the right thing to do, but they had come this far and there was no going back now. 
 
    When they regrouped, Dotty had also made an interesting discovery. In the desk drawer in the study was an iPad. Next to it was a small diary where Hans had recorded several of his passwords. She hadn’t been able to get into it yet because the tablet needed charging, but she hoped that it might reveal something when they could fire it up. 
 
    Gillian’s heart sank when she saw the photos of her mum with Hans. Whatever had been going on, they looked so happy together, far more so than when her mum was with her dad. 
 
    “Would you like a break while we wait for the iPad to charge? You could come over to my place for a drink, in the meantime.” Fiona wanted to get out of the property. Feeding Purdy was one thing, but snooping around someone’s home didn’t sit naturally with her. She felt unnerved by the whole situation as if Hans may return at any time and catch them.  
 
    “Yes, that’s a good idea. I need to process what we have found so far,” Gillian said with a sigh. 
 
    “Try not to jump to any conclusions yet. Have you ever met Hans?” Dotty asked Gillian, as Fiona closed the door. They followed her to the adjoining property. 
 
    “No, but I know he has lived here for several years. Mum mentioned his name occasionally. She never said that they had started up a friendship or anything like that.” 
 
    They made their way into Fiona’s lounge and sat down. Dotty had brought over the iPad and the diary. She gave the tablet to Fiona, who plugged the charger into a socket. While Fiona went to prepare the drinks, Dotty flicked through the diary. There were several dates where the letter J had been written. He may be a cautious man, but it looked increasingly like something may have been going on between the two of them. Perhaps the tablet would reveal more. 
 
    Ten minutes later, as they sipped their drinks, Dotty leaned across to the side table where the iPad lay. It now had enough charge to fire it up. Using the password found at the back of the diary, Dotty accessed the device. She was soon looking for clues of anything that may show a connection to Jean. 
 
    “Aha, look, this is interesting. Hans had a ring doorbell, and he has signed up for the ring protect plan.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Fiona asked. 
 
    “It is a service that gives access to video recording from the ring devices. Hopefully, if we can get into it, we will see who has been coming and going from the property.” 
 
    Gillian’s anxiety was heightened. Part of her didn’t want to know the truth, but she had to pursue this now they had started it.  
 
    It could have been a laborious task going through the files of video footage, but Dotty went straight to the date that Jean went missing. The women watched together, not knowing what they would find.  
 
    Within minutes, they had more questions than answers as Gillian’s hand went over her mouth at what they saw. She gasped in shock as she stared at the screen.  
 
    Dotty let out a huge cry when she saw who had been at the property on the day Jean disappeared. 
 
    “Wow! What’s this about? I don’t understand. What is he doing there?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    As the three women watched the iPad screen, they saw Adam, large as life, standing at the front door of Hans’ home on the day Jean disappeared. That wasn’t all. Jean had also appeared in view earlier and if the timings were right, it was shortly before she should have left for Germany. 
 
    “What was Adam doing here?” Gillian asked as she stared at the monitor, her chin resting on her forefinger and thumb. 
 
    “What is more worrying is why he never mentioned being here.” Dotty looked concerned, frowning. 
 
    “Wait a minute, there is someone else.” Fiona leaned forward. “Look! Another person is hanging around outside the property.” 
 
    “Who is that?” Dotty and Gillian also drew closer to the video evidence. The individual on the screen wore a dark hoodie and hid their face from view. It wasn’t possible to tell if it was a man or a woman.  
 
    “It looks like someone didn’t want to be recognised.” Fiona’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Whoever it was must have known their image was being captured.” Gillian frowned. “I don’t like it. I think they were up to no good.” 
 
    “After watching that video, I have more questions than answers. I’m baffled by what we have found.” Dotty looked at the other two. 
 
    “We need to let the police know we have seen this. We now know Jean was here on the day she went missing.” Fiona sighed. 
 
    “Why don’t we see any of them leaving the property?” Dotty asked. 
 
    “I imagine it is because Hans also uses the back door, on the side of the property, as often as he does the front door.” Fiona pointed out. “Unfortunately, there is no camera focused on that.”  
 
    The three women exchanged glances, a mix of curiosity and concern evident on their faces. Their minds raced with questions. Who was the mystery visitor? Why had both Jean and Adam turned up at the property? They discussed various scenarios as they sat there, but it was all speculation. They needed to speak to the key individuals in this about Jean, namely Adam and Hans.  
 
    “It may be difficult to broach Hans about what we know. We can’t exactly tell him we’ve been snooping around his property. I can ask him when the last time was that he saw my mum without divulging that we have been going through his belongings.” The cogs turned in Gillian’s head. 
 
    “Do you think Auntie Jean could be with Hans?” Dotty asked. 
 
    “It is possible, but why has she not been in touch? It’s not like her to fail to speak to any of us. Do you have a number for Hans?” Gillian asked Fiona. 
 
    “I do. I’ll ping it over to you.” Fiona hoped they could piece the puzzle together. She dreaded the thought that Jean may have come to harm if the parrot was to be believed.  
 
    “I’ll phone Adam and see what he has to say for himself,” Gillian said, but before she could call him, her phone rang, and she answered it. 
 
    “Adam! That’s a coincidence. I was just about to get in touch with you.” There were no pleasantries between the siblings. 
 
    “You need to get back here ASAP.” 
 
    “Why, has something happened to Dad?” 
 
    “No, if anything he appears brighter, but the doctors have said he is well enough to be interviewed and the police want to speak to him about Mum’s disappearance.” 
 
    “Are you joking? What do they think Dad had to do with it?” 
 
    “I told the police that they argued before Mum left.” 
 
    “What did you do that for?” Gillian sounded annoyed. 
 
    “It was the truth.” 
 
    “We know he can’t have been the last person to see her before she vanished, don’t we?” 
 
    “What do you mean? What are you trying to say?” 
 
    “I think you know what I’m getting at.” Gillian wanted Adam to sweat. She wasn’t yet ready to divulge what she knew. She aimed to challenge him face-to-face and watch him squirm. It was imperative she could see his body language when she questioned him about his visit to Hans’ place. “Why do the police think Dad is involved? In his condition, he is hardly capable of doing anything.” 
 
    “You know the police. They aren’t likely to tell us what their thinking is. Anyway, I’ve not agreed for it to go ahead until there has been an assessment of Dad’s capacity.” 
 
    “At least that’s something.” Gillian was still annoyed with Adam talking to the police. Did he know more than he said about where their mum was? 
 
    “Where are you, by the way, and when will you be back?” Adam asked. 
 
    “I had some business to attend to.” She wasn’t ready to tell Adam what she was doing. 
 
    Gillian ended the call, and she told the other two that she needed to get back to the hospital. She didn’t trust Adam to manage the situation with her dad and the police. 
 
    “Aren’t you waiting here until the police arrive, and we tell them what we know?” Fiona asked. 
 
    “No, my presence at the hospital is more important. I can’t have them railroading Dad into some sort of cock and bull story about what he has done with Mum.” 
 
    “Do you think she has come to harm, then?” Dotty asked. 
 
    “I have to be a realist. The longer time goes on with no communication from her, the more serious it is looking.” Gillian swallowed hard. She found it difficult to fight back the tears. 
 
    Dotty checked her watch. 
 
    “If I wait for the police, I could be here half the night. I have an early start in the morning. Are you okay waiting for the police alone, Fiona? At least you can wait in the comfort of your home.” 
 
    “I suppose so.” 
 
    “It is getting late to be hanging around. We don’t know how long they will take to get here.” 
 
    If Dotty was honest, something about Hans’ home gave her the creeps. She couldn’t put her finger on what made her feel so uncomfortable, but things didn’t sit right with her.  
 
    Fiona tried to phone Hans to speak to him. She didn’t want to raise the alarm at this stage about the police coming over to his property, but she would have asked him if he knew where Jean was if he answered. However, his phone went straight to voicemail. 
 
    The women sat and finished their drinks and then Gillian got up to leave, the worry of what she might have to deal with sitting sternly on her face. She wouldn’t settle until she got back to her dad’s bedside. 
 
    Dotty stayed a while longer. She and Fiona replayed the doorbell video. She watched Adam, Jean, and the stranger arrive. Who could it be? It was a shame there was no evidence showing anyone leaving. That would have probably been more revealing. Finally, Dotty picked up her phone and keys. She headed for the door, but not before taking several screenshots of what had been captured on the video. 
 
    “I might pop back to Hans’ place to finish the search while I’m waiting for the police. They didn’t indicate how long they would take. If I find anything of significance, I will let Gillian know,” Fiona said. Although she had previously felt uncomfortable being there, her curiosity got the better of her, given the clues they had now found. 
 
    “I think she is still in as much shock at the likelihood her mum is having an affair as I am.” 
 
    They said their goodbyes and Dotty left. 
 
    Fiona went back across to Hans’ home. She checked the bathroom. There were no signs of a woman’s presence; no female toiletries in the cabinet; nothing to show that a woman stayed there regularly. The spare bedroom also gave no clues in either the drawers or wardrobe. 
 
    It was when Fiona walked into the garage that everything changed. There was an icy chill in the air. The light was dim, and Fiona scanned around. Gardening equipment and a mountain bike were hung up at the back. There was a shelf carrying various tools and products. A chest freezer stood in the corner. Something drew Fiona towards it.  
 
    She lifted the lid and gasped, then let out the most blood-curdling scream. With her hands shaking, she phoned the police back. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Uniformed officers arrived at the house within minutes. Three squad cars rolled up and parked outside the property. Fiona waited and took them straight to the garage. She hadn’t stopped shaking since she made the gruesome discovery. Jean’s body had been placed in the freezer. Fiona explained to the officers why she had been searching because of what the parrot had said, which raised her suspicions and caused her to go through the house for clues about where Jean could be. A police officer guided her back to her own home and made her some hot sweet tea for the shock whilst questioning her.  
 
    Within minutes, DCI Erin Derbyshire’s black Hyundai arrived and found a space to park on the busy road. She introduced herself to the constable standing outside the property with a clipboard, then bent down to put on her overshoes. 
 
    The garage door was open. An officer was sealing off the area, blue police tape in hand. Erin walked over to speak to the officers already on the scene. The white-suited techs were hovering around the freezer, which was open. The DCI peeped inside and shivered. 
 
    “What do we know so far?” Erin asked a colleague. 
 
    It was explained to her how Fiona had found the body, the role of the parrot and the circumstances leading up to the discovery. 
 
    “So, the neighbour has identified who she is then?” 
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
    “Any signs of a weapon or wounds?” Erin asked.  
 
    “We will know more when the body is removed.” 
 
    “Can we rule out suicide?”  
 
    “We’re keeping an open mind at this stage,” her fellow officer said. “The neighbour has been shown back to her house next door. She was looking after the property and the parrot while the tenant who lives here is away.” 
 
    “Very well. I’ll take a look around and then go and speak to her. Do we know where the deceased lived?” 
 
    “Dorchester, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Does she have family?” 
 
    “A husband, son and two daughters, I believe.” 
 
    Erin nodded. “I’ll check if the parrot is still speaking.” 
 
    She walked through into the lounge where an officer was dusting the doorknobs. Her first observation was how well-presented the property was. Thick pile, plush grey carpet covered the large open plan area. There were no signs of any struggle in the room. The parrot’s cage was in the corner with a cover over it. Her colleague, Rory walked in.  
 
    “What are we going to do about the parrot?” 
 
    “We’ll have to take it away and find it somewhere safe to stay if it can repeat vital evidence.” 
 
    “You mean put the parrot in witness protection?” 
 
    “I suppose so.” Erin laughed. This was a highly unusual situation. Evidence was being bagged up as they walked around the property. Erin’s eagle eye spotted something underneath the hall table. It was the end of a thumb from a pair of Marigold rubber gloves. She didn’t question what it might be doing there. 
 
    “Here, get that picked up and itemised.” She pointed out the yellow plastic thumb of the glove to a fellow officer. Once she felt satisfied there was nothing else to see, she turned to Rory. “Come on, let’s interview the neighbour and see what she has to say for herself.” 
 
    Fiona looked nervous when the detectives turned up on her doorstep. Although she had already recounted what happened, it now dawned on her that together with Dotty and Gillian, they may have upset vital evidence when they searched the home. Even worse than that, it was possible that by finding the body, the police may think she was involved somehow. If she could only turn back time and have finished the search while Dotty and Gillian were there, then she wouldn’t have to suffer all this questioning alone. The detectives seemed keen to know more about the other two women who were with her earlier. 
 
    “You say they were the daughter and niece of the dead woman.” Erin raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “That’s correct.” Fiona nodded. 
 
    “And do you have their contact details?”  
 
    “I have Gillian’s but not Dotty’s.” Erin made some notes.  
 
    Fiona thought the two detectives seemed very businesslike and not as friendly as the constable who first interviewed her. This added to her nervousness. The DCI was doing most of the talking. Her long blonde hair was tied up off her face in a classic chignon. Her dark brown eyes were piercing and made Fiona feel guilty even though she was unsure about what crime she had committed. Could she receive a prison sentence for contaminating police evidence now her fingerprints were everywhere, she wondered. Her mind wandered as she imagined standing in the dock with the courtroom being hushed as she recounted her side of the story. Would the judge and jury believe her innocence? Fiona was a born worrier and having stumbled into this situation, it would keep her awake now for weeks if not months. She would have to get sedatives from the doctor to help her sleep.  
 
    “How well do you know Hans Anders, your neighbour?” Erin asked. She studied the woman who resembled a librarian with her gold-rimmed glasses and salt and pepper curly hair. Fiona wore a plain green jumper and a tweed skirt. Erin knew that appearances could be deceiving. 
 
    “Not that well. He has lived next door for about three years, but we have never been close. He is pleasant enough, but he keeps himself to himself. Originally from the Netherlands, I believe he has business over here.” 
 
    “So how did you get involved with looking after his parrot?” 
 
    “It wasn’t pre-planned. I think Purdy was an oversight. Hans came across and said he had urgent business to deal with and would I mind feeding her while he was away. He apologised for not giving me warning but I didn’t mind going in.” 
 
    “And what day would this be?” 
 
    “He popped over the day Jean went missing.” Fiona lowered her head as it sunk in that her so-called friendly neighbour could be a murderer. Fiona coughed. “At first, he wanted me to have Purdy here, but I said that wasn’t possible because of Lennie.” 
 
    “Who is Lennie?” Erin asked. 
 
    “My tabby cat. Purdy wouldn’t last five minutes in the same room as Lennie. He would make mincemeat out of the parrot. He is always bringing in birds and mice.” 
 
    Ern nodded. “Did Mr Anders tell you where he was going?” 
 
    “No, but I have his mobile number if that helps.” 
 
    “Yes, please. Did Mr Anders have a partner as far as you know?” 
 
    “Not that he mentioned but he was a private man, pleasant enough but he divulged little about his life.” 
 
    “You mentioned earlier that you had seen the deceased ladies’ vehicle here before.” 
 
    “Yes, I think it may have been hers. A white Tesla was parked outside several times but then she owns the property.” 
 
    “If you can recall any dates and let me have them that would be useful.” 
 
    “I’m not sure about dates but I’ll get my thinking cap on.” Fiona gave a nervous smile. 
 
    She breathed in deeply when the police officers finally left. Although part of her felt she should keep well away from the situation, something inside her made her phone Hans’ number again. Whether it was to let him know the police would be getting in touch or to gauge his reaction, she wasn’t sure, but she didn’t get the outcome she expected.  
 
    The phone rang, but a message came through to say she had dialled an incorrect number. She frowned, checked the screen, and tried again. It was the same number she phoned earlier. What was going on? She re-checked the number and dialled again being very precise with where she put her thumb, watching each number as it came up but no, it still said the same.  
 
    “You have dialled an incorrect number.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    It was impossible to comprehend the effect Jean’s death had on the family. Dotty was in the bathroom, taking her makeup off and getting ready for bed when the call came through from Gillian. She was devastated at the news. She gasped and let out a sharp scream and couldn’t take in Gillian’s words. Sitting on the edge of the bath, she took in the news. Robin came in to listen to the conversation after hearing her cries of shock. It was evident something was seriously wrong. 
 
    “No! There’s got to be some mistake. Surely, it can’t be Auntie Jean.” Dotty began to cry. “Sorry, Gillian, I can’t believe it.” 
 
    “I know, me, neither.” 
 
    “What is it, love?” Robin whispered as he stood over her. Dotty just shook her head. The words wouldn’t come out. 
 
    Her brain pounded. A thick black cloud descended on her. Her voice became shaky as she listened to Gillian’s words. The tears came as she considered the impact Jean’s death would have on the family, especially Ralph, Gillian and her mum. 
 
    “I’ve phoned Auntie Meryl and told her.” Dotty couldn’t imagine what her mum must be going through right now having just been told of her sister’s death. “The police will want to speak to us both.” 
 
    “Of course. Oh, dear. We wouldn’t have trampled through the place if we’d known what was lurking in the garage. It is horrendous to think how she ended up in there. Poor Fiona making a discovery like that. Do the police know anything more?” 
 
    “Not at this stage, no.” 
 
    “How has Uncle Ralph taken it?” 
 
    “He hasn’t been told yet. I’ve spoken to Adam and Lucy, and we think it may hinder Dad’s recovery if he is told now. I still can’t believe the police want to interview him.” 
 
    “Surely, they don’t still think he had anything to do with it now?” 
 
    “I don’t know what they think but we intend to keep the news from him for as long as possible. We’ll wait until he has turned a corner and shows signs of improvement. Dad is being assessed for capacity, so we need to wait for the outcome of that.” 
 
    Dotty wondered if her uncle would ever be on the mend. She kept that thought to herself. Gillian had enough to deal with right now. 
 
    “The news will devastate Uncle Ralph when he finds out what happened.” 
 
    “Lucy is flying over from Milan in the morning.” 
 
    “How did Adam seem when he was told?” 
 
    “He was numb with shock as we all are. I was kind of hoping that Mum had run off with Hans. At least then she would still be alive.” Gillian burst out crying at that suggestion. 
 
    “I suppose the police will want to interview Hans urgently.” 
 
    “I guess so.” Gillian’s tears didn’t subside. 
 
    “Is there anything I can do?” Dotty asked. 
 
    “We need to pull together as a family to get through this.” 
 
    “Yes, you’re right. I will go and see Mum. It will have hit her hard.” 
 
    They ended the call and Dotty stood up and hugged her partner. They stood in the bathroom embracing. Dotty didn’t want to let go.  
 
    Although it was late, Robin agreed to stay and look after Luke while Dotty drove over to see her mum and dad. He would have preferred to have gone with her, but it wasn’t worth waking Luke and Dotty promised she would be okay driving over to her parents’ house. She got dressed and set off. 
 
    It was Meryl who opened the door when she arrived. Mother and daughter came together, holding onto each other in a tight embrace, lost in their grief. 
 
    “Oh, Mum.” They clung to each other. “I can’t believe it.” 
 
    “Me neither.” 
 
    Dotty hadn’t spoken to her mother about her visit to the property with Gillian or what the parrot said. She sat down and recounted her experience while her mum and dad listened on. Dotty also explained what they discovered on CCTV. 
 
    “Why was Adam there?” Her dad asked. He was a retired policeman and still had a questioning mind. 
 
    “I don’t know yet, Dad. I presume Gillian will ask him.” Dotty showed them the screenshots of the pictures of the stranger who turned up. Because she had taken a photo of a video, it was not a clear shot and looked quite blurred and grainy. It was virtually impossible to tell who it was, anyway. It wasn’t taken from the best angle. All that was possible, was to get an idea of the body shape. The individual had worn a cap and a hoodie. 
 
