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          Day 1

        

      

    

    
      Blood pooled on the kitchen floor where Bill Rivers, gasping for breath, lay staring at his wife, his words lost in the battle for air. Caron stood motionless for what seemed an age yet was only seconds, watching her husband struggle to breathe whilst his blood seeped from the gaping wound over the kitchen tiles – a lustrous crimson carpet.

      Bill’s eyes finally lost focus, sightless forever, and his chest stilled. The sight of her dead husband transfixed Caron; it was her actions which killed him – the proof lay before her in the silent, pale version of the man she’d married four years previously.

      The blood drained from her face, her lips tingled and Caron’s whole body trembled. For a moment, she thought she might pass out, might join Bill prone on the kitchen floor. But no – taking a deep breath she remained motionless – the only sound was the blood pulsing through her ears. She would never hear Bill’s voice again.

      Finally, Caron’s eyes travelled to the knife clenched in her fist. She stared horrified to see Bill’s blood, sticky and warm, covering her fingers. The knife, clutched in her hand appeared almost fused to her skin, an extension of her body. Unable to bear it any longer, she released her grip and watched as the knife dropped to the floor. Then she turned to rinse her scarlet hands under the cold water from the kitchen taps.

      Caron was the one gasping for breath now, dizzy and nauseous. Turning back to look once again at her dead husband, in a fog of chaotic emotions she picked up the telephone and with trembling hands, dialled 999.

      A woman answered, her clear crisp voice asking which emergency service was required.

      ‘My husband’s dead. I’ve killed him.’ Caron’s words sounded remote and unreal even to herself but the operator remained calm and proceeded to ask questions.

      ‘Is the patient breathing?’ The woman paused, waiting for answers which Caron couldn’t form. ‘Does he have a pulse?’ Caron remained silent. The woman switched to more direct questions. ‘What’s your name? Can you tell me where you are and if there’s anyone else in the house with you, a child perhaps?’

      Caron barely recognised her own voice as she finally managed to shape a reply, speaking in barely a whisper, a stranger reciting her name and address. The calm even voice on the other end of the line explained that an ambulance was on its way and could Caron open the door and stay on the line.

      It was surreal, a dream perhaps from which she’d soon wake up to her everyday life with Bill alive and well, getting ready to go to work.
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      The sirens grew louder as they neared the house; the ambulance first to arrive, followed almost immediately by a police car screeching to a halt outside number thirty-four Appleton Close.

      It was early morning and the weak April sun was already burning off the moisture from the overnight spring rain as two uniformed officers ran towards a shivering Caron, who stood in the doorway. It was a relief to allow these outsiders to take over, to relinquish the weighty responsibility of what would happen next. One of the men fiddled with a small device on his shoulder which Caron recognised as a camera. Every movement the officer made, every little thing he saw and heard from that moment on would be recorded. There was a procedure to follow and they appeared to know what they were doing.

      Caron wondered what they would make of the mess in the house. Crystal glasses and shattered plates were strewn about the normally pristine kitchen, bar stools overturned and of course Bill’s body lay sprawled on the floor where he’d fallen; the body camera would preserve the whole ghastly scene. But it was hardly a time to be house-proud.

      One of the police officers steered Caron away from the kitchen to allow the paramedics to do their job. Sitting her down, he perched on a chair opposite her in the lounge, the silence stretching between them. Caron’s ivory skin was even paler than usual as she stared blankly ahead, and her large brown eyes were wide with shock. Pulling her bloodstained robe tightly around her body, her slim figure was almost lost in the large cream sofa. It was as if she was viewing the whole scene from a distance, not present in mind even though there in body.

      ‘How old are you, love? The constable asked.

      ‘Twenty-four.’ Caron’s words were barely a whisper. The officer nodded then allowed the silence to fill the room once more until they were joined two long minutes later by his colleague with a cup of tea in one of Caron’s best china mugs. The man handed it to her and mumbled something – an order to drink it, she supposed. It tasted sweet – she didn’t take sugar in tea yet assumed it was part of the process – for shock, wasn’t it? The first officer explained that a detective was on his way to ask some questions. Caron nodded numbly, his words already forgotten. Perhaps the tea was too late and she was already in shock?

      The sound of another car door slamming outside announced the arrival of two more police officers, detectives Caron assumed as they were not in uniform. After stopping in the hall to speak briefly to those already on the scene, Caron saw their backs as they entered the kitchen, presumably to view the body and then after only a few minutes they came to find her in the lounge.

      The taller man, who seemed to be in charge, showed Caron a warrant card and introduced himself as Detective Inspector Jack Priestly. She raised her head to look at the newcomer; he was over six feet tall with brown eyes and an open, honest expression. Priestly’s face exuded sympathy, a lined expressive face with the overall demeanour of a man who’d seen much and was not shocked by the scene in the Rivers’ home. When he sat beside her on the cream sofa, she looked into those kind brown eyes and felt he could be trusted.

      ‘Caron, isn’t it?’ the DI asked. She nodded as he continued, ‘Before you answer any of our questions, I’m going to read a statement to you and then I’d like you to tell me if you understand it.’ Jack slowly recited, ‘You do not have to say anything. But it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence.’ ‘Do you understand what I’ve said, Caron?’ Again, she nodded dutifully, and Jack gently asked his questions.

      In quiet halting words, Caron answered, describing the morning’s events while DI Priestly listened with a passive expression and few interruptions as she related how she’d stabbed her husband. The other detective sat out of her sightline, yet Caron was aware of him scribbling furiously in a notebook.

      More car doors slammed outside and people in white overalls crowded into the house. An invasion, an intrusion into her privacy, they swarmed like ants seeking honey. Caron knew there was worse to come and this day would change her life forever. Cameras flashed and the buzz of background noise registered somewhere deep in her mind. With the cacophony intensifying, it was becoming impossible to concentrate on the detective’s questions.

      ‘Caron?’ DI Priestly’s words broke into her thoughts. ‘We’re moving the investigation down to the police station.’

      ‘But I’m not dressed…’ She was still in her robe, a long silk affair tied loosely over wide-legged satin pyjamas; beautiful items of clothing now stained with the blood of her husband. ‘Can I get showered and dressed first?’

      ‘No, I’m sorry. We’ll need your clothes as evidence but we’ll give you something to wear once we’re at the station.’ Jack took a throw from the back of the sofa and wrapped it around Mrs Rivers’ shoulders as she stood meekly on trembling legs to be led away.

      As they left the house, the usually quiet street seemed to Caron to resemble a scene from a television police drama. Cars lined the street, lights still flashing, and several neighbours stood around watching, arms folded and whispering to each other, speculating on the events at number thirty-four. Yellow tape had been strung across the garden path, fluttering in the light breeze like bunting at a carnival and a young uniformed policeman lifted it to allow them to pass. Pink blossom blew around their heads, the last petals from the cherry trees, and there was the promise of a pleasant day ahead, but not for Caron Rivers. She lowered her head, reluctant to meet the inquisitive stares of her neighbours and allowed DI Priestly to help her into the back of the police car where a silent woman officer securely fastened her seat belt.
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      It was unclear to Caron whether the police were treating her as a suspect or a victim; they were almost too kind considering her ready confession to stabbing Bill and behaved not at all how she’d expected. At the police station, she was taken to a room by the same female officer who’d accompanied her in the car, a woman no older than herself, with severely swept back hair, a bad case of acne, and an impassive, though not unkind face. The young woman explained that they needed to photograph Caron for future reference and positioned her by the wall where the morning light streamed through the tiny window and dust motes danced in the stale air. The officer lifted a camera from a shelf and took several photographs. Next, she pressed Caron’s fingers on to an electronic pad to record her fingerprints, quite different from the messy print pad Caron expected. The woman then asked her to remove all her clothing and put on the white cotton overalls from a neat pile on the end of a high examination table.

      ‘Everything?’ Caron whispered.

      ‘Yes. Procedure, I’m afraid.’ She offered Caron a tight-lipped smile. ‘A bit embarrassing I know. A doctor will be coming to see you very soon and if you have any injuries or feel unwell you need to tell him. He’ll probably have a few questions to ask you too, so it’ll be best all round if you can answer everything as clearly as possible. Then, when the doctor’s finished someone will take you to an interview room to see DI Priestly again.’ The confident way in which the police officer spoke was in some way reassuring for Caron. The process had begun, and things were out of her hands; other people would decide her future from now on, yet strangely there was a bizarre comfort in such knowledge.
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          Four weeks previously

        

      

    

    
      Caron Rivers was sat in the doctor’s waiting room for the second time in a week. Dr Choudhry, however, didn’t appear to mind how many appointments she took up and seemed genuinely anxious for her welfare, which was precisely what Caron needed. A spotty child bumped into her leg and she attempted a smile when he stopped to stare, mouth open at the sight of her face. Other patients in the waiting room glanced in her direction too, swiftly turning away, embarrassed to see the cut on her forehead and the red swollen eye. Caron hung her head, allowing her rich chestnut hair to cover her face. She’d always considered her glossy, shoulder-length hair to be her best asset. Today she felt anything but attractive.

      Caron’s name was called just a couple of minutes after her appointment time, and she soon found herself cocooned in a warm, comfortable room, listening to the doctor’s soothing words and the concern in his rich, deep voice. Enda Choudhry was a thin, middle-aged man with leathery skin and a full head of thick dark hair, noticeable for the distinctive widow’s peak. A gentle manner made him popular with patients, and Caron always requested an appointment with him rather than any of his colleagues.

      ‘This is twice this week, Caron. Don’t you think it’s time to sort this problem out permanently?’ The doctor spoke softly and with genuine empathy as if his patient was important to him. Caron shrugged dejectedly, leaving him to draw his own conclusions. Enda Choudhry stood up and moved beside his patient, gently lifting her hair to assess the open wound on her forehead.

      ‘I’ll get a nurse to clean it up before you go and I suggest an ice pack for your eye; it’s going to be a real shiner before the day’s out. Would you like to tell me what happened this time?’

      Caron lowered her head and spoke quietly into her lap. ‘It looks worse than it is and it wasn’t Bill’s fault. I’d forgotten he was going into work early and didn’t have his breakfast ready in time. He was angry yet didn’t mean to hurt me, he never does. It was just a little push and I fell onto the door jamb and did this.’ She pointed to her eye and the cut above it.

      ‘We can get you help, Caron. There are so many places for vulnerable women to go to these days and plenty of support. You have choices, you know, you don’t have to stay with Bill.’

      ‘No, I couldn’t leave him. He loves me. It’s just that sometimes I do stupid things which annoy him, but he would never really hurt me.’ She sounded shocked at the suggestion.

      ‘From the state of you on your last few visits, I would say he’s already hurt you enough, and seriously too. Bill shouldn’t be allowed to get away with this. Are you sure you don’t want help? You don’t have to report him to the police if that’s what’s worrying you. There are so many support groups who can help without involving the police.’ The doctor’s brow furrowed, concern evident in his eyes.

      ‘Really, I’m fine, and I’ve nothing to complain about. We have a nice house, and I don’t have to go out to work; Bill’s a great provider and besides, he’s all I’ve got.’ Caron looked thoughtful and somewhat weary.

      ‘Then would you consider counselling? Fiona Singleton’s an excellent counsellor and she’s based here at the surgery.’ The doctor paused while his patient considered the suggestion. ‘Sometimes talking things through can allow you to see a situation from a different perspective. I could make an appointment now if you like?’

      ‘Do you think it will help?’ Caron asked, a spark of hope in her eyes.

      ‘I’m certain it will, and we’ll get a nurse to clean that cut for you as well.’

      Dr Choudhry picked up his phone and asked a nurse to dress the wounds before taking Caron from his room to the reception desk. The receptionist made an appointment for her with Fiona Singleton and then a smiley nurse took her to a treatment room to clean and dress the wound. Caron left the surgery feeling so much better. The visit had gone well, better than she expected and seeing a counsellor was a bonus too. Surely it could only be to her benefit?

      Caron decided to walk home. It was a bright late-March morning, with the warmth of the sun offsetting the cold, crisp air. She would enjoy cutting through the park, seeing the daffodils heralding better times ahead and being alone with her thoughts. Setting off at a brisk pace, she wondered about Fiona Singleton. Would she be as kind and sympathetic as Dr Choudhry? There was still a week to wait before she would find out for herself.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Once back in the beautiful house Caron truly loved, she noticed the light flashing on the phone, indicating a message and a shiver of panic ran through her. With the press of a button, Bill’s deep voice filled the room.

      ‘Caron, where are you? I need you to ring me as soon as you get this.’

      Her husband generally rang each morning although not quite so early, and Caron wondered if something was wrong. As there was only one way to find out, she dialled the office number.

      ‘Where’ve you been?’ Bill was never one for pleasantries.

      ‘Just to the shop for some carrots for this evening’s dinner.’ She bit her bottom lip, hoping he’d believe the lie and not daring to tell him the truth.

      ‘Okay, now listen; Mum’s not well. She’s called the doctor and wants me to be there when he visits, so I’ll be going round later. I’m a bit concerned, and if it turns out to be anything serious it might be time for you to step up to the plate and care for her. I know you two haven’t always hit it off but she is my mother. You’d better stay beside the phone for the rest of today until you hear from me.’

      ‘Do you think it could be serious?’

      ‘How should I know? I’m not a doctor. She sounded upset on the phone, and you know how she worries about her health so I’m going round after lunch when the doctor’s due. If I have to stay with her, I’ll let you know. All right?’

      The call ended. It was probably nothing much – Bill’s mother was a hypochondriac in Caron’s opinion and had her son exactly where she wanted him – Madelaine Rivers would always come first with him.

      Caron sighed and switched on the coffee machine to make a cup of her favourite blend, then turning the heating up a notch, took out her notebook, and started writing.

      

      
        
        March 12th

        This morning I saw the doctor again. In a strange way I enjoy visiting the surgery, everyone’s so friendly and I don’t feel a nuisance at all. He offered me counselling, and I agreed. It could be exactly what I need so I’m seeing a lady called Fiona Singleton next week. A nurse looked at my head and put a dressing on the cut but I’ll have to take it off before Bill comes home or he’ll guess where I’ve been.

        My head still throbs from the fall at breakfast time – Bill was in a foul mood again, something which seems to be happening more and more frequently these days. I don’t know why he takes it out on me – why he gets pleasure from causing pain. It’s beginning to wear me down. And now his mother’s ill, goodness knows what that’ll mean if it’s genuine – more work for me no doubt, and she’ll have Bill dancing attendance as usual. How is it he can be so good to her and yet treat me so badly, it’s not as if I’ve done anything wrong? This awful feeling of desperation never seems to leave me these days and my body hurts in so many places. I don’t know how many more beatings I can take. Perhaps the counsellor can help me. It seems I have no one else to turn to.
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      Fiona Singleton didn’t keep her new client waiting and invited Caron into her office on the dot at 9am. The counsellor was in her mid-forties, slim and attractive with a heart-shaped face and short blonde hair. Her eyes were a very pale blue and rather penetrating. She had a warm smile, an open expression and a pleasant, reassuring voice.

      Fiona showed Caron into the small comfortable room and offered a chair. When they were both seated, the counsellor outlined the confidentiality clauses of their sessions and the exceptions to it, which were if she thought Caron was in danger of hurting herself, someone else, or if a child was at risk. The ‘triple harm clause’ Fiona called it.

      ‘So, anything I tell you will stay in this room?’ Caron asked.

      ‘Yes, that’s right. Do you understand the exceptions I’ve mentioned?’

      ‘Of course, thank you.’ There was a brief silence before Caron opened her mouth to speak but suddenly broke down sobbing instead. Fiona didn’t react other than to calmly nudge a box of tissues towards Caron, and wait for the outburst to cease and for this young woman to regain composure. It wasn’t unusual for a client to let go of pent-up emotions. Her room was a haven and once inside, away from the outside pressures of the world, it often became a safe place, a place where a client could be themselves without fear of harm or judgement. After a couple of minutes, Caron blew her nose and lifted her head to meet Fiona’s eyes.

      ‘I’m so sorry!’

      ‘There’s no need to apologise. Tears can be cathartic at times. Would you like to tell me how you’re feeling today?’

      ‘Rather silly now.’ Caron smiled weakly and continued. ‘I suppose Dr Choudhry told you my husband sometimes hits me?’

      ‘No, he didn’t. But if you’d like to talk about it, perhaps it will help.’ Fiona went on to briefly explain, ‘I try to begin each relationship with a new client knowing nothing except what they want to tell me.’ She smiled; counselling was an everyday occurrence to Fiona but she constantly reminded herself that it could be an anxious time for the person sitting opposite her.

      Fiona continued. ‘This enables me to get to know you from what you share with me and not from other people’s opinions, which can be biased. I may ask questions which are only to clarify what you’re telling me so I can better understand how you’re feeling. I may also reflect your words back to you to enable you to look at things from a different perspective. This time is for your benefit, Caron, to use as you wish. So, now that little speech is out of the way would you like to talk about your relationship with your husband or something else perhaps?’

      ‘Well, you know now that Bill hits me, but he’s not a bad husband.’

      ‘In what way do you mean he’s not a bad husband?’

      ‘He’s a good provider, and we have a lovely house.’ Caron appeared to be avoiding eye contact with Fiona and tore little pieces off the crumpled tissue in her hands, blinking away the occasional stray tear.

      ‘And is that important to you?’ the counsellor asked.

      ‘Yes, I suppose it is. I don’t need to work, in fact Bill insists I don’t. He likes me to keep the house looking good and have his meals ready for him after work.’ Scrunching the tissue pieces into a tight little ball, Caron looked expectantly at Fiona, as if waiting for a reaction and received only the briefest of nods, encouragement to continue.

      ‘Bill’s sixteen years older than me and a bit old-fashioned in his views; he has high standards and certain expectations.’

      ‘And do you share those views, Caron?’

      ‘Mostly yes, I would say so, although sometimes it would be nice to be able to meet friends for coffee or lunch. I miss those little treats. Bill doesn’t approve of me going out without him and he doesn’t give me enough money for that sort of thing either.’

      ‘So you don’t have any money of your own, only what Bill gives you?’ Fiona wanted to be sure she’d heard correctly.

      ‘Yes, although he’s generous in most things, like in what we eat. I can buy nice food to cook as long as I keep the receipts to show him, so we always eat well.’

      ‘And are you okay with this arrangement?’

      ‘I suppose I’ve never thought much about it, but mostly, yes. We go out shopping together for things for the house and Bill likes to choose my clothes for me; he’s very generous at times.’

      ‘Bill chooses your clothes for you?’ Fiona repeated, wondering if she’d misheard. Caron was an attractive young woman, yet dressed rather conservatively in muted colours which presented a rather old-fashioned appearance and did nothing to enhance her rich chestnut hair and slim figure. With a bit of effort she could be a real beauty.

      ‘Yes, and they’re always good quality; he doesn’t mind spending money on me.’

      ‘Yet he doesn’t give you money to spend for yourself?’

      ‘But I don’t need it, do I? I have the housekeeping for food, and he takes care of all the bills and such like.’

      ‘Apart from Bill, do you have any other family or close friends?’ Fiona was keen to build a bigger picture of Caron’s life to determine any support she may have from parents or siblings. The young woman shook her head.

      ‘My father died when I was sixteen and my mother lives with my sister, not too far away.’ Caron’s voice dropped to almost a whisper. ‘But Bill doesn’t get on with them and prefers it if I don’t see them and I’ve lost touch with most of my friends since we married.’

      ‘And is that okay with you?’

      ‘Oh yes, it’s always better to go along with what Bill wants; it makes life so much easier.’ Caron’s eyes wandered around the room before she spoke again. ‘He rings me each morning from work to see what I’m doing which is why an early appointment here is best, so I can get home for his call.’

      For the rest of the hour, Fiona listened carefully to what her new client shared, showing little or no reaction and only occasionally asking for clarification of particular points. The physical abuse was plain to see and from what Caron described of her life, there was also evidence of psychological abuse. Limiting money, isolation from friends and family and making all the decisions were classic indicators of this and Caron, although very much aware of what was happening, for some reason was unable to break free from the marriage and the cycle of abuse. Fiona concluded that although Caron had a good understanding of what was happening, she was unable or didn’t want to stop it. What she did share was disjointed, almost drip-fed in snatches which were difficult to piece together.

      By the time Caron left she’d presented a detailed account of her home life, leaving Fiona in no doubt that things were far from right within the Rivers’ marriage and wondering what this young woman wanted from their counselling sessions, or even from life itself.
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      Fiona Singleton’s thoughts frequently drifted to Caron Rivers over the following days. The counsellor generally found verbalising her views about a client helped to clarify them, so when Dr Choudhry enquired how they were getting on, she took the opportunity of talking over her initial impressions with him. With Enda being Caron’s GP, there was no breach of confidentiality in discussing the case and as it was the morning before Fiona was due to see her for their second session, she welcomed another opinion.

      ‘Caron appears to look at things almost objectively and talks as if relating the story of someone else’s marriage,’ Fiona explained. ‘And she constantly makes excuses for her husband, insisting he loves her even though he’s violent, which in her eyes seems to make everything all right. However, she sported some rather nasty bruises and a cut to her forehead which must have been painful when they were inflicted. She’s an intelligent young woman with a good understanding of what’s happening to her, yet insists on blaming herself for the abuse, accepting it as deserved, which appears to be what her husband tells her. Caron seems either unable or unwilling to make any changes.’

      Enda Choudhry listened carefully and nodded.

      ‘Perhaps she simply wants to get you on-side before being comfortable enough to work with you? I’ve known patients with a good understanding of their problems who only needed counselling to validate their emotions or simply to help them feel normal again.’ Enda leaned back in his chair and tapped his pen into the palm of his hand. Fiona knew a story was coming but greatly respected the doctor’s views.

      ‘I remember one young woman, years ago now, who took regular beatings from her partner and even provoked him into hitting her. She eventually admitted how those beatings proved to her that he loved her. She became anxious when he didn’t hurt her regularly, interpreting it as indifference about their relationship. To the poor girl her partner’s violence was an indication that she was worth the effort to him and proof of his love.

      ‘Typically, the girl had grown up in a home with a violent father and taken on board those destructive, introjected values without knowing a better way of life. Sadly, Fiona, many of the women we see need rescuing from themselves rather than from their partners. They disregard their own and often their children’s safety, perpetuating the cycle when they won’t break free. Yet it’s a decision which only they can make, and offering all the help in the world still won’t persuade some women to leave an abusive relationship. At least, in Caron’s case, there are no children in the equation otherwise we’d need to consider bringing in child protection.’ Enda sighed; they’d both seen far too many cases of domestic violence.

      ‘Well, I suppose it’s early days with Caron and no doubt I’ll get a better understanding of her as time goes by. At least she seems keen to continue the counselling, which can only be a good thing.’ Fiona thanked Enda for his time and made her way back to her room to prepare for Caron Rivers, her next client

      Caron was prompt. Fiona invited her in and started by briefly reminding her of the confidentiality clause explained on her first visit. After this customary beginning, Fiona studied her client who appeared even more forlorn than at their previous meeting. An aura of despondency appeared to surround her as she haltingly attempted to interact with Fiona.

      After twenty minutes, the counsellor feared the session was proving to be of even less value than their first, with Caron repeating almost everything shared previously and offering very little else by way of new insights into her situation. Some of the past violent incidents were picked over again, with the same excuses trotted out for Bill’s behaviour.

      It felt to Fiona as if there were three people in the room as Caron matched every nugget of information regarding the violence with an excuse, generally a fault in her own actions, which she accepted as the reason for her husband’s behaviour. It was almost as if Bill was standing over her necessitating Caron to guard her words. The spectre of Bill as a paragon of virtue who was driven to violence by his wife’s failings was undoubtedly troubling yet it was a situation which was apparently taken as the norm by Caron.

      Sadly, it was a scenario Fiona had come across more times than she cared to remember. If an abused person is continuously told the abuse is their fault, they eventually believe it. It’s a form of brainwashing by instalments – and a complete falsehood. The responsibility in any abusive relationship lies firmly and solely with the abuser and Fiona could only hope that eventually, Caron would come to see this for herself.

      Towards the end of the session Caron mentioned her father for the first time in more detail and Fiona nodded to encourage her to talk further about the family dynamics.

      ‘Dad wasn’t averse to slapping Mum around. Living at home was like constantly walking on eggshells and I vowed never to marry a man like him. And now here I am in the same situation. That often happens doesn’t it, Fiona, girls marry men who are like their fathers?’

      ‘It can do, but not always. The cycle can be broken. What was your relationship like with your father, Caron? Was he violent towards you as well as your mother?’

      Caron frowned and looked away as if seeking inspiration from the walls while deciding how much to reveal.

      ‘Yes, he was.’ She spoke emphatically, her decision to talk apparently made. ‘When I was a little girl, I thought I must be very naughty because he often smacked me and shouted so much. I would cover my ears and sing that silly little ‘Nah nah nah’ thing in my head, pretending I was somewhere else and it wasn’t happening. Then, as a teenager, we had the usual father-daughter arguments which generally ended with him striking out at me. If he got too angry – and I soon learned to anticipate his moods – I’d run upstairs and barricade the bedroom door so he couldn’t get in. I suppose he took it out on Mum or Liz then, they seemed to accept it more readily and he soon calmed down or went to the pub to get out of the house.’

      Caron did not attempt to justify her father’s actions as she did for her husband, a fact Fiona found interesting.

      A thoughtful silence ensued as it appeared all Caron was prepared to share about her father had been said. Fiona wondered about this and hoped perhaps at a later date she’d feel able to talk in more detail about him as well as any other issues from her early years at home. Somewhere there was a key to unlock whatever was troubling this young woman, and Fiona had a nagging feeling there was much more to this than her husband’s violence. Although all the indicators were there, this wasn’t stacking up as a simple abuse case. Perhaps there was more Caron wasn’t disclosing. It wasn’t unusual for a client to verbalise one type of abuse (often the physical kind) when the real problem could be psychological or even sexual abuse. Such behaviour is often consciously designed to shame and humiliate the victim, making it much more difficult to talk about.