    Dotty couldn’t sleep that night. She tossed and turned as her mind ticked over, going through every eventuality about Jean’s death. Right now, there were more questions than answers. Hans would be a prime suspect, especially with him disappearing in a hurry. Why had Auntie Jean gone there in the first place and what had been said and what had Adam been doing there? Dotty didn’t get on that well with her cousin but couldn’t imagine him killing his mother. Could Jean have gone to break up the relationship with Hans? Maybe he didn’t take it well and got angry with her and killed her. That looked like the biggest possibility with him running off like he did. 
 
    Her alarm went off. She felt she had only had about an hour’s sleep. She groaned. It would have been preferable to take the day off, but she had left Kylie on her own in the salon for too long. Poor Kylie ended up managing the salon alone again anyway because police officers arrived early in the morning to speak to Dotty. 
 
    Dotty’s salon had been converted from her garage and adjoined her house. She spotted the detectives approaching the property and went to meet them. They followed her through into the house to talk in private. She felt guilty leaving Kylie on her own, dealing with the clients as best she could, but she had no choice. 
 
    DCI Erin Derbyshire introduced herself as did her colleague DS Rory Tudor. The detectives moved swiftly into interrogation mode after their friendly rapport-building phase. It made Dotty feel uncomfortable. 
 
    “Did you enter the garage of the property at any time?” Erin asked after Dotty recounted how she came to be there in the first place. 
 
    “No, none of us did while I was there.” 
 
    “And did you touch much in the house?” 
 
    “Why, yes, as I said, we were suspicious after what Purdy said.” 
 
    “Purdy?” Rory enquired. 
 
    “The parrot.” 
 
    “Ah, yes.” Rory nodded. 
 
    “Didn’t you think to call the police to let us do the investigating?” Erin asked. 
 
    “Maybe she sees herself as something of a Miss Marple,” Rory quipped. He didn’t smile. His body language was sombre. Dotty had taken an instant dislike to him and his idea of banter. 
 
    “We were concerned where my auntie could be. We never imagined anything like this to have happened to her. When Fiona told us about the parrot, we weren’t sure what to make of it and when we heard the parrot’s words, we didn’t know whether to take them seriously. We just hoped to find confirmation of where Jean may have gone. After all, it would be hard for Purdy to be a credible witness.” 
 
    “Whilst the parrot won’t get its day in court, we take any intel seriously.” Erin’s tone was stern. Under different circumstances, she may have laughed at a parrot giving evidence, but she didn’t want to disrespect her interviewee’s feelings. What she didn’t know was that Dotty was also internally chuckling at the idea of the parrot being asked by a judge what it knew but she mustn’t appear insensitive to the situation. 
 
    “We will need your fingerprints and a sample of your DNA,” Erin said. 
 
    “Do I need a lawyer?” Dotty asked. 
 
    “Do you think you need one?” Rory cocked one eyebrow. 
 
    “You are not under arrest if that’s what you mean, and we haven’t cautioned you. We are merely asking questions at this stage, so we need you to be as open and honest as possible,” Erin volunteered. 
 
    “We aren’t charging you with anything yet,” Rory added. 
 
    A shiver went down Dotty’s spine as she now regretted getting involved. Sometimes her curiosity got her in a heap of trouble. She never wanted to get on the wrong side of the law. 
 
    “If there is anything I can do to help with your enquiries, I will let you know.” 
 
    “We don’t want you interfering.” Rory’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “I just meant…” 
 
    “I should hope you would come forward with anything else because withholding evidence is a crime.” Rory wasn’t there to win friends however nice Dotty tried to be. She wondered what charm school he had been thrown out of. 
 
    Erin was ready to wrap up the interview. She handed Dotty a business card. 
 
    “That is the end of our questions but if you do think of anything of significance, please let us know.” She smiled at Dotty while Rory glared at her. 
 
    “Oh, one last thing, did you see a pair of Marigold gloves while you were there?” 
 
    “No, why do you ask?” Dotty frowned at the query.  
 
    “We ask the questions,” Rory quipped. 
 
    “Thank you, Dotty. That will be all” Erin replied. 
 
    “For now,” Rory added. 
 
    Dotty nodded. She watched them leave and let out a huge sigh. She was glad to see the back of the detectives and hoped they wouldn’t be back. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Gillian insisted there was no point in Dotty or her mum travelling down to Dorset at the moment. The police were busy at the property and with Ralph still not home, the priority was updating everyone and dealing with the day-to-day running of Jean’s company. 
 
    Dotty struggled to carry on as normal, but she tried her best. She dropped Luke off with her mum and dad the following day. She couldn’t help but notice how drained and sleep-deprived her mum looked. Meryl had taken her sister’s death hard. 
 
    Feeling a tinge of guilt for leaving Luke with her parents, her mum insisted that having her grandson around brought her comfort. The little boy’s actions provided solace and was a way to help her cope with her grief. Luke’s grandad, Pete had received a parcel delivery the previous day and instinctively knew to save the box for Luke to play in. As soon as Luke saw it, his eyes lit up.  
 
    “Grandad, it’s my bat mobile.” He climbed into the cardboard box and didn’t want to come out. 
 
    “Let’s make it into a proper bat mobile, Luke,” Pete said and together with his wife grabbed some glue, newspaper and paints and set about to make the transformation. Meryl got so absorbed with painting it black and yellow, it took her mind off her sad news for a short time.  
 
    Luke was super delighted at the finished result. He had lots of expensive toys, but this box had now become his favourite to wile away the hours playing in it.  
 
    Luke’s escapades kept Meryl smiling while he was there, but once he left, the waves of torment filled her soul. One minute she was chuckling with Luke’s antics; she was particularly amused at him copying her words and he started calling her darling. It sounded so funny from a boy of his age. It didn’t take long for the dark cloud to descend when he went for his afternoon nap. 
 
    That evening, after work, Dotty and Robin came over. Meryl told them how bossy Luke had been while they made his cardboard car. 
 
    “Who do you think he takes after?” Pete asked. 
 
    “It’s got to be you, Dad.” Dotty laughed.  
 
    Under the circumstances, they had a pleasant couple of hours together before Luke’s bedtime. They tried their best to keep the conversation away from the elephant in the room which was Jean’s murder. Death was hard to process at the best of times but losing someone close that you loved and not only that but knowing someone had murdered them, sent bolts of lightning through the family. Their peace had been shattered and life would never be the same again. Sleep was difficult to come by that night again for Dotty. She needed to do something about how she felt but it wasn’t easy. Healing would take time.  
 
    The next morning, Kylie wasn’t due in until ten, so Dotty busied herself when the salon’s door opened. She tidied the storeroom and checked what hair tints needed ordering. The phone rang which made Dotty jump. Fearful it might be the police back on her case, she breathed a sigh of relief when she heard Olive Jones’s croaky voice. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Dotty but I will have to cancel my lunchtime appointment today. I’ve come down with a chest infection.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that, Olive. Do you want to rearrange it now?” 
 
    “No, I better wait until I’m feeling better.” 
 
    “Very well. Hope you’re soon up and about. Make sure you get plenty of rest.” 
 
    “I’ll try my best.” 
 
    Just as the call ended, the doorbell chimed as Suzy, Dotty’s first client walked in. She settled her in, and the junior, Jackie arrived in time to wash her hair leaving Dotty free to study the appointment book. The phone rang again. It was a hotline this morning. This time it was Kylie’s lunchtime appointment needing to rearrange her slot. Dotty rubbed out her name in the book and fitted her in the following day. 
 
    Now both Dotty and Kylie had a free lunch hour, a luxury in itself. Dotty had a plan. She messaged her friend, Rachel to see if she was free for lunch. 
 
    “Guess what,” Dotty said when Kylie walked in later. 
 
    “What?” Kylie asked as she hung her jacket on the coat rack. 
 
    “Both our lunchtime appointments have cancelled, so I’m taking you out to lunch as a thank you for holding the fort while I was away for a few days. It will be good to have a short break after everything that has happened. I’ve arranged for us to meet Rachel at the Strawberry tea rooms. I hope that is okay?” Dotty raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “Of course, it is if you’re putting your hand in your pocket.” Kylie winked. 
 
    “I don’t mind treating you. You deserve it.” Dotty smiled. 
 
    “It will be good to go back to our old haunt. I haven’t been there for ages.” 
 
    “Yes, remember when we met there every week on a Saturday when we were young, free and single?” 
 
    “It will be nice to see Rachel. Some of us…” Kylie pointed at herself “are still single.” 
 
    “How did it go when you went to the singles’ night?” 
 
    “You mean the speed dating?” 
 
    “Yes, did you and Pam find a partner?” 
 
    “No, but we had a laugh.” 
 
    “There were no love potentials then?” Dotty raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “Well…” Kylie spoke in a long, drawn-out fashion. 
 
    “Come on, Kylie. You’re holding back on something. Spill the beans.” Dotty smiled. 
 
    “I have been talking to someone online who is kind of cute.” Kylie’s cheeks brightened. 
 
    “Tell me more.” 
 
    Kylie had a huge grin on her face. 
 
    “He is called Obi, and we have been chatting for a couple of days. We spoke last night for ages. We’ve got so much in common with the same music interests.” 
 
    “Where is he from? How old is he? Do you have any pics?”  
 
    “Woah, slow down.” Kylie raised her palm. “He is from Nigeria.” 
 
    “Nigeria? What? Is that where he lives?” Dotty looked taken aback. 
 
    “Yes, that’s right.” 
 
    “How do you plan to make that one work?” 
 
    “I’m just enjoying chatting to him for now.” 
 
    “How old is he?” Dotty twigged that Kylie avoided her question the first time of asking. 
 
    “He is twenty-one.” Kylie’s eyes slowly raised from the ground, and she glanced at Dotty. 
 
    “Twenty-one! Is that all? Oh, Kylie, you cradle-snatcher!” 
 
    “I’m only seventeen years his senior. That’s nothing these days.” 
 
    “You’re old enough to be his mother, for goodness sake.” 
 
    “So, I take it you don’t approve?” Kylie looked hurt. 
 
    “I’d just be careful of his motives. Is he after a plane ticket to the UK or has he said he needs money?” 
 
    “Dotty, that’s a cruel thing to say! He has a good job in Nigeria.” 
 
    “Seriously, though. How do you plan on meeting up? Will you go out to Africa to meet him?” 
 
    “I haven’t thought that far ahead. It is early days, and I am still getting to know him.” 
 
    “I’m only looking out for you. Please don’t be offended.” 
 
    “I am offended you think he is only interested in me for money. I’m well aware of scammers and I can look after myself. Obi is not like that.”  
 
    They couldn’t continue the conversation as Dotty’s client was brought back to the cutting area for Dotty to work on. Jackie combed the client’s hair through and smiled. No more was said about Kylie’s potential new love interest. 
 
    Dotty raised her concerns again when they met up with Rachel at lunchtime. After the initial hugs and the friends settling down to eat, Dotty couldn’t wait to tell Rachel about Kylie’s new beau. 
 
    “Aren’t you afraid it could be a scam?” Rachel said. 
 
    Kylie tutted. “Not you as well! How can it be a scam? He can hardly extort any money out of me. I haven’t got any.” 
 
    “What’s this good job that he does?” Dotty asked. 
 
    “He is an actor.” 
 
    “An actor! That’s not a well-paid job unless he is famous and on films or TV. Is he well-known or an international star?” Dotty raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “No, it is small stuff mainly. He has been on something like our soap operas here.” 
 
    “So have you booked a ticket to go and see him?” Rachel asked. 
 
    “You guys are certainly giving me a grilling. I haven’t made any plans.” Kylie picked up the menu to study. She was annoyed at being given the third degree over her new relationship. 
 
    They ordered and settled down to eat. Dotty and Rachel both chose an omelette and Kylie ordered a chilli jacket potato. The conversation moved on to the murder story. 
 
    “How are you feeling now, Dotty?” Rachel asked. 
 
    “It has been hard, I can’t lie. Luke is a welcome distraction and Robin is trying his best to keep my spirits up, but I keep getting engulfed with dark moments.” Dotty wiped a tear from her eye. 
 
    “It will take time. Have the police arrested Hans yet?” Rachel raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “No, and everyone assumes he did it but there is still a lot of investigating to do.” 
 
     “There is the evidence of the parrot to consider,” Kylie said. 
 
    “Don’t talk to me about parrots.” Rachel laughed. 
 
    “You’ve had a few, haven’t you?” Dotty said. 
 
    “Don’t let my girls hear you say that. They would be heartbroken if they ever found out there was more than one.” 
 
    “I thought parrots were supposed to live a long time. I don’t know what you do to them.” Kylie finished the last of her meal. 
 
    “I don’t either but when Paco number one died, I was so worried about Polly’s and Prudence’s reaction that I went and bought an identical parrot so they would never know. I couldn’t believe it when Paco number two also went to his Maker. We’re now on Paco number three. The only problem is that this one doesn’t speak. I had to tell my daughters that he got ill and lost his voice, permanently.” 
 
    “How did you get rid of them?” 
 
    “I buried the other two in the garden. I went out late at night with my spade. It was a good job the neighbours never saw me. It must have looked very suspicious.” 
 
    The others laughed. 
 
    “I never knew you could be so devious, Rachel. Next thing you will be telling them there is no such thing as fairies or Father Christmas.” Kylie shook her head. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    DCI Derbyshire stood looking at the whiteboard in the incident room, her hands on her hips. It was almost blank. There were photographs of Hans Anders, Ralph and Adam on display. Her colleague handed her a picture of Mary McCann, Jean’s ex-work colleague. She placed it beside the other three. She also pulled photos of George, Gillian, Dotty and Fiona out of her file and pinned them to the board. 
 
    “Any news on the whereabouts of Anders?” she asked. 
 
    “We believe he is currently in the Netherlands. We have put out a red notice alert to find him. In the meantime, we have checked him out and found no previous,” Mitch said. 
 
    “How are we getting on with going through Jean’s social media and email accounts?” Erin asked. 
 
    “Working on it, boss.” 
 
    Erin frowned. “The husband is still in hospital, is that correct?”  
 
    “Yes, boss.” 
 
    “Let’s bring the son in and see what that conversation reveals. We need to get this timeline ironed out for the day she went missing. Who is checking CCTV?” 
 
    “That’s me,” Mitch said. “We’re also doing sweeps on Jean’s vehicle, and we’ve found Anders’ car parked at the airport. We’re getting forensics on that…” he glanced at his watch, “as we speak.” 
 
    “Good, good. Until we get anything back from the path lab and the forensic team, keep on it. Danny, you’re collating the witness statements, is that right?” 
 
    “Aye, aye, captain.” Danny saluted. There were a few sniggers. 
 
    “Okay, Danny. We’re not on a sinking ship yet but we may well be if you lot don’t get your fingers out. Now jump to it and crack on.” Erin clasped her folder shut and clapped her hands together. There was a lot of work to do, and speed was of the essence. To get as much information as they could at this early stage was crucial. Finding Hans Anders was their number one priority. The more evidence they could find against him the better. It was all hands on deck. Uniformed officers had been making house-to-house enquiries. 
 
    Erin was pulled into the boss’s office. He told her that Jean’s murder had made the national press, so all eyes would be on them to do a good job and get everything right. The police had to catch the killer and soon. Erin always went by the book and didn’t need telling. She knew that some of her associates cut corners and used underhand tactics, but she wasn’t one of them. 
 
    She sat down to prepare a briefing ahead of the press conference. This had to be handled with sensitivity. It would send shockwaves through the community especially as Jean was a prominent businesswoman in the area. She was well known for her charity work and would be sorely missed. A lot of responsibility lay on DCI Derbyshire’s shoulders to get this right. 
 
    Although the victim had been identified by the neighbour, the police still had to match up medical and dental records to confirm it was definitely her. The likelihood of it being anyone else was slim but until it had been signed off by the police, they wouldn’t be giving out a name. 
 
    There was nothing back yet from the preliminary autopsy, so the police would not speculate on the cause of death. Detectives would need to look closer into her state of mind before she went missing. It wouldn’t be the first time that someone had stepped into a freezer to commit suicide, so that had to be ruled out. That possibility was assisted by the fact that there was no sign of forced entry or a struggle. A small clue at this stage, known only to the police was that there were markings which would indicate that the body had been moved to the freezer after death, but these were still speculation and had yet to be confirmed. Forensic evidence was still being gathered. 
 
    Erin sat back and re-read what she had written. It was important that the statement didn’t appear alarmist in any way. She didn’t want to frighten the public that a killer may be on the loose. She had prepared a concise yet factual statement for the media guys. Going over in her head potential questions, she leaned forward to write as she formulated appropriate responses to some of the concerns she could think of. Although the police knew not to single out Hans Anders at this stage as being under suspicion, she needed to get across the urgency of finding him quickly. She gave Sandra from the PR team a quick ring. 
 
    “Hi Sandra, it’s Erin. I want to run my notes past you for the press release. It’s about this body found in the freezer. We need to ensure that any messages that go out are consistent. I want to ask the public for their help in finding Hans Anders and to come forward if they have seen or heard anything going on at the property recently, but it needs to be done sensitively.” 
 
    “You’re right, Erin. This case has garnered significant interest from the media. The fact it is already gaining attention at national level means it is crucial that we only give out what we know is fact at this stage. The public and the press are too good at speculating and coming up with their own far-flung ideas. We must maintain the necessary discretion, not only for our benefit but also to protect the family. 
 
    “Yes, that’s correct. I’ll mention the seriousness of the situation and explain it is early in the process. I’ll say that while we are keeping an open mind, it is important the press don’t jump to any conclusions about the matter. It’s important I explain our commitment to uncover the truth and I will state that a neighbour found the body at a residential address. The press know that much already, so I am only repeating myself.” 
 
    “You should let them have a brief description of age and gender but say that we have not yet made a formal ID. The more we can hold off the better.” 
 
    “I plan to tell them we have a dedicated team of investigators and forensic experts currently involved with the case and I ought to stress the importance of community co-operation with links to our website. Anything else you think I should say?” 
 
    “Don’t forget to highlight the need for respect and privacy for the family. We know what a pack of wolves the press can be. If they get the opportunity, they will hound those who are grieving. If you’re concerned about any of the questions, use the age-old method adopted by MPs – waffle on a bit and don’t give a direct answer.” 
 
    “That’s not my style. I tend to be succinct and to the point but thanks for the advice.” 
 
    “So long as you stay calm and professional and don’t show them you are getting riled by their comments. They are bound to have a go at the police. They expect an arrest to be made ASAP and don’t understand all the work that needs to be carried out investigating.” 
 
    Erin let out a big sigh. “I could do without them attacking us as I take it as a personal slight.” 
 
    “It’s not like you to be worried about reporters. I’ve heard you in the past and you always come across as confident.” 
 
    “I’m like the proverbial swan, calm and collected on top but paddling around frantically below the surface.” Erin laughed. “It’s probably the magnitude of interest in the case that is getting to me. The bosses upstairs are watching this one, so I don’t want to get it wrong.” 
 
    “You’ll be fine. Go knock ‘em dead.” 
 
    Erin ended the call and carefully reviewed her report. She made some finishing touches and hoped she had struck a balance between providing necessary information whilst protecting the integrity of the ongoing investigation. No one would ever know how nervous she felt. With her notes in hand, she patted down her hair and made her way to the press conference. The murder of a well-liked and respected wealthy elderly woman would not go down well with the public when they found out who it was.

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Dotty yawned. It was late afternoon, and she had been on her feet all day. The soles of her feet throbbed. Even wearing flat shoes, due to prolonged standing, her weary legs were feeling the pressure. Kylie had left for the day to pick up Ollie. The radio played music in the background. 
 
    Her phone rang. It was Gillian. She turned the music off. 
 
    “Hi, Dotty. I wanted to update you on the latest news. Can you talk?” 
 
    “Yes, all the clients have gone. I am here alone. How is your dad?” 
 
    “Oh, don’t ask,” Gillian groaned. 
 
    “Why? What has happened?” 
 
    “Nothing but the police are still keen to interview him. The consultant psychiatrist hasn’t carried out the mental capacity assessment yet. My dad isn’t being cooperative. That’s how I know he is on the mend. He has been shouting out for a drink. The doctors say he is well enough to leave but Social Services are involved. After what has happened to Mum, I don’t feel able to cope with him at Dorchester Hall. There is too much pressure on me to care for him and I can’t manage it anymore. Lucy will only be here for a short time. Adam has stepped in to look after Mum’s company. It is such a mess. The board have called an extraordinary general meeting to look at contingency plans. There is so much to do. I don’t know if I’m coming or going.” 
 
    “Is there anything I can do to help?” 
 
    “Not really. It’s very stressful though. The social worker mentioned Dad can go into reablement for a period.” 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “It is temporary care to free up the hospital bed and while they continue to assess him and put a care package in place for his future needs.” 
 
    “It is good that the professionals are onboard and looking at what he needs.” 
 
    “I suppose so, but it is exhausting dealing with everything. Then there is the hassle from the police. They are driving me mad. Have you been interviewed yet?” 
 
    “Yes, I wasn’t very impressed with their attitude. They made me feel like I had done something wrong. I was going to phone and tell you, but I didn’t want to burden you. Is there any news on Hans?” 
 
    “From what I am led to believe, the police haven’t found him yet.” 
 
    “Do you think he had something to do with your mum’s death?” 
 
    “Apparently, they haven’t ruled out suicide yet which I think is unbelievable. Mum would never do anything like that. She loved us too much. I’m sure Hans was involved somehow. It is too much of a coincidence that he went missing almost immediately. It isn’t looking good for him, but I hope they find him soon.” 
 
    “Any ideas who the mystery visitor was that we saw arriving at Hans’s home?” 
 
    “No, not that the police have said unless you have any thoughts on the matter?” 
 
    “It’s difficult to say. It depends if it was someone coming to see Hans or if it was someone who knew your mum was there.” 
 
    “Let’s hope the police can discover who it was.” 
 
    “What about Adam? Have you had a chance to talk to him about what he was doing there?” 
 
    “That went disastrously.” 
 
    “Why, what happened?” 
 
    “He got so annoyed when I challenged him, and he asked if I was accusing him of murdering Mum. He never actually answered the question. I told him the police would be interested in his arrival at the property.” 
 
    “What did he say to that?” 
 
    “He stormed off and never replied.” 
 
    “Do you want me to speak to him?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. I feel he will clam up and not reply. It’s difficult to guess why he was there. It would be much easier if he would tell me. I’m not saying that avoiding answering me makes him look more guilty, but the reality is that he isn’t doing himself any favours by keeping quiet. It has caused an atmosphere between us. I have spoken to Lucy about it. She tried speaking to him but that made matters worse as he felt we were ganging up on him.” 
 
    “I’d love to help if I can. Maybe we need to get our heads together. Dave may have an idea. He is used to interviewing people in this situation.” 
 
    “Yes, but not when it is your brother. I’m not impressed with his attitude. We should be pulling together at this difficult time and that’s not all.” 
 
    “Oh, what else has happened?” 
 
    “George has been in touch several times to see how I am.” 
 
    “I hope you are not wavering?” 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    “Sorry, it is not for me to say what you should or shouldn’t be doing. I apologise.” 
 
    “It’s okay, but I have agreed to speak to him.” 
 
    Dotty sighed. “Well, good luck with that.” 
 
    They ended their call and Dotty finished tidying the salon before she closed. She went to pick up Luke from nursery. The staff always gave her a sheet of paper detailing what he had eaten that day and the activities they had done plus his achievements. This made Dotty chuckle as his achievements included things like playing football to learn teamwork or singing nursery rhymes. Apparently, he ate pasta today which she also saw as an achievement because he would never eat it for her. She had also made him tomato with pasta shapes for his evening meal.  
 
    “Luke no like pasta.” He pushed his plastic dish away. 
 
    “Yes, you do, darling.” 
 
    “No, I don’t, darling.” It made Dotty smile when he copied her words. 
 
    “But you ate it at nursery today.” 
 
    “It’s school, not nursery.” 
 
    “Come on, Luke. This is delicious. It is shapes, not pasta.” 
 
    The battle went on for ten more minutes before she finally convinced Luke to try some. She wasn’t having the same result with vegetables. Other than raw carrots, he wouldn’t touch them. She previously thought she had found something that he liked in broccoli but then discovered that he had been feeding it to Winnie when her back was turned. 
 
    After her evening meal, Dotty bathed Luke. He had got into the habit of splashing in the water as hard as he could. Dotty came away drenched. She changed into her nightwear, red and black silky PJs. 
 
    She read to Luke after clearing away the remnants of tonight’s meal. Dotty read him his usual story and another new one that he enjoyed. He asked for her to read it again, but she knew it was a ploy to stay up longer. It became a battle of wills to get him to go to sleep. Dotty turned off the big light and put on his night lamp. She stroked his forehead as Luke lay on the pillow. His eyes drooped. 
 
    “Luke, not tired.” He was battling sleep. Dotty smiled. 
 
    “Okay, darling, just close your eyes for Mummy.” 
 
    He did as he was told, hardly able to resist. Dotty crept towards the door. 
 
    “Love you, Mummy,” his little voice said. 
 
    “Love you, too Luke. Night, night.”  
 
    She stood at the door and blew him a kiss. 
 
    Robin was at rugby practice tonight, so Dotty settled down with a cup of tea to watch TV. Before she turned on the box, she gave Dave a ring. He had been busy that day like Dotty. She passed on Gillian’s news about Adam.  
 
    “What do you make of it?” she asked. 
 
    “He sounds like a man with something to hide if you ask me.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more. I think I’ll call him.” 
 
    “Let me know how you get on.” 
 
    Dotty wasted no time and phoned her cousin straight after speaking to Dave. Her stomach churned as she waited for Adam to answer. 
 
    “Hi, Adam.” She kept her tone friendly. 
 
    “What do you want?” His suspicions were raised. 
 
    “You know I watched the video of you going over to Hans’ home and I’ve been talking to Gillian…” 
 
    “I thought you might.” 
 
    “I’m sure your reason for being there was totally innocent, but I am concerned for you and what the police may think.” 
 
    “Don’t give me that! You’re unbelievable, you, Gillian and Lucy ganging up on me like a coven of witches and I don’t like the way you stick your nose in everyone’s business.” Adam’s voice was raised. Dotty could hear Toni shouting in the background asking who it was. 
 
    “Pass me that phone. I’ll give her a piece of my mind,” Toni said. 
 
    Dotty ended the call before she was attacked further. She could tell she would get nowhere, and she didn’t plan to stay to let Toni attack her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Erin yawned and stretched out her arms. She hadn’t moved from her desk in the last three hours. So far, the police hadn’t been able to pin down Hans Anders, but they believed he was still in the Netherlands. 
 
    “How is it going?” Danny, the detective on the desk opposite asked. 
 
    “If we are to get Anders extradited to the UK, we must make sure we have the evidence in place. It is hard to do that without interviewing him.” 
 
    “We need more than just him fleeing the scene, don‘t we?” 
 
    “Yes, the CPS won’t consider charging without more.” 
 
    “The Crown Prosecution Service make our jobs so difficult sometimes.” 
 
    “True, but they understand better than we do what is needed for the charges to stick.” 
 
    “That’s the first time I’ve heard you on their side.” Danny laughed. “You’re mellowing in your old age.” 
 
    “Hey, you! Less of the old. I’ll still call them all the names under the sun when we try to get a decision and they don’t agree we have enough evidence. It can be tense sometimes.” 
 
    “Sadly, with this one, it is too early to say it was definitely Anders who killed her. We haven’t even had it confirmed yet that it was murder.” 
 
    “No, but we have to proceed that way until the inquest make the decision.” 
 
    “We know she didn’t kill herself. We just need the coroner to agree.” 
 
    “Have we got a positive ID yet on the mystery individual who turned up at the property?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” Danny turned to Mitch and called out. “Have we any more news on the other CCTV cameras in the vicinity?” 
 
    Mitch walked over, his hands in his pockets. 
 
    “We’ve been trawling through footage from neighbours’ cameras. It hasn’t given us anything yet.” 
 
    “What about the ANPR cameras of vehicles in the area?” Erin asked. 
 
    “We’re still working on it and have identified the taxi vehicle that took Jean from her home and drove her over to Sussex. We’ve spoken to the driver, and he has confirmed dropping her off outside Ander’s address.” 
 
    “Did she talk to him on the journey, or anyone else for that matter?” 
 
    “No, he said she didn’t speak much and didn’t use her phone. He thought she was writing notes.” 
 
    “We haven’t recovered her handbag yet, have we?” 
 
    “No, we’re still looking for that. The taxi driver said she had a small overnight bag with her. It’s not in Anders’ property. I presume she intended to go on to the airport after seeing Anders.” 
 
    “That’s interesting because there is also that packed suitcase that her family found in her property. What do you make of that?” Erin chewed her lip as she thought. 
 
    “It’s possible she planned to go away with Hans then changed her mind.” 
 
    “Is that your theory?” 
 
    “With nothing else to go on yes. My hypothesis is that she jilted him, and he killed her in a rage.” 
 
    “We’ll have to see what he says when we find him. Did she ask the taxi driver to wait outside the house?” Danny asked. 
 
    “No, she didn’t.” Mitch shook his head. 
 
    “Did she intend to travel to Germany, do you think?” Erin rose from her desk and started pacing the room, her hands on her hips. 
 
    “The taxi driver said she took her case into the property and didn’t say any more about needing a taxi. Perhaps she thought she would need some time with Hans.” Mitch shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “While we are waiting for the Dutch police to find Anders, we can at least deal with the significant witness we know about in her disappearance.” 
 
    “You mean the son, Adam.” Mitch nodded. 
 
    “That’s right.” Erin agreed. 
 
    “Are we leaving it to the Dorset police to interview him where he lives?” 
 
    “No, we are not. We will do it ourselves. This is a murder investigation, and we don’t want outsiders messing it up. We shall use their services if and when we need to, but in this instance, I want to see him and check him out.” 
 
    Mitch and Danny glanced at each other. Danny raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Rory is on duty in an hour. Will he be going with you?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s correct.” 
 
    “I could always come with you if you don’t want to wait.” Danny was keen for some time out of the office. He wasn’t exactly lazy, but he had a knack of getting out of jobs he didn’t enjoy doing such as paperwork and he seldom volunteered for the not-so-pleasant duties. A trip down to the coast for a few hours would be much better than trawling through the interview notes. His colleagues had noted his avoidance tactics for the mundane. 
 
    “No, it’s okay. You’ve got too much paperwork and research to do. I’ll wait until Rory gets in.” 
 
    While she waited for Rory to come in, Erin did her homework on Adam. From what she read, he was wealthy in his own right, running a successful property company. That, of course, would need delving into further to double-check his accounts. Greed and money were always a motive for murder. Adam had been married to Toni for twelve years. She worked as a model, and they had an eight-year-old son. So, why was Adam still living with his mother and father if they were so successful? It would be worth speaking to Toni at some point. Adam was the middle child of the three children. On paper, it looked like they had it all. Gillian, the eldest, lived down the road from the family mansion in Dorchester. She had her own jewellery business with a string of shops in the South. Lucy, the youngest sibling lived in Milan with her barrister husband and their son, Tobias. 
 
    Then there was the husband, Ralph. He was more of a misfit than the others. Only Ralph had a police record for drunk and disorderly. Adam had several speeding tickets. He once came close to losing his licence for speeding but won his case on a technicality. It would be interesting to see what Adam had to say for himself. 
 
    Erin and Rory drove over to the mansion shortly after Rory arrived at work. The rain lashed down, so it wasn’t the most pleasant journey. Adam spotted their vehicle as soon as they drove up to the gates. He didn’t hurry to the front door to let them in. Erin took down the hood of her jacket and shook her head as she introduced herself to Adam. Rory followed suit. 
 
    “Can you give me two minutes?” Adam didn’t wait for a reply and disappeared. They wouldn’t have said no, anyway. It was important not to ruffle any feathers at this stage if they were to build rapport with him. 
 
    Toni offered the police officers a drink and Erin accepted a cup of tea. A plate of biscuits was also placed on the coffee table for them to enjoy while they waited for Adam. Rory helped himself. His bulky torso was evidence that he rarely refused sweet things. Rory was eating a biscuit when Adam walked in. 
 
    “May I offer my deepest sympathy over what happened to your mother,” Erin said.  
 
    Adam didn’t reply. He just nodded. 
 
    “Obviously, you know why we are here. We have the footage of you attending the property where your mother was found dead.” 
 
    There was no comment from Adam. 
 
    “So, what were you doing there?” Erin leaned forward. 
 
    “I… er, I went to discuss the boiler with Hans.” 
 
    “The boiler,” Erin repeated, frowning. 
 
    “I’m not sure if you are aware but I er… My mother and I own several properties which I manage. Hans had stated that there was a problem with the boiler, so I went over to see what it was about.” 
 
    “I see,” Erin said slowly. “That must have been a coincidence seeing your mother there.” 
 
    “Oh, no, I didn’t know she was there.” 
 
    “Really?” Erin cocked her head to the side. “I think you better explain.” Erin’s smile had disappeared.  
 
    “Yes, of course. I arrived at the property, and no one was home.” Adam shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “What? You didn’t go inside?” 
 
    “No, nobody answered the door.” Adam shook his head. Erin looked confused. 
 
    “Don’t you have a key to let yourself in as the owner of the property?” 
 
    “I do but I’m not authorised to enter properties willy nilly without the tenant’s say so unless there is a specific reason.” Adam felt his collar and loosened his tie. 
 
    “Was Hans’ car there?” Erin asked. 
 
    “No, I didn’t see it.” 
 
    “So, what happened then?” 
 
    “I left.” Adam shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “Did you walk around the property or go back later?” 
 
    “No, I came away.” 
 
    “Did you contact Hans to see where he was?” 
 
    I did but to be honest, I never agreed an actual time I would be there, so it was partially my fault there was no one home.” 
 
    “And has the boiler been sorted now?” Erin’s attempt at a smile was half-hearted. 
 
    “No, I haven’t been able to get hold of Hans and I think you know the reason for that.” 
 
    “And what would that be?” Rory asked. 
 
    “He absconded because he has murdered my mother, of course. Have the police found him yet?” 
 
    “No, not yet.” 
 
    “Well, don’t you think you should focus on that rather than pestering me?” 
 
    The detectives finished questioning Jean’s only son and left the luxury property.  
 
    “What did you make of that?” Rory asked. 
 
    Erin glanced back at the huge home. 
 
    “I think he is lying through his back teeth. I wonder what he has to hide.” Her eyes narrowed. “That won’t be the last he sees of us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Adam’s reticence to talk about being at the property where Auntie Jean was found dead left Dotty feeling uncomfortable. She wasn’t a good sleeper at the best of times, but she couldn’t help but wonder if he was hiding something. It was doubtful now that she would find out from him directly. She hadn’t let Gillian know yet that she had gone against her advice and phoned him. Gillian would be cross with her. For now, Dotty would keep quiet. Gillian had enough to deal with. Uncle Ralph had been transferred to a nursing home for respite care until they could put his care package in place. 
 
    It was Dotty’s day off and the break from work couldn’t be more welcome. She had arranged to go and see her mum and dad for lunch but first, she planned to take Luke to feed the ducks in the park. The sun was out, so it would be a pleasant walk. Dotty was in the kitchen emptying the dishwasher. Her son was watching Peppa Pig on TV in the lounge. He usually watched the same clips over and over. She wiped down the work surfaces and finished tidying, then walked in to see her son. The floor was covered in toys and for the last two minutes, he had been playing with Lego. His attention span didn’t stay with one thing for too long. 
 
    “Oh, Luke! What a mess.” 
 
    Luke didn’t look up. 
 
    “Come on, we are going out. Help Mummy tidy up.” Dotty started clearing up the toys and throwing them in the toybox in the corner of the room. Luke didn’t move. “Are you going to help Mummy?” Dotty asked in her sweetest voice. 
 
    “Luke busy, Mummy.” 
 
    Dotty sighed. 
 
    “We need to clear everything away before we go to the park.” 
 
    “No want to go to park.” 
 
    “Yes, you do. You love feeding the ducks. Quack, quack.” 
 
    They both laughed and then Winnie appeared, wagging her tail. The little dog took one look at the mess and promptly disappeared with Luke chasing out of the lounge after her. Dotty shook her head as she continued picking up the toys. It took another half hour before she had everything ready with the bag filled with a few toys and essentials and the buggy placed in the boot of the car. 
 
    It was quiet today at the park. They walked around the lake with Dotty pushing Luke in his buggy for a short period. He soon wanted to get out and push it himself. He kept ramming the wheels into the railings much to Dotty’s annoyance. Thank goodness at least Winnie behaved herself. 
 
    They stopped when they reached the part of the lake where the ducks were gathered. Dotty took a slice of bread out of her bag. She tore it up and handed the pieces to Luke to throw. He jumped up and down as he watched the ducks surround the food. They quacked, and he copied their noise. 
 
    “Quack, quack.” Luke watched them squabbling over the bread, his eyes lit up with glee. “More, Mummy, more.” He held out his hand for bread. She passed him some more chunks to throw. He missed the lake and several pigeons swooped down to retrieve the booty. 
 
    She sat on a bench for a while watching her son, thinking about the tragedy of what happened to her auntie. Sometimes life could be so hard. She put herself in Gillian’s shoes, imagining if anything happened to her mum or dad and how she would take it. A tear came to her eye, and she wiped it away but not before Luke noticed. He was an observant little boy. 
 
    “Don’t cry, Mummy. I have fed all the ducks.” Luke sliced his hands together for a job well done. 
 
    “That’s good news, Luke. Clever boy.” She smiled. The love she had for her son was beyond compare. Sometimes, it overwhelmed her, the depth of emotion she felt for him. 
 
    Luke’s playful encounter with the ducks had successfully held his attention for a solid ten minutes before his desire for a new adventure beckoned. He grabbed Winnie’s lead and the little dog set off towards the playground. The swings, slide and roundabout beckoned, promising a different kind of thrill. Luke’s laughter was a tonic to Dotty’s wounded soul, a reminder that life continued to pulse, even in the shadow of heartache. Amidst the turmoil of her thoughts, Dotty gathered herself and managed a tender smile for her son as she followed him over to the swings. She scooped him up and placed him in the seat then pushed him. 
 
    “Higher, Mummy, higher.” Luke’s infectious giggles momentarily lifted the veil of dark clouds that shrouded Dotty’s heart. She pushed him, her hands steady and loving, yet her thoughts remained adrift in a sea of contemplation. It was a balancing act, being present for her son while grappling with her grief. Each push of the swing became an anchor, grounding her in the reality of the moment, reminding her that life continued, even amidst sorrow. 
 
    The wind’s gentle caress carried a sense of healing as it fell on Dotty’s face. As the swing went higher, Dotty’s spirit lifted. She experienced a sea of emotion, but she hoped her resilience would show through. 
 
    Luke thoroughly enjoyed himself at the playground and didn’t want to leave. Dotty thought how wonderful it would be to be that innocent to life and all the pain that went with it. A picture of Auntie Jean in the freezer flashed through her mind. It was time to go. 
 
    When they got in the car, Dotty gave Luke a drink to keep him quiet. She put the radio on and listened to music on the way to her parents. As always, they were thrilled to see Dotty and especially their grandson. Winnie received a few welcome pats and treats from Dotty’s dad as always. 
 
    Meryl had been loitering by the window waiting for their arrival. 
 
    “How are you, Mum?”  
 