      When the time came to draw the session to a close, Caron appeared eager to make another appointment, while Fiona felt frustrated that as yet she hadn’t managed to connect fully with this troubled young woman.
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      The following weekend, Fiona Singleton was shopping in Leeds city centre and caught sight of Caron Rivers in a department store doorway, talking to a man she presumed to be her husband. He was older than Caron, with a receding hairline and was carrying too much weight for someone of his height. His round, flushed face appeared animated as he listened to something his wife was saying. Caron was wearing make-up and looked so much smarter than she had at the surgery and her hair was loose and glossy, swinging around her shoulders. Fiona stopped to watch for a few moments, at first unsure if it was her client and curious to see this husband about whom she’d heard so much. Bill Rivers wasn’t at all what she’d imagined although surely it was him – the age was about right and if he was as controlling as Caron claimed, it was unlikely to be anyone else. As Fiona watched, Bill put his hand on the small of his wife’s back and steered her to the window to point out something. Their interaction looked pleasant enough but then Caron did say he enjoyed spending money on her.

      After a few moments, Fiona chastised herself for being nosey and set off again to track down the shoes she was searching for, for a forthcoming wedding. Perhaps Caron would tell her of this visit to the city centre the following week when they met again; it could be a good sign if Caron and her husband were out together.
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      On Thursday, Caron was Fiona’s only client of the morning and the counsellor, feeling they still hadn’t entirely made a connection was anxious to do so. But it was only their third meeting; perhaps they needed more time for the relationship to gel.

      Caron entered the counsellor’s office with a flicker of a smile on her lips, her face devoid of make-up and dark circles beneath her eyes. Fiona’s eyes widened slightly – this could have been an entirely different woman to the one she’d seen at the weekend. After they were seated, Fiona reminded Caron of the confidentiality clause and then asked how she felt.

      ‘Okay.’ Caron relaxed into the chair with a sigh and Fiona hoped this session would bring the breakthrough she was looking for but Caron’s next words startled her.

      ‘It’s good to finally get out of the house. I haven’t been over the doorstep since coming here last week. Bill’s decided it’s time to do the spring cleaning so I’ve been stuck at home every day, scrubbing everywhere.’

      This didn’t ring true; surely it was Caron whom Fiona had seen in town at the weekend, and if so, was this a lie or merely an oversight on her client’s part? But why would she be untruthful about something so insignificant? Fiona attempted to put it out of her mind. An unnecessary lie could destroy the trust between a counsellor and client, so she decided to give her the benefit of the doubt and assume her client had simply forgotten about being there.

      Caron continued. ‘Bill likes the house to be clean and tidy and his mother’s coming for lunch on Sunday so it needs to be finished by then. It’s lovely having such a big house yet it can be hard work keeping it up to scratch.’

      ‘Do you get on well with your mother-in-law?’ Fiona asked. Caron hadn’t mentioned Bill’s mother before and it could be a productive change of direction.

      ‘Not really. She rarely comes to our house. Bill visits her a couple of times a week and takes her shopping every Saturday. Madelaine hasn’t been too well lately and Bill said I should make more of an effort with her but thankfully she seems better now. She always thought I wasn’t good enough for her son and clearly doesn’t like me, so not seeing much of her suits us both I suppose. I find her quite difficult; she’s very critical of the way I keep the house and the meals I cook, and I often wonder what Bill must say to her about me. But I tell myself she’d have been that way with any woman he married although I’m not always convinced.’

      Caron stopped talking and sighed, biting her bottom lip and searching the room with her eyes. Fiona allowed the silence, assuming Caron was deliberating about something, mentally wrestling whether to share with her counsellor or not, something else about her mother-in-law perhaps. Finally, after a few moments of silence, Caron pulled up the sleeve of her coat and showed Fiona her left arm.

      Three small round blisters which could only be cigarette burns were clearly visible on the inside of her forearm. Raw and weeping, they looked extremely painful.

      Tears welled in Caron’s eyes and Fiona’s heart ached for this troubled young woman, both for the pain of her injuries and the mental anguish she was so obviously suffering. Caron clearly wanted Fiona to know about this latest injury and the counsellor understood her inability to verbalise what was happening in her life. The wounds appeared to be freshly inflicted and untreated.

      ‘Do you want to tell me what happened?’ Fiona asked, her voice quiet and even. There was a brief silence while Caron pulled her sleeve back down and then looked at her counsellor.

      ‘I don’t know what I did, Fiona, that’s the frightening thing. I usually know what I’ve done to annoy him, but he came home last night in a really dark mood. I thought maybe something bad was going on at the office, you know? Yet he never talks to me about work. I wondered if his mother had taken a turn for the worse, although he’d have told me if she had. Then he lit a cigarette and suddenly grabbed me by the wrist and did this – and I don’t know why. I screamed with the pain, but he just laughed. I was so scared!’

      ‘Caron, you don’t have to stay with Bill. There are places to go; we can get help and support for you.’ Fiona spoke solemnly, worried for her client’s safety. If her husband could deliberately and cruelly inflict such injuries, what else might he be capable of doing?

      ‘I know, Dr Choudhry told me as well, but Bill would only find me wherever I went.’ Caron’s tears were spilling down her cheeks now; she looked desolate, a small lone figure. Fiona silently longed for her client to find the strength to escape the abusive life she was living yet the decision must be her own.

      ‘If you go to the police, they can arrange for a restraining order to keep Bill away from you. It can easily be put in place, and he’ll be arrested if he breaks the order.’ A frown crossed Fiona’s face as her client shook her head.

      ‘It wouldn’t make any difference; he’d find me and make life so much more difficult than it is already.’ Caron appeared resigned to her fate, and Fiona knew it wasn’t her place to persuade her otherwise. Having outlined the options, only Caron could decide what to do and it looked as if she intended doing nothing at all.

      For the rest of the session Caron reverted to talking about more mundane matters, back to the spring cleaning and the meal she would prepare for her mother-in-law, her words at times stunted and disjointed. The young woman’s mind seemed to skip from one dusty corner of her brain to another as she verbalised random facts without any apparent thread to connect them. Fiona simply listened for the rest of the hour, trying to follow the rambling monologue and feeling this woman’s pain.

      As they neared the end of their time together Fiona asked if Caron would allow one of the practice nurses to dress the burns on her arm. She nodded her agreement and Fiona made the phone call before directing her to the treatment rooms.
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      When Caron eventually left the surgery and with her permission to do so, Fiona knocked on Dr Choudhry’s door to speak with him about this latest physical attack on his patient which seemed so much more sinister than the usual hitting or punching. Fiona feared the abuse may have escalated to a more calculated and planned form and told the doctor of her worries.

      ‘She’s a stubborn young woman is that one.’ Enda Choudhry sighed. ‘I don’t know why she stands by him, and if she’s telling us about some of the things he does, it makes me wonder what else there could be that she doesn’t tell us.’

      Fiona agreed, yet they could only do what Caron would allow, a frustrating situation for them both. At the back of Fiona’s mind was the fear things might come to a head in the Rivers’ household. Caron seeking help through counselling could indicate a shift in her usual passive acceptance of her domestic situation and she may even at some point wish to be proactive about her position and her future. Unfortunately all her doctor and counsellor could do for the present was to remain in the background as support for whenever Caron needed it.
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        April 3rd

        I like Fiona Singleton. The first time we met I’d been expecting an older lady with a tweed skirt and grey hair tied up in a bun, a bit frumpy and dour. But Fiona’s nothing like that. She doesn’t judge me or offer advice which makes me feel I can talk to her. I also expected her to comment on my face – the bruising was awful on that first visit, all kinds of black and blue with an ugly gash on my head, yet she said nothing as if she hadn’t even seen it. I find myself opening up to her more and more and I think she’s pleased I’m sharing all this personal stuff. I even showed her the burns on my arm and she offered to have a nurse dress the wounds for me.

        I’m sure Bill suspects I’ve been going out. When he came home from work yesterday, he grilled me even more than usual about my day and I struggled to account for every minute. He said he’d tried to phone and there was no answer so he asked where I’d been. I told him I was in the bathroom and didn’t hear the phone. Thankfully he let it drop, I’d expected it to cause another outburst, but he must have believed me. If Bill finds out I’m seeing a counsellor he’ll be furious. I want to see Fiona again so I really must be more careful.

        

      

      

      A few days later, the phone rang as Caron put her key in the front door, so she pushed inside and grabbed the hall handset, instinctively knowing it would be Bill. She was returning from an appointment with Dr Choudhry, who’d been running late, otherwise she’d have been home in good time.

      ‘Caron? You took your time answering. Have you been out?’

      ‘Just in the garden, a bit of deadheading and tidying up after last night’s rain.’ Caron knew she sounded out of breath and hoped her husband wouldn’t notice. He was ringing earlier than usual, and she wondered why.

      ‘Right, well, things are rather hectic here, there’s a problem with the server, and the whole computer system is jammed. It means I’ll be late home, so I’ll be dashing tonight and I’ve got a meeting later. Did you remember?’ Bill paused, waiting for an answer. Caron was thinking – had he told her about a meeting?

      ‘Caron, are you there? This meeting is important. I can’t miss it?’

      ‘Yes, yes, I remember, so what was it you wanted me to do?’ Her mind wasn’t on Bill’s meeting. Instead, she was still mentally re-running her morning’s visit to the surgery. Bill sighed, she could imagine him scratching his chin in annoyance.

      ‘I need my grey suit pressing and make sure my shirt’s ironed, the new silk one I put out last night. Dinner will have to be sharp at six, too, as I’ll be on a quick turnaround, so make sure it’s on the table pronto!’

      ‘Yes, fine, I’ll remember.’

      ‘Good – I have to go now, it’s chaos here and Gerry’s looking agitated. Don’t forget the suit.’ With that reminder Bill finished the call and Caron exhaled the breath she’d been holding. Why did he always have to check up on her? It was the same every day – Bill rang religiously at 10.30 each morning – she could picture him drinking his coffee and dialling their number to make sure she was home. What on earth would he think if he knew where she’d been? She shuddered at the thought.

      Caron gazed around her home – it certainly was a beautiful house, a far cry from the place where she grew up. Moving into the kitchen, she spent a few minutes getting meat out of the freezer for dinner and checking she had enough fresh vegetables, then made herself coffee and took it into the lounge where she took out her diary and wrote another entry.

      
        
        April 8th

        This morning I had an appointment with Dr Choudhry – just a catch-up – he wanted to know how the counselling sessions were going and if they’re helping at all. His concern is touching, it feels good to have someone care about me, and I was able to tell him how well things are going with Fiona. It’s becoming easier to talk to her – she doesn’t offer an opinion, just listens to me, which makes me feel I matter to someone. The …

        

      

      Caron’s train of thought was interrupted by the sound of a car on the drive outside. Jumping to her feet, she ran to the window – it was Bill. Quickly she stuffed her diary under the seat cushions on the sofa, aware of how disastrous it would be for him to see what she was writing. Why was he home? He never left the office during the day – Bill was a man of unwavering routine, so something must be wrong and it wasn’t long since they’d spoken on the phone. Caron greeted him at the door.

      ‘This is a surprise, Bill. Is anything wrong?’ She stood back for her husband to enter the house and he marched past her into the kitchen, his thick eyebrows arranged into a scowl.

      ‘Everything! The bloody internet’s down altogether now and Gerry’s struggling to get connected again. We’ve been inundated with calls from clients wanting to know why they can’t access our apps. It’s pandemonium!’ Bill rubbed his forehead with his thumb and forefinger as if he had a headache coming on; Caron knew the signs.

      ‘Make me a coffee, will you?’ he growled.

      Pleased to have something practical to do, she began to make fresh coffee.

      ‘So why come home? Won’t they need you at the office?’ she ventured to ask, wondering if he was home for the day and fearing he may be.

      ‘I need something from my study and I’ve time for a coffee. You sounded a bit distracted on the phone so I thought I’d check if you’re okay. Kill two birds and all that.’ Bill stared directly into her eyes, a searching look from which she turned away, unable to read his mood.

      ‘Here’s your coffee.’ She placed a steaming mug into his hands and followed him into the lounge, quickly checking there was nothing out of place to suggest she’d been writing.

      All was as it should be and the couple drank their coffee in silence until Bill looked up and asked, ‘So you’ve been gardening, have you?’

      Caron hoped he wouldn’t want to inspect her work.

      ‘Yes, just pottering, nothing too heavy.’ She felt her face flush at the lie although Bill didn’t appear to notice and drained his coffee cup.

      ‘Hmm, right, I’ll just go and get those papers and be off again. You won’t forget to press my suit, will you?’

      ‘No, I’ll do it now so it’ll be ready when you get home.’

      It was a relief when Bill finally left. Caron flopped on the sofa, felt under the seat cushion and retrieved her diary. Tucking her feet up, she chewed the end of her pen for a few minutes then began to write again.

      
        
        April 8th

        Gosh, I just had a lucky escape when Bill arrived home unexpectedly. He never does that – I hope it’s not going to happen again, he might come home while I’m with the counsellor! I’m used to his phone calls – always wanting to know where I’ve been – if I’ve been out, but this is different, unnerving even. Why can’t he be more like he was before we were married? I loved his spontaneity then, the little surprises, treats and outings which sadly ended after the wedding. This seems to be the real Bill – a slave to routine and I’m forced to follow suit. The clock rules our lives and if I’m late with a meal there’s hell to pay! I must have his clothes ready for tonight and the dinner on the table on the dot at 6pm. I dread to think what he’ll do if I’m late – the last time his meal wasn’t ready on time, the slap he gave me loosened a tooth. The memory still makes me shudder.
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      Caron sat silently in the little room at the police station, trembling with fear and anticipation of what would happen next. The morning’s events ran through her mind on a loop, over and over – the image of her husband falling to the floor, dead. The blood, the knife. Had she actually killed him? Did she really thrust the knife into his flesh? Caron shook her head as if to erase the memory. She dared not think any further than the next few minutes and must take things one step at a time, otherwise, she’d never get through the ordeal. The police had been kind to her so far – would their understanding continue? Could she make them see what had happened?

      The room was warm, and Caron felt faint and sickly. Her stomach growled, reminding her she hadn’t eaten that day yet couldn’t face food and would surely be sick if she ate. She was shaking – with shock or fear, it was impossible to tell. The female officer stood beside the door, guarding her as if she possessed enough energy to attempt to escape – to run away.

      A man entered the room, a face Caron hadn’t seen before or at least she thought not. Events and faces were becoming increasingly blurred as was time and reality.

      ‘Now then, Caron, isn’t it? I’m Dr Yarrow and I’d like to take a look at you to see how you are.’ The doctor’s features were solemn and businesslike and his voice was gentle. Folds of skin sagged from his cheeks and under his eyes; he looked far too old to still be practising. His manner could be described as fatherly but as Caron had never known what it was like to have a real loving father, she couldn’t judge. Mentally, she labelled him as efficient and tried to focus on his words.

      When the doctor asked about recent injuries, Caron held out her left forearm, where the burn marks were visible and would probably leave permanent scars. Caron mentioned her right arm and shoulder which ached from being recently bruised, so the doctor inspected them too. He also poked at a small scar on her forehead from another relatively recent injury. Then the doctor nodded to the policewoman, who was still at her post by the door, and she asked Caron’s permission to take photographs of these injuries.

      With the task complete, Caron covered herself up again as if ashamed of her damaged body. After asking further questions which Caron assumed were to determine her state of mind, the doctor appeared satisfied she was fit to be interviewed by the detective inspector and gently explained his decision.

      Dr Yarrow then opened the file he’d brought with him and Caron watched as he pulled out a simple diagram of a human form and marked it with a red pen to indicate precisely where her injuries were. His task was complete and he smiled. Finally, he asked if she had any objections to him taking a blood sample, a mouth swab and fingernail cuttings. Did she have a choice, Caron wondered as she meekly nodded, and the samples were duly taken. Bagged individually, they were placed on top of the pile of her clothes, ready to be taken for examination by the forensics team.

      Caron had the illusory feeling of being on a conveyor belt, processed through the system with no say in what happened next, though it was nothing more than she expected. When the knife had plunged into her husband’s body that morning, she knew instantly her whole future was in jeopardy. In that one violent moment, she had forfeited the right to make any future decisions for herself.
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      An hour later, DI Jack Priestly sighed. He could have done without an unlawful killing on his first day back at work after a relaxing holiday.

      Nothing like being thrown in at the deep end.

      If Jack anticipated easing back into work with time to catch up on both old and new cases, he was to be disappointed. Even before his first cup of coffee of the day, the call had come in about the stabbing on Appleton Close and he’d raced to the scene – taken in all he could, including initial impressions of Caron Rivers, their chief suspect. The wheels of the investigation were set in motion and by early afternoon Jack felt as if his holiday in Venice was history, a dream which was now disappearing into the ether. Now he was back at the station, and the doctor was with Caron, Jack’s priority was to issue instructions to set up a major incident room to investigate William Rivers’ death.

      ‘Great welcome back, eh?’ DS Dave Bennet grinned at his boss. ‘I think they’ve taken your suspect to the interview room.’

      ‘Thanks. So much for an easy return,’ Jack replied. As his colleague headed out of the room, Jack called after him, ‘Hey, Dave, don’t go, I want you in on this one.’

      DS Bennet turned back. ‘Surely it’s an open and shut case, boss? The wife’s confessed so we lock her up, right?’

      ‘You know better than that, Dave. Due diligence in all cases. Someone else could easily have done it and the wife could be covering for them so let’s not rule out anything before we’ve even started.’

      Dave shrugged and returned to the DI’s side. Jack smiled. He’d worked with Dave Bennet for more years than he cared to remember, investigating some varied and often bizarre cases together and Jack trusted him implicitly. Dave was four years younger than Jack and had confided to his boss that he’d reached the pinnacle of his aspirations in the police force. Jack knew his colleague possessed the ability and acumen to rise further but understood and respected the man’s decision. Dave Bennet would get no argument from Jack on the subject.

      A PC came towards Jack’s desk and handed him a file. ‘The doc says she’s good to go although he thinks you should look at his initial findings first.’

      Jack took the file and opened it. The words ‘evidence of abuse’ screamed out at him and after scanning the first page, he passed it to DS Bennet who read the salient points and gave a low whistle.

      ‘It appears the worm has turned. How could anyone do such things, the bastard! Okay, Jack, ready when you are.’
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      Jack was the designated SIO in the Rivers case, with DS Dave Bennet and DC Russell assisting. Tony Russell was already gathering the team and setting up the incident room next to the staff canteen, an excellent place to be based Jack thought, as his body craved the several cups of coffee he would generally have consumed by that time of day.

      Tony’s strengths lay in his organisational skills, he was an excellent co-ordinator, and Jack mostly left the incident room’s smooth running to him. Now, with the doctor’s okay to begin questioning Rivers, Jack was bearing in mind the possibility that Caron Rivers was the victim of an abusive husband.

      It was a reasonable assumption to make that the deceased was William Rivers, Caron’s husband, after all, she’d told them so, yet it was still necessary to have the body formally identified. The SOCOs would still be gathering evidence at the house and the body would be on its way to the morgue to await a post-mortem examination which in this case would be fast-tracked. Jack would leave the arrangements for identifying the body to Tony when they knew who they could call on to perform this grim task.

      As Jack and DS Bennet entered the interview room, Jack’s initial impression was that Caron Rivers looked small and scared. Almost smothered by the thin cotton overalls she’d been given to wear, she was sitting with her arms wrapped tightly around her body for warmth or comfort, or possibly both. Dave’s suggestion of an open and shut case could prove to be correct, Jack thought, yet still, as with every fatality the investigation would be carried out with as much vigour as all suspicious deaths, the first step being to find out as much as possible from their suspect.

      As they took the seats opposite Caron with a table between them, Jack offered coffee which she declined with a slight shake of her head. He then reminded her she was still under caution before repeating the same open-ended questions he’d asked at the scene of the crime.

      ‘Can you tell me exactly what happened this morning, Caron?’ was Jack’s opening question.

      ‘Am I under arrest? Should I have a solicitor with me?’ Her voice was quiet, timid.

      ‘No, you’re not under arrest at this time but you are under caution. We’re simply trying to establish what happened. If you feel you need a solicitor we can arrange one for you?’

      Again she shook her head, her thin body trembling and her eyes wide, fearful.

      ‘We’re taping this interview so would you mind speaking clearly for the tape?’ Jack pointed to the machine on the table.

      ‘No, I don’t want a solicitor,’ she said.

      ‘About this morning, Caron, take your time and see if you can tell me exactly what happened?’

      ‘I killed Bill, my husband.’ The young woman was shivering although there were beads of sweat on her top lip, and the room, if anything, was too warm. With hands clasped in her lap and the knuckles showing white, she flinched at the slightest noise from outside the room no matter how distant and Jack watched her reactions carefully. The tape would record her answers. He was responsible for her well-being while she was in their custody.

      ‘How did you kill him?’ Jack asked.

      ‘The knife, you saw the knife on the kitchen floor?’

      Jack nodded. ‘Yes, I saw it. Can you tell me exactly how it happened?’

      Caron rocked backwards and forwards in the chair. Her eyes were wide yet there were no tears. She focused on a spot on the table, a coffee cup stain, as if it might inspire her to speak, to explain.

      ‘Bill was mad at me. He gets angry sometimes although he doesn’t mean to hurt me.’

      ‘And did he hurt you this morning?’

      ‘Yes.’

      Jack stifled a sigh. It was going to be a long day; getting information was like pulling teeth. Yet he needed to tread carefully and couldn’t appear to put words into her mouth or direct her thinking in any way. Deciding to change the topic for the moment he asked, ‘Is there anyone we can contact to identify the body?’

      ‘What do you mean? It’s Bill. You know it’s him!’ Her voice grew unnaturally high at this question.

      ‘Yes, but there needs to be an official identification, a relative or close friend perhaps?’

      ‘There’s only his mother.’ An anxious look crossed her face.

      ‘His mother? Right, we’ll need to notify her of her son’s death and ask her to do the formal ID. Can you give us her name and address?’ As Caron reeled off the information, DS Bennet scribbled it down then left the room.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      In the incident room Dave found Tony Russell busy at his computer. Tony looked up when Dave entered and took the slip of paper with the address.

      ‘Rivers’ mother. Jack wants her informing and bringing in to identify her son.’

      Tony grimaced. ‘Okay, I’ll get straight on with it. The body should be at the morgue now so I’ll send someone to inform the mother and ask her to come in. It’s bound to be a huge shock. Do we know if she’s elderly or infirm at all?’

      ‘No, nothing.’ Dave shook his head. It’s like trying to get blood out of the proverbial stone with this one. She’s either in shock or a damned good actor. Have you started the house-to-house yet?’

      ‘A team’s on its way as we speak; they’re all up to speed with what little we know but as the houses up there are all detached and most of them have tree-lined drives, we’ll probably draw a blank. It’s not the sort of area where you find an eager supply of curtain-twitchers ready to dish the dirt, although we may find something on CCTV. Plenty of the residents seem to have it in place. SOCOs have brought in the first bags of evidence. Laptops, his and her mobile phones, the contents of a desk, bills and the like, it all looks pretty routine so far.’

      ‘Good stuff. Is anyone running background checks yet?’

      ‘Yes, Della’s doing it now. The electoral role shows only two people living at the address and she’s looking into any history either of them might have with us.’

      Dave smiled his thanks at his colleague and then returned to the interview room where it seemed he hadn’t missed much. The investigation was moving swiftly but Caron Rivers was struggling to answer even the most basic questions. Jack nodded to Dave as he sat down, which he took as an indication to take over the questioning.

      ‘How long were you and Bill married, Caron?’ DS Bennet tried a different line of questioning, leaving the day’s events to delve into the Rivers’ lives in the hope of engaging their suspect with more mundane topics. Caron briefly raised an eyebrow and answered immediately, suddenly appearing more focused.

      ‘Four years.’

      ‘And you’ve mentioned Bill’s mother – what other family do you have? Any children?’ Dave gave what he hoped to be a reassuring smile; everyone likes talking about their children.

      ‘No, we don’t have children.’

      ‘What about wider family?’ He stifled a yawn. It was going to be a long interview.

      Very slowly the two detectives started building a picture of the dynamics of the Rivers’ marriage. It was when they returned to the events of the morning that their suspect became confused again, so after almost two hours they decided it was time for a break and Caron was taken by a female officer to the custody suite and given coffee and sandwiches.

      Dave could almost read Jack’s mind. ‘You wondering if she’s competent enough to continue?’ he asked as they walked to the incident room.

      ‘Got it in one. Ask the duty doctor to take another look at her will you, Dave. An assessment of her mental health might be prudent.’

      In the incident room the team gathered around Jack and Dave.

      ‘She needs a break.’ Dave told them with a shrug. ‘Tony, what have you got?’

      Tony Russell related the progress he and DC Della Johnson had made on delving into Caron Rivers’ background.

      ‘Our suspect’s maiden name was Stewart. She has a mother and sister both living in Leeds although not in such a salubrious area as the Rivers. Do you want me to go to see them today?’

      ‘Yes, and I think I’ll come with you,’ Jack said. ‘Dave can have another crack at Caron in an hour or so and we should encourage her to get a solicitor; her mental health’s not too stable. And we’ll try having a female officer in on it too. Della, are you up for it?’

      ‘Yes, sir,’ Della replied.

      ‘Good, sit in with Dave, will you, and see if a woman’s presence will encourage Caron to open up a bit more?’

      Dave smiled at Della, noting the sparkle in her eyes. He enjoyed working with her. Although only recently promoted to DC she was keen to be involved in what was her first fatality and although she’d not been on the team for long, it appeared the boss was already impressed by her evident passion and readiness to work hard. Sitting in on an interview would undoubtedly be good experience for her. He’d brief her over coffee then get back to the interview while Jack and Tony went to visit their suspect’s family.
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      Jack was keen to move the investigation on as swiftly as possible yet not at the expense of making mistakes. He was always one to play by the book. They would be able to keep Caron overnight without charge yet the following day would have to decide whether to charge her or apply to hold her for another twelve hours.

      Nodding his thanks to the team, Jack moved to the corner of the room, took out his phone and rang his wife, Sarah.

      ‘Sorry, love, but I’ve got a suspicious death on my hands. I’m on my way to see relatives now so it looks as if it could be a long day.’

      ‘Ah well, the holiday’s already a distant memory. Good luck with the visit.’

      Sarah was generally understanding about Jack’s work commitments but he made a point of not taking her for granted; he’d seen too many men married to the job to the detriment of their personal relationships.

      ‘Right, Tony, let’s get off to see the mother and sister, shall we?’ Jack clapped his colleague on the back.

      Depending on how their interview went, it could be late by the time Jack and Tony finished for the day. The team were aware that speed was imperative in a case of unlawful homicide and the first day could easily be a fifteen or sixteen-hour shift.
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      The council house where Caron Rivers spent her formative years was a far cry from the exclusive address which was her current home. Jack reckoned they were post-war houses built for returning soldiers to settle down with their sweethearts and start families, a vast sprawling mass of houses notable for their uncared-for appearance. The council, in their wisdom, designed these two and three-bedroomed homes with small forecourts at the front and generous-sized gardens at the back, yet the majority of the residents neither wanted nor maintained those gardens. They became dumping grounds for an assortment of unwanted rubbish from fridges to furniture and it wasn’t unusual to see abandoned cars in various states of disrepair. Local cats and dogs frequently used the gardens as their toilet and vermin were simply a fact of life.

      As the two detectives walked along Hargreaves Terrace they took in the overturned dustbins spilling their rotting contents into several small forecourts of neighbouring properties and children playing football in the road, apparently using the parked cars as goalposts. Jack expected his own vehicle to be at risk, one of the minor hazards of the job which he took in his stride.

      The Stewarts’ front door, like all the others, had seen better days and the windows looked well past renovation and were crying out for replacement but it was cleaner than most, without the rubbish which adorned neighbouring properties. There was even a tiny pot of primroses beside the front door, a dash of spring colour in an otherwise grey environment.

      Jack knocked on the door. It was 5.30pm, and if either Caron’s mother or her sister worked, hopefully they would have finished for the day and returned home by then. They were in luck. The door opened and a young woman who could only be their suspect’s sister looked out at them, mild curiosity in her gaze. She was taller than Caron and thin to the point of appearing undernourished. Mousy hair and a thick fringe curtained a long face, with deep-set eyes and a pointed chin. Her clothes looked old and dated yet were clean. If Jack had to guess, he would say Liz Stewart was younger than her sister although it wasn’t easy to tell.

      Introducing themselves and showing their ID, the detectives asked if they could go inside to speak with her and her mother. Liz stepped aside; the front door opened directly into a square living room where Mrs Stewart sat and eyed them with suspicion as her daughter introduced them. A strong smell of fried food filled the small space; fried eggs and bacon, Jack thought, or ‘a heart attack on a plate’ as Sarah would describe it. However, the house appeared clean and tidy unlike Jack’s expectations after seeing the distinct lack of curb appeal in the street in general.

      Betty Stewart reached for the remote control and muted the sound on the television. ‘What’s wrong?’ Her manner was brusque and Jack detected a note of anxiety in her voice. This woman’s age was also difficult to guess but Jack was useless at speculating on ages anyway. Betty was much plumper than either daughter, with tightly curled grey hair framing a ruddy face and a cigarette hanging precariously between her fingers. Pulling a cardigan tighter around her ample bosom, the older woman eyed both detectives as if they’d arrived in a spaceship.

      ‘We’d like to talk to you about your daughter, Caron.’ It was only when Jack stepped closer to Betty Stewart that he noticed a little girl of about four or five sitting quietly in the corner, lining her teddies up to whisper them a story. The child ran to Liz and clung tightly to her legs, a startled rabbit expression on her face.

      Liz put her arm protectively on the child’s shoulder. ‘It’s all right, Daisy, these men just want to talk to Mummy and Granny for a little while.’

      Daisy was a pretty girl with her hair braided into two long pigtails and her following remark proved what a bright child she was. ‘Are you policemen?’ she asked.

      ‘Yes, Daisy we are but we won’t keep Mummy for long.’ Jack smiled, assuming she’d heard their introductions to Liz on the doorstep.

      ‘Why don’t you have uniforms then?’ Daisy tentatively left her mother’s side to ask her question and inched a little closer to Jack.

      ‘Well, we’re detectives, and detectives don’t wear uniforms.’

      ‘Oh, poor you – that’s so sad.’ The child looked genuinely sorry for Jack and Tony as if being a policeman without a uniform was the worst thing imaginable. Both men were instantly taken with her little girl chatter yet were reluctant to impart their news in her presence. Jack managed to relay this to Liz Stewart with a simple look.

      ‘Be a good girl, Daisy and go upstairs to wash your hands for tea. Don’t come down ‘til I call you, mind.’ Liz instructed and the girl gathered up her teddies and ran obediently upstairs, humming a familiar nursery rhyme as she went.

      Jack turned his attention to Betty Stewart, who finally invited them to sit down, pointing to a somewhat battered sofa covered with a chintzy throw.

      ‘I’m sorry to have to tell you that your son-in-law, William Rivers, was killed earlier this morning.’ Jack broke the news while he and Dave Bennet scrutinised the women for their reactions. ‘Caron is fine and currently helping us piece together what happened.’

      ‘How did he die?’ Betty was quick to ask.

      Jack chose his words carefully. ‘There was an incident at your daughter’s home, and he received a fatal injury.’

      ‘So, we’re not talking about a heart attack here and you want to know if our Caron’s capable of killing him?’ Betty replied without hesitation. Jack was surprised at her perception; she’d correctly read the backstory of his words. Liz Stewart, Caron’s sister, remained silent, looking anxiously from her mother to the detectives.

      ‘The cause of death has yet to be confirmed, but yes, it’s currently being investigated as suspicious. I know this must be a shock for you both and I’m sorry for the intrusion. What we’re trying to do now is build up a picture of your daughter’s marriage and her relationship with you and any friends or other close relatives.’

      ‘We don’t have a relationship with Caron. She ditched us when she married the poor sod, before that even. Not good enough for her then were we, Liz?’ Betty looked at her daughter who nodded vigorously in agreement.

      ‘When was the last time you saw Caron, Mrs Stewart?’ Tony asked.

      ‘Must be over four years ago now, a few months before she married Bill. We didn’t even get an invitation to the wedding; didn’t want to know us when she met him. He was her ticket to the high life, and she never looked back not even to say goodbye. Huh, it doesn’t look as if it’s worked out quite as she expected though, does it?’

      ‘And there’s been no other contact, phone calls, letters, anything at all?’ Tony asked.

      ‘No, not even a Christmas card.’ Betty was dismissive as she stubbed out her cigarette in an already overflowing ashtray at her side.

      Finally, Liz Stewart found her tongue. ‘We tried to contact her; we sent a birthday card to her old address and tried to ring a few times but she’d changed her number. It was quite clear she wanted nothing more to do with us.’

      ‘Is there a reason for that, a particular argument maybe?’ Jack probed. Liz looked as though she was about to answer when her mother cut her off.

      ‘No, nothing, she just got too big for her boots. It was the same even when she was at school. And then, when she met William Rivers we became no more than an embarrassment to her. Now you didn’t just come to ask about our relationship, did you? As I said before, you want to know if we think she’s capable of killing him, don’t you? Did he knock her about then?’ Betty Stewart was candid and Jack thought it strange that she’d automatically assume the worst of her daughter, yet he wasn’t there to give information but gather it.

      ‘We’re here for any information you can give us, Mrs Stewart. If you think your daughter could be violent then yes that’s something we need to know. And what about her early life, what kind of child was she? Did she get on well at school? Anything you can tell us will be useful. As I said, we’re just gathering information at this stage.’

      Liz entered the conversation again. ‘My sister was very bright at school. The teachers said she should go to university, but she was more interested in fashion and make-up. After her GCSEs she took a job in the local supermarket for pocket money.’

      ‘Aye, and I never saw a penny of it.’ Liz’s mother interrupted. ‘Instead, she expected me to keep her while she spent everything she earned on fancy clothes and getting her nails done. Then one day she upped and left, not even a goodbye, just a note saying she was fed up with life here and not to try to contact her.’ Betty Stewart wrinkled her nose.

      ‘And was that the last time you saw Caron?’ Tony asked.

      ‘Yes, it was. Not a peep since. We heard she’d moved in with a friend in a flat somewhere in the city and then nothing more until her engagement to Bill. She must have thought all her dreams had come true. Bill having money certainly made up for him being so much older than our Caron and having nothing much in the looks department either.’ Betty sniffed.

      Tony continued the questioning. ‘Did you meet Mr Rivers when they became engaged?’

      ‘No, just saw the wedding pictures in the paper and heard the usual gossip down the precinct.’ Betty Stewart was clearly bitter about her daughter’s rejection of her family, but sadly had nothing much to contribute other than a sketchy picture of the adolescent Caron.

      ‘And yourselves, could you tell us where you work, Mrs Stewart, Elizabeth?’

      ‘What’s that got to do with anything? Think we killed the poor bloke now, do you?’ The older lady wasn’t making their job any easier.

      ‘As I said, we’re just building up a picture of Caron’s life, and as you’re her closest relatives, it’ll help to have some knowledge of your family.’

      ‘Mum’s retired and I work at the bookies down the precinct,’ Liz answered, apparently ignoring the reproachful look her mother flashed in her direction.

      There was little more to be gained for the time being so Jack thanked the Stewarts for their help and left feeling very little wiser.

      Back in the car Tony drove while Jack took a call from Dave Bennet to say William Rivers’ mother had formally identified the body. As expected, the elderly lady was distraught, and a uniformed officer was taking her home. Jack was considering DC Della Johnson to act as family liaison officer. Always keen to add another string to her bow, the young officer had recently completed the required course.

      ‘Thanks, Dave. I’d like Della to act as FLO in this case so would you sound her out for me, and after you’ve interviewed Caron could you both visit the old lady? Perhaps an informal interview with Mrs Rivers senior will help to build a broader picture of her son’s marriage rather than relying solely on Caron’s version.’

      ‘On it, boss. We’re just going back to talk to Caron now – and I think Della will love the idea of being the FLO.’

      Jack thanked Dave. His colleagues would be working overtime and he was grateful for their diligence and commitment to duty.

      ‘The Stewarts didn’t ask how Caron was, did they?’ Tony said when Jack had finished his call.

      ‘No, and they showed very little curiosity as to where she was and what would happen to her in the immediate future. They’re either totally disinterested in Caron, or they’re playing their cards close to their chests. And neither seemed particularly shocked at the news – no tears or displays of emotion but I’ve a feeling Liz might have been a bit more forthcoming if her mother hadn’t been there; it might be worth paying her a visit at the bookies sometime.

      ‘Time will tell, I suppose. For now, I’d like to head back to the station to see how Dave and Della are getting on with our suspect. You can knock off now if you like, Tony. We’ve probably done as much as we can for today. We’ll start again with fresh eyes tomorrow and hopefully get more out of Caron once she’s spent a night considering the day’s events.’

      As they drove back to the station where Tony’s car was parked, they discussed their first impressions of the case.

      ‘We’ll likely be looking at a manslaughter charge. If there’s a history of violence in the marriage she could even plead self-defence and end up with a suspended sentence. Caron certainly appears shocked by her own actions and has the injuries to attest to the physical abuse. I’d like to get a better understanding of their finances. Seeing her old family home, it appears Betty’s right and Caron certainly landed on her feet with Rivers. We need to see a will or any insurance policies they might have too. Perhaps she did only marry him for money and if that’s the case, the violence probably came as quite a shock.’

      Jack was thinking aloud but his focus shifted to forming a plan. ‘Tomorrow we’ll start digging into their finances and get any medical records we can. A bit of poking around into Caron’s younger days wouldn’t come amiss either, seeing as how the family aren’t giving much away, so we could be looking at old school friends or even teachers; you never know what we might turn up.’

      As Tony drove into the car park, DS Dave Bennet was leaving the station with Della. Dave’s face was downcast and Jack guessed it was bad news.

      ‘We didn’t get the chance to continue the interview with Caron. The doctor took another look at her and she broke down again, so he’s prescribed a sedative and said she’s to rest. Della settled her in the custody suite and hopefully she’ll be okay to interview in the morning. We’re on our way to see Mrs Rivers senior now.’ Dave sighed heavily.

      ‘Great, she gets a good night’s sleep, and we’re left with too many questions and not enough answers.’ Tony grumbled.

      ‘See what you can get from Mrs Rivers, then call it a night. We’ll need an early start in the morning,’ Jack reminded them. ‘Did you update the superintendent, Dave?’

      ‘Yes. He’s happy to give us another twelve hours if we don’t get to charge her within the first twenty-four. She might feel more like talking in the morning. Oh, and I’ve put her on suicide watch, just in case.’

      ‘Good, you’ve done well. Ring me at home if your visit turns up any surprises, otherwise keep it short and get home for some rest. It’s probably going to be another long day tomorrow.’
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Day 2

        

      

    

    
      Early the following morning, DI Priestly arrived at the police station to be informed that Caron Rivers had requested a solicitor. It was no surprise and something of a relief. The woman needed to have someone fighting her corner; she’d looked so small and alone the previous day and Jack was mindful of her fragile mental state – whatever the circumstances, the woman had just lost her husband. The duty sergeant had already made the phone call and the solicitor was expected at 9am; the interview was delayed until then.

      Making his way to the incident room and grabbing a coffee on the way, Jack found most of his team already at work. The early editions of the local and one or two national newspapers were spread on the table. Jack’s heart sank when he saw the word ‘murder’ splashed boldly across the front page of the local rag. The only information the press office had released so far described the incident as a suspicious death. Still, like a game of Chinese whispers the facts were distorted and sensationalised and the press chose to use the word ‘murder’ when they knew nothing for certain; it was pure speculation on their part. True, they covered themselves in the body of the article by describing the incident as a ‘possible murder’ yet the headline is what most people see and believe and what also sells newspapers.

      It was time for the team to plan their day, to get to grips with every aspect of the case. Jack laid out each task, prioritising them and delegating each one to his team. Technically there were two crime scenes; the Rivers’ house and Caron Rivers herself, whose clothing alone could tell a story from the blood spatter patterns on each item. The SOCOs were already at Appleton Close, resuming their gruesome task of gathering evidence and would most likely finish in a couple of hours. Caron’s clothing and DNA samples were currently being processed by the forensic team on a fast track. With this in hand, the gathering of evidence was ready to shift from the physical to the third parties.

      Dave presented a summary of his previous night’s visit to Mrs Rivers senior, which hadn’t turned up any more than they already knew. The old lady was distraught. William had been her only child, and she was quick to condemn her daughter-in-law, although most of her comments were spiteful thoughts on Caron’s character rather than facts which might prove helpful. Della stayed quite late with Mrs Rivers and called her doctor to give her something to help her sleep. After the briefing, Della would be returning to the old lady’s house to take up duties as the FLO and attempt to gather more helpful information on her son’s marriage.

      ‘Before you go, Della, can you assist me with Caron’s interview and perhaps take the lead this time?’ Jack asked. The DC grinned her assent, clearly delighted at this responsibility.

      ‘Yes, no problem, although you might want to take a look at this first. There was a diary with the papers we gathered from Appleton Close; it appears Caron documented some of the incidents of violence by her husband.’ She handed Jack a leather-bound notebook which he started to read. Della had it open at the entry she thought he needed to see first.

      
        
        April 1st

        I can barely write for the pain in my arm but I need to do something to take my mind off the agony, to try to understand what I’ve done to deserve this. Bill was so angry with me simply because I didn’t iron the shirt he wanted to wear, but he has so many shirts and he’s fussy about them all. How am I supposed to know which one he wants to wear on which day?

        He was in a foul mood and lit a cigarette which I naively thought might calm him. Then I saw a look in his eyes which made me shudder. Why does he seem to hate me so much when he professes to love me? Bill came towards me with a half-smile on his face. If I’d known what he was going to do I’d have run away, anywhere just to get away from him but I was confused, taken by surprise and then it was too late – with the cigarette in his mouth, he grasped my left wrist and before I realised his intentions Bill took the cigarette and pressed it into my arm. Pulling away was impossible; he’s so much stronger than me and gripped my arm so tightly while making three excruciating burns.

        Dizzy with the pain I thought I would pass out and longed for the oblivion which didn’t come. When Bill finished with me he just laughed and left as if nothing had happened. I staggered to the kitchen and ran cold water over the burns, feeling sick with the pain. All morning my arm stung and I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t bear to put a bandage on it, the dressing might have stuck to the weeping wounds so I left it open and tried to go about my chores.

        That evening, when Bill was due home from work I was close to panic wondering what might happen next. It was quite a surprise when he arrived carrying a huge bouquet of flowers and said nothing about the morning’s incident. The flowers must mean he regrets his actions, surely? And he was attentive towards me all evening, even complimenting the meal I’d made for him. Perhaps I read too much into things – tonight he’s more like the Bill I married, so hopefully, it won’t happen again.

        

      

      Jack felt nauseous just reading the words – the evidence of this incident was visible on Caron’s arm, scars which would remain with her forever, a constant reminder of her husband’s cruelty. How, he wondered, could one human being behave in such a deliberate and callous way, and to someone they were supposed to love too. From Della’s expression, it was clear she’d also been affected by the words. Jack flicked through the pages. There was much more, all in a similar vein. Finally he stopped at an earlier entry.

      
        
        February 18th

        Bill came home early this evening and found I’d switched on the central heating. I know he’s told me not to use it until 5pm when he’s due home, yet it was so cold and I was freezing. He slapped me across the face so hard that one of my teeth now feels loose. I could taste blood in my mouth for the rest of the evening.

        To make sure I can’t use the heating while he’s out again, Bill set it on a timer and he said he’ll know if I try to override it.

        Sometimes I don’t understand my husband. It’s not as if we can’t afford to heat the house; it just seems he wants to make me suffer. But why? What have I done to deserve this?

        

      

      ‘I know a diary can’t be used as evidence yet it gives us something to work with doesn’t it, sir?’ Della asked when Jack finished reading the entries.

      ‘We certainly need to go through it all but you’re right, it’s not evidence as such although it could be pertinent as to background – the Rivers’ relationship and such. If you’re happy to keep working on it carry on and let me know if there’s anything else relevant, Della.’ Turning back to the team, Jack asked his DS, ‘Did the house-to-house throw up anything useful, Tony?’

      ‘Nothing so far. One man was returning from walking his dog at roughly the same time we got the 999 call and said the street was quiet then. It would be almost impossible to hear noises coming from inside the property, the houses are all set well back from the road. If his timing’s right, it seems that the presence of a third person outside the house is improbable; anyone fleeing the scene would have been noticed. One or two women said their husbands were leaving for work around the time in question so a team’s going back to speak to them again later today. Three neighbouring properties have CCTV but we’ve checked all the footage and drawn a blank there too, sir.’

      ‘Thanks, Tony. Dave, I was hoping you could look into William Rivers’ finances. The papers from his desk are a good place to start. I want to know exactly how much he was worth, who benefits in his will, any insurance policies. You know the drill. We also need to know more about his business; financial stability, any enemies, that sort of thing. Tony, take someone from uniform to the school Caron attended as a girl. Find out as much as you can; close friends, enemies, any trouble she might have been in, what her teachers thought of her and the family. It’s not too many years since she left. Surely someone will remember her.’ Jack stood to indicate the briefing was over and the team dispersed to attend to their allotted tasks.
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      After the briefing, Jack and Della headed for the interview room. The solicitor was present by then and had been ensconced with his client for the last fifteen minutes. He was a diminutive figure, barrel-chested with short arms and legs and wearing a dated grey three-piece suit complete with a red pocket-handkerchief peeking from his breast pocket.

      The solicitor rose when the detectives entered the room, tugging at his jacket and standing as tall as he could as if to assert his superior position. Caron Rivers looked up, pale yet appearing somewhat calmer than the previous day. Jack surmised the woman had probably had more sleep than he had.

      After introductions—the solicitor’s name was Mr Nigel Albright, a rather unfortunate name in the circumstances, Jack thought, Della opened the interview by reminding Caron of the tape recorder and that she was still under caution.
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      ‘Did you manage to get any sleep?’ Della asked, attempting to get their suspect on side.

      ‘A little,’ was the whispered reply.

      ‘We’re still trying to piece together the events of yesterday, Caron, and I know we’ve probably asked some of these questions already but do you think you could tell us again exactly what happened?’

      The solicitor gave his client a brief nod and she took a deep breath which seemed to catch in her throat as she started to speak.

      ‘I was in the kitchen, making breakfast when Bill came in shouting, wanting to know why I’d slept on the sofa. He was angry and came towards me. I knew he was going to hurt me again and I couldn’t take any more.’ Caron looked down at her hands which were clasped so tightly together that the knuckles were white.

      Her voice dropped to almost a whisper as she continued. ‘The knife was in the block on the worktop. I must have picked it up although I don’t remember doing so, just to frighten him a little, to keep him away from me you know? Bill kept coming at me saying awful things about how useless I was – and the names he called me were horrible. The next thing I knew the knife was in his chest and there was blood everywhere. I didn’t know what to do so I dialled 999 …’ Caron’s voice trailed off to a murmur as she lowered her head staring at her hands in her lap, her palms facing upwards now. Della wondered if she was thinking about the blood.

      Caron, although quiet was undoubtedly more fluent in her words than she’d been the previous day and Della wanted to keep the momentum going.

      ‘And all this happened in the kitchen?’ She wanted to clarify the exact location.

      ‘Yes, that’s right.’

      ‘Good, you’re doing really well, but just to be clear – there was broken glass and crockery on the kitchen floor; how did it get there?’

      After a slight hesitation Caron frowned. ‘It was from the night before; we’d argued and Bill started throwing things.’

      ‘What was the argument about?’ Della’s tone was perfect, even and gentle.

      ‘I honestly don’t know. Bill came home from work in a bad mood and started drinking, then he didn’t like the casserole I’d made for dinner and he just lost it. He began throwing things at me – plates and glasses – then he grabbed my shoulder and dragged me from the table and ...’ She was crying softly, the memories clearly painful.

      Della tried to keep their suspect focused. ‘You’re doing so well, Caron. Can you tell me what happened next?’ Silence filled the room. ‘Take your time, I know it must be difficult but anything you can tell us will help us to understand the events leading up to your husband’s death.’ The DC’s voice was encouraging, keeping the narrative going as she silently prayed Caron wouldn’t dry up again.

      ‘He … he forced himself on me.’ Tears were falling then. Caron hung her head allowing her hair to fall over her face.

      ‘Do you mean sexually? I know how hard it is to say these things but we need you to be specific. Did your husband force you to have sexual intercourse with him?’

      ‘Yes.’ Caron continued staring at her lap, chewing on her bottom lip.

      ‘And afterwards?’

      ‘He ... Bill drank for most of the evening while I stayed in the kitchen out of his way. Then when he went to bed I slept on the sofa. I didn’t think he’d notice as he always sleeps so soundly when he’s been drinking – but he did and in the morning – he … he came at me again.’

      ‘This is good, Caron. It helps us to understand precisely what happened. Can you tell me more about the actual stabbing? I know it’s difficult for you to think about. If you could try to remember. How many times did you stab him?’

      ‘Just the once I think.’ She glanced at her solicitor who didn’t meet her eyes.

      ‘And whereabouts on his body did the knife go in?’ Della moved on quickly, wanting to keep her attention.

      ‘His chest?’ Caron turned back to look at Della. ‘I’m not sure. It might have been his stomach but there was such a lot of blood, it was everywhere.’

      ‘Did you have the knife in your right hand or left?’

      ‘It would be the right. I’m right-handed.’ Caron’s tears were streaming down her cheeks then and her solicitor decided to interrupt at that point. He addressed Jack.

      ‘I think my client needs a break now, DI Priestly.’

      ‘You’ve been so helpful, thank you.’ Della continued to focus on Caron. ‘We’re going to leave now for a little while and send in some coffee. You can talk to your solicitor and we’ll come back shortly.’ Della switched off the tape recorder before she and Jack left the room.
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      ‘Good job, Della. You handled that well, it’s looking more and more likely we have a manslaughter case on our hands. Do you think she’s telling the truth?’

      ‘Yes, I think so.’ Della was flushed.

      ‘The only thing troubling me about this morning’s interview is the broken glass on the floor.’ Jack was thinking aloud. ‘If Caron’s as afraid of her husband as she says, surely she would have cleaned the mess up after he’d gone to bed.’

      ‘Yes, but if she was at breaking point she wouldn’t be thinking straight. I know Bill was her husband but he’d just raped her; Caron would be in shock and not thinking logically, surely? I can understand how she’d just want to curl up on the sofa and escape into sleep.’

      ‘Yes, that could explain it. Ask her about it when we go back in, will you? Grab yourself a coffee for now and get some sent into the interview room. I’m going to update Superintendent Moss; I think we’re almost ready to charge her now. The only other thing which occurred to me is that now Caron’s claimed her husband raped her we need the doctor to examine her again. Can you ring him and fix that up, Della?’

      ‘Sure can. I’ll get straight on to it.’

      The superintendent looked up from his desk when Jack tapped on the door. Harold Moss was a big man, tall and somewhat overweight since his promotion to a more sedentary post. His firm handshake was legendary among his colleagues with his huge hands resembling a farmer’s rather than an office worker. Intelligent blue eyes peered out at Jack from his ruddy face and his eyebrows were raised in expectation. The two men had built a good relationship during the years they’d worked together and the super rarely interfered in any of Jack’s cases, having complete trust in his DI. This case was no different and Moss listened carefully to his DI’s opinion.

      Jack updated his boss. ‘It’s looking more and more like manslaughter, sir. Rivers is talking now and so far what she says tallies with the wider investigation. We’re still digging around but as yet there’s no indication of a third party and for the moment there seems sufficient evidence to bring a charge of manslaughter. Her solicitor can arrange release on bail. I shouldn’t think she’s a flight risk.’

      After asking only a few questions the superintendent appeared satisfied that Jack had amassed sufficient evidence to proceed. With a valid confession in place, Moss concurred that they should charge Caron Rivers with manslaughter.
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      Thirty minutes later, Jack and Della were on their way back to the interview room. Della had spoken to the doctor who would see Caron as soon as he was free.