    Meryl shrugged her shoulders. “Up and down. How about you?” 
 
    “The same. I keep getting swept away in a sea of emotion every now and then. I’ve felt a great deal of anxiety since the news about Auntie Jean.” 
 
    Pete took Luke out to the garden to show him some of the flowers and get him to help water them. Winnie followed them. That gave Dotty and Meryl a chance to talk. 
 
    “Mum, did Auntie Jean ever confide in you about having an affair?” 
 
    “Not with Hans, no. I believe they were just friends.” 
 
    “Would she have told you?” 
 
    “I think so. Why, do you think Hans killed her?” Meryl asked her daughter. 
 
    “I don’t know what to think but it doesn’t look good. You know Adam was also seen at the address that day. At the moment, he hasn’t said what he was doing there.” 
 
    “That’s not good.” Meryl frowned. 
 
    The room was silent while both women contemplated what to say next. Meryl spoke first. 
 
    “There is something that Jean told no one.” 
 
    “Oh, What is that?” 
 
    Meryl gave a little cough and cleared her throat. 
 
    “You mentioned Jean had recently been in touch with someone called Jonathan.” Meryl messed with her wedding ring. 
 
    “That’s right. Do you know who he is?” 
 
    “I think I may do, yes.” She stared at her ring as she stroked it, then looked up at her daughter. 
 
    “Well, who is he?” 
 
    Meryl paused for a moment before she spoke, then she looked her daughter straight in the eye. 
 
    “Jonathan is Jean’s son.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, Mum? How can Jonathan be Jean’s son?” Dotty looked shocked. Her hand went over her mouth. Meryl looked up to her right, her thoughts travelling to a bygone age. 
 
    “Jean was three years older than me, so I would have been twelve when she got pregnant. I remember little about it but back in those days, being a single parent and having a child out of wedlock wasn’t as acceptable as it is today.” 
 
    Dotty looked confused. As her mum’s words hung in the air, a mixture of disbelief and astonishment crossed her face. This revelation had taken a lifetime to come out. It seemed incomprehensible to her, defying logic, and expectation, leaving her struggling to grasp the implications of such a statement. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” Dotty’s mind raced to process what her mum said. A flood of questions surged through her head. 
 
    “All I remember of the incident was that Jean was sent away. Our parents didn’t want her bringing shame on the family, plus they didn’t want a child ruining her life. I didn’t know this at the time. They lied to me and others, saying Jean had been sent to America to receive treatment for a rare blood disorder. That wasn’t the case. It turned out that she had gone to Scotland for the duration of the pregnancy to live with an elderly aunt. Although I was only young, I couldn’t make sense of the fact that Jean was only fifteen and she was allowed to travel all that way across the Atlantic on her own with a rare illness and no one to support her. It didn’t seem right. When I questioned my parents, I was told that she had to be in isolation and not to discuss it any further. In those days, we did as our parents said.” Meryl laughed. 
 
    “Poor Auntie Jean having to deal with that on her own. So, what happened to the baby?” 
 
    “The child was adopted and taken from Jean straight after birth.” 
 
    “When did you find out the truth?” 
 
    Meryl sighed. Her expression grew pensive as her fingers traced the rim of the mug she held. 
 
    “It was the night before her wedding to Ralph. We both had a few drinks. I remember the conversation as if it was yesterday. Jean began to cry, and I wrongly thought she was having second thoughts about marrying Ralph. I challenged her about it, but she swore that wasn’t the case. I kept on at her, badgering for an answer as to what was wrong. Then, in a soft voice, she stated she had a son. I couldn’t get my head around it and I was as shocked as you are now. I was baffled as to why and how she had kept it hidden from me, as I thought we shared our secrets. “ 
 
    “Gosh, that must have been a heavy load for her to carry.” 
 
    “True, but when she told me, I just remember being annoyed that I wasn’t allowed in on the secret. My anger soon turned to empathy as Jean relayed how she was heartbroken when her baby was taken out of her arms straight after birth. She wasn’t even allowed to say a proper goodbye to him.” 
 
    “Oh, poor Jean. Did she stay in touch with him?” 
 
    “No, back then, the law was different to now. You couldn’t have contact with a child who went up for adoption.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Mm, the regulations were that once the child turned eighteen, if he wanted to find his mother, then he could, but Jean was legally stopped from contacting him, plus she had no way of getting in touch with him anyway.” 
 
    “How sad for her.” 
 
    “Yes, I think it affected her.” 
 
    “Did she tell her family about her son?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. She never mentioned it to Ralph. Sometimes when we were alone together, she would get all maudlin about the past and talk about her regrets of giving him up.” 
 
    “Did you ever tell anyone?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t feel it was my place to say anything if she didn’t want them to know. We all have secrets or regrets we keep locked away. None of us are perfect. It wasn’t down to me to spill the beans. “ 
 
    “What about Jonathan’s father? Was he in the picture?” 
 
    “No, he was a schoolboy as well. His relationship with Jean only lasted a few months. Jean told me his parents were also glad when she had the child adopted.” 
 
    “Did she consider an abortion?” 
 
    “I asked her that, but apparently, she was too far gone when the pregnancy was discovered, plus our parents were against that option.” 
 
    “How awful for Jean. It sounded like she wasn’t given a say in the matter.” 
 
    “She was only fifteen.” 
 
    “Still, there are plenty of fifteen-year-old unmarried mothers these days.” 
 
    “Times were different when I was a girl. You didn’t live with your boyfriend before you were married in those days. It was a real scandal to be pregnant and unmarried.” 
 
    “All those years Jean had a son no one knew about. What a dark horse she was. I presume Gillian and the others didn’t know about him because she had no idea who Jonathan was when we discovered the email from him.” 
 
    “It doesn’t sound like it, no.” 
 
    “I wonder how Auntie Jean’s meeting with him went and whether they planned to keep in touch.” Dotty stroked her chin with her finger and thumb. “Did she discuss it with you, Mum?” 
 
    “No, I wasn’t aware that they had met.” 
 
    Their conversation was disturbed when Luke came running in from the garden. He held a small bunch of wildflowers that he thrust into his mum’s face. 
 
    “Here Mummy. These are for you.” He stretched out his arm and gave Dotty the bunch. 
 
    “They are beautiful, Luke. Thank you very much.” Dotty kissed her son on the cheek.  
 
    “Where’s mine?” Meryl put on a sad expression. Luke appeared stunned for a second. He turned to his grandad. 
 
    “Grandad, we need more flowers for Granny.” 
 
    “I’m only kidding.” Meryl grabbed her grandson’s hands. “Come here. You’re all mucky. Let me wipe your hands.”  
 
    Luke grappled with her. He didn’t want his hands wiping, but he had to give in to his granny’s superior strength. 
 
    The family continued reminiscing about Jean over lunch. They had some happy memories to share. 
 
    By the time Dotty left for home, her head was swirling around with questions about Jonathan. To think she had a cousin she knew nothing about, and Gillian, Adam, and Lucy had a brother. The prospect of finding out more about him was both worrying and exciting. Until she had more information about who he was, she would reserve judgement. It concerned her that in the short time he had been back around Jean, her life had been cut short. Was that a coincidence? She felt sure the police would investigate the long-lost son, but that didn’t appease Dotty. She had her own agenda. Her priority would be to let her cousins know who he was. Although it would be better to tell them in person, that wasn’t possible with her work commitments.  
 
    When she got home, she phoned Gillian and was disappointed when it went to voicemail. She left her cousin a message to call her back. 
 
    It was several hours later when Gillian phoned back. 
 
    “I have some news,” Dotty said. 
 
    “So have I.” Gillian’s voice sounded solemn. “And it’s very bad, I’m afraid.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    “Dad is dead,” Gillian sniffed. 
 
    “What! I don’t understand. Uncle Ralph? How?” Dotty was dumbfounded. 
 
    “You know he went into the nursing home last week for respite care before he came home. Well, he caught an infection a few days ago. It turned out he had pneumonia and sepsis. He didn’t stand a chance with his weak body. His immune system couldn’t fight it. We were all at his bedside in the early hours when he passed.” 
 
    “But I thought he was improving?” 
 
    “He was, but his condition deteriorated quickly.” 
 
    “Oh, I am so sorry. It’s hard to take it in because he was on the mend prior to that.” 
 
    “I know. Life feels unreal right now like I am living in a bad dream. To lose one parent is bad enough, but losing both within such a short space of time seems so unfair.”  
 
    “I don’t know what to say.” Dotty could hear Gillian’s sniffles down the phone. 
 
    “If I’m honest, I was surprised that Dad survived when he was out in the elements. I never expected him to make it home from hospital.” 
 
    “It’s sad he never got to see his horses again.” 
 
    “That’s true.” Gillian gulped. Dotty felt sorry for her cousin and the tragedy she had endured. 
 
    “I’m glad you could say goodbye to him.” 
 
    “That’s the only comfort, which is more than can be said for Mum.” 
 
    “Uncle Ralph was such a character, and your mum was so inspirational. They will both be sorely missed by everyone.” Dotty wiped away a tear. 
 
    “Do you know the last thing Dad said before he passed?” 
 
    “No, what was it?” 
 
    “He asked where Jean was. It gives me some satisfaction knowing he never found out what happened to her. All we told him was that she was in Germany at the conference and hadn’t got back yet. We lied to him that she would be there soon. He never knew the ugly truth.” 
 
    “Erm, talking of lies, there is another truth no one knew about.” 
 
    “Oh, and what is that?” Gillian’s curiosity piqued. 
 
    Dotty told her of the conversation she had with her mum about Jonathan. 
 
    There was a stunned silence on the other end of the line. This was too much for Gillian to take in one day. 
 
    “No, I don’t believe it.” Gillian broke down, crying. “Why would Mum not tell us?” 
 
    “I’m so sorry. Is there anything I can do?” 
 
    “I can’t think straight right now.” Gillian sniffed. 
 
    “Of course. I understand. It is a lot to process. It must be a shock.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can cope with this.” 
 
    “You’re a strong woman, Gillian, with a great deal on your plate. I promise you that you are more resilient than you realise. I’m here on the end of the phone if you want to talk.” 
 
    “Thanks, Dotty. That means a lot. Actually, there is something you can help with.” 
 
    “Oh, what is that?” 
 
    “Could you come to the coroner’s court with me next week for the initial inquest into Mum’s death?” 
 
    “Consider it done. Of course, I’ll be there to support you.” 
 
    They ended the call. Dotty drew the curtains together. Robin should be home soon. She wouldn’t call him while he was driving. She wanted to tell him the news about Uncle Ralph face-to-face. Right now, she needed a hug. All this sad news was too much to bear. 
 
    When he walked through the door, she poured her heart out to him with a wave of emotion. They held each other for several minutes before he offered to fix her a drink. They spent the evening talking about Ralph and Jean and their relationship that had weathered many a storm. 
 
    Darkness descended over Dotty. She couldn’t shake off the sadness inside. Over the next few days, her behaviour was mechanical as she went about her work. During the day, she displayed an efficient air but wasn’t as jovial as usual. She felt sorry for not just herself, but everyone affected by her uncle’s and auntie’s deaths. 
 
    The day of the inquest arrived, shrouded in an air of solemnity that weighed heavily on the family. She met Gillian outside the court. Dotty’s feelings were mixed. They all now knew about Jonathan. Would he attend? She still hadn’t spoken to Adam since their call the other day. She had no desire to apologise, and he felt the same. They greeted each other civilly but didn’t engage in conversation. 
 
    As they walked into the building, the atmosphere felt thick with anticipation. Dotty, in particular, sensed an inevitability as a knot of unease settled in her stomach. Not usually one to jump to conclusions, she had a sinking feeling that filled her with dread. 
 
    They took their seats and Dotty glanced around the room. Everyone was absorbed in their own thoughts. As she listened, the walls felt at times they were closing in on her. Hushed murmurs were sprinkled around, followed by the shuffling of papers. 
 
    Her mind drifted back to memories of Auntie Jean. What a powerhouse she had been. She was an inspiration not just to Dotty but to many others as well. Jean’s philosophy was to work hard and to put as much energy as possible into her life, and she had reaped the rewards of a successful career. She was taken too soon. That was the grim reality they had to face. It seemed almost too much to bear, especially given the cruel way she was killed and dumped in the freezer.  
 
    Dotty clenched her hands tightly as she sought some semblance of strength as proceedings began. The coroner’s deep, well-spoken voice filled the air. His words were steady and measured. He recounted the particulars of the investigation, the evidence gathered to date, and the accounts of several witnesses. Fiona was asked to speak. Dotty’s emotions felt mixed when she listened to Fiona retelling the tale of the discovery. Her heart raced as she heard details of some of the pieces of the puzzle, from the taxi driver who dropped Jean at Hans’ address, to the police evidence that Hans still hadn’t been located. Adam was next to be questioned, and he swore that he never entered the property, plus there was no proof that he ever had. The story formed a chilling narrative, and as the pathologist spoke about his findings, it seemed to Dotty that it would lead to a conclusion that was both shocking and inevitable. 
 
    She had never attended a coroner’s court before and her gaze wandered. She saw the expression of sadness and resignation seeping through from family members. Pain was etched on Gillian’s face. In that moment, Dotty saw the collective weight the family tragedy had on them all. Their bonds were being tested. As the coroner’s words drew closer to a climax, Dotty knew what was coming. The room held its breath as the conclusion left the coroner’s lips. 
 
    “Unlawfully killed, strangled by person or person’s unknown.” 
 
    Tears welled up in Dotty’s eyes as the reality of those words sank in. Her emotions overtook her – grief, anger, sadness, plus an overwhelming desire for justice. Auntie Jean’s vibrant spirit had been extinguished, and the lingering question of who could commit such an act on someone she loved hung heavily in Dotty’s thoughts.  
 
    She remained seated for a few moments as she weighed up all she knew so far. There was no doubt that her quest for answers and closure meant she would stop at nothing to get to the truth. Adam and Toni might not be happy about her interfering. Could that be down to guilt? When details of Jean’s will were announced, would they reveal any more, such as a motive?  
 
    It was time for answers and Dotty’s first job would be to get hold of Jonathan and find out what happened when he met up with his blood mother. She would ask Dave’s help in finding him. Sometimes, having a private investigator as a close friend could be such a blessing. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Kylie was late for work the following morning. Her first customer, Doreen Carter sat in the reception area, waiting. Dotty bent over her own client’s hair. Mrs Ponting was having a trim. Dotty expertly guided the scissors over her fringe. When she was finished, she glanced over at Doreen, who was flicking through one of the magazines on the table. 
 
    “Kylie won’t be long. She comes by bus, so there is probably some issue with public transport.” 
 
    Doreen nodded. “You can’t rely on buses these days. Doesn’t she drive?” 
 
    “No, she took lessons once but gave it up as a bad job. Trust me, the roads are a safer place without Kylie causing a disaster.” 
 
    They chuckled as Kylie breezed through the door, her platinum blonde hair all windswept. 
 
    “Speak of the devil,” Dotty called out. 
 
    “Sorry, guys. The bus never turned up.” 
 
    “We thought as much.” Dotty nodded.  
 
    “Give me a minute to get settled, Doreen.” Kylie took off her jacket. 
 
    Doreen closed the magazine page and placed it back on the table. 
 
    “That’s fine. There’s no rush. I’m not in a hurry. I’ve only got my hubby’s lunch to make later.” 
 
    It was a busy morning for the two hairdressers, and they hardly had a chance to take a breath, never mind catch up on recent events. At lunchtime, they grabbed twenty minutes to put their feet up as they sat together to eat their respective sandwiches with a cup of tea. Kylie bit into her ham and cheese roll. 
 
    “How are you feeling about the news of your uncle?” 
 
    Dotty swallowed a bite of her tuna mayo sandwich and took a slurp of her tea to wash it down.  
 
    “It’s very sad, especially after what happened to Auntie Jean, but I can’t help thinking with Uncle Ralph, it is probably for the best.” 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    “With his dementia, it would only get worse. He wouldn’t have coped without his wife. For all Uncle Ralph could be a handful with his drinking, he was never an aggressive drunk. He would hang out with the horses and get sozzled.” Dotty laughed. “He was a character, but I am glad they are now together.” Her expression changed to one of sadness. 
 
    “What will happen to Dorchester Hall?” 
 
    “I’m not sure with Adam and Toni living there. I suppose it depends on what the respective wills say.” 
 
    “That may upset the sisters if the property is left to Adam.” 
 
    “There are other properties they own. They have a holiday home in the South of France and a ski chalet in the Alps, as well as the portfolio of properties they rent out. Who knows what will happen?” Dotty shrugged her shoulders. “Gillian hasn’t said anything, but it may be a while before they get Auntie Jean’s death certificate. The executor can look into things then.” 
 
    “Do you think they will have left you anything?” 
 
    “Trust you to be thinking about money.” Dotty smiled. “I doubt it. Auntie Jean never mentioned it. She would have said if she was leaving me any money.” 
 
    “What would you buy if she left you a fortune?” 
 
    “I’ve probably more chance of winning the lottery and I rarely do that, so I’m not even going there.” Dotty shook her head. 
 
    “Sometimes it’s nice to dream. I’d buy a super yacht and moor it in San Tropez where I could mix with the rich and famous. I’d pop over to the Monte Carlo casino and have a dabble, maybe win a few euros, then call in for afternoon tea with Prince Albert. He might even be interested in me if I had money.” Kylie patted the back of her head. 
 
    “It’s normally me who likes to daydream.” Dotty laughed. 
 
    “Seriously though, it is a heavy load for you after both their deaths. How are you coping?” 
 
    “I’m keeping myself busy. Luke can be a handful. He keeps me occupied, plus I’ve been going to my allotment. That’s therapeutic.” 
 
    “Rather you than me. What are you growing at the moment?” 
 
    “I’ve got broccoli. I’ll pick you some and bring it in if you like.” 
 
    “Mm, delicious,” Kylie said, with a hint of sarcasm.  
 
    “There may be a few raspberries ready.” 
 
    “That’s more like it. I don’t go for green food. It’s far too healthy for me.” 
 
    Kylie had a good appetite and preferred takeaways to cooking. She had a figure to show for that with her voluptuous curves. She yawned.  
 
    “Did you have trouble sleeping last night?” Dotty asked. 
 
    “No, I was up late talking to Obi.” 
 
    “That’s still a thing, is it?” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve fallen for him. He is so handsome, and he is sweet and caring. We call and talk for hours.” 
 
    “You be careful. Has he asked you for money yet?” 
 
    Kylie looked at the floor. 
 
    “Kylie?” 
 
    “Only a small amount.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “He chipped a tooth, and he needed it fixed quickly. In his game, if he doesn’t look the part, he won’t get work.” 
 
    “So, why couldn’t he pay for it himself?” Dotty’s hands went on his hips. 
 
    “Oh, the banking system in his country is terrible. He was paid his salary, and his money hadn’t come through.” 
 
    “So, how much have you given him?” 
 
    “I’ve only lent him a couple of hundred pounds. I’ll get it back. He has promised he’ll repay me as soon as the banking is sorted, and he has just signed a new contract for more work.” 
 
    “That sounds suspicious to me. I thought you said he had a regular job on a series?” 
 
    “Apparently, that role has now ended. It wasn’t the best use of his talent, anyway.” 
 
    “How do you know? Have you seen any clips of him in anything?” 
 
    “I haven’t asked him to show me.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “It may look like I don’t believe him.” 
 
    “I disagree. It would show you are interested in his career.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t see it like that.” 
 
    “It sounds dodgy to me.” 
 
    “We can’t all find our Mr Right in a bar in Manchester like you.” 
 
    “I understand I have been very fortunate meeting Robin and I’m not having a go at you. I am just concerned. It’s what friends are for.” Dotty’s head tilted to one side. 
 