      ‘He didn’t seem a happy bunny, having to do another examination and he wittered on about it being too late to confirm rape or even if sexual intercourse had occurred.’

      ‘I get his point but we’ll still have to try. Now, there’s only another two or three questions, Della, the first one being about the breakages from the evening before the killing. You did well earlier so you may as well keep the lead.’

      Della had to remove the smile from her face as they entered the interview room and remind herself she shouldn’t be enjoying the investigation quite so much. She acknowledged Caron with a nod and switched on the tape recorder.

      ‘Going back to the night when Bill attacked you, did you not think to clear up the broken glass in the kitchen afterwards, Caron, especially if you spent the night in there?’ Della opened with this question as Jack had asked.

      ‘What?’ Caron frowned and looked at Mr Albright.

      ‘The glass. You told us Bill had thrown things on the floor during the evening. Did you not want to sweep it up before you went to sleep or before Bill would see it the following morning?’

      ‘No, I wasn’t thinking straight. I was scared and tired and just sat on the sofa not daring to move. Bill had hurt me. I was in pain.’ Caron still looked exhausted and her eyes glazed over as if in a trance. Della feared they were losing her again.

      ‘Caron, I’m afraid because of what you told us about the sexual assault the doctor will need to examine you again.’

      Caron nodded, although Della wasn’t sure she’d heard her words.
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      Twenty minutes later in her solicitor’s presence, Della charged Caron Rivers with the manslaughter of her husband, William Rivers. Before Mr Albright left the interview room Jack asked if Caron would give permission for them to obtain her medical records to help with the investigation. The solicitor nodded to his client and she duly signed the forms Jack had brought with him and mentioned she’d been seeing a counsellor too.

      ‘Will I have to stay in prison?’ Caron asked.

      ‘Mr Albright can apply for bail which we won’t oppose as the charge is manslaughter not murder.’ Caron cringed at the hard, cold words. ‘By the end of today, we should be able to release your house and you can go back there unless you’d prefer to stay elsewhere, your mother’s house perhaps?’ Jack suggested.

      ‘No, I’d like to go home.’ The decision took no deliberation.

      ‘The CPS will also want you to see a doctor, a psychiatrist, for an assessment. It’s routine in cases like this, as I’m sure your solicitor will explain. When you’ve been cleared for release, we’ll need to know where you are at all times, so please, remain in Leeds so we can contact you if we need to.’ Jack smiled before he and Della left to continue with the investigation.

      Caron’s solicitor would set the wheels in motion for bail, and no doubt enlighten her as to what to expect as the case progressed. But while Mr Albright would prepare his client for a custodial sentence, he would almost certainly be working on a self-defence strategy in the hope of a suspended sentence.
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      DC Tony Russell pulled into the drive of St Bede’s Academy, a purpose-built secondary school on the edge of the estate where the Stewarts lived, with PC Martin Smith accompanying him.

      ‘I used to come here many moons ago,’ Martin admitted as they made their way to the office. ‘Couldn’t wait to leave. I’ll never understand why people insist school days are the best days of your life; they certainly weren’t for me.’ The young PC looked around and shuddered at the memories.

      ‘Can’t say mine were either come to think of it,’ Tony agreed. ‘But they have it much easier these days. Too much free time and not enough discipline, if you ask me. And they can use computers. We got our knuckles rapped if we were found with so much as a calculator up our sleeves.’

      ‘Goodness, it seems so much smaller than I remember, yet just as intimidating.’ Martin swallowed hard. The two stood outside the main entrance and Tony pressed the buzzer on the intercom system.

      ‘And that’s another thing,’ Martin said, ‘security. Is it to keep us out or the pupils in?’

      A woman’s voice came through the speaker inquiring the purpose of their visit. Tony identified themselves as police officers and asked to speak to the headteacher. The door buzzed and they pushed it open into a large lobby where the secretary met them. Both officers pulled out their warrant cards and in turn were shown into a waiting area while the secretary went to see if the headteacher was available.

      Five minutes later the officers were seated in Mr Wilson’s cosy office and offered coffee which they gratefully accepted. Martin Smith still felt decidedly uncomfortable; being in this particular room held a few embarrassing memories for him. Tony stated the purpose of their visit.

      ‘I’m afraid I’ve only been here for the last four years so the name means nothing to me,’ the headmaster told them. ‘But I’ll get Gina to pull any records we might have and there are a couple of teachers who’ve been around forever. I could ask them to speak to you if it would help?’

      ‘Yes, that would be perfect, Mr Wilson, thank you.’ Tony smiled.

      ‘Morning break’s in ten minutes. I’ll see if they can speak to you then and you can use my office.’ He pushed a buzzer and asked for someone to send the message to Mr Bates and Mrs Carter, the teachers he’d mentioned.

      Almost as soon as she entered the room, a pungent smell filled the air as Mrs Carter’s heavy floral scent reached their nostrils. The two teachers sat opposite the police officers and listened as Tony explained why they were there.

      ‘I remember the family,’ Mrs Carter said when the detectives asked for recollections of the Stewart family. ‘There were two girls and Caron was the elder; a bright student who unfortunately seemed intent on wasting her talents. Hit adolescence and went completely off track did our Caron, such a shame really. I was her form tutor for a while.’

      ‘Was there anything in particular you can remember or just a general lack of interest in her studies?’ Tony asked.

      ‘She did seem more interested in the boys than her exams and we caught her smoking on school premises more than once, but at least it was only cigarettes, not like these days. It seemed as if she was simply marking time during her last year, keen to get out into the adult world, a sad case really, an utter waste of potential.’

      ‘Mr Bates, can you remember anything at all about Caron?’ Tony turned to her more-silent colleague.

      ‘My memory isn’t as good as Julie’s and it must be what, eight or nine years ago now?’

      ‘That’s right, what subject did you take her for?’ Tony asked.

      ‘Oh, I’m a PE teacher. She played hockey and tennis if I remember correctly as all fifth-year girls do.’

      ‘Did she excel in sport?’

      ‘I honestly can’t remember; she would only have been with me for two periods a week, sorry.’ Mr Bates’ eyes darted from one police officer to the other and he shrugged as if to indicate he had nothing more to say.

      ‘Her sister, Elizabeth, was a different kettle of fish. She was never any trouble but sadly didn’t have the brains Caron was gifted with and struggled on the academic front,’ Mrs Carter added.

      ‘Do you remember the parents at all; the family lived on Hargreaves Terrace?’

      ‘Yes, of course! Now you come to mention it, I remember Caron’s father dying, it was about the time she was due to take her GCSEs, some kind of accident, I think.’ Again, it was Julie Carter who possessed a more precise memory.

      The secretary entered the office at that moment and passed a thin file to Mr Wilson. He looked it over before speaking.

      ‘I’m afraid the file doesn’t tell us anything much, just her address and examination results. After Caron left we received only one request for a reference for a job in a local supermarket then nothing further at all which isn’t unusual for most of our students.’ The headmaster seemed to think the visit was over; a bell was ringing in the corridor outside and presumably he wanted his staff to get back to their pupils.

      ‘Thank you for your help.’ Tony addressed the headmaster then turned to the two teachers. ‘If you do remember anything else, please give us a ring.’

      Although unsure of what they’d hoped to learn, the visit had proved rather fruitless and a somewhat frustrated Tony and Martin made their way back to the station.
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      Jack was studying a document when Tony entered the incident room and waved the DC over to share the contents.

      ‘It’s the autopsy report.’ Jack’s face was grave, he never enjoyed such gruesome reading. ‘A single wound, deep and delivered from a right-handed person and the knife we took from the house is confirmed as the one which killed him. It somehow bypassed the ribs and pierced the heart – a lucky or unlucky blow depending on what was intended.’

      Tony’s eyebrows rose at his boss’s last comment. ‘You don’t think this was premeditated do you, sir? We’ve charged her with manslaughter now. Are you changing your mind?’

      ‘I’m just keeping an open mind, Tony. Caron’s plausible and certainly carries the evidence of physical abuse but there’s a little niggle in my mind, something I can’t quite grasp. The other thing the autopsy highlights is a few minor cuts to Rivers’ head and face; clearly not from the glass on the floor as he fell on his back, so cuts to his face seem somewhat incongruous as, according to Caron, he’d thrown the glass the night before.’ Jack spread the crime scene photographs on the desk in front of him and he and Tony studied them closely, the DC trying to follow Jack’s train of thought.

      ‘Does it matter when the glass was thrown?’ he asked. ‘Caron was confused, who wouldn’t be and you always tell me a crime scene that’s too straightforward is probably contrived.’

      ‘Goodness, Tony. I didn’t think you ever listened to what I say!’ Jack laughed yet remained perplexed, unable to visualise exactly what had happened in the Rivers’ house that morning, a fact which troubled him; he liked to understand and build up a picture of every movement of a crime scene.

      Dave Bennet approached the pair. ‘I’m just off to Rivers’ office. Apparently he was a genius with technology and invented an online security system about twelve years ago which grew into a licence to print money. Over the years it seems he’s refined the software and it’s now a global best seller. He must be worth millions; sorry, he was worth millions. I’ve also been going through the copy of the will we found at the house. It’s dated four years ago shortly after his marriage to Caron. She inherits everything; no other beneficiaries not even his mother or the local cats’ home.’

      ‘Yeah but no one expects to die before a parent. I certainly wouldn’t think to include my mum in my will,’ Tony said.

      ‘Yes, I suppose you’re right. Nothing suspicious there then. Is the original with a solicitor?’ Jack asked.

      ‘It is; a local firm, Black and Sugden in Post House Lane. Mr Black is also the executor of the will.’

      ‘Good, when you’ve been to Rivers’ office call in there, Dave, to find out if Rivers made another will since the original or if a codicil’s been added with any significant changes.’ Jack was reasonably pleased with how the investigation was pulling together. However, it was only the second day and he’d learned over the years never to take anything for granted. The unexpected could always be around the next corner waiting to hijack you, and he still had a niggling feeling that there was more to this case than they were seeing.
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      Dave arrived at Rivers’ company within half an hour and was greeted by a man who introduced himself as Gerry Sutherland, Rivers’ deputy. The office was a modern, exclusive new build with high ceilings and bright lighting. Inside was all glass and chrome, quite dazzling and the soft furnishings were unexpectedly comfortable. The coffee was fresh and strong too; a hundred times better than the machine stuff they suffered at the station.

      The large spacious area was divided by full-length glass partitions, one-third of the space sectioned off, though visible to the workforce, obviously for the managing director with a plush leather chair, noticeably empty and a large black glass desk more, Dave thought, for style than functionality. Adjacent to the entrance were two other doors, presumably a bathroom and storage and the remaining two-thirds of the floor space held desks for the four other people who worked with Rivers.

      Sutherland was a somewhat geeky-looking man in his late twenties whose over-large glasses constantly slipped down his nose requiring correction every minute or so. Two other men were cloistered deep in conversation in a corner by the coffee machine. Only one woman was on the team and she was currently staring out of the window apparently oblivious to what was happening around her. Her body language suggested she did not wish to be approached.

      Dave thought it sensible to speak first with the deputy, Gerry Sutherland who was bursting to relate the events of the previous day.

      ‘It was such a shock!’ Sutherland spoke quickly firing out words like bullets. ‘We knew nothing when we turned up for work yesterday. Bill’s always here first and unlocks the office, you see, so I knew something was wrong when he wasn’t here. Then we couldn’t reach him on his phone and eventually when I tried the landline, a police officer answered and told me it wasn’t possible to speak to either him or his wife. I then had to go home to fetch my set of keys which I rarely need with Bill here all the time. We muddled through waiting to hear from Bill and then we heard on the local radio that he was dead. We didn’t know what to do, still don’t really, but I suppose Mrs Rivers is in charge now.’ The deputy pushed his glasses back up his nose, paused for breath and swallowed hard.

      ‘I don’t think she’ll be of much assistance to you, Mr Sutherland. You’ll not be able to speak to her for a while and she can’t have any involvement in the business until our inquiries are complete,’ Dave told him. Sutherland’s jaw dropped and Dave could almost see the cogs of his mind whirring as he continued, ‘If you’re the deputy, perhaps you should take charge until things settle down. Do you have work to do; commitments to honour?’

      ‘Well, yes, but in the long term, what will happen then?’ Another push at the glasses.

      ‘I’m afraid I can’t advise you about that. Perhaps the company solicitor would be the one to consult.’

      ‘So was it an accident?’ Gerry looked puzzled.

      ‘We’re still investigating Mr Rivers’ death.’ Reluctant to say more, Dave moved on. ‘Could you tell me exactly what it is you do here?’

      ‘It’s all about online security. Bill built the company up from nothing by inventing and selling a great product. He is – sorry – he was constantly updating it to stay on top of the game.’ Gerry’s brief description was probably all Dave needed to hear; all this cyber stuff wasn’t really his bag.

      ‘And what role do you all have here; is this the full workforce?’ Dave gestured to where the other three workers were trying to look uninterested in their conversation. It seemed a small team for such a hugely successful business.

      ‘Yes, this is it. Larry is our hacker,’ Gerry pointed to a young man with red hair dressed in a bright red plaid shirt. Then in answer to Dave’s raised eyebrows he explained, ‘He’s the best and spends his time trying to hack into our systems. If he succeeds, Bill or I will modify the security to close up the loopholes he finds. I’m also the bookkeeper, and Mick and Pam work in sales and after-care to generate new markets and keep our regular customers happy. We also have several programmers who we outsource to when we need the extra help. They’re self-employed and take work on for us during our busy times.’

      ‘It’s a fairly small operation then?’ Dave asked, wondering how on earth something so small could generate such a massive income.

      ‘Comparatively, yes. I suppose it is, although our turnover’s considerable,’ Gerry answered proudly.

      ‘What was Mr Rivers like to work for, Mr Sutherland?’

      ‘Great. Bill was an easy-going kind of bloke and as long as things were running smoothly he was happy.’

      ‘Did you socialise together at all?’ Dave hoped to gain some insight into the man himself, his character and nature. So far Bill Rivers appeared to be a rather bland character and Dave liked to get a feel for the victim; to see them as a three-dimensional person rather than simply a body on the mortuary slab.

      ‘Not really. Bill was quite a private sort of man, quiet even, but very generous; good bonuses at Christmas and he paid for us all to go to a posh restaurant every quarter too, yet he didn’t join us.’

      ‘Did you ever meet his wife, Caron?’ This wasn’t what Dave expected from such a small team. He’d assumed they would go out for drinks together, celebrate new business, the usual sort of thing but it didn’t look as if that was the case.

      ‘No, never. Bill kept home and office life totally separate,’ Gerry replied.

      ‘What about competitors. Was there any close competition for business, any rivalry at all?’

      ‘In this market, competitors could be on the other side of the world. In reality many of them are. Bill was content to make our product the best he could and we ensured we updated our systems and offered the updates free of cost to our regular clients which in turn generates loyalty and recommendations. Bill was big on reputation. The customer really did come first with him so the competition was never much of an issue.’

      Dave thanked Gerry for his help and moved on to speak to the other staff, gaining very little information from them, other than that Bill Rivers appeared to be the ideal boss and was undoubtedly well-liked. Before leaving, Dave told Gerry Sutherland the name of Rivers’ executor. It would be the solicitor’s unenviable task to decide what would happen to the business and with Caron as their chief suspect as well as the main beneficiary, things could get rather complicated.
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      Fiona Singleton was expecting Caron Rivers first thing that morning, a woman she struggled to understand and who appeared to give out mixed messages. It was still unclear to Fiona what this client truly felt about her marriage or what she wanted from her counsellor.

      Caron was certainly candid about the violence inflicted on her by her husband and wanted Fiona to know every detail. Typically, as in many similar cases, she took the blame for her husband’s behaviour on her own shoulders, insisting she’d failed to do what he wanted, continually making excuses for him and in doing so demeaning herself.

      By 9.30am and with no sign of Caron, Fiona left her office to ask at the reception desk if there’d been a call to cancel the appointment, although the receptionist usually relayed messages as soon as they were received. There was nothing for her. Laura, the practice manager, saw Fiona and waved her over.

      ‘Can you pop in to see Dr Choudhry, Fiona? He said it was urgent.’

      Enda Choudhry’s door was partly open as she tapped gently on it and he was behind his desk with the morning paper in front of him. When Fiona entered, he spun the paper round so she could read the headlines.

      
        
        ‘Local businessman murdered!’

      

      

      The picture below the caption was of a rather splendid, large detached house in an area of Leeds which Fiona didn’t recognise.

      ‘It’s William Rivers,’ he said.

      Fiona gasped. Her hand flew to her mouth as she dropped down into the seat opposite Enda’s. He continued to explain.

      ‘The report says a twenty-four-year-old woman is helping the police with their enquiries.’ Enda’s expression was grave as his colleague took in the meaning of his words.

      ‘Surely… not Caron?’ It was unthinkable.

      Enda nodded. ‘I didn’t think things were so bad, yet it looks as if she could have reached her breaking point.’ The doctor sighed and shook his head.

      ‘When did it happen?’ Fiona was frantically trying to remember Caron’s last visit and if she’d given any indication of reaching the end of her tolerance of Bill’s violence. Her mind was a haze. Could she have missed signs of her client being at breaking point?

      ‘Yesterday apparently; early morning although too late to make yesterday’s papers.’ Enda filled her in watching for a reaction.

      ‘Now I know why she hasn’t shown up for her appointment this morning. Does it mention her by name?’ Fiona peered at the paper.

      ‘No, but it sounds highly likely it’s her; the age is about right and they don’t mention any break-in or if they’re looking for anyone else. You’ve spent more time with her than I have, Fiona, does this surprise you?’

      ‘Yes, absolutely! We’ve only met three times and she’s not been the easiest client to get to know. Caron’s thoughts skip around and can be very disjointed. The abuse, however, is always central to her thinking and she certainly doesn’t hide it, making excuses for her husband and generally blaming herself. The incidents Caron’s shared indicate a degree of psychological abuse – isolation, withholding money, all the usual signs but she appeared to accept her situation and even believed it to be natural behaviour in a marriage. I sensed a degree of uneasiness yet in no way imagined she was so traumatised that she’d actually kill him. Heading for some sort of breakdown, yes, but not this. I’m shocked, Enda, I didn’t see this coming’

      ‘That just about sums up my thoughts on the situation too. It could be that the physical abuse went too far and Caron cracked. We’ll not know for certain until the police charge her or someone else. For the moment it’s still supposition, Fiona even though it seems likely it’s a domestic incident. We’ll keep it between ourselves for now.’

      ‘Yes, of course.’ Fiona took the newspaper and left Enda’s room in a daze, scarcely able to believe what had happened. Returning to her own office she studied the article in its entirety. The reporting was sketchy and didn’t offer much in the way of detail. The police hadn’t officially released the dead man’s name but neighbours readily speculated on the events they’d witnessed and told the press who lived in the house.

      The photograph of the house itself was somewhat of a surprise too. Appleton Close wasn’t an address Fiona was familiar with and until then she hadn’t given much thought to her client’s material circumstances. Caron admitted she didn’t need to work and her husband had a good job and the photograph in the paper confirmed their wealth.

      Fiona read the article a second time, picking up nothing new. The idea that the police may want to see her suddenly popped into her head. The confidentiality clause counsellors worked under was rarely tested in this way but if the police were looking at Caron as a suspect then Enda would most probably receive a request for her medical records which would include Fiona’s notes. Perhaps, Fiona decided, she was racing ahead of herself. Caron Rivers might not be the ‘woman’ who was helping the police but the reality and statistics of such incidents usually suggested the perpetrator was a family member.
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      Later in the afternoon, Fiona was still reeling from the day’s events when Laura, the practice manager, told her that a DI Jack Priestly was waiting to see her. Fiona’s immediate reaction was relief that Jack was on the case rather than any other police officer. The detective was known to her through his wife, Sarah, an old friend. The women first met when their children were at primary school together and still kept in touch, meeting for coffee whenever they could squeeze a mutually convenient time into their busy schedules. Although she didn’t know Jack quite so well, they’d met on a couple of occasions and Fiona found him to be an easy-going, pleasant man who possessed a gift for putting people at ease which must surely be an asset in his line of work.

      Jack had spoken first with Enda Choudhry, catching him before he left for his rounds and then it was Fiona’s turn to be interviewed. Naturally anxious as to what he might ask and how much she could tell him without breaching Caron’s confidence, Fiona greeted Jack warmly. After only the briefest of catch-ups as to how life was for them both she offered coffee. After three cups herself that morning Fiona’s nerves were jangling; she was always threatening to change to decaf but one more would be welcome, even necessary, in the circumstances.

      After handing Jack a steaming mug they settled into the easy chairs in Fiona’s room to have the kind of awkward conversation which might be everyday fodder for Jack yet was quite surreal for Fiona. Jack quickly dismissed her worries about confidentiality by showing her a signed consent form from Caron giving permission to view all notes from their sessions.

      ‘Mrs Rivers has admitted to stabbing her husband and for the moment it appears that’s exactly what happened. We’ve charged her with manslaughter.’ Jack paused noticing Fiona’s pained expression. ‘Sorry, Fiona, are you okay talking about this?’

      ‘Yes, of course; it’s just so hard to believe. It’s one thing seeing an account of violence in the newspapers but to hear it from you makes it so much more real. I can hardly believe that Caron, who sat in the very same seat you’re sitting in, could do such a thing. She’s such a slight, pale-looking girl.’

      ‘I know and I’m sorry. Look, it must be a shock for you when you’ve been working so closely with her so I’ll try to keep this as brief as possible. Caron was not only happy to give permission for us to speak to you and Dr Choudhry, but she also seemed quite keen for us to do so. The doctor has detailed her recent physical injuries, which of course, we’re aware of, so I wondered if you could shed more light on her state of mind?’

      ‘I’ll do my best but I’ve only actually seen her three times so our relationship is still a work in progress. I can give you a copy of the few notes I made after each of her visits, although I shouldn’t think they’ll be of much help. I keep note taking to a bare minimum.’

      ‘At this point, anything you can tell me will be helpful and I’d appreciate your opinion of Caron too. Do you think she was capable of stabbing her husband?’ Jack was in his stride and Fiona was taken aback at the direct line of questioning. She only knew Jack personally not professionally and it seemed in his role as a detective he wasn’t a man to pussyfoot around.

      ‘Wow, that’s a big question. Our sessions have certainly focused on Caron’s marriage and the considerable violence she suffered – about which she was quite candid. I think anyone who’s been treated in such an appalling way would have the propensity to kill if they felt in danger, cornered perhaps. Self-preservation’s a basic instinct for us all. However, if you’re asking whether she was capable of planning to kill him then I simply don’t know. Do you think she might have planned it, Jack?’

      ‘We’re not ruling anything out at the moment and it’s still early in the investigation. Did Caron talk about her life before she married Rivers or her relationship with her family?’

      ‘Very little. She claimed to have no contact with her mother and sister and I believe her father is dead. Her mother-in-law saw Bill quite frequently yet only occasionally visited their house so there was no close relationship there and I think the women disliked each other. Caron did tell me her father physically abused her, her sister and her mother but generally seemed reluctant to talk about her past, except to say she’d always vowed never to marry a man like her father. Sadly it seems she did. Caron also appears to have no friends. Apparently Bill didn’t like her socialising when he was at work and kept tight control of their finances too so she rarely had money to spend on herself.’

      ‘And do you think she was truthful about her situation?’

      ‘I begin at the point of belief with all my clients, Jack and there was no reason to doubt what she was telling me, the evidence was on her body.’ Fiona sighed; she didn’t envy Jack his job. Whereas her default position was acceptance that her clients were truthful, which in most cases they had no reason not to be, Jack questioned everything he was told and could believe nothing without evidence to back it up.

      ‘Is it true, Fiona, that girls who’ve lived in an abusive household often marry men who abuse them?’

      ‘Not always but yes, it’s a sad fact that many do.’ Fiona suddenly remembered seeing Caron in the city and decided to tell Jack. ‘There was perhaps one incident when I felt Caron wasn’t truthful with me although it was something trivial and probably quite irrelevant.’

      ‘What was it?’

      ‘Nothing significant; she told me she hadn’t been out of the house since our last meeting yet I was sure I’d seen her at the weekend with her husband in the city centre, although I could have been mistaken.’ Fiona experienced an awful feeling of betraying Caron by telling Jack this.

      ‘Right. So she wasn’t above telling a lie?’

      ‘I might have been mistaken and it could have been someone else entirely, or she may have forgotten that particular trip out. Please don’t read too much into it, Jack. During our talks she gave me the impression she stayed at home nearly all the time, concentrating on domestic chores to please Bill. That’s why I was surprised to see her out and also why I might be mistaken. And I’d never actually seen Bill so it could have been another couple entirely.’

      Jack pulled a photograph from his jacket pocket and showed it to Fiona. ‘Is this the man you saw?’

      ‘Yes, that’s him. Perhaps I should have mentioned seeing her in town to Caron but I let it pass.’ Fiona shook her head sadly. ‘So what happens to her now? Will she be released?’

      ‘By the end of the day she’ll probably be released on bail on the condition she doesn’t leave Leeds.’

      Fiona was unsure where she stood concerning her client. It was feasible that Caron would want to continue their sessions, yet was that advisable? ‘And what if she wants to come back for more counselling?’ Fiona hadn’t a clue how she’d face that particular situation.

      ‘Officially we’d rather she didn’t. Counselling can change the way people remember things which can be confusing for them and difficult for us if we end up with more than one version of events. Yet of course, I can’t stop her coming back but if she shares anything relevant to our investigation you’d be obliged to tell us. You’d need to make this clear to Caron.’

      ‘Yes, I will.’ There was little more help Fiona could offer Jack and he left after asking her to keep him updated if she saw or heard from Caron again. The counsellor agreed, inwardly battling with thoughts of whether she wanted to see this client again or not.
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      After the last couple of stressful days, the aroma of beef casserole that met Jack as he walked through his front door was precisely the kind of welcome he needed. With a good bottle of red and an evening doing nothing more taxing than watching catch-up television, he was a happy man. Sarah returned his smile and he was again struck by how fortunate he was.

      Even after raising two boys and being married to Jack for over twenty years, his wife was an attractive woman, but her beauty was far from only skin deep. Sarah was one of life’s nurturers and not just within the family. An enthusiastic volunteer at a charity shop, a volunteer at the boys’ school, even though they had long since left and a caring friend to all those whose path crossed hers, was perhaps what made her the perfect policeman’s wife. Jack was in danger of feeling smug.

      The house seemed quiet. Jack and Sarah hadn’t yet become accustomed to their elder son, Jake, being away at university and this week, Dan, their youngest, was on holiday in France with a group of friends from the sixth form college he attended. He was climbing Vignemale, the highest peak of the French Pyrenees, an endeavour which naturally worried his parents although Dan was a sensible boy and already becoming quite an experienced climber. He’d also promised to keep in touch as often as he could, even if it was only to say he was unable to be reached for a day or two, a promise Jack knew he’d keep.

      ‘You’ve got ten minutes before dinner’s ready.’ Sarah said as her husband snaked his arms around her waist while she stood at the oven, kissing the back of her warm neck. A tap on his hand with a sticky wooden spoon soon sent him packing.

      After a quick shower, a delicious meal and a couple of glasses of wine, Jack could feel the tension exiting his body and he finally relaxed.

      Over coffee in the lounge the conversation turned to their future as it so often did these days. With the boys quickly approaching independence, Jack and Sarah felt in need of a change in their own lives too, and had begun to consider a move away from Leeds to somewhere quieter, somewhere which could offer a slower pace of life.

      Sarah opened the discussion. ‘If we move in the next year or so, you’ll only have about five years before retirement, so now’s probably a good time to consider it seriously.’ Although the years in Leeds were, without doubt, good ones, Jack acknowledged they were ready for something different; something with less pressure and away from the horrendous crimes which had dominated his career so far.

      ‘And I suppose you’ve been looking at properties online again?’ Jack smiled; his enthusiasm matched his wife’s but he didn’t have the time to dream and plan as she did.

      Sarah grinned. ‘Just a few. There’re some perfect little villages in Cumbria or the Lake District, and the house prices are much more reasonable than I expected.’

      ‘Okay, we’ll take a look later. Oh, I meant to tell you, I saw Fiona Singleton earlier today. She’s been counselling a suspect in this stabbing case I’m working on.’

      Sarah brightened up at the mention of her friend. ‘Fiona, how is she?’

      ‘She seemed fine; a little shocked to find herself involved in an investigation but she’ll cope, I’m sure.’

      ‘Give her my love if you see her again, won’t you?’ Sarah asked, reaching for her laptop as she spoke. ‘Before you slip back into work mode, let me show you some of the cottages I’ve seen.’ The couple spent a pleasant hour window shopping for their next home until Sarah yawned.

      ‘I don’t know about you but I’m tired. Are you coming to bed?’

      ‘I’ll be up in a while, there’s something I want to read first. It shouldn’t take me long.’ He smiled at his wife who’d heard that one so many times before and shook her head as she left the room.

      Despite his intentions to relax and switch off from work, Jack fired up his laptop. Della had scanned the entries from Caron Rivers’ diary into the files and he wanted to read them more thoroughly before the following day, hoping to gain a better insight into the couple’s marriage. With no inclination to read the account of the cigarette burns again, he skipped back to earlier-dated entries.

      
        
        February 1st

        Bill was in a terrible mood again last night. The smell of alcohol was on his breath when he came home from work. Banging the door, he grabbed my arms and pushed me into the lounge. The dark angry look in his eyes sent a shudder through my body and without warning he punched me full on in the stomach. I doubled back onto the sofa, bent with pain. He then caught hold of my hair and dragged me up, landing an open-handed slap across my face. My head was spinning and I felt sick. I must have blacked out because the next thing I remember is waking up on the floor in the dark. Bill had gone to bed, so I crept upstairs and climbed in beside him. He didn’t stir. The soft skin on my upper arms is bruised this morning, and my face is swollen and red, but I’ve lived to tell the tale, so it can’t be all bad. Bill was fine with me too…

        

      

      It made for sickening reading, hardly relaxing bedtime material. Jack turned to one more entry.

      
        
        March 23rd

        Today is our wedding anniversary, a day we should celebrate – going out for a meal to a nice restaurant perhaps, like we used to do before we were married. Bill certainly knew how to treat me then; the best of everything. ‘Nothing’s too good for my princess!’ He would say to me but those days seem a lifetime away, not just four years.

        I tried to make an effort with dinner tonight and with my appearance. There’s always hope, isn’t there? And I wanted Bill to remember how happy we were at the beginning – but no. He was late in from work and smelled of drink. He claimed not to be hungry and when I pointed out that I’d made his favourite meal, he laughed in my face and said I couldn’t cook. Bill then told me I looked ridiculous, like a whore with my make-up and short skirt. I couldn’t believe it; he used to like the way I dressed. When he saw my tears, Bill’s mood darkened. He grew angry and called me stupid.

        I didn’t see the slap coming until I felt the sting of his hand. It was so painful I thought my neck was going to break. He struck me a second time and I fell on the floor. Bill kicked me, laughing at my screams as I pleaded for him to stop and shouting such vile words, such hateful things.

        Now he’s in bed, snoring peacefully, while I’m at a loss to know what I did wrong. I’m still the same person he married, so why does he treat me this way? And tomorrow, will he be sorry, or will his bad mood persist?

        Sometimes I feel so afraid and there seems to be no end to Bill’s violence, no pattern to it to allow me to anticipate when he’s going to be angry.

        This isn’t the wedding anniversary I’d hoped for, and I almost dread to think what the next year will bring. Perhaps it’s better not to look more than a day ahead but I don’t know how much more I can take. I sometimes wonder if one day Bill will kill me in one of his fits of rage…

        

      

      The words touched Jack; the heartfelt pouring out of a woman who craved the love she once had. Caron’s attempts to bring a little romance into her marriage on the occasion of their anniversary were understandable; he and Sarah never failed to celebrate their wedding anniversary. But Caron’s efforts were in vain. It appeared Bill had ridiculed her and used her as little more than a punchbag to appease his bad mood.

      Jack understood how Caron might have been afraid of what her husband was capable of, but it appears that ultimately, she’d been the one to lose control, the one to be driven to stabbing Bill. Other entries were written in much the same vein, not incredibly relaxing bedtime reading although certainly informative regarding what was going on between the couple.

      Jack had read enough. He switched off his laptop and made his way upstairs to bed where he climbed in beside his wife’s soft warm body and thanked God for his good fortune.
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Day 3

        

      

    

    
      As Jack entered the incident room with a mug of coffee in his hand, Dave Bennet walked purposefully towards him.

      ‘The super wants to see us with an update.’ He raised his eyes upwards to indicate the super’s office.

      ‘When?’

      ‘An hour ago.’

      ‘Oh, hell! Have there been any new developments overnight?’

      ‘No, nothing new. Caron was released on bail last night as expected and insisted on going home – rather a surprise after the gruesome event which happened there so recently, but then she doesn’t appear to have anywhere else to go to.’

      ‘Come on then, let’s get it over with.’ Jack put on the jacket he’d only just removed, left his coffee on the desk, hoping it would still be warm when he came back, and the two detectives made their way to the super’s office. Adjusting an already-straight tie, Jack knocked on the door and tentatively pushed it open when the super called, ‘Come in!’

      The big man looked up from his desk and cleared his throat, ‘Jack, Dave, have a seat. How far have we got with the Rivers’ case?’ The superintendent was straight to the point and always used ‘we’ when he really meant ‘you’. Jack knew if the case was going badly, he’d soon revert to the pronoun ‘you’ once again.

      ‘It’s coming together nicely, sir, considering this is only the beginning of day three,’ Jack reminded him. It was still too early in the investigation to have reached any conclusions.

      ‘And you’re certain now that there was no third party involved?’ The superintendent leaned back in his seat, tapping the end of his pen on the desk.

      ‘Absolutely. The house-to-house gave us a good picture of the street at the time of Rivers’ death and according to at least three witnesses the street was deserted other than themselves. Some of the neighbours have CCTV, and the tapes all confirm the same. There’s also no evidence inside the house to show anyone else was present except William and Caron Rivers.’

      ‘So now you’ve charged the wife with manslaughter, we can concentrate on other things?’

      Both detectives were aware that Superintendent Harold Moss liked nothing more than wrapping up a case and moving swiftly on to the next. Another tick in the box.

      ‘There are a few more avenues I’d like to explore first, if that’s okay, sir?’

      ‘Like what? It seems rather straightforward to me, Jack. What makes you think this investigation merits more time?’ Moss leaned forward, a slight frown spreading across his brow.

      ‘One or two things, sir. Firstly, the money involved. It seems that Rivers was worth a good few million, which conveniently all goes to the wife. Secondly, I think Caron’s mother and sister know more than they’re letting on and I intend to speak to the sister again today at her workplace to see if she’s any more forthcoming without her mother present. And then, after talking to Mrs Rivers’ counsellor yesterday, it appears Caron’s not above telling porkies. I know it doesn’t amount to much but put all these minor niggles together and I think the case warrants a bit more time, sir, just to leave no stone unturned, so to speak.’

      ‘Okay, Jack,’ Moss drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly, ‘as you say, it’s still early days. Give it until the end of the week to see where it takes you – and keep me up to speed, will you?’ The superintendent turned to look at a file on his desk, the sign for Jack and Dave to leave.

      Once out of earshot of the super’s office Dave asked, ‘What did you get from the counsellor, Jack?’

      ‘It’s not much but Fiona thinks she caught Caron out in a lie; only a trivial thing yet it makes me wonder if there’s more to this than a straightforward domestic gone wrong. From the information we’ve gathered concerning Caron Rivers, she doesn’t endear herself to those around her. I know this could be because her husband isolated her but we’ve yet to find anyone to speak up for her, not even her own mother. Now, Dave, how’s Della getting on with Mrs Rivers senior? Any luck there?’

      ‘She’s in the incident room, updating her notes before she goes back to the old lady’s. We could have a word, see how it’s going?’

      Della was signing off her computer and about to leave the station.

      ‘Morning, Della,’ Jack greeted her. ‘Got anything interesting which might shed more light on our case?’

      ‘Well, if we take Mrs Rivers’ senior’s word as gospel, Caron is the devil incarnate and the most vicious wife who ever walked the earth. She’s got a real downer on her daughter-in-law – says she was only ever after the money and believes it was nothing less than cold-blooded murder.’

      ‘Wow, she’s either one perceptive lady or the stereotypical mother-in-law from hell. What’s your opinion, Della?’

      ‘Somewhere in between, I expect and Mrs Rivers certainly doesn’t have any facts to back up her allegations. She strikes me as a bitter old lady whose only child left her to marry when she wanted him to stay at home and care for her in her old age. I don’t think she’d have taken to anyone; it’s not just Caron. One interesting thing, though, is that the couple met through a dating site. I’d wondered how they got together with the age difference and everything. They seem an unlikely couple and I couldn’t see them frequenting the same places, clubs, pubs or whatever, so this sort of makes sense.’

      ‘Interesting, I could see William Rivers using a dating agency to find companionship and possibly to get away from an overbearing mother, but I’d like to know what Caron’s reasons were for doing the same. A young, good-looking woman shouldn’t have to resort to a dating agency, should she?’ Jack asked.

      Della agreed. ‘That’s exactly what I thought.’

      ‘Look, before you go back to Mrs Rivers’ house, will you call in to see Caron at her home? See if you can get her chatting about how they met and find out how she feels about her mother-in-law.’

      Della beamed. ‘Right, I’m off then!’ Wasting no more time, she grabbed her bag and made for the exit. Jack smiled at her eagerness, Della was on a mission. He’d like her take on Caron Rivers, and perhaps she’d get more from her, woman to woman as it were. He knew Della was enjoying her involvement in this case and Jack was impressed with her intuition. He was happy to allow her free rein to participate fully in the investigation and follow any leads she might stumble upon. Jack turned back to his DS. ‘Right, Dave. You and I are off to the betting shop!’
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      Della stared up at number thirty-four Appleton Close, a much grander place than she’d expected. Perhaps, she thought, it should be called a ‘residence’ rather than a house? Della would love to look around the inside but, regrettably, her reason for being there wasn’t for a grand tour so she’d have to close her mouth and pretend being in such a lovely home was an everyday event.

      It took several minutes for the door to be answered. Della rang the bell three times before finally being greeted by a bleary-eyed Caron who was still in her robe even though it was 10.30am. She frowned at the young police officer before standing aside to allow her in.

      The hallway took Della’s breath away. A wide polished wooden stairway wound its way upstairs with an enormous stained-glass window at the turn of the stairs, casting prisms of light in all directions. It resembled something from the pages of a glossy magazine.

      Caron looked groggy and as Della followed her through the hallway, she wondered if it could be a hangover.

      ‘I’m not sleeping well so I took a pill,’ Caron explained her torpor while leading the way to the lounge. Della silently marvelled at the quality furnishings as she took a seat on the luxurious cream sofa, so far removed from her own battered second-hand one at her flat, which was permanently covered in cat hair from Fred, her ginger tom.

      Caron offered coffee, claiming she could do with some herself so Della accepted, taking the opportunity to follow her through to the kitchen for a sneaky look around there too. It certainly lived up to expectations and she struggled to stop herself from gawping. Sleek modern fittings lined the sides of the enormous space, with an island in the middle and one of those huge American-style fridges which, Della thought, would fill her tiny kitchen if ever she could afford such a thing. She’d need more than one promotion to be able to buy a house and contents like this.

      A shudder suddenly ran through Della – the kitchen was pristine but images of a dead body and pools of blood nudged their way, uninvited, into her head as she imagined the horrors which had occurred in the room just a couple of days ago. Della had seen the crime scene photographs and knew the reality of what had happened here, but if the images of death troubled Caron Rivers, it didn’t show.

      On her way to Appleton Close, Della had decided to play the friendly role. When she’d interviewed Caron on the day of the killing she’d kept her manner sympathetic and considerate, feelings which came naturally to her and she’d continue in the same vein today; after all, this was a woman who’d been abused by her husband, beaten and burned most cruelly. Della couldn’t imagine what agonies Caron must have suffered and the words of her diary were still fresh in the DC’s mind. Living in constant fear, it was unsurprising Caron had eventually cracked to the point of defending herself with such tragic results.

      Now, being in the very room where the horrific event occurred was surreal. Della’s eyes swept the work surfaces and came to rest on the expensive kitchen knives, housed in a block on the grey marble worktop, with one noticeably missing, like a gap from a missing tooth. After such a gruesome event, Della was initially surprised when Caron decided to return home after being bailed, but having seen the house, she now wondered who wouldn’t want to return here.

      ‘It must be distressing for you to be here after all that’s happened. Would you not sleep better staying with friends or family?’ Della gently probed, already knowing the answer.

      ‘I’ve no choice in the matter,’ Caron replied, a startled expression on her face. ‘There’s nowhere else to go. My mother and sister don’t speak to me and Bill stopped me from seeing my friends. My best friend from school, Vicki, had a flat in Leeds, which we shared before I married Bill but I’ve lost contact with her now and everyone else. Besides,’ she continued, ‘it’s the familiarity of home I need now.’

      Della made a mental note to mention Vicki to the boss. ‘What’s Vicki’s surname and address?’ she asked casually.

      Caron gawped at her, clearly horrified. ‘Why do you need that? She’s got nothing to do with any of this. You’d be wasting your time talking to her. I haven’t seen her for years.’

      ‘Very probably but the boss likes to cover every base, so now you’ve mentioned Vicki and because you lived with her for a time, I should take her details.’ Della noted the change in demeanour as Caron reluctantly recited her old friend’s name and address. Della got the distinct impression Caron was wishing she’d never mentioned her friend and hoped she wouldn’t clam up now. Wanting to probe deeper, the DC smiled and changed the subject.

      ‘What about Bill’s mother, Mrs Rivers. She must be feeling the loss too. Wouldn’t she be glad of your company?’ Again, Della knew the answer to her question yet was interested to hear Caron’s opinion of her mother-in-law.

      ‘Huh! She wouldn’t throw me a line if I were drowning. The old biddy’s never forgiven me for taking her precious son away from her. Madelaine rarely came here and the odd occasion she did deign to visit was like preparing for a state event. There’s no way she’d want to see me now, which suits me just fine.’

      They carried their coffee (the real deal from one of those costly machines) into the lounge and as they sat opposite each other, Della asked, ‘How did you and Bill meet? He was so much older and, if you don’t mind me saying so, he was no oil painting.’ It wasn’t perhaps the most professional approach, but she was keen to get Caron on side, woman to woman, and her words brought the trace of a smile to Caron’s face. Della sensed her relaxing again.

      ‘You’re not the first to comment on that one, yet it was quite romantic actually. We met on an internet dating site.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘Yes. It wasn’t his looks which attracted me. Bill came over as gentle and caring, a kind solid man. He seemed genuine too, you know, not like those men who only want one thing – I’d had enough of that sort to last me a lifetime. Bill was refreshing after some of the others I’d dated. At the time I even thought it was sweet that he lived at home with his mother and looked after her. I didn’t find out what a battle-axe she was until after we were married.’

      ‘And how long was it until you married?’

      ‘Just three months. Bill was so romantic at the beginning of our relationship, sending me flowers and buying little gifts all the time. I was impressed; who wouldn’t be? Now I understand what they say about marrying in haste. I didn’t get to know the real Bill Rivers until it was too late!’ Caron’s eyes filled up and she rummaged for a tissue in her robe pocket. Della gave her a few moments to compose herself before continuing.

      ‘I’m sorry, I know this must bring back memories which you’d rather forget but you’re safe now, Caron.’ Della was feeling her way very carefully in this conversation, hoping Caron wouldn’t shut down on her now. ‘Why did you stay with him when he became violent?’

      ‘He threatened me, told me if I ever tried to leave him he’d find me and make me sorry. I knew he meant it. Bill always carried out his threats and by then I was afraid of him. He wasn’t the same man I’d married and there was nowhere else to go.’

      ‘Were there no good times at all?’

      ‘A few at first. Bill took me to some fabulous restaurants, places I’d never been before. He wanted to spoil me then but everything changed after we married. I didn’t have a job when we met but was looking for one; I wanted to have a career of my own to make him proud of me. Then, after the honeymoon Bill told me quite emphatically to stop looking for work. He insisted I remain at home and said he’d provide for me, which he did, although I’d have loved a career of my own. And he made it clear he didn’t want me seeing my friends either when just sometimes it would have been good to have a girls’ night out or even meet up with a friend for coffee. My old friends eventually stopped contacting me, I must have seemed evasive to them, always making excuses why I couldn’t meet up. They thought I was too stuck up once I’d married well. I really missed the banter and fun of a night out with the girls. I can’t even remember when I last had a good laugh.

      ‘Occasionally, Bill would take me shopping. He liked to choose my clothes and was always very generous; yet he wouldn’t give me any money of my own, only enough for the housekeeping and then I had to account for everything I bought.’ Caron reached down to put her cup on the coffee table. Her robe sleeve slipped and Della noticed the ugly scars on her arms from the cigarette burns and mentally cursed Bill Rivers; anyone who treated a woman in that way deserved all he got. The sudden thought shocked her and the realisation that she was feeling sorry for Caron hit her hard. Yes, she was attempting to befriend her, but only as a tactic to seek out the truth. Della silently reminded herself to remain detached, unbiased.

      ‘What’s going to happen to me now?’ Caron looked at Della, her large brown eyes brimming with tears.

      ‘Well, when we’ve finished the investigation, the case will be turned over to the CPS who will decide what the charge will be; then a court date will be set but that’ll be a good few months away. Because of the circumstances, you’ll probably be able to remain out on bail and report to the station regularly. Hasn’t your solicitor told you all this?’

      Caron dabbed at her eyes with a tissue and screwed up her face in concentration. ‘He probably did, although I don’t remember. Everything’s a bit of a blur at the moment. I can hardly believe Bill is dead and worse still, that I killed him. I honestly didn’t mean to do it; he was coming at me and I was scared. It wasn’t long since he’d burned me and then the way he’d been the night before – you know? I didn’t know what he was capable of anymore. So I grabbed the nearest thing to me to defend myself, the knife, just to keep him away from me. I didn’t want him to hurt me again but I never meant to kill him!’ Caron’s eyes filled up again, and Della spoke soothingly.

      ‘If you tell the truth as you are now, you’ll get through it. We can’t turn the clock back, and although it might not seem like it at times, we’re here to help you sort this out. Bill was a bully and his behaviour was inexcusable yet having said that, you do realise what you did was also wrong and it won’t go away overnight.’

      Caron nodded as she wept silently. Perhaps Della wouldn’t learn anything new here. However, the DC found herself feeling empathy for this young woman; constant and deliberate abuse in Della’s book was one of the most heinous crimes against women. After a few more questions, she finished her coffee, thanked Caron for her time and left.
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      On her way to visit Mrs Rivers senior, Della couldn’t help think about the kind of life Caron must have led and wondered if this whole debacle was a consequence of her past. Her childhood wasn’t much to shout about and even now when Caron most needed their support, her mother and sister were absent. Caron said they didn’t speak to her and her mother-in-law despised her for taking her son away. The young woman was now very much alone.

      Della couldn’t imagine what it must be like to have a family who didn’t get on. She was blessed with a sister and a brother, both of whom she loved and with whom she kept in regular contact, meeting as often as their busy schedules allowed. Her parents were still alive and had been happily married for thirty-five years. Della, the baby of the family, readily admitted to being spoiled, not only by her parents but also her older siblings. Yes, there was the odd family argument but they were raised by sensible parents who’d instilled into them the importance of getting along with each other. Never let the sun go down on your wrath was a favourite saying of her mother’s and all three children learned the wisdom of it and aimed to live by that principle.

      As for violence in the home, the little girl Della hadn’t ever contemplated that a parent could physically hurt a child. She couldn’t even remember a smack, although she probably deserved one at times. The thought of violence was so alien to the way she’d grown up and as a consequence of this, the young Della assumed every family functioned by the same ethos. Her parents were loving and kind.

      Her father instilled a love of books in her, never too busy when his daughter sneaked into the study to climb on to his knee for another story and she couldn’t remember ever seeing him, or her mother, angry. Instead, discipline was a firm talk and an explanation of why such behaviour was unacceptable. Occasionally there were consequences for misbehaviour, extra chores perhaps, or being kept inside when she wanted to play out.

      As Della grew older, she learned from experience that not everyone lived in the bubble of harmony she’d been privileged to grow up in, and when she joined the police force her eyes became fully opened. It was only then that her education on human nature truly began, and she was still learning.

      Della’s compassion for Caron ran deep. It appeared that even after the poor girl married and thought she’d found happiness, Bill turned on her, abusing her in such unimaginable ways. Hopefully, they would be able to demonstrate how Caron was driven to protect herself and a jury would understand the pressure under which this young woman had lived.
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      DI Jack Priestly and DS Dave Bennet made their way to the betting shop where Liz Stewart worked, arriving at about 9.40am. As they left their car, Jack and Dave stepped out into several pieces of rubbish swirling around their feet like tumbleweed, as the wind whipped it from the overflowing bins. The precinct was already bustling with a stream of customers entering and leaving a mini-market and a group of youths hanging around the off-licence – some on bikes and several smoking what Jack hoped were only cigarettes. The detectives gave them a wide berth.

      Like the estate they served, the shops needed refurbishment yet the shopkeepers probably only just made a decent living with little spare cash even for a tin of paint – investment in such projects was hard to come by in the current economic climate.

      The betting shop appeared somewhat smarter than the other properties, with a large illuminated sign above the frontage and a reasonably new solid front door. CCTV was also visible above the doorway; they seemed to take security seriously and business was obviously better for them than their neighbours. There were only two men in the shop, perched on stools and focused intently on a giant television screen which dominated one wall. Liz Stewart was behind a high counter, shielded from the main area by a plexiglass screen. She saw the detectives almost immediately and as they approached, spoke briefly to a colleague before letting herself out from behind the counter to meet them. Jack introduced Dave and they moved to a corner away from the television and the counter to provide a measure of privacy.

      ‘What’s going on with Caron then?’ Liz asked, her eyes wide, darting from one man to the other.

      ‘She’s been charged with manslaughter and is out on bail,’ Jack answered. ‘You haven’t heard from her at all?’

      Liz frowned and shook her head.

      ‘She’s back at home; maybe you’d like to visit her? I should think she could do with a friendly face just now.’

      Liz simply nodded, chewing on her thumbnail before deciding to speak.

      ‘We used to be close at one time – the two of us united against the parents, the usual sort of teenage thing, you know? I’m not sure she’d welcome seeing me now. Why are you here then?’

      ‘Just a few more routine questions. We won’t keep you long. Perhaps you’ve thought of something which might help us build a better picture of Caron and Bill’s marriage?’ Jack looked directly at Liz, who turned away from the eye contact. He continued, ‘When we spoke at your mother’s house and asked about any particular argument which made Caron cut you off, it seemed as if you wanted to say something on the matter but didn’t get the chance?’

      The girl looked back at Jack, her face betraying the inner conflict with which she wrestled. ‘What happened all those years ago surely has no bearing on Bill’s death ... does it?’

      ‘Sometimes events from the past can colour the present, so anything you can tell us will help us piece together what happened on that morning. Any incident, no matter how unrelated, may prove relevant compared with the other evidence we’re gathering. What was it, Liz? What were you thinking of when I asked about any argument?’ Jack was sure there was something but she was taking her time, apparently undecided whether to speak to them or not. Eventually, Liz decided to talk.

      ‘Something was going on around the time Caron was due to sit her GCSEs although I didn’t know exactly what. Being the youngest, although only by a year, they kept me in the dark most of the time. Caron and Dad were constantly arguing and the atmosphere in the house was tense, even more so than usual. One particular night, Caron was so afraid of Dad that she barricaded the door to our bedroom pulling furniture behind it. She usually stood up to him, giving as good as she got until he became violent and then she got out of his way quickly; we both became adept at running away. But on that night, she was petrified, certain he was going to thrash her and he would have too. He came thundering up the stairs, drunk and spitting obscenities. If she hadn’t barricaded the door anything could have happened.’

      ‘Did he make a habit of thrashing her?’ Jack wanted Liz to continue talking.