    “I never questioned whether Robin was really an electrician when you met him.” Kylie’s tone turned defensive. 
 
    “That was different, and you know it. It’s far easier to make a judgement call on a partner when you meet them face-to-face.” 
 
    “Yes, well, that’s hardly possible when Obi lives in Nigeria.” 
 
    “All the more reason to be wary. A lot of scammers come from that part of the world.” 
 
    “Obi is not a scammer.” Kylie’s words were clipped. She stamped her foot. 
 
    “How do you know? He has already had money out of you. He may be doing that to other women behind your back.” 
 
    “What a thing to say!” Kylie’s voice was raised. She had heard enough. She picked up her plate and mug, went to the fridge and pulled out a cream doughnut. There was another one sitting there for Dotty, but she didn’t offer it to her. Too busy sulking, she bit into the cake for comfort. It was unthinkable that Obi may have duped her. He seemed so genuine and keen to see her. She was developing strong feelings for him over the short time they had been speaking and she longed to meet him in the flesh. They had spoken about it briefly, but he said there may be a problem getting a visa. Obi told her a visa would be expensive. She wouldn’t tell Dotty that. She still thought it would be easier for him to travel to see her because she had Ollie and his schooling to think about Her friend was too sceptical. Kylie felt sure if she met Obi, Dotty would understand why Kylie had fallen for the handsome African. She finished her doughnut in silence as she stewed over their words, then she grabbed her coat and walked towards the door. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Dotty asked. 
 
    “For a walk if it’s alright with you.” Kylie was angry, and it showed. Dotty realised that some space between them was for the best. Hopefully, she would cool down and come to her senses. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    The cloudy skies didn’t deter Dotty when, a few days later, she took her son to the allotment. She was a firm believer in the therapeutic benefits of gardening. Several years ago, she had set up her own gardening business because she loved plants and flowers. Although that didn’t last long, she picked up skills and tips and was now excited by the prospect of growing organic fruit and veg. There wasn’t room in their small back garden to grow much and Robin had paid for the rental of the allotment plot as a birthday present for her last year. It was an unusual gift, but Robin knew her well and predicted it would be something she would enjoy. He was right. 
 
    Today was Luke’s first visit and Dotty saw it as a perfect opportunity to introduce her young son to the joys of playing in the soil and helping her pick fruit. She believed that fostering a connection to nature from an early age was essential. 
 
    With a small plastic bucket and spade more fitting for the beach, Luke’s eyes widened with curiosity as they walked along the gravel pathway. This would be fun. Dotty set him down in a relatively clear area, encouraging him to explore the texture of the soil with his tiny hands. Finding worms was the highlight of Luke’s day. Dotty had prepared for him getting filthy and brought a change of clothes for later and had plenty of wipes on hand to sponge off the dirt when they finished. 
 
    There was a middle-aged woman with a plot close to Dotty’s who kept looking over and glaring at them. Dotty had seen her there before, but they had never spoken. She was busy tending to her plants, but her eyes narrowed as they followed Luke around the area. She was sceptical about young children being allowed at the allotment, fearing they may disrupt the carefully nurtured plants. Taking a moment to break from her activities, she leaned on her rake. Scowling across, she tried to catch Dotty’s attention. 
 
    “Oy! You shouldn’t be bringing a young child here.” 
 
    Dotty didn’t realise that the tall, broad-shouldered woman was talking to her at first. Her tone was aggressive. There was something quite manly about her persona, yet somehow, she looked familiar. Maybe Dotty had bumped into her down the High Street or done her hair for her once. She certainly wasn’t a regular. Dotty would have remembered someone with that attitude. The woman wore a cap and with her short hair, it was only her feminine voice that gave away her gender. Her portly stance made her a formidable-looking character. The last thing Dotty wanted was a confrontation. Taken aback and not knowing what to say, she ignored the woman’s outburst. 
 
    The woman shouted over again. 
 
    “Are you listening to me?” she cried. 
 
    Dotty gulped and her skin tingled. She wasn’t in the mood for an argument. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll keep an eye on him.” Dotty smiled. 
 
    The woman raised her eyebrows and tutted. “It’s not a healthy place for a young child to be. There are potential soil and chemical hazards, and I won’t be too pleased if he tramples on my plants.” Her tone was gruff. 
 
    “I’m sure he will do as he is told and behave himself.” Dotty turned her back on the woman. She always hated anyone interfering with how she brought up her son. Thankfully, the woman didn’t continue shouting, but Dotty could hear her chunnering to herself. 
 
    Albert, the white-haired elderly chap who had the allotment on the other side, had heard everything. Dotty liked him. He was usually there tending to his plants when she turned up. He was an expert with the greenest fingers she had ever come across. His useful tips were always beneficial.  
 
    “Fancy a coffee?” he asked. “I’ve brought a flask and I have a spare plastic cup. What do you think?” he asked, holding his flask up and shaking it.  
 
    Dotty glanced around, then nodded. They moved to the bench and sat down. Dotty was close enough to watch her son. 
 
    Albert poured the drink and handed the cup to Dotty.  
 
    “There may be a tot of whisky in there. I hope you don’t mind.” He winked at Dotty. 
 
    “You’re wicked, Albert. You’re leading me astray.” 
 
    They laughed, and Albert leaned forward. He looked out, staring across the allotment. 
 
    “We’ve got to get rid of her somehow,” he said in a low voice. Dotty followed his eyeline. He stared at the woman Dotty had words with. “Mary has been causing a stir around the other gardeners. Since she lost her job, she has been spending more time here, much to our dismay. She never has a pleasant word for anyone. She is bossy and complains about everything and everyone. It is causing tension and unease among the community.” 
 
    Dotty listened attentively to his complaints, nodding sympathetically. Thinking about it, when Dotty had seen Mary there before she always had a face on her like a chewed lemon. Today was the first time she had spoken to her. Hearing Albert’s moans, she was grateful now that she hadn’t previously interacted with the woman. Having someone disruptive here could prove toxic and affect the peaceful atmosphere she looked for from being at the allotment. They chatted for a while. Dotty shared a few stories with Albert about the women at the salon and how grumpy they could be. Their mood lightened and their talk turned to gardening. 
 
    “So, what are you growing, Dotty?” 
 
    “I have runner beans and broccoli. We’re hoping to pick some raspberries today.” 
 
    “Good for you. I’ve got some figs I can let you have, and if you want to take a couple of cabbages and cauliflowers, you can help yourself.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. There are too many for me. I don’t do a bad job of cooking for myself and eating plenty of vegetables. I’ve had lots of practice since Marlene died. She’s been gone five years now.” 
 
    They chatted more than they worked today. Luke was still busy playing and enjoying himself. Albert was keen to share his wealth of knowledge about different crops, offering tips on how to care for them and maximise their yield. Dotty was all ears, eager to learn from someone with Albert’s experience. He spoke about the importance of choosing the right plants, given the rich chalk soil conditions and the time of year.  
 
    “I’ve had a lot of success with my strawberries this year. You need to watch for pests, though. I’ve also had an abundance of apples. They are bakers. I can let you have a few if you promise to make me an apple pie,” he joked.  
 
    “I’ll do more than that, Albert. You must come and join us for Sunday lunch sometime.” 
 
    “That sounds like a great idea. I wasn’t hinting. I was only joking, by the way, but if you’re sure, we can sample some of our great produce.” He smiled, pleased he had made a new friend. 
 
    Dotty’s head took off after talking to Albert with ideas about selling their produce or giving it away to the needy. She made her way over to her plot, then grabbed Luke’s hand and steered him towards where the raspberries were. He pulled a face because he was happier playing in the soil. Dotty filled a couple of punnets with Luke dropping in one or two and together they felt a real sense of accomplishment.  
 
    Luke looked tired. He had enjoyed his time gardening, oblivious to Mary’s complaints. Dotty cleaned him up. They packed their things away and Dotty collected the produce from Albert, promising to be in touch once she had spoken to Robin. 
 
    Mother and son waved to their elderly friend as they left the allotment and walked towards their car.  Dotty placed Luke in his car seat when her phone rang. It was Dave. 
 
    “I’ve got a contact number for Jonathan,” he said. 
 
    “You’re a superstar.” Dotty smiled. 
 
    “I know,” he replied. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Dotty wasted no time phoning Jonathan. She had some trepidation about how the conversation might go. He answered the call with a mix of surprise and hesitation. 
 
    “Hello,” he said, cautiously. 
 
    “Hi, I’m sorry to call you like this and I realise you don’t know me, but I am your cousin, Dotty. I wanted to pass on my condolences.” Her voice was sombre. “Your mum’s passing has been a shock to us all.” 
 
    “How did you get my number?” 
 
    “Oh… er… a friend of mine is a private detective. He found it for me.” 
 
    “You went to a lot of trouble to find me when you don’t even know me.” 
 
    “It wasn’t that much trouble, and I didn’t know how you would feel with me ringing you because I have only recently found out that you are part of the family. I’m aware that you spoke to Jean before she died.” 
 
    “How did you find out that?” 
 
    “I helped Gillian look for her when she went missing and I read the email you sent her.” 
 
    “I see.” There was a deathly silence between the two, neither knowing what to say next. “I suppose it is good of you to reach out.” His tone seemed to Dotty that it was softening slightly. 
 
    “There was something I wanted to ask,” she said slowly. “I understand this will be a particularly difficult time for you having only just met your mum after all those years not knowing who she was, especially with what has happened to her.” Dotty gulped. “I can’t imagine how you feel but I was curious to hear how your meeting with her went. Did she give any clues about what was going on in her life? Did you have any concerns for her safety?” 
 
    “You should leave those sorts of questions to the police.” 
 
    “Of course, you’re right and this is only for my peace of mind. I haven’t been able to sleep since the shock news.” 
 
    “What we spoke about was between me and her.” 
 
    “Yes, I understand. I didn’t mean to pry. I wondered if there was anything in the conversation that hinted at who could have killed her. Did she confide in you if there was anyone that she was having angst with? As far as I was aware, she didn’t have any enemies.” 
 
    “And suddenly, I come along, and she is dead. Is that what you are getting at?” 
 
    “No, no, not at all, nothing like that. I wouldn’t dream of accusing you of anything.” Dotty felt embarrassed now with how the conversation was going. 
 
    “Well, just for your information. I didn’t kill her. I was working the day of her death and have been through this with the police.” He sounded angry. 
 
    “It’s okay. I don’t suspect you of the murder. It was more to find out if she hinted at something wrong in her life.” 
 
    “We had a private conversation, and it isn’t any of your business what we discussed.” His voice was raised. This wasn’t going well. 
 
    “Look, I’m sorry if I upset you. I think we got off on the wrong foot. I promise I was genuinely concerned about your welfare and about how you may have taken it when you heard the news.” 
 
    “It was a shock, but I hardly knew her. I’m sure it should be me offering my commiserations to you. Jean did what she did giving me away at birth. It’s not nice to think that I wasn’t wanted or loved by her. You have no idea how that feels. That was far harder to come to terms with than her death.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Jonathan.” 
 
    “Sorry? For what?” 
 
    “Everything. How it turned out. I find it sad that you couldn’t have been part of the family sooner.” 
 
     “Well, what is done is done.” 
 
    When Dotty came off the phone, she wished she had asked him more questions, but she was taken aback by how abrupt and upfront he was, suggesting she thought he had murdered her auntie. The truth was she did suspect him. How could she not with him only just coming into her life and a few weeks later she was dead? He seemed angry about the fact that Jean abandoned him. Could that anger have festered and given him a motive? She wondered how deep-rooted his bitterness was. It would be worth checking his alibi. He said he had been working. Hopefully, Dave could help her investigate that. She hadn’t even asked Jonathan what work he did, never mind finding out whether he worked close enough to get to the property to murder Jean. 
 
    For now, she needed to discover more about him. For instance, did he look like the mystery person on the video who showed up at Hans’ home? She would start by checking if he had a social media presence with any photos of his profile. She began her search by entering his name into various social media platforms. By carefully sifting through profiles, photos and posts, she eventually found one that she believed could be him. As she scrolled through the information, if it was the correct Jonathan, he was an engineer. She tried to read between the lines, considering if he may have something he was hiding. She couldn’t shake off the feeling there could be more to Jonathan.  
 
    The Jonathan she thought was the right one had an active social life. He didn’t sound like a killer but then it wasn’t always easy to pigeonhole someone unless they had psychopathic tendencies. There were various photos of him at different locations standing with friends and acquaintances. Nothing in the posts gave away where he was on the day of the murder. He hadn’t posted anything that day. As Dotty delved deeper into the digital trail, her mind raced with questions. Surely, the police should be able to tell from his frame if he could be the person who turned up on the day of the murder. Whoever it was, Dotty felt they could hold the key to what happened to Jean. 
 
    She pulled up the picture she had taken from the doorbell video and tried to compare it to the photos on Jonathan’s socials. Unfortunately, the evidence was so grainy it would need an expert to tell, which wasn’t her forte. Maybe Dave had equipment that would help. She phoned him. 
 
    “The only equipment I have are my eyes.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s a shame. Will you see what you think and check if it is the right Jonathan? I hoped you may be able to find out his whereabouts on the day of the murder. He said he was working but I’m not so sure.” 
 
    “You don’t ask for much,” Dave said sarcastically but then agreed to investigate it. After all, this was Dotty’s auntie, and he felt sorry for her loss. 
 
    They ended the call, but Dotty couldn’t settle. Her earlier conversation with Jonathan had affected her. She felt a sense of unease. With a heavy heart, she called Gillian. There was no point in keeping quiet about her concerns over the estranged son in the family. She told Gillian her suspicions about Jonathan. Gillian sounded unusually quiet. She made no comment which wasn’t like her. 
 
    “Are you okay, Gillian?” 
 
    “Sorry, Dotty.” Her words were drawn. “The doctor has put me on strong medication, and they make me feel very drowsy.” She yawned. “Oh, and I’m back talking to George.” 
 
    Dotty’s heart sank. She didn’t think George was good for her cousin, but it wasn’t her place to say anything. 
 
    “Okay, well, I’ll leave you alone, but I’m determined to get to the truth and bring justice to your mum’s memory.” 
 
    “Thank you, Dotty.” Gillian’s words were slow and precise. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Erin yawned. She was putting in the hours on this case as were her colleagues and it showed. Her skin looked drawn and grey. The bags under her eyes were pronounced and even her hair looked straggly and not as neat as usual.  
 
    There was a new DC on the case who had been brought in to help trawl through the video footage. Erin didn’t mind. She wanted everything double-checking anyway and DC Steve Mortimer was known for his keen eye for detail. He had been known to spot things that others missed. Unfortunately, right now, he wasn’t getting on with the rest of the team. Everyone was grumpier than usual. That was put down to tiredness and overwork, but Steve had a knack of rubbing his colleagues up the wrong way. He was a know-all. Erin was still trying to work him out. He rocked up in smart suits and wore his hair short. His overall appearance was one of being well-groomed. He was a good-looking guy; it was just a shame about his attitude. She watched him as he gazed at the screen. He cocked his head. His eyes narrowed. He peered closer to the monitor. 
 
    “Something of interest?” Erin asked. 
 
    “Did I mention there was?” He pulled a face and his eyes moved towards her direction. He glared at her. None of the others would dream of speaking to their boss in that tone. Mitch and Rory looked at each other as if to say, “Who does he think he is?” 
 
    “No, but I didn’t get where I am by listening only to the spoken word and your body language said volumes.”  
 
    The others listened with interest. Maybe she wouldn’t tear into him in front of them after all. Steve continued to stare at her. He preferred to work by giving information once he was sure. Right now, he had seen something, but he wanted to re-check it. 
 
    “Well, Steve?”  
 
    Steve contemplated whether to say anything. Erin filled the silence. 
 
    “You know how it is on a murder case. We are eager for that breakthrough. What do you have?” 
 
    “It’s this CCTV from further down the road to the murder scene.” He tapped the screen. Erin rose from her desk and came around and stood behind him. 
 
    “What is it?”  
 
    Mitch joined her much to Steve’s annoyance.  
 
    “I thought we didn’t have a good enough angle to capture anything.” Mitch leaned in. He was the one who had previously studied the video footage. 
 
    “I think this may be the vehicle belonging to the unknown individual who turned up at the property.” 
 
    “I see.” Erin studied hard. “They are wearing similar clothes.” 
 
    “Not only that, check how their shoulders pull in almost to a stoop. If we look back to the doorbell evidence, that person is holding their body in the same way.” 
 
    “You’re right. Good work, Steve.” 
 
    “Can we get a number plate for the vehicle?” Rory had walked across to Steve’s desk to see what he had found. 
 
    “Unfortunately, not. I’ve tried zooming in but all we can say at this stage is that it’s a Toyota Yaris.” 
 
    “Is that all you’ve got?” Rory asked, standing up straight, his hands on his hips. 
 
    “Not quite. Look at this.” 
 
    Steve manoeuvred his mouse and tapped his screen. Eventually, he brought up footage of the taxi that picked Jean up from Dorchester Hall. They saw nothing else of significance. 
 
    “Okay, so we know she got in the taxi. We’ve spoken to the taxi driver.” Rory needed more than this to be impressed. 
 
    “Wait, a minute. There’s more.” Steve ran the video on for a few more minutes, then froze the picture. “There!” He pointed at the screen. 
 
    Following the taxi, a few cars behind was a black Toyota Yaris. 
 
    “Why don’t we have the vehicle number plate?” Erin asked. 
 
    “This footage was taken from CCTV outside Dorchester Hall. What I need to do now is piece together the route that the taxi took and hopefully, from the ANPR cameras, we can check if the Toyota followed it all the way. I shall then see if I can trace it after it left the Reigate Road property.” Steve looked smug. The others nodded. 
 
    “Well, it’s something.” Erin didn’t know how much clout to give to this line of enquiry. She, along with several others, was banking on Hans’s DNA giving them something to go on. She believed he was the most likely person to have murdered Jean but obviously, they would check out every lead that could be significant. 
 
    “It’s the best breakthrough you’ve had so far.” Steve had no qualms about singing his own praises. 
 
    “Keep up the good work, Steve.” She tapped his shoulder. He jolted and didn’t seem keen on the physical touch. She walked back to her desk and shouted across to Rory who had also returned to his desk. 
 
    “How are we getting on with the Dutch police, Rory?” 
 
    “There is a possible sighting in a building in the Hague. Fancy a trip over to see the tulips, boss?” Rory laughed but Erin wasn’t amused. She was far too busy for a jaunt. 
 
    “Wrong time of year for tulips.” 
 
    “Only joking. Have you been reading up on your extradition laws?” 
 
    Erin sighed. 
 
    “It’s changed since Brexit but hopefully, we can get agreement from them given that our man fled from the scene of a crime. Whether the courts will grant extradition without more evidence is another matter.  I know you were joking about going to the Netherlands, but we may have to go over there to interview him if they catch him, especially if there are no signs of him returning to the UK. We’ve got the evidence of the parrot but that is hardly enough.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t mind a trip to the red-light district of Amsterdam. I could do with a bit of fun. Things have gone a bit stale on the bedroom front at home; the wife has one too many headaches for my liking.” Rory winked at his male colleagues sitting close by. There were sniggers from several of them. 
 
    “I’m sure Sussex police will be only too pleased to pay for your enjoyment,” Mitch laughed. 
 
    The light-heartedness among her associates was wearing thin and Erin huffed and puffed. She was trying to make sense of the extradition paperwork. It could be a lengthy process, time which Erin could ill afford with her bosses watching down on her. The hours this would take were adding to Erin’s time-consuming admin workload. 
 
    “Can you pipe down? I’m not in the mood for your triviality, Rory. This is a serious matter. There was a case not that long ago where the court in Amsterdam refused a man’s extradition back to the UK even when they had evidence that he was guilty.” 
 