      ‘Oh yes. He thought nothing of giving us a slap if he thought we deserved it or not, yet generally he picked on Mum more than us. Mind you, Mum was never slow in whacking us with a slipper when she was in the mood. We sometimes had to run from her as well.’

      ‘So you think something was going on but you don’t know what?’ Jack paraphrased.

      ‘That’s right. Caron seemed restless, anxious even and was causing trouble at school too, bunking off occasionally and arguing with the teachers. I remember her being particularly obnoxious to the PE teacher, Mr Bates. I overheard her almost shouting at him in the changing rooms once although I couldn’t make out what they were saying. Caron hated games – thought she was too old and too cool to run around the field in her gym kit. I expected her to be sent to the headteacher after that outburst but nothing happened. Mr Bates was known as a bit of a soft touch and most of his classes took advantage of his inexperience, so I guess Caron wasn’t the only one. I shouldn’t think any of the teachers actually enjoyed having her in their class which was a shame really as she was the one with the brains. She could have gone far.’

      ‘When did this happen, Liz?’

      ‘Shortly before Dad died, I think, and when he was gone Caron only got worse, bossing Mum and me about at home and then leaving school so suddenly.’

      ‘What did she do when she left school?’ Dave chipped into the conversation.

      ‘Got a job in a supermarket which she loathed and it only lasted for a year or so before she upped and left. Just walked out one day saying she was sick of the place, sick of us and was going to live a little, enjoy herself while she was young. We didn’t know where she’d gone at first but she telephoned a few times, usually when she wanted to borrow money although Mum wasn’t having any of it.’

      Jack was pleased with the way Liz was opening up. ‘Did she stay away long?’

      ‘Three years, maybe more.’ Liz pulled at the sleeve of her jumper as she spoke, as if anxious to get this interview over.

      ‘And did she visit during those years?’ he continued. Liz shook her head.

      ‘She never came to the house. I think Mum made it more than clear she wasn’t getting anything from her. Caron did turn up here though, again to borrow money. I gave her what I could but it’s minimum wage here and I’ve got Mum and Daisy to support.’

      ‘That was generous of you, Liz, after the way she’d treated you,’ Dave remarked.

      ‘She’s still family… and as I said, we used to be close once.’ Liz appeared to be growing uncomfortable at their probing questions and glanced back towards the counter.

      ‘Going back a bit, Liz, how did your father die?’ Jack was keen to piece everything together.

      ‘In an accident. He fell down the stairs and broke his neck. By the time we found him he’d been dead for most of the day.’

      ‘And you and Caron were still at school then?’

      ‘Yeah, that’s what I said.’ Liz looked bored so Jack moved on swiftly with the questions he needed her to answer to clarify his thinking.

      ‘What did you think when your sister married William Rivers?’

      ‘I was shocked. We didn’t even know Caron was seeing anyone. She turned up one day and announced they were getting married. Caron never brought him home but then she hadn’t been living with us for years. I think she was ashamed of us and where we lived. I met Bill once in a coffee shop in the city centre. She rang me at work to arrange it. I think she wanted to show him off yet didn’t want Mum to meet him, so I never told her. I rather liked him even if he was a bit dull and he was plainly besotted with Caron. Afterwards she went quiet on us again.

      ‘If I’m honest, I think she only married him for his money. Bill was her knight in shining armour rescuing her from this dull life. She boasted about his money; our Caron always did like to spend big. Then she cut us off. No wedding invitation and we never saw her after the wedding.’ Liz looked towards the counter again and Jack sensed she was anxious to return to work. It wasn’t relevant to their investigation but before they wrapped up the interview he ventured to ask, ‘Why do you stay here, Liz? Did you not have the same dreams as Caron – to get away from this life as she did?’

      ‘Huh, that’s easier said than done. Caron was the one with the brains and the looks, it came naturally to her. I was always in the shadows. With this job I don’t think I’ll ever be able to afford anything better than staying at home with Mum. But I have Daisy – she’s worth it all.’ Liz smiled wistfully as she mentioned her daughter.

      Jack and Dave thanked Liz for her time, left the betting shop and returned to their car. The picture they were now seeing of the young Caron Rivers seemed to present yet another facet to her character. She wasn’t the sort of teenager who simply took what her father meted out without complaint; she had spirit then and fought back before making what now appeared to be a conscious decision to look for a man who could give her what she wanted. Yet it didn’t work out as well as she’d expected. Could it be that William Rivers had knocked all the lifeforce out of his wife, stifled the spirit of the young Caron?

      Jack and Dave drove back to the station where Jack searched for Della to see if there was anything new to report on their suspect. He found her in the incident room.

      ‘How did the visit to Appleton Close go, Della?’

      The young DC looked up and smiled. ‘I enjoyed the house viewing, sir. What a fantastic place. I didn’t expect Caron to be living in such a grand house.’

      ‘The wealth’s all down to her husband. You should see her childhood home, chalk and cheese doesn’t cut it. So, how’s our girl holding up?’

      ‘She was just out of bed when I arrived, not sleeping well apparently, which isn’t any big surprise. She made coffee and we chatted about things in general. Oh, and I saw those marks on her arm; sickening, it almost makes you think Rivers got what he deserved.’

      Jack raised his brow in surprise and Della blushed.

      ‘Sorry, sir, I shouldn’t have said that. It just seems to me that any man who can deliberately cause such pain to a woman he’s supposed to love is a total bastard. Caron’s been through a lot and she’s confused. I’m not sure she fully understands the enormity of what she’s done yet. The poor girl’s getting by on automatic pilot and is taking sleeping pills which possibly confuse her even more.

      ‘There were no great revelations, nothing we didn’t already know already. Caron did mention that for a while after she left her mother’s house she moved into a flat with an old school friend, Vicki Pierce. I didn’t think too much of it yet asked for the address to help complete the picture we’re building of her early life. Caron appeared annoyed that I’d asked and seemed to regret mentioning this friend at all. Of course, it might be nothing but in the interests of dotting the i’s and crossing the t’s I thought you should know.’

      ‘Good work, Della. Would you like to follow it through and visit this Vicki Pierce?’ He smiled, knowing Della would be keen to do so.

      ‘Really? I mean yes, thank you, sir. I’ll try to ring her now and fix up a time to visit. I went on to Mrs Rivers senior’s house after seeing Caron but she had a friend with her and clearly didn’t want me sitting over her all day. I told her to ring if she needs anything.’

      ‘That’s fine. Let me know what happens with this former flatmate, will you?’
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      Vicki Pierce answered her phone immediately, a relief to Della as she’d feared the number Caron provided might now be out of date. The young woman sounded surprised at being contacted by the police but the mention of Caron Rivers’ name was an explanation in itself. As Vicki worked evenings she was happy for Della to go straight round and gave the DC details of the most convenient place to park.

      Arriving within the hour Della was thankful it was still daylight as the area to which she’d been directed was at the rear of Vicki’s block of flats, a makeshift car park which also served several restaurants. The pedestrian exit was through an alley strewn with rubbish and harbouring too many dark corners for Della to feel safe had it been night. A stench of rotting food added to the uninviting charm of the area and perhaps for the first time in her career, Della felt vulnerable at being out of uniform. During her days on the beat her uniform afforded protection, eluding a ‘don’t mess with me’ aura and gave a sense of being shielded by the badge of authority – the strength of the whole force behind her. The handcuffs, baton and taser added a bit of extra confidence and she’d had cause to use them all on several occasions.

      Della quickly found her way out of the labyrinth of alleys and arrived at the doorway of a six-storey block of residential homes. The block looked severely in need of a facelift but perhaps the same could be said of half the residences in Leeds. However, it had an entry security system and when she pressed the buzzer for flat number nineteen, Vicki answered immediately and buzzed her in.

      The inside of the flat reflected the outside; dated and in need of modernisation. Still, it was clean and comfortably furnished and Della took a seat when Vicki offered yet declined coffee, keen to get straight on with the interview but Vicki spoke first.

      The young woman’s eyes were bright, dancing. ‘So, you want to know about Caron Stewart, eh. Or should I say Caron Rivers?’ Della sensed she was hopeful of picking up a morsel of gossip.

      ‘Yes, that’s right. Have you seen anything of the case in the papers?’ Della asked.

      ‘Some. I saw that her old man’s dead, right?’

      ‘Yes, and we’re currently putting together a picture of Caron’s life in the run-up to this incident. Did you know William Rivers at all?’

      ‘No, she’d been long gone from here before I heard she’d got married. Felt sorry for the poor bloke though, she wasn’t easy to get along with wasn’t our Caron.’

      ‘Really, in what way?’ Della barely needed to encourage Vicki to talk. She seemed keen to indulge in gossip.

      ‘She was unpredictable to say the least – one minute everyone’s buddy the next a miserable moody cow. To be blunt, Caron’s a selfish bitch and not one to be trusted that’s for sure.’

      ‘Would you be able to elaborate?’ Della hid her surprise and wondered if she was about to be introduced to a different side of their suspect than the poor abused wife she’d seen earlier in the day, or was it more a case of sour grapes?

      ‘Well, I let her stay here out of the goodness of my heart, for old times’ sake, you know? We used to be pals at school although we were just kids then. I laid down a few ground rules and told her I’d expect her to share the rent; it’s not cheap around here being such a prime location. She agreed readily but it didn’t turn out to be so easy. The first couple of weeks Caron was short of cash. She found bar work quickly enough which didn’t pay too well, so I let her off the first week’s rent and insisted she paid up after that. She was none too keen on doing her share of the chores either, lazy sod, and none too tidy either.’

      ‘Can you remember the name of the bar she worked in?’ Della was taking notes to sift later, unsure where this interview might lead.

      ‘’Course I do, it was the ‘Blue Rain’. The bar work didn’t pay much and she soon decided to become a hostess, the same place like, and for a while she had a bit of spare cash. Hostess work pays much better than minimum wage and the tips can be good too.’ Vicki gave an exaggerated wink. ‘Then she started to spend big time; mainly clothes and jewellery – all top-end stuff, nothing but the best for her. And the rent got later and later. We had words about it several times yet it was like water off a duck’s back; she’s a thick-skinned one is Caron. I could live with a few late payments but it’s what she did next that showed her true nature.’

      Della’s eyes widened as she scribbled notes in her book, nodding to encourage Vicki to continue.

      ‘She only went and stole my boyfriend, didn’t she?’

      ‘Oh, I’m so sorry.’ Della immediately knew her comment was inappropriate; a kneejerk reaction.

      ‘Thanks, love, but after she’d had him I really couldn’t fancy him anymore, could I? Found them in bed together didn’t I? Came home early from a shift, not feeling well and there they were; stark bloody naked and wrestling on my bed! Couldn’t even use her own, the bloody cow. So that was it. She was out on her ear. I quite enjoyed throwing all her stuff out of my drawers and wardrobe and watching her scramble around, pushing it into bags. She actually had the nerve to ask if she could stay until she found somewhere else to go. Well, you can imagine what I said to her – and to my so-called boyfriend – the cheating rat! It was the last time I saw Caron Stewart and good riddance to her too.’

      ‘Do you know where she went from here, a mutual friend perhaps?’ It was hardly likely but Della asked anyway.

      ‘Don’t know and don’t care. About a year later I heard she’d married an older bloke – for his money most likely. Oh, and another thing; when she’d gone, I discovered a few trinkets of mine missing. She’d helped herself on the way out, would you believe? A bloody kleptomaniac she is, so you can tell Caron whatever her name is from me that she owes me, big time and if she gets a whopping insurance settlement or something, she should consider paying her debts.’

      Della left when she was certain there was nothing more to be learned from Vicki Pierce. Thanking the woman for her time she quickly found her car and drove out of the city centre. Her head was throbbing, and she was relieved to be on her way back to the station.
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      A short while later, Della wrote up the interview deciding there was very little of value to move the investigation along. Vicki was naturally going to be biased in her opinion of Caron after the boyfriend incident – Della wondered what Caron’s version of the story would be – aware there are always two sides. So could this friend’s account be trusted?

      Vicki’s comment that Caron was a kleptomaniac troubled Della. It could be true, or simply the opinion of a disgruntled ex-friend or a throwaway comment. Della had known of other cases and was aware that kleptomania is a legitimate mental health condition. If Caron did suffer in this way and Bill Rivers learned of it, maybe he used this to control her? So many ifs and buts. Caron was turning out to be a somewhat complex character, yet Della was still inclined to believe her version of events. The woman hadn’t had the best start in life and now her marriage had ended disastrously too. Della would add the extra information to her notes and see what Jack made of it. What else would turn up, she wondered, before they could finally put this case to bed?
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      In the light of his recent discussion with Liz Stewart, DI Jack Priestly felt another trip to Caron’s school was warranted and as it was still early afternoon there was time to get there before school finished for the day. He was interested in the argument Liz told them about between her sister and the PE teacher and wanted to hear his version of the event. Firstly, he called Tony Russell who’d made the initial visit, to ask him to go over his opinions on the teachers he had met.

      ‘We spoke to two teachers who remembered Caron; a Mrs Carter and Mr Bates the PE teacher. Unfortunately, he didn’t remember much at all so Mrs Carter did most of the talking.’

      ‘Were they the only ones who taught at the school during Caron’s time?’

      ‘Probably not but it was the middle of the morning and most of the staff were in lessons which made seeing them all a tad difficult. And we didn’t think speaking to every teacher who knew her would give us any more insight into this case.’

      ‘That’s fine although I think a little more digging might be necessary now.’

      ‘Do you want me to go back, boss?’

      ‘No, I’d like to do it myself. I want to get a feel for the place and see if anyone’s remembered anything new since your visit. It’s bound to have been the hot topic of conversation in the staff room.’

      Jack rang the headteacher and found the man uncooperative.

      ‘I shouldn’t think there’s anything more they can tell you since the last time your men were here, Detective Inspector.’ Mr Wilson’s tone was dismissive.

      ‘That may be the case, sir although I thought if I came at the end of lessons it would cause less disruption for you and I might be able to see if any of your other teachers remembered the Stewart family.’ Jack had no intention of backing down.

      ‘Very well. The last period finishes at 3.30. I’ll get Gina to find out who was here when Caron was a pupil and ask them to stay behind to talk to you.’
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      At 3.40 precisely, Gina showed Jack and PC Martin Smith into Mr Wilson’s office where the ever-fragrant Mrs Carter was waiting. When the young PC entered the staff room of his old school Mrs Carter smiled at him.

      ‘It’s Martin Smith isn’t it? I thought I recognised you last time you were here.’ Martin blushed but replied politely and the two entered into quiet conversation while they waited for others to join them. Slowly another six teachers arrived and finally the PE teacher, Mr Bates who looked as if he’d just stepped from the shower. Gina, the efficient secretary, declared them to be all the teachers who taught at the school when Caron Stewart attended and Jack thanked her for her help before turning to address the small gathering.

      ‘I’m sure you’ve all heard about Caron Rivers’ husband, although you’ll remember her as Caron Stewart. My colleague spoke to a couple of you a few days ago to see what you remembered about the girl and her family. Now I’d like you to cast your minds back to her last few months here and tell me anything you can remember. We’re particularly interested in the time when Caron’s father died and the impact the event had on her and her sister.’

      ‘Wasn’t he the one who fell down the stairs? Sorry, I’m Jim Green, history teacher.’ The man looked the perfect personification of a history professor down to the tweed suit with leather-patched elbows.

      ‘Yes, Mr Green. He fell and broke his neck and the girls found him when they arrived home from school’ Jack replied.

      ‘Terrible shock for them. I taught the fifth formers then and Caron was in my class. As I remember, she was a bit of a moody girl who always wanted to be somewhere else rather than in school but then I think many of us were like that as teenagers!’

      ‘Thank you, Mr Green. Can anyone concur with this?’

      ‘Yes, it sounds like the girl I remember. I took her for mathematics which she hated with a passion. She never handed her homework in on time, work which she could easily understand. It was such a shame seeing her waste her talent. Sadly there’ve been many like her since and always will be I’m afraid.’

      ‘And your name, please, sir?’ Martin shuffled in his seat as he took notes.

      ‘Oh sorry, Charles Bird, mathematics.’ The man grinned showing a mouthful of the yellowing teeth of a heavy smoker.

      ‘Did the girls have much time off school when their father died and can anyone remember how it affected them?’ Jack surveyed the little group.

      ‘They stayed off until after the funeral.’ A little bird of a woman spoke up. ‘I’m Mary Emerson. I was Elizabeth’s form tutor at the time. I remember her being very quiet and withdrawn after the accident yet she did come round, and quite quickly too, considering the shock they must have had, which rather surprised me as I’d always thought her a sensitive girl. I think Elizabeth was always in her sister’s shadow. She wasn’t as clever as Caron although she possessed other qualities and certainly didn’t cause as much trouble. I didn’t have much to do with Caron but we all cut her a bit of slack when her father died. It was a difficult time for them.’

      ‘Thank you, Mrs Emerson. Does anyone else remember anything about Caron or the family?’

      ‘Shouldn’t speak ill of the dead I know but the father was a nasty piece of work. Mrs Stewart sported the occasional bruise when she came into school for any reason and listening to local gossip, people had him pegged as a drinker too. The girls might even have felt relief when he died, Mary, which could be why she appeared to recover from the death so quickly. Sid Turnbull, English teacher, by the way.’

      The questioning had almost turned into a discussion which Jack allowed to continue. Martin was frantically scribbling notes as they both listened carefully to each contribution about the Stewart family. The only one who didn’t join in fully was Mr Bates who sat quietly in a corner. Finally, when Jack decided they’d exhausted all avenues he thanked the teachers and they drifted away.

      ‘Mr Bates.’ Jack stopped the PE teacher from leaving. Judging by his still youthful appearance it must have been very early in his career when he taught Caron Rivers. ‘I wonder if I could have a quick word?’

      Bates sat down again and waited for his colleagues to leave the room. Jack sat beside him.

      ‘We’ve been told of a particular occasion when you and Caron Stewart had quite a heated argument. It would be around the time just before her father died.’

      ‘I rather think there would have been more than one incident. I had many arguments with Caron and other pupils like her.’ His lips twitched as he tried to smile.

      ‘Did you not think to report her to the headteacher or discipline her in any way?’ Jack asked.

      Bates actually blushed. ‘It was my first job as a teacher. I was young and inexperienced and Caron was feisty, to say the least. I didn’t want to go running to the head every time I had a problem with a pupil. He’d think I couldn’t hack it as a teacher!’

      It sounded plausible enough to Jack who remembered one or two teachers from his own school days who were ‘soft’ and taken advantage of by the pupils. ‘So, you don’t remember a specific incident as standing out from the others?’

      ‘No, sorry I don’t.’

      Jack thanked him then he and PC Smith left the school.

      In the car, Martin was thoughtful and eventually asked Jack, ‘Did you ever do that thing at school where you chose ‘the pupil most likely to succeed’ in your class?’

      ‘Not that I can remember, why, did you?’

      ‘Yes, Trevor Wright got voted in by nearly everyone; about ninety per cent of the class I think.’

      ‘And did he succeed; is he at the top of his tree?’

      ‘No, I nicked him about a year ago for GBH!’
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      To Jack’s dismay the national newspapers were showing more than a passing interest in the Rivers case. After their initial front-page spread about the stabbing, they’d been relatively restrained the next day and only printed the police press release when they charged Caron with manslaughter. But their interest soon returned and the day’s edition even included a photograph of the couple on their wedding day. Goodness knows where they’d got that one from, and the case was again front-page news. One pesky wasp had suddenly become a swarm.

      Journalists blatantly embellished the facts released from the press office – the case was built up into some kind of drama with Caron as the heroine unable to take any more abuse from a cruel overbearing husband. The wave of sympathy both locally and nationally didn’t help the police investigation; in fact it would probably hamper it. Jack knew some papers had approached Caron for her side of the story and he’d asked her to resist speaking to them at all but they were clearly getting their information from somewhere.

      It was always more difficult to investigate a case when there was so much public sympathy for the person at the very centre of it. The press, in their wisdom, decided that Caron was the victim, not Bill and support was flooding in from many sources. Sarah had come across an article in a national newspaper which she passed on to Jack to read. It was an interview with a spokesperson from WADA, ‘Women Against Domestic Abuse.’ It read:

      
        
        ‘Although WADA categorically does not condone killing, we fully support Caron Rivers in this case. Mrs Rivers was driven to such drastic measures by what she suffered during years of living with an abusive husband. It is a clear case of self-defence against a frequently violent man who perpetrated regular, vicious and humiliating attacks on his wife. Caron Rivers is the victim here, and we will put our full weight behind getting justice for her. Surely this woman has already served her sentence trapped in a violent marriage, suffering the mental and physical torment which such a relationship brings. In this clear case of self-defence we would hope to see a suspended sentence; this poor woman needs support and understanding, not locking away.’

        

      

      How this spokesperson could offer such an opinion when they knew absolutely nothing about the case was beyond Jack. As always, this type of publicity would make his job even more difficult.

      In the local press the same morning the headline read ‘Local Businessman – Wife Beater.’ It seemed that William Rivers’ character was being publicly vilified and Jack couldn’t help hoping Mrs Rivers senior would not see this blatant character assassination.

      Recently there’d been one or two high-profile cases involving celebrities, claiming historic abuse; perhaps this was the reason the Rivers’ case was receiving such unprecedented press coverage. It was undoubtedly topical if not ‘fashionable’, Jack thought as he put the newspaper down with a heavy sigh, knowing there would be pressure from above to wrap this case up swiftly.

      Grabbing a much-needed coffee, Jack made his way to the incident room where his team were already assembling and started poring over the evidence once again. In front of him were photographs of the Rivers’ house. Shots of the kitchen where the stabbing took place with the body in situ and after it had been removed. There were photos of Caron Rivers wearing her clothing and images of her clothing after it was removed and before it was sent to forensics for analysis, marked by the examiners to show the blood spatter pattern. These, with the wound itself, enabled them to tell precisely what angle the knife entered Rivers’ body. It never ceased to amaze Jack precisely how much forensic analysis could tell them and the information was still coming in. In many ways, it was like attempting to complete a jigsaw puzzle without a picture on the lid from which to work.

      A table at the back of the incident room groaned under the weight of paper, recording the statements from house-to-house enquiries as well as copies of all interviews with Caron, her family, the school she attended and the staff at William Rivers’ place of work. Rivers’ computer and the contents of his desk were stacked on another table, together with the results of the team’s digging into his financial affairs and a copy of his will from Black & Sugden.

      Jack gathered the team around. ‘Tony, what’s the news from the solicitor about Rivers’ will; a codicil perhaps?’

      ‘No, boss, there’s only ever been the one will, the copy of which we’ve got, with no changes.’

      ‘Not a huge surprise there then. Okay, let’s brainstorm this whole case from the very beginning, shall we? What exactly have we got? A 999 call from the wife followed by a confession; the most damning evidence of all. Her fingerprints all over the knife making it appear to be a cut and dried case. No fingerprints found in the house at all other than Mr and Mrs Rivers themselves. This fits in with what she told us about them never having visitors and goes a long way to ruling out involvement by a third person. Evidence from the house-to-house confirms the Rivers were a quiet enough couple who kept themselves to themselves and no one remembers ever seeing visitors at the house. The blood spatter on Mrs Rivers’ clothes confirms her as the one who actually stabbed him.

      ‘As we’ve no evidence to suggest premeditation, we’ve charged her with manslaughter and as things stand at the moment it looks as if this will stick. However, if the court decides to be lenient and accept a plea of self-defence, Caron could even get off with a suspended sentence especially with all this publicity in her favour.

      ‘Now some of you might be aware that I’m not entirely convinced we’ve got to the bottom of this yet. I’ve an inkling there could be more to it – something we’ve yet to discover which may change the whole scene. I’m also aware that many of you are convinced Caron Rivers is the victim here and that she did indeed act in self-defence.’ Jack glanced at Della as he said this and smiled. Her point of view was as valid as any other and he knew she wasn’t the only one to feel empathy for Caron.

      ‘However, we appear to be reaching the stage of wrapping it all up but still have today to tie up loose ends. Della, I’d like you to come with me to see Caron Rivers one more time. Dave, could you get on to forensics and see if anything new has cropped up. Tony, we’ve had the usual number of crank phone calls mainly due to our friends at the press. Could you sift through them again and look at today’s quota to see if you can find anything which might be relevant to the case?’ The team dispersed to complete their tasks, desperately wanting something solid to either support Caron’s story of self-defence or prove premeditation was at play.

      Jack and Della arrived at Appleton Close at 10am and were eventually let in and offered coffee which they both declined. The purpose of their visit was to once more go over every minute of the morning when Caron Rivers stabbed her husband, but first Jack wanted to check she was not the one who was talking to the press. He broached the subject.

      ‘No, you asked me not to so I’ve said nothing,’ Caron confirmed sounding somewhat indignant. ‘They’ve been knocking on the door but I didn’t answer and when they phone, I’ve been cutting them off.’

      ‘Thank you. I appreciate your co-operation. When the press picks up on a story like this, they can be persistent and often people tell them things just to get rid of them.’ Jack was giving her a second opportunity to come clean but Caron again denied having spoken to anyone from the press.

      ‘Have you read any of the papers?’ Jack was certain she would have seen them.

      ‘Yes.’ Caron hung her head and spoke quietly. ‘The reports are better than I’d expected and the support expressed has gone a long way towards helping me come to terms with what I did. I’ve felt terrible about it. Taking a life is horrendous and I wish I could turn the clock back. It’s like some dreadful nightmare but it isn’t; it’s real and I’m scared.’ A tear escaped her eye.

      Della was nodding, her face a picture of empathy while Jack decided to get down to business.

      ‘Caron, I know we’ve gone over this several times and I’m sorry to have to ask you again as we need to be absolutely sure that the sequence of events is accurate. I’d like you to cast your mind back to the night before Bill died and tell us exactly what transpired between you and your husband.’ He nodded to Della to begin taking notes as Caron wearily once more told her story.