    “I remember that case. He was a drug dealer, wasn’t he? The court said that because of the inhumane and degrading treatment he was likely to receive in prison, they would not allow his return. They should see some of the jails in third-world countries if they think ours are inhumane. They are rat-infested and don’t have basic toilet facilities,” Rory said. 
 
    “Do you know that from experience when you got banged up in Bangkok?” Mitch laughed.  
 
    Erin stepped in before Mitch could reply. 
 
    “It’s not a laughing matter. There was some truth in what the courts said. Recent unannounced prison inspections have shown that many of the cells are not fit to be used.” Erin shook her head. 
 
    “Anyone would think prisoners are going away for a holiday. I’m surprised they aren’t putting reviews on TripAdvisor to say what they think of the bed-and-breakfast in Wormwood Scrubs and the like. For some of our prolific offenders, it is preferable to sleeping rough and it’s worth getting caught to get three square meals a day and a warm bed to sleep in. They can watch TV and they have no bills to pay. It’s not a bad life especially the way things are with the cost-of-living crisis. I can see how it might be a better option for some.” 
 
    Erin’s patience with Rory was wearing thin. Not only did he crack inappropriate jokes all the time, but his reasoning could be so off-kilter. She wondered sometimes how he had passed his detective exams. He wasn’t the most intelligent officer she had worked with, and his spelling was atrocious. He obviously didn’t bother with a spellchecker when doing reports which bugged her. Sadly, she rarely got to choose who she partnered with. She would much prefer having someone she could bounce ideas off and Rory wasn’t one of those people.  
 
    She should delegate the paperwork to him for the extradition order for when the Dutch police found Hans. None of her fellow officers enjoyed tasks like that. They saw it as a punishment for upsetting her. All her colleagues preferred to be on the road catching criminals. Instead, these days, police officers got bogged down with more and more paperwork. Part of her hated to do it to him but someone had to, and she didn’t fancy the tediousness of the form completion. Of course, Rory groaned when she passed him the file, but Erin could cope with his moaning.  
 
    It surprised her when a few hours later Rory walked up to her desk, smiling. 
 
    He stood above her, and she looked up. 
 
    “What is it, Rory?” 
 
    “I’ve just been chatting to the Dutch police.” 
 
    “Any news?” 
 
    “They’ve got him.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The Dutch police have pulled Hans in. Get the flights booked. When I get this paperwork signed off, we’re off on our jollies.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    “What shall we do about Kylie?” Rachel asked. She turned towards Dotty as they sat together on the park bench. It was Dotty’s day off. Rachel’s children were at school and nursery and Luke was fast asleep in his buggy. 
 
    “I don’t know but she won’t listen to reason. She has never had any common sense, and she always makes bad choices with men but this guy, Obi has drained every last ounce of gumption from her. Her basic judgement has gone AWOL.” Dotty stared across at a brood of baby ducks as they followed their mum out of the pond. “Even those little ducklings have more sense than Kylie.” 
 
    “We can’t let her keep giving him money like she is.” Rachel flicked her long blonde hair behind her ears. 
 
    “How are we going to stop her? It is her money, and she won’t listen to reason.” 
 
    “Yes, you can’t exactly stop her pay. It’s like he has got inside her brain like Svengali. He has sold her a cock and bull story and because he love-bombs her, saying nice things to her that she isn’t used to from the usual guys she goes out with, she is lapping it up. He is manipulative, and she has sadly bought into it. I’m at a loss with how to get her to listen to us. I’m only glad that she doesn’t have a lot of money, so he can’t dupe her out of much.” 
 
    “That makes it worse. She only just gets by paying her rent each month and she works so hard with her job at the salon in the day and then behind the bar at the pub in the evenings. “ 
 
    “That’s true and they are both physically demanding jobs. As a single parent, she has it tough. Why can’t she meet a decent guy who is dependable and who showers her with gifts?” 
 
    “Kylie has never gone for that type of man. She always picks the bad boys.” Dotty shook her head. The pair of friends racked their brains wondering what to do about Kylie. 
 
    “Do you think he really is an actor?” Rachel asked. 
 
    “Well, if he is, he isn’t a very well-paid one. He never seems to have much money.” 
 
    “Maybe they don’t get paid much in Nigeria.” 
 
    “He is obviously putting his acting skills to more profitable uses and conning poor innocent women.” 
 
    “Oh dear, it is a worry.” Rachel sighed. 
 
    “Shall we walk to the café and grab a coffee?” Dotty asked. 
 
    “Good idea, or we could get in our steps and walk over to the Strawberry tea rooms,” Rachel suggested. 
 
    “I’ve already done plenty of steps today. This is Winnie’s second walk, and dark clouds are looming.” Dotty nodded at the sky then bent down and stroked Winnie who had just brought a stick for her to throw. She obliged and the little poodle bounded off into the field chasing after it.  
 
    Rachel cast a cautious glance towards the eastern horizon. The grey clouds gathered and looked more menacing than the fluffy white ones above them. 
 
    “You’re right, Dotty.” Rachel’s brow furrowed. “It looks like we may be in for some rain.” 
 
    “It wasn’t forecast, but that’s not unusual for the weatherman to get it wrong.” 
 
    They rose from the bench and walked towards the café. This was a favourite nature trail with the friends, and they increased their leisurely stroll, picking up their pace as they glanced at the sky. The path was bordered by tall trees that now swayed as the wind increased. Their leaves rustled in the breeze, the sounds of which were intermingled with birds chirping in the distance. Suddenly, the peaceful sounds were interrupted by a rumble of thunder. 
 
    “Hurry up.” Rachel zipped up her jacket. The sky drew darker, and the thunder grew louder. The two friends and Winnie rushed forward, hopeful that they would reach the café before the downpour arrived. 
 
    Just as they approached the building, a curtain of falling raindrops greeted them. The wooden café was nestled in the trees, its structure weathered by years of exposure to the elements. The girls hurried inside, their breath heavy with relief. Winnie shook herself and Dotty patted the little dog. A metal bowl containing water had been put out for pets. Winnie waddled over to help herself. 
 
    As the rain pounded down, drumming on the wooden roof, Dotty and Rachel settled down at an old bench and table by the window. They removed their jackets and studied the menu. 
 
    “Are you having anything to eat? It’s my treat,” Dotty said. 
 
    “Thanks, Dotty but I’ll just have a chai tea.” 
 
    “Are you sure you won’t join me? I’m treating myself to a hot chocolate and a slab of their homemade coffee and walnut cake.” Dotty used her palm to circle her stomach at the thought of the tasty treat. 
 
    “No, thanks all the same but Harry and I are going out for a meal tonight with his boss and his wife. We’re going to that fancy new restaurant along the Horsham Road.” 
 
    “Oh, that fine dining place? Lucky you. I’ve been reading about it. It’s been getting some great reviews.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m looking forward to the food but I’m not so sure about the company. I will be on pins. It’s not as though I can relax. I always feel less than when I am with people more intelligent than me.” 
 
    “I never knew you felt like that. Get a couple of glasses of Prosecco down you and you’ll be fine.” 
 
    “I wish we didn’t have to do these social things. I would feel much more comfortable going to Nando’s. Sometimes, I wish Harry hadn’t been so successful and we wouldn’t have to mix with posh people like Harry’s boss. He can be quite snobby.” 
 
    “You will be fine. Remember, behind every successful man is a strong woman. You and Harry make a great partnership and complement each other. You should never put yourself down.” 
 
    “Thank you for those words of encouragement, Dotty.” Rachel smiled at her friend. 
 
    Their drinks arrived along with Dotty’s cake. Her eyes lit up as she picked up her fork and took a bite. A big smile grew on her face as she munched away. 
 
    “Mm, this is delicious. Do you want to try some?” 
 
    “No thanks.” Rachel sipped her drink. “Do you think Dave will research Obi for us?” 
 
    “I’ve got Dave looking into Auntie Jean’s killer. I’ve asked him to check out Jonathan’s alibi.” 
 
    “We could at least ask. I know he is busy but I’m sure he would like to help her. After all, Obi is defrauding Kylie. It is a criminal matter.” 
 
    “We don’t know that for certain.” 
 
    “Even a blind man can see what is going on.” 
 
    “Okay, I will ask Dave although I feel guilty keep asking him to do things.” 
 
    “He can always say no if he doesn’t have time to get involved.” 
 
    “You’re right. There must be some way of stopping Kylie from getting deeper into this fake relationship.” 
 
    “She won’t listen to us, so we need to find out more about him and see if he has conned other women.” 
 
    “I’ve got an idea,” Dotty said as she wiped the corners of her mouth with her napkin. “That cake was gorgeous by the way. You missed out on a treat.” 
 
    “What’s your suggestion?” 
 
    “I’ve invited my friend, Albert who I met at the allotment over for Sunday lunch. I could ask Dave if he would like to attend as well.” 
 
    “That sounds like a plan. Sweeten him up with some good home cooking.” 
 
    The friends nodded to each other and smiled just as Luke opened his eyes. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    There were still things to do before the trip to Holland. Erin wasted no time getting on with the job in hand. Only a few of Jean’s family members had been ruled out of their inquiries. For the others, they had to wait until evidence was in to show their alibis checked out. Gillian was in the clear, as were Maria the housekeeper and Philip the gardener. Although George, Gillian’s ex was originally on the list of suspects, especially because of his interest in Jean’s money, his alibi was also solid. He was the other side of the country when the murder took place. One of the family who didn’t have an alibi was Adam, who couldn’t say that he wasn’t there at the time. He still had a lot of explaining to do. 
 
    It was a hassle driving over to Dorset, especially when Erin had to listen to Rory’s bad jokes most of the way. They pulled up outside Dorchester Hall. Adam’s Porsche was parked at the front of the property. Rory eyed it up with admiration. Sadly, he could never afford a car like that on his salary. 
 
    Maria opened the door and invited the officers inside. She knew who they were without any introductions this time. They may be there to speak to Adam, but they still made her feel nervous.  
 
    “It’s the police here to see you, Adam,” she called out.  
 
    He was dressed in a smart grey suit with a blue tie and came walking down the hall. 
 
    “What can I do for you officers?” He checked his Rolex watch, but his tone was pleasant. 
 
    “It is a routine follow-up. Do you mind if we sit down or is this a bad time?” 
 
    “No, not at all if it won’t take long. Come through.” 
 
    Neither Erin nor Rory answered that remark. 
 
    He led them into the living room. The other doors off the hall were closed. A wholesome aroma wafted through from the kitchen. The smell of a casserole cooking was just what was needed for a cool autumn day. It reminded Erin that she had skipped lunch.  
 
    The detectives sat opposite Adam on the sofa.  
 
    “We want to bring you up to speed with the investigations,” Erin had a notepad on her knee. 
 
    “Very well.”  
 
    “We’ve located Hans Anders, and he is currently being held on remand in the Netherlands. Once the extradition paperwork has been sorted, we hope to bring him back to interview him. We are especially keen to find out why he disappeared straight after the murder.” 
 
    “So, you think he is guilty then?” Adam raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “We aren’t in a position to charge him yet but let’s put it this way, he is a significant witness,” Erin said. 
 
    “Okay.” Adam nodded. 
 
    “As are you,” Rory added. 
 
    Erin glanced at Jean’s son. There was plenty he hadn’t opened up about yet. 
 
    “On that subject, there are a few things to clear up while we are here.” Erin’s face was poker-straight, but she loved what she was about to do. 
 
    “Oh?” Adam fidgeted in his chair. 
 
    “Obviously, we’ve been speaking to various people and family members as part of our inquiries.” 
 
    Adam nodded again, this time more slowly. His face looked solemn. 
 
    “And there may have been certain things you have failed to mention in your preliminary statement.” Erin knew exactly what she was doing with the way she questioned him. 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Well, we would have preferred it if you had told us first, of course.” The police enjoyed it when they had evidence to put to someone they were interviewing and knew they were holding back. It was good to have the upper hand in these situations.  
 
    “What is it I haven’t told you?” He looked between both officers. From their expressions, neither were giving anything away about how smug they felt. 
 
    “You didn’t mention anything about the argument you had with your mother before she died.” 
 
    “What argument?” Adam frowned. 
 
    “We’re hoping you can tell us that.” 
 
    Adam thought for a moment. He said nothing. 
 
    “That isn’t all. We’ve been doing some digging and looking into your finances and your personal life which I know may be intrusive, but it is our job.” Erin got a whiff of Adam’s aftershave. It was one of her favourites, Dior Sauvage.  
 
    Adam’s face went white. 
 
    “What do you want me to say?” 
 
    “How long have you had a gambling problem for, Adam?” Erin’s tone was soft and filled with empathy. 
 
    Adam leaned forward and put his head in his hands. 
 
    The officers waited for a reply and then he sat up and composed himself. 
 
    “What has this got to do with my mother’s murder?” 
 
    “It may have a lot to do with it. If you had got yourself in debt and Jean wasn’t happy about it, it could explain your disagreement and maybe more. Did you follow her that day to go and kill her?” 
 
    Adam was outraged. 
 
    “You must be kidding me. Surely you don’t think that?” 
 
    Adam looked ready to burst into tears. 
 
    “Well, why keep this from us?” Erin raised her arms. 
 
    “Nobody knows about this, and I didn’t want it to be common knowledge. Only my wife is aware of it. Did she tell you?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter who told us but what does matter is that you were desperate for money and your mother refused to give you or loan you any. Isn’t that right?” 
 
    “I’m not saying anymore without having a lawyer present.” 
 
    “You’re not under caution.” Erin sighed. 
 
    “I don’t care. I need to take legal advice before I say anymore.” 
 
    Erin felt crushed but not surprised. They were unlikely to get any more information from Adam once his brief turned up. Adam arranged to have his solicitor come over to the property, but he wouldn’t be there for another two hours. It wasn’t enough time for the officers to drive back to headquarters but rather than sit and wait, they said they would call back later. 
 
    As they walked outside to the car, Rory chirped up. 
 
    “What’s the plan now, Boss?” 
 
    “I’m starving. The smell of that casserole cooking has made me hungry. We’ll grab a bite to eat.” 
 
    “Good idea.” 
 
    Rory hoped that if it was on expenses, he might get treated to a nice restaurant meal. His face dropped when they rolled up at McDonalds.  
 
    “Oh well, a Big Mac meal it is then,” he said. 
 
    The detectives returned to the house two hours later feeling refreshed and satiated but less hopeful of getting anything out of Adam. At least, he had admitted to his gambling problem. They sat on the same sofa in the living room. 
 
    “Right, Adam. We want to take you back to what you previously said about your attendance at the property on the day of your mother’s murder.” 
 
    Adam glanced at his brief. 
 
    “You told us you went there because there was an issue with the boiler,” Erin continued. 
 
    “That’s correct.” Adam looked anxious. 
 
    “Well, we’ve checked the boiler and surprise, surprise, there is nothing wrong with it. What have you got to say about that?” 
 
    Adam considered for a moment and glanced again at his lawyer. He may incriminate himself by speaking but he continued, anyway. 
 
    “I’m not proud of myself for why I was there.” 
 
    It was Erin and Rory’s turn to glance at each other. 
 
    “Why is that then?” Erin asked. 
 
    “I suspected something was going on between my mother and Hans. I put a tracker in her handbag wanting to catch her out. Yes, it was wrong of me.” He put his hand up, nodding. 
 
    “Go on,” Erin said. 
 
    “That day, I knew she had a flight to Germany booked, but I looked at the app and saw she wasn’t on her way to the airport. I was livid with her. Dad could be a pain, but he didn’t deserve that. I wanted to challenge her and let her see I knew what she was doing, so I followed the tracker. 
 
    “I see,” Erin nodded. “So, what happened when you arrived at the property?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Adam checked with his lawyer that he was okay to speak. 
 
    “What do you mean nothing?” 
 
    “I mean that when I rang the bell, I got no answer. I tried a couple more times and banged on the door, but no one came.” 
 
    “And what about the tracker?” 
 
    “That was the strange thing as the signal disappeared.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    The detectives cleared customs and boarded the packed flight. Erin found herself in the middle of the row with a rather large, tall gentleman occupying the window seat. She marvelled at how someone with his huge frame squeezed into such a small space. On these budget airlines, they really packed you in. Rory thought the same thing and secretly wished that police budget constraints weren’t so tight and could have allowed for an upgrade to business class.  
 
    Given the sensitive nature of their trip, discussing details on the plane with passengers in such close proximity was out of the question. Rory’s mind focused on the job they were there to do. How would Hans react when they interviewed him? Erin was also going over the case in her head. Was it a lover’s tiff that got out of hand? Sometimes you could tell straightaway when a perpetrator was guilty but other times, they could be such good liars. She had a lot of experience interviewing suspects but had never extradited someone to the UK to answer questions in relation to a murder inquiry before. She didn’t know how helpful the Dutch police would be. Over recent nights, she had read up on their protocols, gaining background information on their police service, but this was still new territory for her as it was for Rory, so in that respect they were going in blind. For all this was a murder inquiry, it was good to get a break from the office for a short time. 
 
    “Have you been to Amsterdam before, Rory?” she asked. 
 
    “Only once and I remember little about it. It was a stag weekend, so you can imagine what we got up to, although it was a waste of money because I recall very little about it having consumed so much alcohol. I have a vague memory of sitting inside a bar, drinking copious amounts of Orangeboom, and coming home with one of the worst hangovers I have ever been subjected to. My body didn’t like it. I had the shakes afterwards.” 
 
    “And I bet you swore off booze forever after that.” Erin laughed. 
 
    “You got it in one. That lager was strong stuff. How about you? Have you been here before?” 
 
    “I’ve been here once as well. It was a school trip, so we did the touristy things like going to the Anne Frank House where she wrote her diary in World War II. We also went to the Van Gogh Museum. That was good although I was too young to appreciate the art back then. I should plan another trip over.” 
 
    “Mm, I doubt there will be any chance for sightseeing while we are here. We will be lucky if we get any further than police HQ.” 
 
    “No, the boss wouldn’t be happy if we went off exploring.” 
 
    “Chance would be a fine thing.” 
 
    The man sitting next to Erin had been eavesdropping and turned to her. 
 
    “You should try the Rembrandt House if and when you return. If you like your art, it offers much insight into the life and works of the iconic painter. I would also recommend the Rijksmuseum. It is renowned for its vast array of Golden Age paintings. Visiting the canals is a must. They are very picturesque, and a canal cruise offers a wonderful way to explore the city’s architecture and history. Another sight not to miss is the vibrant flower market, Bloemenmarkt.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Erin smiled at her neighbour. “I doubt we will get time for sightseeing as we are here for work. Do you live in Amsterdam?” Although the man spoke excellent English, she detected a slight accent. 
 
    “Yes, I live here but I also have business in the UK. I’m an antique dealer with a place in Brighton. What work is it you do?” 
 
    “We both work for the police.” 
 
    “Ah, detectives! You’re not here over the Hans Anders case by any chance, are you?” Unfortunately for the police, the case was not only common knowledge in the UK, but the news had crossed over to the continent. Erin raised her eyebrows towards Rory. She had to think on her feet and quickly. They weren’t supposed to divulge any information about their mission to anyone. 
 
    “We are here in connection with that case, but we are not at liberty to discuss it.” She thought it was best to be honest. 
 
    “It’s okay, I understand.” The man tapped the side of his nose. They didn’t engage any further in conversation.  
 
    The seatbelt signs came on and the announcement came through that they had started their descent into Schiphol Airport. Thankfully for Erin, the landing was a smooth one. She was a nervous passenger although she hid it well. For her, the tension only eased once she entered the arrivals hall.  
 
    The two work colleagues made their way outside the airport, waited in line for a taxi and headed straight for police headquarters. Two officers from the joint investigation team greeted them. Erin and Rory had a briefing with their associates, Jaap and Mila. The Dutch police had carried out their research on Hans Anders. Erin explained to them that although forensic evidence wasn’t back yet, they had clearance from their department to remand Hans and bring him back to the UK. 
 
    The interview room was set up and Hans was brought in together with his lawyer. Hans looked his age at sixty-eight. Of medium build and average height, he had white hair and a weathered complexion. He wore a light blue corduroy jacket with a white shirt and jeans. His solicitor didn’t look much younger and under different circumstances the pair could have hit off a friendship, but Hans Anders was in no mood for camaraderie. His face was solemn. He looked like he hadn’t slept in a while. 
 
    His solicitor advised him not to say anything and told the police they would provide a statement. Hans wasn’t used to this legal stuff but complied with the legal advice. Erin asked most of the questions while the other officers studied Hans’ body language.  
 
    “Do you want to tell me about your relationship with the deceased, your landlady, Jean?” Erin asked. 
 
    Hans sighed. He glanced over at his brief. 
 
    “No comment,” he replied. 
 
    “Did you murder her?”  
 
    “No comment.” Hans glanced at his solicitor. 
 
    “Why didn’t you come forward? You must have known we wanted to speak to you.”  
 
    “No comment.” Hans peered down at the desk. 
 
    “What time did you leave for the airport on the day of the murder?” 
 
    “No comment.” Hans blinked. 
 
    The questions continued. It was becoming tedious for the officers. Erin sighed. Hans looked ready to burst. He desperately wanted to say something but took the advice of his lawyer. This was not an experience he had been through before and nor was it one he wanted to repeat. The sooner he could get out of there the better. 
 
    “Do you know anyone who may have wanted to kill Jean?” 
 
    At this, Hans shook his head. The officers glanced at each other. They felt he was ready to crack.  
 
    “For the benefit of the tape, Mr Anders is shaking his head.” 
 
    Hans glared at Erin. He was chomping at the bit. He raised his eyebrows towards his solicitor. His lawyer had noticed the shift in his cool exterior. 
 
    “Can I have a moment alone with my client?” the solicitor asked. 
 
    The detectives agreed. They gathered outside while Hans told his lawyer he found it difficult to sit there any longer without speaking. He wasn’t a hardened criminal used to this. He was a businessman who liked to talk and wanted to say his piece. It was killing him keeping quiet.  
 
    “We will prepare a statement and see what they say.” The lawyer pulled out his laptop. 
 
    In Hans’ statement, he admitted to having strong feelings for Jean that developed over the last few months. They started when she called around six months ago regarding an issue with his bank and the rent. She initially appeared short with him, but she mellowed when they discovered they had a similar interest in nature. He stated he was amazed when she agreed to go for a walk with him and their friendship developed from there. He said she felt trapped at home with a partner who was no longer present emotionally because to his illness and although she put on a front, she often found it difficult to cope. Hans became a sounding board for her low moods, and he knew his feelings towards her were deepening. Although nothing had happened intimately, he felt the feelings he had for her were reciprocated. He asked her to leave Ralph and until the week before the murder, she refused. After a massive argument with her husband, she agreed to go away with the Dutchman. It was all planned, and they were due to fly out to Holland. The first hint that anything had changed was when she turned up at his home. They had a flight booked to the Netherlands later that day and were due to meet at the airport. He was shocked at seeing her. She told him she couldn’t go through with it and that she still loved Ralph. She intended to go to a work meeting in Germany instead. They argued about it, but he couldn’t convince her to change her mind. He said when he departed for the airport she was still at the property. She had a set of keys and said she would let herself out. She didn’t want to travel with him after their argument. He admitted things got heated but he said he never laid a finger on her. The altercation had put him in a bad mood. He couldn’t believe she had changed her mind after they had made plans. Given how she rejected him, he wanted to get out of the property as soon as he could. He stated that although he was both angry and upset, Jean was alive and well when he left. He continued by saying he would never do anything to harm someone he loved. It was his plan to give her some space, and he hoped she would feel differently when they met up again after some time apart. 
 
    The detectives sat pondering over the statement and discussed it later. 
 
    “In his own words, it certainly gave him motive,” Rory said. Erin nodded. 
 
    “Yes, he has shot himself in the foot by admitting the intensity of his feelings,” Mila added. 
 
    “I’m not so sure. I think…” Before Erin could continue, her phone rang. It was Andy calling from the UK. “Sorry, I need to take this.” She walked towards the door and answered the call. 
 
    “Andy, what can I do for you?” 
 
    “You must get back here ASAP. We now have the forensic evidence back and there is a match on the system.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    Dotty was busy in the kitchen, breathing in the wonderful aroma of the succulent lamb cooking in the oven. The rich bouquet from the addition of rosemary and garlic wafted through the air, teasing her senses. It gave off a promise of a delicious meal ahead. She had diligently organised her timings and everything so far was going to plan. With a gentle touch, she carefully spooned a generous amount of oil over the parboiled potatoes, ensuring they would emerge from the oven crispy and golden. She slid the tray into the warm confines of the oven, the anticipation of the sizzling lamb perfectly roasted growing with every passing minute. She checked the vegetables sitting patiently waiting in their pans, ready to burst forth and complement the meal. 
 
    Next door, Robin played the dutiful partner. Dotty had instructed him to set the table and he did so with care and attention to detail. He wiped down the cutlery and set out a glass for both wine and water at each setting. He held up each glass before giving them a quick polish. While Dotty rarely bossed him around, when entertaining, she was in charge, and he had to do as he was told.  
 
    Their young son sat on the floor engrossed with his toy cars playing contentedly, his imagination setting the scene as he chatted away, racing them along the carpet. Winnie sniffed, sensing the tantalising smells and couldn’t help exploring the culinary hubbub in the kitchen. It was too early for her usual ritual of circling the table in anticipation of picking up scraps, but she couldn’t resist a few curious sniffs, occasionally getting in Dotty’s way and earning a shouting at into the bargain. Dotty checked her watch. She had promised to pick Albert up at I o’clock and didn’t want to be late.  
 
    “Robin!” she called. He placed down the last of the mats and walked into the kitchen. 
 
    “Yes?” He popped his head around the door. 
 
    “I need to pick up Albert. Can you keep an eye on things here? The lamb is due out in fifteen minutes If you pop the veg on then, I will finish everything off when I get back.” She removed her apron.  
 
    Robin sighed. “Of course.”  
 
    “Have you opened the red wine yet to let it breathe?” 
 
    “Not yet, no.”  
 
    She went in to check the dining table.  
 
    “Well, chop, chop and can you put another fork with the spoon for dessert? We’re having rhubarb crumble, so we will need an extra one each.” 
 
    “Really?” Robin frowned. 
 
    “Yes, really.” 
 
    Dotty went to get her coat. Robin was glad she was leaving, so he would have some peace from her constant instructions if only for a short time. She set off and relaxed along the journey as she listened to the radio blasting out. It was stressful entertaining, and Dave and Albert hadn’t met each other before. She wondered how they would get along. It should make for an interesting dynamic with Albert’s military background and Dave’s vibrant personality and career history in the police force and as a private investigator. 
 
    Albert beamed with joy when Dotty picked him up. He had worn a suit for the occasion. His old brown suit didn’t often come out of the wardrobe, but with a yellow and black tie, he looked very smart. His anticipation for the meal and the company grew as he sat in Dotty’s car chatting. In his lap, he cradled a carrier bag, its contents chosen from his allotment. Along with a couple of hearty cabbages and cauliflowers were baking apples, and a delicate cutting from a cherished rose bush, a thoughtful present he had selected for Dotty and Robin. 
 
    He felt a sense of warmth when he walked through the door of their property. The homely scent of food cooking, together with the friendly greeting from Robin made him feel most welcome. After the introductions, Albert was shown through to the lounge where Luke was playing. Albert was more than happy to keep their young son entertained with stories and games allowing Dotty and Robin to finish organising the meal without interruption.  
 
    The doorbell chimed and Robin went to greet Dave. He was led through to where Albert was seated.  
 
    “Don’t get up.” Dave smiled, realising the elderly man’s movements weren’t the steadiest. They shook hands and Albert took in the younger man’s attire. Dave wore a striking black and white turtleneck jumper with a distinctive zipped collar. His black drainpipe trousers and boots completed the ensemble, and the two men began chatting in earnest. 
 
    Albert gave his carrier bag to Dotty when she appeared with drinks for them all.  
 
    “I hope you like the rose. It is one of my favourites.” 
 
    Dotty peered inside the bag. 
 
    “Oh Albert, you didn’t need to bring us a present. It’s very kind of you.” 
 
    “Oh, dear, I haven’t brought you anything.” Dave smiled as they were shown to the table. 
 
    “I didn’t expect you to, plus this is a thank you for your help.” 
 
    The food was served up and Luke was given a tiny portion to try. He pulled his face at the vegetables but was happy to eat the roast potatoes after Dotty had blown on them to cool them down. 
 
    It wasn’t long before the conversation turned to the topic of the allotment where Dotty and Albert shared their plots. Dave’s curiosity was piqued, and he was keen to learn more from Albert’s experience about what crops to grow and when. 
 
    “Albert is full of handy tips, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I try my best.” Albert was the last to finish his meal and placed his knife and fork together on his empty plate.” 
 
    “Have you heard any more from Mary since we last spoke?” Dotty asked. 
 
    “What? Mary McCann?  She hasn’t stopped annoying everyone. She is still the topic of conversation.” 
 
    Dave was about to take a sip of his drink but stopped as he took in Albert’s words. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Dave?” Dotty asked, thinking there was a problem with the wine. Albert also looked concerned that he had said something wrong. 
 
    “Mary McCann, not THE Mary McCann?” he said. 
 
    “What do you mean? Wait a minute, that name rings a bell.” Dotty nodded at Dave as the realisation swept over her face. She didn’t want to worry Albert, so brushed it aside, shaking her head. “It’s probably just a coincidence. My thoughts are to stay well away from her in future.” 
 
    “Me too,” Albert said. If Dotty wasn’t keen to expand on what she was thinking, he wouldn’t push her. 
 
    They finished the meal with coffee, everyone feeling full after the delicious rhubarb crumble and custard, one of Dotty’s specialities. 
 
    Dave offered to take Albert home which left Dotty and Robin free to clear away. 
 
    “What was that about Mary McCann you didn’t want to say?” Robin asked as he started filling the dishwasher. He didn’t miss a trick. 
 
    “Mary McCann was the name of the woman who Auntie Jean sacked. She may have been the one sending the nasty emails to her.” 
 
    “But you’re unsure it is the same one with a plot at the allotment?” 
 
    “No, I don’t know but I remember Albert saying she wasn’t working after losing her job a few months ago.” 
 
    “Your best bet would be to keep well away from her, like you said earlier.” 
 
    “I agree.” Dotty nodded, but she was already planning to go to the allotment tomorrow on her day off. Dotty needed to know for sure if it was her or not. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    Dotty dropped Luke off with her mum saying she should only be gone an hour, as she had an errand to run. She didn’t expand on where she was going as she wouldn’t have told her mum the truth, not wanting to concern her. 
 
    It had started raining and by the time she reached the allotment, droplets were coming down steadily. There was no one to be seen. The ominous grey clouds cast a shadow over the deserted area. She got out of the car, and the intensity of the rain increased. She wore a beige rain mac and her wellies in preparation for the weather and pulled on the toggles of her hood to keep the water out. Looking across at the various patches of gardens, there was no one about. The relentless downpour cloaked the area, muffling out any other sounds. Her heart pounded with a mixture of unease and anticipation. She had hoped to find Mary here and wanted to challenge her and check if she was an ex-employee of her auntie’s.  
 
    Dotty’s footsteps left wet imprints as she ventured further down the muddy path. She scanned her surroundings with a sense of foreboding. The lonely pitter-patter of raindrops on leaves was the only sound that broke the eerie silence. 
 
    With a feeling of trepidation, she approached Mary’s wooden shed. She peered through the windows, but they were misted over with condensation, so it was impossible to see inside. Dotty cast another glance around the desolate allotment before summoning the courage to try the weathered door. To her astonishment, the padlock was unlocked, and the door creaked open with ease and beckoned her inside. 
 
    Reluctantly, she stepped into the dimly lit shed, her senses on high alert. The air was thick with the scent of damp wood and earth. Time seemed to slow down as Dotty’s eyes scanned the cluttered space, but her curiosity pulled her forward. Her eyes were drawn to the corner of the shed where an old desk stood. Its surface was marred with scars of years of use. Dotty reached out, her fingers trembling as she tugged the handle of the nearest drawer. 
 
    The drawer slid open with a soft ominous creak revealing a trove of nick-nacks. Among them was a faded notebook which caught her attention. Her heart raced as she flipped open its pages. As the words on the sheets formed coherent sentences, her eyes widened, and she froze in shock. 
 
    This was not what she expected. Along with doodles about death and killing, there were sketches of ugly-looking scenes including daggers and other implements. She turned a page and there were several newspaper cuttings about Jean. She flipped over the page again to discover several photographs of Jean with her eyes shaded out.  
 
    Dotty gulped. This made for unpleasant reading. It looked like the work of a mad woman.  
 
    Her temples pulsed. She had to get this notebook to the police as soon as possible. She wouldn’t stay to see if there was any more. As she closed the drawer, she heard a noise behind her. 
 
    She whipped around and her eyes nearly popped out of her head. 
 
    Mary stood in the doorway, her hands on her hips. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Dotty’s hand shook, but she clutched the notebook. 
 
    “I…I found this.” Dotty flapped the book in front of Mary. The taller woman towered over her. 
 
    A sick smirk came over Mary’s face. She nodded. 
 
    Dotty clung to the notebook. She wanted to appear in control but internally she felt terrified. This woman had killed once and could kill again.  
 
    “I’m not a monster, you know.” Mary advanced towards Dotty. She took a step backwards but didn’t reply. “What’s wrong? You’re not afraid of me, are you?” There was a glint in Mary’s eye. She loved the feeling of power. 
 
    Dotty remained glued to the spot. She didn’t speak. There was no further back she could go and no way past the larger woman.  
 
    “Do you think I’m going to hurt you?” Mary teased. 
 
    She came closer. 
 
    Dotty had nowhere to turn. She was trapped. She glanced around to see if there was a gardening tool to use as a weapon, but all the gardening implements were hung up behind Mary. 
 
    “I can show you how easy it is if you like.” 
 
    “Don’t do this, Mary,” Dotty whispered, shaking her head. 
 
    Mary ignored Dotty’s plea. 
 
    “All I have to do is put my hands around your throat and you will see how simple it is.” 
 
    With no warning, Mary’s hands went around Dotty’s neck. The younger woman screamed and then gagged as Mary’s hands tightened. Dotty’s instant reaction was to turn sideways slightly and bring her elbow up towards Mary’s face. Dotty pulled away, but Mary came in again, this time with her arm around Dotty’s neck in a stranglehold. Dotty leant her head forward to free her neck and she bit Mary’s arm.   
 
    It was Mary’s turn to shout out.  
 
    There was a scuffle between the two women with Dotty kicking out to save her life then Mary glanced behind her and grabbed a fork. As she went to swing it forward the door opened, and Albert stood there in disbelief at the scene in front of him. 
 
    His army training may have been many years ago, but he knew what to do in a combat situation and picked up a spade. With all his force, he brought it up and swiped it across the side of Mary’s head.  
 
    Mary crashed to the ground, but the blow hadn’t knocked her out. She was seeing stars, and she tried to get up but not before Dotty kicked her back down. She lay on the floor defeated.  
 
    Albert sat on her making it impossible for her to escape while Dotty phoned the police.  
 
    It seemed like the longest ten minutes of Dotty’s life while they waited for the murderer to be picked up.  
 
    Both Dotty and Albert sighed with relief when they heard the sirens in the distance.  
 
    Things hadn’t turned out as Dotty expected. This would take some explaining to her mum when she went to pick up Luke. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    Erin was pleased as punch with the find in the shed. The police hadn’t been aware Mary had an allotment, so hadn’t looked there. They hit the jackpot with what was discovered as not only did they have the notebook that Dotty found which gave an indication of pre-meditation of the murder, but they also found remnants of Jean’s bag in the ashes that Mary had tried to burn.  
 
    That wasn’t all, the biggest nugget of evidence for the police was in the thumb end of the rubber cleaning glove that had been away for testing as it contained a sample of Mary’s DNA. She had obviously found the gloves at the property and used them to move Jean’s body, thinking she was protecting herself as far as leaving evidence when she dragged the body into the freezer. She must have discarded the gloves fearing they may incriminate her but hadn’t realised that the end of one of the thumbs had snapped off.  
 
    Another piece of the jigsaw was the Toyota Yaris that she drove. The police could prove that she initially went to Dorchester Hall with murderous intent, but Jean left the property, getting into the taxi. Mary followed her waiting for her chance and finally got it at Hans’ home after he left.  
 
    What the police now knew was that Adam and Hans had been telling the truth and had nothing to do with the murder. By the time Adam arrived at Hans’ property, his mum was already dead. The sequence of events was that Jean turned up, followed by Mary who waited outside, watching the property. Jean and Hans had their argument and Hans left. That was when Mary realised that she had her chance as she discovered Jean was now alone in the house. Mary had bided her time, and it paid off for her. She made her entrance much to Jean’s shock and killed her ex-employer. Months of pent-up rage over how she had been treated after years of loyalty to the company came out when she clasped her hands around Jean’s neck and squeezed. Poor Jean had no chance against the stronger woman. 
 
    For Dotty, her investigating didn’t end there. She had been on a mission to catch Obi out ever since Kylie admitted to lending him money which to date, she hadn’t received a penny back. Dave had done her proud and did a reverse image Google search to see if his pictures were real. He found other photos that were supposed to be Obi on other dating sites. However, on these apps, Obi had called himself different names. It had taken them some time to convince Kylie. It was unlike her to be taken in. She was usually very street savvy, but her strong feelings had blinkered her. Dotty suggested she ask Obi for a video call as that would reveal what he really looked like. Sure enough, he evaded the suggestion saying his phone wasn’t equipped to do that. It wasn’t until Dave found another woman who Obi or whatever his real name was had scammed that Kylie finally came to her senses. She cried and couldn’t believe she had been so stupid to be fooled by him. The friends gave the information they had collected to the fraud hotline. For now, Kylie planned to stay single.  
 
    Since Mary’s arrest, Dotty hadn’t spoken to Gillian as often. Her cousin had now forgiven George, and they were back together and trying to make the relationship work. Gillian also told her that Adam was getting help for his gambling problem. It was when the will was read that the family realised that Jean must have known about his gambling and that was why she had threatened to cut him out of her will. She didn’t want her hard-earned money going to waste even after her death. A clause was put in the will to ensure her money wouldn’t be given out if he started gambling again. 
 
    Ronald Evans was the solicitor from Evans and Partners who had been appointed as executor of the wills for both Jean and Ralph. He had been the family solicitor for many years. The estate was a huge one, so many intricacies needed to be finalised before he informed the beneficiaries of the outcome.  
 
    It was on a cold and frosty afternoon that Dotty received a call from the solicitor’s office. Mr Evans’ secretary asked her if she was free to take a call from him. She was busy at work, but she agreed. 
 
    “I won’t be a minute, Susan,” she said to her client. “I just have to take this call.” 
 
    Her client nodded. There was little she could do anyway as she sat there gowned up with wet hair.  
 
    The solicitor explained he was the executor of the will and in a pompous voice went on to say how the process of pulling details of the estate together hadn’t been easy. The man obviously liked the sound of his own voice as he continued on and on. Dotty listened. She wanted to interrupt him and tell him to get on with it as she had a poor client with wet hair who needed her attention.  
 
    Finally, he got to the point.  
 