      At 11am Jack and Della left Appleton Close frustrated and no further forward. They needed a break, something to shift the case’s focus. Jack knew time was running out. The superintendent would be expecting him to rest the investigation and hand his findings over to the CPS, yet for reasons which he didn’t fully understand himself, Jack was unwilling to do so.
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      ‘Fiona, it’s Caron.’ The line was silent for a few moments as Caron Rivers paused, waiting for her counsellor’s reaction. Fiona was aware Caron was scheduled to see her again that morning but assumed her client wouldn’t be attending and anticipated some free time to catch up on other things.

      ‘Hello, Caron, how are you?’ As soon as the words left her lips, Fiona knew what a stupid question it was when the poor woman was facing a charge of manslaughter after stabbing her husband; her whole world must be in turmoil.

      ‘Can I still see you?’ Caron’s voice was faint, pleading almost. Fiona remembered Jack’s caution against offering more counselling but this was probably the most traumatic time of this young woman’s life and it appeared she had no one else to support her.

      ‘If you feel able and still want to, then yes, of course,’ Fiona answered, a knot of disquiet forming somewhere in the middle of her chest.

      ‘I don’t suppose it would be possible for you to visit me instead of the surgery, would it?’ Caron almost whispered the request. Fiona deliberated for only a moment before recklessly saying yes again. She looked at her watch; it was 11.30am. Caron recited the address, which her counsellor already knew and the call ended with Fiona agreeing to set off immediately.

      Putting on her coat which she’d taken off only a few minutes before, images of Enda Choudhry and Jack Priestly flashed into Fiona’s mind. Both of them would caution her not to go, which was perhaps why she wasn’t going to tell them. Instead, she quickly found a pen and scribbled Caron’s name and address on a piece of paper, sealed it in an envelope and wrote on the front, Fiona – Visiting a client, I should be back by 1pm. On her way out she passed the envelope to Laura, the practice manager who was working on reception. Leaving a note was standard procedure for safety and confidentiality – Laura knew to open the letter if the counsellor was not back by the specified time.
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      Number thirty-four Appleton Close was impressive. It was a quiet street of rather exclusive individually designed houses all with immaculately manicured front gardens. Fiona drove up the gravel drive and exited the car feeling somewhat surprised that Caron Rivers should be living in such an exclusive house. The gardens at the front screamed of being tended by a professional gardener, with early summer blooms showing a colourful display. Regimented bedding plants edged the driveway like sentinels guarding the property. Fiona wondered for a moment how such a pretty sunny house could have been the setting for such violence and pain.

      Caron answered the doorbell immediately, stepping aside to allow her visitor in and offering coffee which Fiona refused; this was one of those situations where it was best to keep things on a professional footing, drinking coffee together introduced an element of familiarity or even friendship. Fiona was there to be Caron’s counsellor, not her friend, though goodness knows the poor woman could probably do with a friend at this traumatic point in her life.

      Caron, dressed in slim jeans and a soft lilac cashmere jumper, the cuffs of which were pulled down into her palms, showed Fiona into the lounge. They took seats in the pleasant spacious room with the late morning sun streaming through the windows. Fiona was surprised and impressed in equal measures at the beautiful space. The view from the window was of another well-kept and colourful garden, wrapped around the sides and back of the property and Fiona thought she could see the side of a hot tub near the summer house.

      ‘I’m sure it’s difficult for you to know where to start, Caron. As always this hour is for you to use as you wish. I should, however, tell you that the confidentiality issue has changed since you agreed to allow the police to see your medical records.’ Fiona thought it necessary to point this out before they talked and then she waited for her client to collect her thoughts.

      ‘Yes, I understand, and I don’t mind what you tell the police. I’ve nothing to hide so giving permission was never an issue. It’s been a tough week, Fiona, and I’m scared about what will happen next. My life’s suddenly collapsed around me and I don’t know what to do.’ There were tears in her eyes and her hands were trembling; Fiona was in no doubt that this young woman must have shed oceans of tears over the last few days. The counsellor nodded, keeping her attention focused on Caron’s face. She looked so young and vulnerable – and utterly lost.

      ‘What did the police tell you?’ It was a natural question for Caron to ask.

      ‘They said you stabbed your husband… fatally.’ Fiona avoided using the word ‘dead’. It was such a hard word to say and hear; two vowels squeezed between two consonants, leaving absolutely no room for compassion to be expressed in pronouncing the word.

      Fat tears rolled down Caron’s cheeks as she sniffed and rummaged in her pocket for a tissue.

      ‘Would it help to talk about it?’ Fiona asked, unsure if she wanted to hear the full unedited version.

      Caron nodded, blowing her nose and wringing her hands in her lap and taking a deep breath before commencing. ‘I didn’t mean to kill him, Fiona, honestly but he was wild – out of control. The night before we’d had a huge row. I don’t even remember what it was all about. Bill was drinking and he didn’t like the meal I’d made ...’ Her voice cracked; it was clearly increasingly difficult to get the words out.

      ‘Take your time, Caron. There’s no hurry.’ The counsellor waited for her client to regain a degree of composure.

      ‘He … he raped me! On the kitchen floor – he threw things around and then ...’ Another silence filled the room.

      Fiona waited again; this was not something she could hurry. Caron needed to tell her story at her own pace.

      ‘Bill had been getting increasingly angry and violent.’ She sniffed and drew in a deep breath before continuing. ‘In the past it was usually over quickly and he’s never actually raped me before. I can’t remember much of what the row was about; it was mostly Bill shouting. I hoped letting off steam would get it out of his system but it didn’t! I didn’t answer back, Fiona, I never do but it seemed to annoy him even more. He came at me with his eyes wild, like a madman. I knew what he would do when he reached for his belt buckle yet there was nothing I could do about it – I just froze.’ Tears streaked Caron’s cheeks as she paused, her face ashen, eyes almost glazed at the memory. She looked so young and vulnerable sitting alone on the sofa, her slight frame tense, nervous. Fiona wanted to encourage her client, to give her time to reflect and say as much or as little as she needed to.

      ‘You’re doing well, Caron. Take your time – you don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to.’

      Caron nodded, sniffed and continued. ‘Afterwards, he went to bed and I stayed downstairs and eventually fell asleep on the sofa. Bill came down the next morning and was furious that I hadn’t come to bed. He went berserk and was coming towards me again! I honestly don’t remember picking up the knife. The next thing I knew I’d stabbed him with it … there was blood everywhere – Bill’s blood. My hands felt warm and sticky and it was only then I saw the knife in my hand. If he hadn’t kept coming at me like that … and he was so angry. I’ve never been so afraid.’ Caron’s head dropped into her hands and she sobbed openly. Moving to sit next to her on the sofa, Fiona put her arm around Caron’s heaving shoulders and could almost feel her pain. This woman had done something which could never be undone and would remain with her for the rest of her life. It was a huge burden to carry.

      Caron turned her head on to her counsellor’s shoulder and cried bitterly. Then after two or three minutes she sat upright again and pulled herself together, her thoughts moving on.

      ‘It was horrible at the police station. They made me take off all my clothes and a doctor examined me before the detectives asked their questions – the same questions they’d asked here before we left. I tried to tell them what had happened but it was hard. I was so confused, it was all a nightmare, and now – I wish it was me who was dead, not Bill!’ Caron sputtered, the words falling from her lips quickly, clearly agitated at the memory.

      Suddenly she stood up. ‘Sorry, Fiona, I need a glass of water.’

      As Caron moved into the kitchen at the other side of the hall, Fiona watched her go and tried to imagine what it must feel like to physically kill someone – to pierce their flesh with a knife. She imagined Bill Rivers’ body on the floor; it must have been in the kitchen – had it been in the lounge the blood would have ruined the carpet. And how could Caron possibly bear to come back here afterwards? Fiona shook her head to remove the horrendous mental pictures that were intruding into her mind.
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      Caron returned with her water, took her place on the sofa and looked at Fiona. ‘I’ve been having nightmares, every night. It’s like it happens all over again; the rape, the following morning. I’m almost afraid to go to sleep as I know I’m going to relive it all, to feel Bill’s body on top of mine!’ She closed her eyes and shook her head as if trying to remove the images.

      ‘Do you have anything to help you sleep?’ Fiona asked.

      ‘Yes. I still have the pills Dr Choudhry gave me although they don’t help much. I can’t seem to close my mind down, it never stops.’ Caron took a drink and sighed. ‘What have I done, Fiona? What will happen to me? I didn’t intend to kill him. I was just protecting myself and didn’t want him to hurt me again. He was so angry and coming at me …’ She stopped and looked at Fiona for answers.

      ‘What happens next is really up to the police and the CPS, but I do know that they’re fair. Their role is to see justice done and they consider everything – Bill’s actions as well as yours. Has your solicitor explained the process to you?’

      ‘Yes, but I don’t think I was taking it in.’

      ‘Then perhaps you need to speak to him again. It’s his job to represent you, to put forward your side of the story and let the appropriate bodies know why this happened and to make them understand your circumstances before the event.’ Fiona didn’t want to offer advice on the justice process, feeling unqualified to do so yet Caron seemed unsure of what would happen and her solicitor was the best person to ask.

      ‘Have you got anyone who can come and stay with you or somewhere else you could go perhaps?’

      ‘No, there’s no one. Bill isolated me from all my friends and my family. I’m okay staying here except for the newspaper reporters who keep calling or ringing. It’s like being a prisoner in my own home – although perhaps that’s something I’d better get used to.’

      Fiona was unsure if this was a reference to a custodial sentence and if Caron was anticipating the worst, yet her client must be aware of the support she was receiving in the press. A suspended sentence seemed the most likely outcome – the attack wasn’t planned – the poor girl was defending herself.

      ‘Again, your solicitor is the best person to advise you about what might happen. Why don’t you give him a ring?’ Fiona wasn’t going to be drawn into speculation. It wouldn’t help and would amount to nothing more than empty platitudes.

      Caron took another sip of water. ‘Living with Bill was awful but I didn’t mean to kill him.’ It was the third time Caron had spoken those words. ‘I should have got to know him better before we married but I suppose I was infatuated, dazzled by a different style of life and carried away planning a beautiful wedding without having to think about the cost. Bill was so generous at first, yet he changed almost immediately after we married and started hitting me after only a couple of weeks. At first he would apologise afterwards and be gentle and caring but then the beatings became more frequent and he dropped the pretence of being sorry.’

      Caron sipped her water and took a deep breath. ‘He did some despicable things, Fiona – you’ve seen the burns, mostly he hurt me where the bruises wouldn’t show. There were times when Bill thumped me so hard in my stomach that I thought I’d die – I couldn’t breathe – it was just awful. He pulled my hair out in clumps and laughed when I begged him to stop. But the worst thing is how he made me feel – worthless and pathetic. I almost believed I deserved the beatings. Do you think some people are naturally evil, Fiona?’ Caron looked to her counsellor for an opinion.

      ‘I prefer to look for the good in people yet I can see how the way Bill treated you will colour the way you see the world and sadly it’ll take time for you to recover.’ Fiona didn’t want to say much more; her time was running out and Caron was the one who needed to talk, not her.

      ‘I should have left him; I can see that now although there was nowhere to go. Things were strained with Mum and Liz even before I married and I knew I’d get no help from them so I stayed with Bill, always hoping things would get better. They couldn’t have been much worse.’

      ‘Do you think your mother and sister will be more supportive now they know what you’ve been through?’

      ‘No! I’d be too ashamed to go to them now, they’d only say I got what I deserved. I’ve repeated the pattern, haven’t I?’ Caron looked at Fiona for an answer.

      ‘What pattern do you mean?’

      ‘The cycle of abuse. I married a man like my father, a bully; isn’t that often the case?’

      ‘It does happen, yes, but you can change patterns of behaviour.’ Fiona remembered Caron asking these same questions before. Could she be looking for a hook to hang her shame and mistakes on? It’s human nature to justify our actions and try to understand the whys and wherefores of life.

      ‘When I was a child I used to look up to my dad, which every little girl should be able to do, yet he was a distant figure who I didn’t actually know at all. It was the idea of a devoted daddy that I loved. As I grew older and saw what he was really like I hated him and was glad when he died. Do you think that’s awful of me?’

      ‘No, I don’t. None of us can help our feelings and to respect someone, that person must be deserving of our respect.’ A picture of Fiona’s own wonderful father flashed through her mind; he’d been dead for three years and she still missed him terribly.

      ‘I’m not sorry Bill’s dead either. Does that make me a bad person?’ Caron scrutinised her counsellor’s face as if weighing up her reaction.

      ‘We can’t help our feelings, Caron. You acted on a basic self-preservation instinct, you were protecting yourself.’ Fiona felt this was the most open Caron had ever been with her, and as they talked some more her client went far back into her childhood and managed to verbalise some of the angst she still harboured even now.

      If only we could have connected sooner, things might have worked out differently. Fiona thought. But she wasn’t a fan of ‘if only’. The past can’t be altered and should remain firmly in the past.

      After an hour it was time for Fiona to get back to the surgery before anyone worried about her. As she said goodbye, she hoped Caron might decide to take a step of faith and contact her family yet it somehow seemed unlikely.

      It wasn’t very often that Fiona felt out of her depth with a client but this was one occasion when she did. Although her instincts were crying out to help Caron Rivers, it was a relief when Fiona was finally able to leave number thirty-four Appleton Close.
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      Caron Rivers was to have one more visitor that day when Liz unexpectedly arrived in the early afternoon. Caron’s face must have reflected her surprise; the sisters hadn’t seen each other for over four years.

      ‘Can I come in?’ Liz asked. Caron remained silent but opened the door wider to allow her caller to step inside. Following into the lounge, Liz’s darting eyes took in everything she saw in the place her sister called home.

      Eventually Caron collected her thoughts enough to speak. ‘Why are you here?’

      ‘To see if you’re all right and if I can help in any way. You must feel lonely at the moment; how are you coping?’

      ‘I’m doing fine. What makes you think you can help anyway?’ Caron frowned.

      ‘I was thinking of company for you; someone on your side?’ Liz sighed, ‘I’m offering an olive branch here, Caron. We used to be close, and I thought you might need your family after all that’s happened.’

      ‘I’m surprised you’ve bothered.’ Caron almost spat the words.

      ‘You always did find it difficult to believe anyone’s motive could be pure, forever assuming the worst of people. But I wasn’t the one to cut off contact, was I?’ her sister countered. ‘You decided to have nothing more to do with us once you found your rich husband. Were we not good enough for you, then?’ Liz took a deep breath, doubting the wisdom of her visit. ‘Look, Caron, I’m here to see if you need company. For all I know you may have dozens of wonderful friends and some of Bill’s family too to support you, although I would imagine after what happened his family and friends won’t want to know you anymore. You did kill the poor bloke, didn’t you?’

      ‘Only in self-defence! He abused me. I’m the victim here, not Bill. See for yourself!’ She pulled up the sleeve of her jumper to show Liz the cigarette burns.

      ‘Ouch.’ Liz had the good grace to wince. ‘I’m surprised you let him get away with it. You were never one to be bullied as I remember. It was usually you doing the bullying.’

      ‘That’s when we were kids at school and you were no angel as I remember; you don’t know what my life’s been like since then. Bill terrified me! I’ve been living with a monster. He was as bad as Dad, worse at times. It was Bill who stopped me from seeing you. He didn’t want to know anyone from my past and insisted I severed all contact.’

      Liz listened in silence, staring at her sister, trying to see the young girl she’d once known before reminding her, ‘You cut us off long before you met Bill. Did you never wonder how we were; how Mum was or Daisy? I only saw you a couple of times after you left home and then only when you wanted money.’

      ‘I had issues, problems. I can give you the money back now.’ Caron rose to leave the room but her sister stopped her.

      ‘I don’t want your money. We’ve managed fine without you and it’s too late for that now.’

      Caron flopped back down and glowered at Liz. ‘I did invite you to meet Bill that day in the city, don’t you remember?’

      ‘Yes, but that was it, the only time and you didn’t want Mum to meet him did you?’

      Caron had the good grace to look penitent at her sister’s challenge. ‘Well, how is Mum and yourself; and Daisy too of course? Come through to the kitchen and I’ll make coffee.’

      Liz stood and followed into the bespoke kitchen, silently staring at the house which would now belong entirely to her sister. If things worked out in Caron’s favour she would be a rich woman, exactly what she’d always wanted.
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      Caron used the activity of coffee-making to try to decide precisely why Liz was there. Had her mother sent her to snoop, or was she genuine? Was her sister really offering an olive branch or was there something else, curiosity perhaps or simply prying? It wasn’t easy to tell, although Liz had always been an uncomplicated girl unless she’d changed in the last four years.

      ‘So, Liz, what are you doing now? Still living with Mum?’

      ‘I’m still working at the bookies in the precinct and yes, Daisy and I still live with Mum.’

      Caron smiled.

      ‘What?’ Liz asked.

      ‘Nothing.’ The smirk grew wider.

      ‘Then why the grin?’

      ‘Just that you haven’t changed, have you? No ambition, no dreams or aspirations.’

      ‘And look where dreams and aspirations have got you!’ Liz countered. ‘You might have plenty of money but money’s not everything is it? Where are all your friends when you need them?’

      Caron looked thoughtfully down at her feet and chewed on her bottom lip. Her sister’s words stung – made her think – and she didn’t enjoy the thoughts they triggered. Anger bubbled within her, annoyance that her sister should dare to criticise her.

      ‘You know nothing about my life. I might have dozens of friends for all you know!’ Caron snapped; what right had her sister to make a sudden appearance and sit in judgement? ‘You’re just jealous because I managed to better myself and get married. I don’t suppose you even have a boyfriend,’ she continued, spitting the words out. What do you know of my life?

      ‘Do you seriously think I’m jealous? Of what? Being charged with murder; of killing your own husband?’

      ‘It wasn’t murder. It was manslaughter – self-defence – any fool can see it.’ Caron’s eyes were wide, glistening with angry tears.

      ‘I haven’t come here to argue with you, Caron. We’re not kids anymore and you’re in trouble. You’re my sister and I want to help, that’s all.’ Liz’s conciliatory tone did nothing to calm Caron down.

      ‘I don’t need your help!’ Caron’s voice was shrill, angry.

      ‘Well I’m sorry to have disturbed your perfect little life. I’ll go and leave you in peace then, shall I? To enjoy all this.’ Liz swept her hands in an arc around the room then turned to leave. She stopped in the doorway and looked back. ‘It was just the same with Dad, wasn’t it? He wouldn’t give you all you asked for, would he?’

      ‘It’s nothing like it was with Dad, and for your own sake you should be careful what you say about him!’ Caron retorted.

      ‘We stuck by one another then but you don’t seem to need me now. You’ve got it all planned out, haven’t you? Goodbye, Caron, I hope you enjoy your lonely little life!’ Liz walked through the door, leaving her sister angry and reflecting on the damage Liz could do if she put her mind to it.
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      Jack intended to gather the last strands of the Rivers’ investigation together that day before signing off the case with the superintendent and allowing the wheels of justice to run their course. His work would then primarily be done until the trial of course, which would be several months away. Meanwhile he could work more reasonable hours and hopefully spend more time at home with Sarah.

      The case so far had proved frustrating with no new breaks or evidence to point to anything other than manslaughter, and self-defence at that. It looked as if Jack would have to settle for manslaughter and forget the little voice nagging in his head, telling him he was missing something.

      On entering the incident room, Jack noticed Tony and Dave huddled together looking rather serious.

      ‘Anything wrong?’ he asked as he joined them.

      ‘A couple of things, boss,’ Tony answered. ‘I’ve been looking at the phone calls like you asked, most of which were the usual crackpot ones, you know. Today we’ve had a medium who reckons Caron is a serial killer and she can tell you where all the bodies are buried, sixteen in all she says. Also, a drunk inquiring what the going rate is for ‘juicy information’ and a shopkeeper who insists he sold Caron the knife she used to kill her husband. But there’s one which came in early this morning which wasn’t passed on until the last half hour. It’s from Pamela Clark, who’s keen to talk to the officer in charge of the investigation. The desk constable wrote down her number yet there was no message, she didn’t say why she wanted to see you and unfortunately he didn’t ask.’

      ‘So, who is she?’ The name didn’t register in Jack’s mind.

      ‘She works for Bill Rivers, or rather did. I met her briefly when I visited his office but she had little to contribute then and was still rather tearful; in shock I thought. So perhaps something’s come to mind now?’ Dave wondered.

      ‘Right, let’s ring her back and go out to see her.’

      ‘I’ve already rung and she’s at work. I told her someone would be there as soon as possible.’

      ‘Good, so what are we waiting for? Come on, Dave.’

      ‘There’s another thing. I spoke to forensics and they’ve brought up something which could be nothing but I thought you’d want to know.’

      ‘Which is?’

      ‘The broken glass and crockery from the floor; most of it was fragmented, too small to be of use, however they managed to lift some prints from the larger pieces. Twenty-three pieces in all were big enough to find fingerprints and partials and they all matched Caron Rivers; none of her husband’s.’

      ‘Well, well and Caron told us it was Bill who’d thrown the glass ... I think we need another little chat with Mrs Rivers. Right, Tony, Dave and I will see Pamela Clark and I’d like you to take a uniformed officer and bring Caron in. She might have to wait a while until we’re back but I think it might be time to put a little pressure on her and see what she has to say about this development.’
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      In the car DS Dave Bennet stifled a yawn.

      ‘Goodness me, if you can’t cope with a few late nights now, Dave, how will you cope when this baby comes along?’ Jack smiled, remembering the lack of sleep when his own two boys were babies.

      ‘I don’t know, boss. I’m just hoping he’ll be a good sleeper.’

      ‘Ah, it’s a boy then. We chose not to know with ours.’

      ‘Jen likes to be prepared so we chose to know the sex; not that it really matters, does it?’

      ‘No, although I’d have liked a girl after two boys. Sarah put an end to that idea when she said I’d have to have the next one myself. So when’s baby due?’

      ‘Just over a couple of weeks now although everyone keeps saying a first baby’s always late so it could be a month, I suppose. I’m hoping to get this case cleared up before my paternity leave.’

      ‘Yes, that’s doable especially if Jen goes over her due date.’ Jack was confident they were nearing the end of their investigations but who knew what this Pamela Clark wanted to tell them.

      Dave yawned again before giving Jack the rundown regarding William Rivers’ business dynamics as they neared their destination. He reminded him of the four staff members and their respective roles.

      ‘I spoke mainly with Gerry Sutherland, Rivers’ right-hand man. A nice bloke – I felt rather sorry for him. He hadn’t a clue what should be done about the business and assumed Caron would be in charge. I suggested Rivers’ solicitor might be the one to ask. Pamela Clark was too shocked to be of any help and offered nothing of interest yet she’d only just learned the news, so I’m interested to see why she wants to talk now.’

      They parked the car and Dave led the way into the ultra-modern office where all four staff members were busy at their desks. Gerry stood first and went to talk to the two officers. He looked rather stressed. His jacket was on the back of his chair, his tie askew and sweat patches visible under his armpits. When they explained they were there to see Pamela, he showed them into William Rivers’ office where Pamela soon joined them. Acknowledging the officers with a weak smile she thanked them for coming. Then her eyes strayed automatically to the empty desk in the middle of the large open space. Pamela clearly hadn’t come to terms with her employer’s death and seemed somewhat nervous.

      ‘Are you comfortable talking in here or is there somewhere else we could go?’ Jack asked.

      ‘No, this is fine, thank you.’ Pamela sat on one of the easy chairs in the corner of the office and the two detectives took their places on the matching leather sofa. A petite lady, in her late thirties or early forties Jack would guess, Pamela was conservatively dressed with an attractive face and large blue eyes.

      ‘So why did you want to see us, Pamela?’ Jack sat forward to listen.

      ‘It’s the newspapers. I couldn’t believe what they were writing about Bill. It’s just not true, any of it and it’s so unfair when the poor man can’t defend himself.’

      ‘What particular allegations have upset you?’ Dave asked.

      ‘They claimed he beat his wife, that she’s led such a terrible life with him because of his violence … and he drove her to kill him. But Bill was one of the gentlest people I’ve ever known. It’s simply not true!’ The colour rose in Pamela’s face, and she wrapped her arms tightly around her body as if protecting herself. ‘The others in the office, they can’t believe it either but they’re speculating, assuming the papers know more than we do. It’s bad enough for Bill to lose his life – now he’s losing his reputation too when it’s not true, any of it!’

      ‘These allegations have come directly from his wife, Pamela. None of us ever really knows what goes on in a marriage and many abusers are Jekyll and Hyde characters with two completely different personas depending on where they are or who they’re with.’ Jack spoke softly; this woman was clearly distressed.

      ‘I know that but I also know, sorry knew, Bill. I began working with him in the early days of the business and I’ve watched him work his way up through a very competitive market. In his business dealings, Bill was always a gentleman and scrupulously honest. I think that’s why our customers have stayed with us; they recognised his integrity. I knew him before he married that girl too. Caron flattered him and wormed her way into becoming his wife. We met only once at their wedding and there was something perplexing about her even then. She acted as if she owned Bill. When he came back to work after their honeymoon, he was already regretting the marriage.’

      ‘Pamela, I can understand how upsetting it’s been to see the bad publicity Mr Rivers has received yet what you’ve told us is just your opinion. Did your employer actually tell you any of this?’

      ‘Oh yes, he did!’ Pamela suddenly looked quite defiant and both Dave and Jack raised their eyebrows, their interest piqued. Could this woman shed new light on their case?
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      ‘Can you tell us exactly what he said and when?’ Jack was keen to hear more from Pamela Clark.

      ‘Perhaps I should tell you something about my relationship with Bill first. When I came to work for him I was married, unhappily so but married nevertheless. Bill and I were attracted to each other, something we eventually acknowledged and if he’d asked me, I would gladly have left my husband for him but he didn’t ask. He was a gentleman and firmly believed in the sanctity of marriage. Bill would never have come between us.’

      Pamela blushed at her admission before continuing, haltingly. ‘We remained good friends and I suppose in many ways I became his confidante too. Most of our lunch hours were spent together as well, here in the office where we talked. There was never anything improper about our relationship, we were simply friends and Bill wouldn’t have it any other way.

      ‘It was something of a surprise when he told me he was getting married. Bill said he’d found a girl he could love and I understood. I knew he craved companionship and the chance to have a family while he was still young enough. I thought it entirely possible that he also wanted to escape from his mother who dominated him and tried to live his life for him. Madelaine Rivers was furious at his plans and did everything possible to dissuade him from marrying Caron, which only made him more determined, so the wedding went ahead.