    “A copy of the will has been submitted to the probate registry which once granted will be made a public record. I have a duty of care to the estate and you as one of the beneficiaries.” 
 
    Whilst Dotty didn’t understand most of what he said, as he spoke in legal mumbo-jumbo, she knew what the word beneficiary meant. 
 
    “Wait, are you saying I am going to be getting some money?” she finally interrupted him. 
 
    “Yes, that is correct. Are you sitting down?” 
 
    “No, why?” 
 
    “I think it would be appropriate to take in this news whilst seated.” 
 
    Dotty did as she was told and sat on the nearest chair. 
 
    “H…How much am I getting?” 
 
    “Once the paperwork is in and everything has been finalised, you will be due the sum of one million pounds.” 
 
    “What!” Dotty screamed. 
 
    “That’s right, I thought it was best you were seated to receive the news.” 
 
    “Can you repeat that, please? How much did you say?” Dotty’s ears were ringing. 
 
    “A million pounds.” 
 
    “A million pounds?” Dotty repeated. 
 
    “Yes, that’s correct.” He gave her more information, but Dotty wasn’t listening. This must be how people felt when they won the lottery. She was in tears when she came off the phone. What everyone didn’t realise was they were tears of joy. 
 
    “What is it?” Kylie smiled. She had guessed what Dotty’s news was. 
 
    The women in the salon were so happy for Dotty. Poor Susan had to wait a bit longer for her cut and blow wave while Dotty phoned round to tell her family the surprise news. It turned out that both her brother and mum had also been left the same amount. Dorchester Hall was to remain in the family in a trust fund. Adam was given the company to manage provided he could show that he wasn’t gambling for a period. The other properties were divided between Gillian and Lucy. Jonathan had also been left a tidy sum. 
 
    Of course, none of this excitement about the money could take away or make up for their loss but it would go some way to bringing them some happiness back. Dotty went through into her home next door. There was a bottle of Prosecco in the fridge. It was time for a celebration. She brought the bottle and four glasses back to the salon to share a drink with Kylie and their customers. 
 
    “Cheers.” They clinked their flutes together and smiled. 
 
    “What are you going to do with your money?” Kylie asked later that day as they were closing the salon. 
 
    “I don’t know yet. It is a lot to process. One thing I do know though is that I plan to take you on a fabulous holiday.” 
 
    “Really?” Kylie smiled. 
 
    “Yes, you have been brilliant looking after things while I was busy with my family situation. You deserve a bonus.” 
 
    “Where do you fancy taking me?” Kylie beamed. 
 
    “Anywhere you want.” 
 
    “What, like the Caribbean?” 
 
    “If that’s where you want to go, then that is where we are going.” 
 
    “Oh, Dotty.” The two friends hugged. “You’re amazing.” 
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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Dotty took off her fluffy olive-green beanie hat and scratched the top of her head. She made her way to the back of the bus and found an empty seat by the window. As CEO of her own company, it wasn’t ideal travelling this way. It couldn’t be helped, however, as her car had been making that funny noise again. She wouldn’t put up with it any longer. After all, it might be something serious and she could hardly run her gardening business with no vehicle. So, she dropped it off at the garage first thing. It was handy that she had no customers booked in today other than a potential new client to visit. She’d look strange getting on the bus with a lawnmower and other gardening tools. What would her nosey neighbour, Betty Simpson think? There would be no end of moaning from Betty if she took up extra room with her equipment. Nudging Betty who sat on the seat in front, she smiled. 
 
    “Cold out, today,” she said. 
 
    “Yes, dear. Where’s your car?” Betty didn’t miss a trick. She was the go-to person if you wanted to hear any gossip.  
 
    “It’s in the garage for a service.” That wasn’t the whole truth but sometimes a little white lie was the easiest option with Betty. Dotty was in no mood for explaining irregular car noises this morning. Betty didn’t need to know the ins and outs. She embroidered stories enough and came up with her own version, anyway. Knowing Betty, if she decided that Dotty’s car had really been towed away for getting behind with the repayments, then that’s what she would tell everyone. Betty could tarnish your name with her misrepresentations before you could click your fingers. 
 
    Dotty thought about changing her car for a van. It would be more practical, but it didn’t go with her image and street cred. Besides, she was fed up with gardening. It was okay in the summer months when the weather was warmer but now the colder weather had set in, there wasn’t as much to do, and it was freezing working outside. She’d not given that much thought when she was talked into starting up this little one-woman business by her two friends, Rachel and Kylie. 
 
    It was alright for them. They both had their nice warm jobs working inside. Rachel worked in an office and Kylie worked as a barmaid at Ye Olde Six Bells. Neither girl was happy in their jobs, but they weren’t as miserable as Dotty. They always had a moan when the threesome met up on a Saturday. Although, if they all wanted to go on holiday together next year, they would have to grin and bear it. 
 
    Dotty wasn’t on the bus for long. She checked the address beforehand and knew which stop to get off.  If the Braithwaite’s hadn’t lived at the top of a hill, she’d have taken her pushbike, but it was too steep to tackle, and the forecast was for rain later. She shuddered and vowed to put some effort into looking for a new job. There had to be better ways than this to make a living. It could be worse. She could be in India working in the paddy fields or — no she couldn’t think of any jobs worse than gardening right now. Even India would be warmer than Sussex. She looked out the window and watched a gust of wind pick up the leaves as they took flight through the air. 
 
    Dotty arrived at the location and jumped off the bus. She immediately felt the chill of the wind on her cheeks. She tossed her head back and walked up to the house. Her mind wandered as she thought about working in a bar in Ibiza or picking strawberries in Portugal, anything warm away from this biting cold weather. She looked up at the large house and groaned as she rang the doorbell. The door creaked open and the tall, pinched face of Mr Braithwaite stared down at her as she stood waiting on the bottom step. 
 
    “Oh, you’re a girl. Well, I suppose its women’s lib, and anything goes these days. You’d better come through.” He walked in front and Dotty scurried behind. “It’s a girl, Marjorie. It’s a girl.” Dotty thought it sounded like someone had just given birth. 
 
    “Yes, I know it is, Albert. Now run along and make yourself useful.” Albert stood in the doorway frowning. “Make a drink.” She shooed him out of the room. “Have a seat. Dotty, isn’t it?” 
 
    Dotty nodded and plonked herself down on a grey corduroy sofa. The Braithwaite couple were retired, and Mrs Braithwaite had seen Dotty’s card in the local hairdresser’s shop. Albert returned not long after with a tray of drinks and a plate of chocolate digestives. Under normal circumstances, Dotty would refuse the biscuits as she was dieting again, but she took one to be polite. 
 
    “Take a few. We only get them in for guests. We both have diabetes and can’t eat them.” Dotty thought it strange to buy biscuits they couldn’t eat, so she took another two to show her consideration and smiled. She finished her drink and Marjorie asked her all the questions she could think of. Marjorie wanted to know more about Dotty’s family than finding out her prowess as a gardener. In fact, the only question relating to gardening was about her age. 
 
    “You look very young to have your own gardening business, dear.” 
 
    “I’m twenty-seven.” 
 
    “Gosh, you don’t look that old.” Dotty believed her youthful looks were more down to her beauty regime than her genes. She used a face pack twice a week, exfoliated on alternate days, always used serum and moisturiser and gave her face a deep cleanse every bedtime. She had also recently splashed out on eye cream and neck cream because you can’t be too careful. Wrinkles could appear any time. With all the effort she put in, she hoped to still look youthful in her sixties and seventies if she could keep up her efforts until then. 
 
    “Thank you,” Dotty said, blushing. 
 
    “So, you’re not married, yet?” Marjorie asked as she pointed to Dotty’s bare wedding ring finger. 
 
    “No, I’m very much single. My last relationship was a disaster. Ray was a nightmare to get rid of. He just wouldn’t take no for an answer. We were only together for a short time and it’s taken me months to get him to see I’m not interested.” 
 
    “Oh dear, young love never runs smooth. Those were the days. I knew straightaway when I met my Albert that he was the one for me. You know immediately, don’t you, dear?” 
 
    “I wish Ray could have worked out sooner he wasn’t the one for me. He must have been thick not to get the message.” Marjorie gave a shallow sigh. From her nostalgic gaze, she was no longer listening to Dotty. Her memory cells sprang forward with visions of Albert as a young man with his long hair. They were both teenagers in the Swinging Sixties but were more mod than rocker. Albert owned a gleaming blue scooter and would take Marjorie on day trips to Southend. Ah, those were the days. 
 
    “Would you like me to show you the work we want you to do?” Marjorie asked, coming back into the moment. 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “Follow me. There’s a lot.” Marjorie pulled a face. “Albert can’t do it anymore with his bad back.” 
 
    They walked around to the back of the house. Dotty was taken out to the garden. 
 
    “Wow, that’s huge.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s rather deceptive. You can’t tell from the front of the house just how much land is round the back. As you can see, we have a lot of trees which means a lot of leaves.” Dotty had never seen as many leaves as those sat in the Braithwaite’s’ garden. It was as though they had been collecting them up for her. “Do you have one of those machines that hoover them up?” 
 
    “No, but I’m sure I can get hold of one.” She stood admiring the hues of orange and brown that nature produced in autumn just before the harshness of winter took the last few leaves away. There were speckles of yellow and red to inspire her creative juices. As Dotty spoke, a gust of wind brought another ton of leaves swirling into the garden. She worried that as soon as one set of leaves cleared, another would appear. She’d have preferred to be out there painting the scenery rather than clearing it away. 
 
    The two women stood together viewing the spectacle for some time. More leaves fell from the interlocking branches of the trees above. This would be a thankless task.  It wasn’t a good idea to take this job on, but Dotty needed the money. She was at the stage of borrowing off her mum to go on a night out and that wasn’t good. 
 
    They moved into the kitchen to discuss terms. Dotty didn’t know how much hiring a leaf machine would set her back, so she added on extra to compensate. She showed Marjorie the price as she seemed to be in charge and the one holding the purse strings in this house. They had just shaken on the deal when a crashing sound came from the hall. Both women looked at each other with raised eyebrows. 
 
    “It’s only me, Gran,” came a voice that Dotty thought she recognised. She frowned and seconds later a tall young man stood at the kitchen door. 
 
    “Oh, it’s you. What are you doing here?” he swept his lanky fringe off to the side. 
 
    “Hello, Ray. How are you?” Dotty had a sickly feeling growing inside her stomach.  
 
    “Do you two know each other?” Marjorie looked at them both. 
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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    YESTERDAY 
 
      
 
    Something soft and feathery brushed past the end of my nose. I sneezed and opened my eyes. 
 
     “Oh Max,” I said. 
 
     The vision of loveliness that met me made me smile. What an adorable furry sight to wake up to in the morning. Sat on top of the silver satin duvet cover lay Max, the new addition to my family. At twelve-weeks-old, Max was a cute, mischievous bundle of joy. With big doleful eyes looking up at me, my heart melted. I stroked his velvety golden coat and tickled him under his chin. 
 
     “Want your breakfast, Max?”  
 
    I ignored the sound of him purring as I pressed my phone and looked at the time. 6.42. I groaned. I didn’t need to get up early today. It was Saturday, so no work and I’d had a fitful night’s sleep. 
 
    I’d had that dream again. The same one I’d been having over the last few months. I was running away from something or someone. I didn’t know what, but I always woke up full of tension and fear. Thankfully, I never got caught. One minute I was jogging by the river, on my usual route, the next I’d been transported to a house. The combination of the red poppy wallpaper and mint green leather sofa was a scene I knew well from my childhood. Mum stood by the mirror in the hall, carefully putting on her lipstick. She wore the last outfit I’d seen her in, a tan polo neck ribbed jumper and fawn herringbone tweed skirt. I pulled at her arm. 
 
     “Please come, Mum.” She didn’t acknowledge me. 
 
    “Mum, come on, we need to go.” No response. 
 
    “Hurry up Mum.” Still, she ignored me. 
 
    I wasn’t happy. Whether it was the bright shade of her crimson lip colour I didn’t like or the fact she didn’t respond to me, I didn’t know. 
 
    In the dream, I began to panic as I sensed trouble brewing. I kept looking around. I had to act now. I tried one last time, shaking her.  
 
    “Mum, Mum, we’ve got to leave.”  She continued to face the mirror.  
 
     “Come on Mum, we’ve got to go.” 
 
    I shouted out, but Mum still didn’t acknowledge me. I began to cry. Fear enveloped me. I knew we were in danger. I watched her as she slowly applied another coat of lipstick and massaged her lips against each other. She didn’t respond to me, so I turned away from her and ran. 
 
    That was when I woke up. Slowly, I re-entered the land of the living with a big stretch. Max jumped off the bed. My palms were sweating, and my pulse was racing. The anxiety rose in my chest. I had left Mum again and even though I knew it was only a dream, I didn’t feel good. My stomach ached as I thought of the memories of her. 
 
     Might as well get up now I’m awake, I thought and walked over to open the curtains. I squinted as I looked outside. It wasn’t the brightness of the day that greeted me. The clouds looked grey and forlorn. I begrudgingly put my dressing gown on and pottered into the kitchen. 
 
    I had Max now to look after, and I enjoyed spoiling him. My first job in a morning was to get him a saucer of milk and his food.  
 
    “Come on Max, here’s your breakfast,” I said. He didn’t even give me the chance to get the food out of the can. He had his nose busy poking inside, trying to get at the fishy delights.  
 
    There weren’t many places for a kitten to wander around and explore, especially with a flat as small as mine. When he got bigger, I knew I would have to let him out to discover the big wide world, and that scared me. 
 
    After feeding Max, I reached up into the cupboard to get the breakfast cereal. I sat for a few minutes, crunching a mouthful of fruit and fibre, contemplating the day ahead. Saturday usually meant doing chores which I detested, followed by a trip down to the shops to get my groceries for the weekend. 
 
    Shopping list done, I began milling around the place, starting with tidying up the kitchen. After walking into the hall to get the mop out of the cupboard, I checked myself out in the mirror. 
 
    My hair looked tangled, so I picked up the hairbrush and brushed it. It had a sheen and style that many women envied. I loved the comments I got about my beautiful long red locks. 
 
    The flat never seemed lonely on a Saturday, thanks to James Martin. Saturday Morning Kitchen was a favourite TV programme of mine. It formed part of my weekend ritual that included eating a bacon butty for lunch and a curry later that night. I didn’t think of myself as a creature of habit, but there were certain behaviours that ran so deep, they were a regular part of my life now. 
 
    I had a passion for food, which spanned from cooking to watching cookery programmes on TV. I owned a vast range of recipe books and of course, I loved eating. Thankfully, I enjoyed running, as my frame would have been a lot larger had I not.  
 
     I wasn’t one to try new recipes; I usually kept to classics like chilli and fish pie. I often dreamed of being the head chef of a Michelin-starred restaurant. Sadly, the culinary skills I possessed fell a long way short of that. Sometimes, I’d be in the shower, merrily singing away and realise that the sound accompanying me wasn’t violins but the smoke detector going off in the other room. I would then remember that I’d put a couple of rashers of bacon under the grill. 
 
    I was concentrating on watching Rick Stein making a fish stew before getting up to tackle the ironing. Wrestling to put the ironing board up wasn’t easy in the small confines of the kitchen. There was very little room to manoeuvre. I sighed heavily and frowned. I didn’t like housework, least of all the ironing. 
 
    Suddenly the house phone rang. The old-fashioned cream-coloured telephone sat a few feet from where I stood. I’d bought it to tone in with my muted decor. The penetrating sound of the intermittent bell ringing made me jump, and with jerked shoulders, I listened intently to the shrill tone. It was unusual to hear the house phone these days. Most people phoned me on my mobile. In fact, I only used the landline for the internet, so I couldn’t imagine who it could be.  Only Dad rang me on the landline, and we had a set time every Sunday night to speak. He never detracted from that, so I knew it couldn’t be him. I decided not to answer. It was probably one of those PPI compensation calls or the ones that ask if you’ve been involved in an accident. 
 
    The phone got louder with every ring. The noise had distracted me from the ironing, and lacking concentration, I hadn’t realised that I’d misjudged the iron plate. The hot iron toppled over, and I instinctively put my hand out to catch it. 
 
     Damn, I swore under my breath. The heat of the iron burnt through to my fingers, and I screamed out. I was annoyed with myself for being so stupid. I quickly managed to shimmy past the ironing board to get to the sink. I put my hand under the cold-water tap. Ow, did that hurt. I kept my fingers under the icy blast of water, and I heard the phone still ringing.  
 
    That didn’t sound like a friendly bell, more like the harsh warning sound of a siren. The loud noise blocked out the pleasant familiar tones of the omelette competition on TV.  I urged the phone to stop. My heart pounded, and my fingers throbbed with pain. Why didn’t it stop? I became irritated. The constant sound of the phone began to take on a macabre tone, and I became afraid to remove my hand from under the cold flow of water. Should I answer? No, I’ve left it this long.  
 
     My mind started playing tricks on me. Memories flooded back of a time when I had been trapped in the clutches of someone else’s obsessions. A shudder came over me.  What if it’s him? No, I knew I was being silly now. 
 
     What if it’s important?  Pull yourself together, girl. If it’s urgent, they’ll leave a message, I told myself. I turned the tap off at the same time the phone stopped ringing. I picked up the remote control and turned off the TV.  
 
    The silence was eerie, and I could feel the thudding of my pulse. A knot churned over in my stomach and nausea crept up from my guts into my throat. My palms started to sweat, and the perspiration dripped from my forehead. My mouth was dry. A tightness developed in my chest, and I bit my lip. Why was I getting so nervous about a phone ringing?  
 
    I walked over to the table, tentatively picking up the receiver with my good hand. My nerves erupted when I heard the tone that indicated there had been a message left. Stop getting so worked up, girl.  
 
    This was stupid. Breathing rapidly, I took the phone to my ear. A wave of cold air came over me as I listened intently. And I listened, and I listened. Nothing. I breathed a sigh of relief. Probably one of those nuisance companies, I thought. 
 
    I shook my throbbing hand and decided to leave the ironing until another time. I went into the bathroom to get a shower. I stood under the hot water for longer than normal and I chastised myself for getting so worked up over the phone. The water poured down, covering my body.  The heat of it felt good. My fingers were still smarting. The shower door normally gave adequate sound proofing but, even with soap in my ears, I heard the ringtone of the house phone again. 
 
     I’ll leave it, I thought to myself. It’s probably the same annoying company that rung earlier. The ringing had stopped by the time I got out but, when I reached for the towel, it started up again. I was becoming irritated now. 
 
    Briskly drying myself down, I put on my dressing gown then went back into the kitchen to make myself a drink. I put the water in the kettle. The phone started ringing again. Whoever was phoning certainly wasn’t taking no for an answer, so I decided to check the phone for messages in case an emergency had come up. 
 
     I knew I shouldn’t be agitated over this, but I’d had such bad experiences in the past with menacing calls. I now had an unfounded fear around phones. Blind panic overwhelmed me as I listened and heard the distorted robot-like voice of a text call coming through the receiver.  
 
     “DON’T THINK YOU CAN GET AWAY WITH THIS.” 
 
     What on earth did that mean? Get away with what? It was a strange message, and I didn’t understand. Then I realised there was another message to listen to, so I pressed the button and waited.  
 
    In the same spooky, tinny voice of technology I heard, “SLUTS END UP GETTING WHAT THEY DESERVE.” I started shaking.  
 
    I wondered if I could have misheard the messages so played them again. No, there was no mistaking the words. I pressed in the digits to find out the number the calls had been sent from, but the voice came back, ‘Caller number withheld.’ 
 
    I walked over to the sofa and sat down, my shoulders hunched, slowly taking in what had just happened. I wrapped my arms around my body and rocked from side to side, thinking. Was this a wrong number and all a mistake or could this be something more sinister? 
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