      ‘It didn’t change our friendship and Bill remained loyal to his wife. But of course, I expected nothing less; that was the kind of man he was. He was always concerned for Caron, worried she might be lonely at home alone – he even took time out of his busy day to ring her each morning to see if she was okay. There were occasions when I knew something was troubling him yet he never said a word against her – until recently.’

      A tap on the office door interrupted Pamela’s train of thought as Gerry carried in a tray of coffee and biscuits. They thanked him and Pamela poured the welcome scalding liquid as she continued her story.

      ‘About six or seven months ago, Bill confided in me that all was not well at home. It was difficult for him to admit but I think he was almost at breaking point by then, and in the security of our friendship he felt able to talk to me. He really had no one else and told me, categorically, that Caron was the one abusing him! Yes, physically!’ Pamela paused and looked at the detectives for a reaction. Jack simply nodded for her to continue.

      ‘Bill had a few bruises which he tried to conceal and cuts, supposedly from ‘shaving’. One morning he came to work with a deep cut on his right hand in between the thumb and forefinger which wouldn’t stop bleeding. I thought it needed stitches and tried to persuade him to go to the hospital yet Bill refused to get it treated. When I asked how it happened, he was cagey at first then later admitted that Caron had been in one of her rages and grabbed a knife. Bill insisted she didn’t intend to hurt him and said he’d only been cut because he tried to grab the knife and take it from her – as if that made it his fault! The physical abuse was more of an embarrassment to him – he held her off when she became violent and in no way retaliated; the very thought appalled him but Caron was dangerous.

      ‘She made his life unbearable in other ways too; always demanding more money, a better car, designer clothes – to her Bill was simply a cash machine. The woman was obsessed with money. Then there were the arguments about having a family. Bill was quite a bit older than Caron and desperately wanted children. He’d have made a great father too. Before their wedding she’d talked happily enough about having children and he believed she wanted them as much as he did. In fact, Bill thought they were trying for a family until he found a packet of her birth control pills.

      ‘It was all a cruel lie! Caron had no intention of having a child. I think this bothered him more than anything else. Bill wasn’t getting any younger and could see his dreams of a family slipping away from him. She’d married him under false pretences and he became a broken man.’ Pamela halted then and took a deep breath. She’d said her piece and turned away, blinking back tears.

      Jack leaned forward and dropped his head level to hers. ‘Pamela, you’ve been extraordinarily brave to tell us this and very loyal to Bill, yet there’s very little of what you’ve said that we can use. You said Bill couldn’t defend himself from the press’s allegations but unfortunately what you’ve told us can’t be verified either. In a court of law it would simply be your word against Caron’s and as I said before, no one really knows what goes on in other people’s marriages.’

      ‘Does that mean you don’t believe me?’ Pamela looked horrified; having poured out her soul, it seemed to be all in vain. ‘Bill told me all of this and I’d be prepared to go to court to testify if necessary; to swear on the Bible that it’s true!’

      ‘No. I’m not saying we don’t believe you, Pamela, simply that we can only deal in facts and hard evidence and nothing you’ve said gives us that, however we’ll certainly consider this information during our investigations. Is there a chance that any of your colleagues were party to these conversations with Bill?’

      ‘Sadly no. They usually go out at lunchtime but even when they were in they wouldn’t have been able to hear from out there, and Bill wouldn’t have wanted them to know – it was all an embarrassment to him. The irony is that I’ve split up from my husband now. Even so, Bill wouldn’t consider leaving Caron.

      ‘I tried to persuade him to take me with him to the last conference he went on – how pathetic does that make me? But he wouldn’t hear of it; he was very old fashioned in his beliefs.’ Pamela’s eyes misted over. ‘I’d have done anything for Bill.’

      ‘Was this conference recent?’ Jack asked.

      ‘Yes, just a couple of weeks ago, in Edinburgh. Bill hated going away yet it was important to participate in the networking and keep up with new innovations.’

      ‘Could you let me have those dates, Pamela?’

      ‘I can tell you now. It was from 29th March to 3rd April. It’s always the same time every year.’

      ‘And the venue for the conference?’

      ‘Yes, it was the Radisson Blu Hotel in the city centre. Bill stayed there too; I booked the room myself. Is it important?’

      ‘Maybe not, still I’d like to check the details.’ Jack smiled at Pamela, ‘You’ve been extremely helpful and I appreciate your candour. It can’t have been easy for you. If you think of anything else which might help us in any way will you ring me?’

      ‘Yes, of course.’ A very dejected-looking Pamela returned to her desk and Jack and Dave left Bill Rivers’ office.
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      In the car on the way back to the station, Jack asked, ‘Well, what did you think of all that?’

      ‘If it’s true, it turns our investigation on its head, doesn’t it?’

      ‘But do you believe her?’ Jack pushed for an opinion.

      ‘Yes, I think I do. Pamela’s got nothing to gain by making this up now, and she’s a much more credible witness than Caron. What she said sounds reasonable enough to me. What about you, Jack?’

      ‘I believe her too. There’s always been something about Caron which made me uncomfortable, doubtful even. With the picture we got from her old teachers, it seems she wasn’t a very likeable character even then and as for cutting off her family, Caron maintained it was Bill who forced her into it although her mother and sister seem to think otherwise. This cut on Rivers’ hand is interesting. Ring Tony will you and have him contact the mortuary to have another look at the body. I’d like to see if there’s a scar on his right hand like Pamela said. And those dates when Rivers was away, we need to confirm that he was at this conference. Get Tony to look into that too, will you?’

      Dave took out his phone to make the call as Jack continued, ‘Caron should be at the station waiting for us. I wonder what she’ll say when we tell her we’ve heard a different version of her marriage. And I’d like to hear what she has to say about the fingerprints on the broken glass – this interview should prove very interesting.’
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      Caron Rivers was more than a little annoyed at being dragged back to the police station again and would much rather have them visit her at Appleton Close; she was more confident on home ground.

      On arrival, Caron was shown to a smaller stuffier room than previously and left alone to wait for DI Priestly. Assuming this was just another repetition of the same round of questions she’d answered dozens of times Caron declined to have her solicitor present, yet now the amount of time she’d been waiting was beginning to unnerve her. After forty minutes Della Johnson entered the room with two cups of coffee, one of which she gave to Caron.

      ‘Sorry to keep you waiting. DI Priestly is tied up with some new evidence. He’ll be with us shortly.’ Della smiled and took the seat opposite the other woman. She’d not long returned from Mrs Rivers senior, who was still maintaining that Caron was a cold-blooded murderer.

      ‘What new evidence?’ Caron frowned. ‘Surely there’s nothing more to look into. It’s been so intense these last few days.’

      ‘I know. We just need to be absolutely clear about the facts before we can pass the case on to the CPS. I’m sure the DI will explain when he arrives.’
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      Five minutes later Jack Priestly entered the room, took the seat next to Della and nodded for her to switch on the tape recorder. Jack reminded Caron she was still under oath, recited the date and time and named the persons present.

      ‘Sorry to keep you waiting, Caron,’ he commenced. ‘It’s been a busy day. Do you not want Mr Albright to be present?’

      ‘No. I assumed this was going to be a short interview. I really don’t know what else I can tell you.’

      ‘Caron,’ Jack sat back in his chair, ‘about the broken glass and crockery on the kitchen floor. Could you tell me exactly when was it thrown?’

      ‘Look, I’ve already told you it was from the night before. Bill was in one of his rages and threw anything he could get his hands on.’

      ‘And are you sure it was Bill who threw it?’

      ‘Yes of course I’m sure. We’ve gone over this before.’

      ‘I know,’ Jack agreed. ‘You see my problem now is that forensics have examined the broken pieces and the only fingerprints on any of the fragments belong to you and not your husband, who you said threw them.’

      Caron’s face blanched. Her eyes darted to the corner of the room and she remained silent.

      ‘Can you explain this anomaly to us?’ Jack persisted.

      ‘Perhaps I threw something too; it’s all a blur. I can’t be expected to remember the exact sequence of events. Bill threw things – and then he raped me! How the hell am I supposed to remember stupid little details like who threw what?’ She began to cry.

      Jack wasn’t quite finished and unimpressed with her tears. ‘Can you see my dilemma here, Caron? If you’d both thrown things, we would have found fingerprints from you and your husband, don’t you agree?’

      Caron sniffed. ‘Well, maybe there were, surely you can’t get fingerprints from all the pieces?’

      ‘We found prints on twenty-three separate fragments and they all belong to you.’ Jack looked directly at her but Caron had nothing more to say and wouldn’t meet his eyes. Unperturbed, he continued. ‘We also have some new information from someone who knew your husband well and has told us how Bill often confided in her. She’s presented a very different account of your marriage and claimed he was the one who was being physically abused, not you.’

      Caron’s face took on a hardened expression and her eyes flashed. ‘Who told you that?’

      ‘A friend of your husband’s, someone he felt able to share his thoughts with.’

      ‘I want my solicitor.’ Caron folded her arms and sat back in the chair. Clearly, she wasn’t going to engage with them any further so Jack switched off the tape and stood to leave the room.

      ‘We’ll ring Mr Albright for you and continue when he arrives.’

      ‘Wait a minute. You can’t keep me here; I want to go home, it’s getting late.’

      ‘I’m aware of the time, Caron and we’d all like to go home yet there seems to be a few details to clear up first. We’ll make that call and come back when your solicitor arrives.’ Jack and Della left the room at 6.10pm, and Jack asked Della to call the solicitor while he rang Sarah to apologise for once again being late home.

      Standing in the corridor outside the incident room for a bit of privacy Jack spoke to his wife. ‘I’m sorry, love, I’d hoped to be home by now but a couple of things have come up and I’m waiting for a solicitor before I can finish this interview.’

      Sarah expressed her disappointment yet accepted it with good grace; she’d had a busy day herself and would be glad to watch some mindless television until her husband came home. Jack put his phone away and went into the incident room where Tony and Dave were still working. Della arrived shortly afterwards.

      ‘Did you manage to find the solicitor?’ Jack asked.

      ‘Yes, sir, he’s on his way. Mr Albright didn’t appreciate having his evening meal disturbed but he should be here in about half an hour.’

      ‘Could have been longer I suppose. Oh well, looks like another late night. Sorry about that, Della it goes with the job.’ Jack knew he wouldn’t receive any complaints from his DC. She was enjoying her involvement in this case and would stay all night if necessary.

      Tony put the phone down and looked towards Jack. ‘That was the morgue on the phone, boss. There is a scar on Rivers’ right hand, an old one they said but the fading suggests it happened months ago rather than years.’

      Jack nodded solemnly. ‘Better grab yourselves some coffee, folks. We could be in for a long night.’
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      ‘This case just gets better and better!’ A broad grin split Dave’s face as he gave his boss the news. ‘Liz Stewart is in interview room six. She wants to see you.’

      Jack was surprised to find Dave still at the station. It seemed his team were all prepared to put in the hours to wrap this case up.

      ‘Thanks, Dave. Come on, Della. I wonder what she wants.’ The two officers entered the room where Caron’s sister sat anxiously biting her fingernails.
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      Earlier that evening, as she’d hurried home from work to look after Daisy, Liz wrestled with her conscience. Unsure and troubled since visiting her sister’s home the day before, she faced a difficult decision. It was Betty Stewart’s bingo night, a routine she adhered to religiously so if Liz did intend to visit the police station, Daisy would have to go too.

      As soon as Betty left the house Liz decided to go and with Daisy in tow, they caught the bus into town. A bus ride was a treat for the little girl and she chattered happily away commenting on everything she saw from the window and blissfully unaware of her mother’s preoccupation.

      It was early evening as they walked slowly to the police station with Liz still not convinced she was doing the right thing. Procrastinating, they even walked once around the block, Daisy thinking it was a game and enjoying having her mother to herself.

      Eventually, Liz made one of those silly childish deals in her head and decided to ask at the desk for DI Priestly. If he wasn’t there she would go home and forget all about it. When the desk sergeant said that DI Priestly was still in the station Liz nearly bottled out and ran anyway but she’d made the deal so stayed to talk to him. She had a high opinion of Jack Priestly; he came over as a fair man and treated her with respect. Liz liked that and only hoped this would still be the case after telling him what was on her mind. She was well aware of what she was about to do and the ramifications of her information.
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      ‘Hello, Liz and hello Daisy.’ Jack sounded friendly and smiled warmly at the child who was delighted that this policeman remembered her name. ‘This is DC Della Johnson; how can we help you?’

      Liz looked from the detective to Daisy, wondering at the wisdom of bringing her daughter although there’d been little choice. Della picked up on her anxiety and offered to take Daisy to find a drink of juice and maybe have a peek at some policemen at work. The child’s face brightened in anticipation as she took Della’s hand, asking, ‘Are you a policeman like the man without the uniform?’

      ‘Yes, I am. Perhaps we’ll see some uniformed officers out here …’ She led the child from the room and Liz visibly relaxed. With Daisy out of earshot speaking openly to DI Priestly would be easier.

      ‘I went to see Caron yesterday ...’ Liz was nervous and struggled to find her words.

      Jack smiled. ‘That was kind of you. Your sister could probably do with a friend at the moment.’

      ‘Well, you wouldn’t have thought so. We ended up arguing and I left feeling decidedly unwelcome. It appears that even though Caron’s husband is dead she still doesn’t want to know her family.’

      ‘And what is it you wanted to tell me, Liz?’ Jack was reluctant to rush her but he would much rather be at home with his wife even though the investigation was beginning to move at speed and in a different direction than previously. He was also aware of Caron Rivers waiting to be interviewed before he could leave for home.

      ‘It’s something from before, something I did which was wrong. Would I be in trouble if I’d lied to the police in the past?’ It was evident that this young woman was in two minds about whether to talk to Jack or not.

      ‘It depends what it was, yet telling the truth is always the better option, Liz, even after the event.’

      ‘It was the day Dad died. The police interviewed us all and asked what time Caron and I left the house that morning. We did leave together but Caron forgot her homework and went back inside to get it. She didn’t admit to it at the time and I kept quiet and just agreed that we’d walked to school together as usual.’

      ‘Liz, are you suggesting your sister might have had something to do with your father’s death?’

      ‘I suppose I am, yes. We never really talked about it afterwards but it was always there. Caron told the police that we left home together at about 8.40am and I didn’t contradict her, I didn’t tell them she’d gone back into the house.’

      A knock on the door interrupted them and Della entered with a chatty Daisy still holding her hand.

      ‘Mummy, I’ve met some real policemen – ones with uniforms and one of them let me try his pointy hat on. He said it’s called an elmet!’ Daisy’s eyes sparkled as she ran to Liz who held out her arms and enfolded the little girl in them as if she needed the comfort of her warm little body.

      ‘I hope you said thank you to DC Johnson,’ Liz reminded her.

      ‘Thank you, Dis Johnson.’ The girl beamed at Della as if she’d been given a real treat.

      ‘I enjoyed your visit, Daisy, so thank you for coming.’ Della smiled.

      Jack commended Liz for her bravery in coming forward before she left the station to go home. He would need to talk to her again about this disclosure after he’d done a little research. He then returned to the incident room with Della who’d been quite taken with the little girl.

      ‘She’s as bright as a button, that one. Liz is certainly doing a good job with her although it can’t be easy on her own.’

      Jack nodded his agreement. Daisy was most certainly a sweet child.

      Della’s phone rang and after a quick conversation she ended the call and looked at Jack with a sparkle of anticipation in her eyes. ‘Mr Albright’s arrived, boss. We’re good to go!’

      Before they resumed the interview, Jack updated his DC on Liz’s revelation. Della’s mouth dropped open as she listened to his words.

      ‘This should be interesting!’ She smiled as they made their way to interview Caron Rivers once again.

      Mr Albright looked particularly stern and as soon as Della switched on the tape and recited the names of those present, he stated his complaint.

      ‘My client came here voluntarily at your request and it appears you’ve kept her waiting, unaware of why you need to interview her yet again and I would like it recorded that I object to this treatment. May I also remind you that Mrs Rivers is still in a fragile state after recent unfortunate events. Could this interview not have been conducted in her home and during office hours?’

      ‘Thank you, Mr Albright, your comments have been noted. I’m sure we would all like to be in a position where this incident is cleared up but new information has been coming in and we need to clarify a few more details with your client.’ Jack smiled politely across the table.

      Albright sat back in his chair with his lips pursed, redirecting his angry gaze to the table.

      ‘Caron,’ Jack commenced. ‘We were talking about the thrown glass and crockery. Have you had any more thoughts on this while you’ve been waiting?’

      ‘No, except that I possibly did throw some of it. I was confused, traumatised by Bill’s violence and the events are jumbled up. It was such a horrible time. You can’t imagine what I’ve been through.’

      ‘Okay, we’ll leave it there for now.’ Jack noted that her solicitor didn’t ask what it was all about and presumed she’d told him of the latest fingerprint evidence.

      ‘And then there’s your husband’s friend with whom he shared information. She alleges that Bill told her you were the one who was abusive towards your husband.’

      ‘That’s preposterous!’ Mr Albright sat forward, engaged again in the proceedings. ‘You’ve seen the bruises and the horrific burn marks on my client’s arm and you have the gall to say she was the one doing the abusing? Absolutely ridiculous! Is this some kind of cheap tactic to break my client down?’

      ‘No. These are not my words. I’m just repeating what this witness told us but we can move on from that topic if you wish.’

      ‘Yes, I do wish.’ The solicitor was emphatic.

      ‘Caron, why did you lie to the police on the day your father died?’ Jack’s voice was even, conversational almost. He was curious to see her reaction to this change of focus and watched as her face turned red – whether with anger or distress he couldn’t discern. She remained silent as her solicitor looked at her open-mouthed as if he’d never seen her before. Then he turned with an angry scowl on his face and tackled Jack again.

      ‘Not only are you distressing my client with repeated questions about this case but you’re also now taking her back to another painful incident! I hope you have a solid reason for doing this, DI Priestly.’ Jack’s sudden change of questions had wrong-footed Albright. Caron abruptly burst into tears. Della stood, grabbed a box of tissues to pass to her and poured a glass of water.

      Holding a wad of tissues to her face, Caron continued to sob quite violently. Mr Albright fussed over her, yet it was evident to them all that she could not continue.

      ‘We’ll take a break now and send in some coffee. Shall we recommence in fifteen minutes?’ Jack offered.

      ‘No, we’ll finish now for the night. Mrs Rivers is obviously in no state to answer any more questions. In fact, I think she may need to see a doctor.’ The solicitor’s face reflected his anger.

      There was little else to do except suspend the interview and Jack asked the solicitor to be at the station with his client by 9am the following day. Mr Albright made a big fuss over leading Caron out as Jack and Della could only watch, frustrated.

      ‘I rather enjoyed that.’ Della smiled.

      ‘Yes, me too. I think I expected the histrionics – a bit of drama was her way out. Caron doesn’t want to answer questions without being prepared and I’d like to be a fly on the wall when Mr Albright asks her what it’s all about. Anyway, let’s get off home. We’ll see you bright and early tomorrow, Della, and hopefully be able to continue this interview.’
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      Daisy was sound asleep, tucked up warmly in her princess duvet. The little girl had been so excited about their visit to the police station where trying on a real helmet was the icing on the cake. Her chatter all the way home was about the visit and Liz only hoped the other passengers on the bus couldn’t hear her.

      Betty was still at bingo when they arrived home so Liz made a quick supper of scrambled eggs for Daisy, ‘scrabby’ egg being her current favourite, and read stories until she fell asleep in her usual position with her thumb tucked into her mouth. Liz looked at this little girl whom she loved so much, stroked her forehead and kissed her gently, momentarily worried she may have put Daisy’s future in jeopardy.

      The kettle was boiling when Betty Stewart arrived home, kicking off her shoes and smiling at her daughter. She’d won twenty pounds on a line and was in good spirits. Liz feared what she was about to tell her mother would change her mood. After making tea for them both Liz sat opposite Betty and before she could switch the television on said she needed to talk to her.

      ‘Talk away all you like, pet but that EastEnders special begins at nine and I want to see it.’ Betty put the remote control down and picked up her tea, looking expectantly at her youngest daughter.

      ‘It’s something I’ve never told you before; something I lied about – or rather kept quiet about when I should have spoken out. It was on the day Dad died.’ Liz paused, drawing in a deep breath and searching for the right words to explain to her mother what Caron might or might not have done.

      ‘Just spit it out, girl, and less of the dramatics.’ Betty spoke sharply and looked at her daughter with interest.

      ‘When the police asked what time Caron and I left the house that morning we told them it was 8.40am as usual, which was true but what we neglected to say was that Caron went back into the house a few minutes later, she’d left some homework which needed handing in. I walked on slowly and she caught up with me a few minutes later.’ Liz waited for a reaction from her mother who appeared perplexed.

      ‘So, what are you saying … Why bring this up now?’

      ‘Because I’ve been to see the police today and told them too,’ Liz blurted out, nervous as to what her mother’s reaction might be.

      ‘What does it matter now? Your dad fell down the stairs, why on earth would the police be interested in that? It’s years ago.’ Betty clearly hadn’t grasped the implications of her daughter’s words.

      ‘Because I think Caron might have deliberately pushed Dad down the stairs – why else would she want to hide the fact that she’d gone back inside on her own? Why didn’t she tell the police the truth?’ Liz watched as the realisation of what she was saying dawned on her mother’s face. There was a moment’s silence before Betty spoke.

      ‘Surely you don’t think that of your own sister, do you?’ The older woman’s mouth was open, her usually ruddy face quite pale.

      ‘To be honest, yes, I do.’ Liz chewed on her bottom lip, intently watching her mother’s reaction.

      ‘Then why didn’t you tell the police the truth at the time? And why have you gone to them now? Are you trying to get your sister into even more hot water?’ Betty’s voice was rising.

      ‘I didn’t tell the police then because Caron did most of the talking. I was in shock and just nodded my agreement. If you remember, I’d found Dad dead at the bottom of the stairs, for goodness sake! I was also struggling with the horrifying knowledge that my sister might have killed him – a notion which filled me with fear. Did you never suspect, Mum? You knew we both hated him, did you not think one of us might actually have pushed him to his death?’

      ‘No, I bloody didn’t! You were only kids. Okay, so your dad was difficult to live with at times and yes, I knew he mistreated you but I had no idea …’ Her voice trailed off. Liz studied her face as her mother struggled to process this revelation.

      ‘Caron hated him, Mum, you must have known she did and I’m not really surprised. The more I think about it, the more convinced I am that Caron pushed him down the stairs. And as for going to the police now – well what if she killed Bill Rivers too? If so then she needs to be stopped. She’s violent, Mum, dangerous. Why should she get away with murder?’

      ‘What did the police say? Did they believe you?’

      ‘Drink your tea, Mum. You’re looking a bit peaky,’ Liz instructed. ‘The police didn’t say too much but they were certainly interested. I spoke to DI Priestly who was very understanding and said I’d done the right thing.’

      ‘Of course, he bloody would! They want to see someone locked up for this – to clear another case. It’s all about statistics for them.’ Betty was angry and confused.

      ‘No, I don’t think he’s like that at all. He simply wants to get to the truth.’

      ‘And what about you, me girl? They’ll want to charge you now for withholding evidence or something. You’re going to regret this. What if they lock you up too for being an accomplice or something?’

      ‘You’re wrong, Mum. I’m sure DI Priestly’s a fair man and we can trust him.’

      ‘Trust a bloody copper? You’re out of your mind! And have you thought about our future, what will happen to us when all this comes out?’

      ‘I’m sure they won’t bring charges on me after all this time. I was still a minor and afraid to talk.’ Despite her words, Liz was having doubts now about the wisdom of what she’d done. Had she made the right decision in going to Jack Priestly? Liz looked at her mother and understood her anger. It must be an appalling possibility to think your daughter could have killed your husband. Had she done the right thing in laying this at her mother’s feet?

      ‘You’ve opened up a right can of worms with this one. And what about our Daisy? Have you thought about her?’

      ‘There’s no need to get mad with me, and it’s done now. We’ll just have to see how it works out. I should have told the truth at the time. I’ve regretted it ever since so now at least my conscience is clear.’ Liz swallowed hard, wishing this conversation was over.

      ‘Ah, but at what expense? No, I can’t believe our Caron would do that, not to her own father. She might have her faults but she’s not evil.’ Betty lifted her chin and turned away from her daughter.

      ‘Come on, Mum, you knew what he was like… and I can’t remember many tears from you when he died.’ Liz was determined to stand her ground; she’d spent her life being frightened to speak up, firstly to her father, then to Caron, but now she was resolute. It might be late in the day but she would have her say.

      ‘There were countless times when you did nothing to stop Dad from hurting us when we were kids and we didn’t deserve it. Why was that, Mum? You must have known how bad things were, how unhappy we both were but no – you turned a blind eye. And now another man’s dead; if Caron did it and gets away with this, who knows what she’ll go on to become. I’m glad I’ve been to the police, whatever you think.’ Liz’s words seemed to echo around the tiny living room, bouncing off the walls and falling into the silence that ensued.
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      After several minutes Betty hung her head, a silent tear falling down her cheek. ‘You’re right, love, and I’m sorry. I took my fair share of beatings too but it’s no excuse. I failed to do the right thing by you both; it was too easy to turn a blind eye.’ Betty sniffed loudly. ‘It was a relief when your dad died and you’ve been such a good girl since then, I’m so sorry, Liz!’ She opened her arms and Liz fell into them. The two women sobbed openly.

      When they finally pulled apart Betty continued. ‘You’re a good lass, and I’ve taken you for granted. You do what you think is best, love, and we’ll cope with any fallout. Our Caron’s not half the woman you are. Maybe it’s time for her to face up to what she’s done.’

      Instead of the comfort her mother’s words should have brought, Liz experienced a sharp pang of guilt at what she’d done to her sister.
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      Jack slept fitfully after yet another long day at work, even though physically exhausted and in need of restful sleep. The case played on a loop through his mind – it was impossible to switch off and relax. Perhaps he should have stayed another hour at the station to do the digging he needed to on Frank Stewart’s death and then it wouldn’t have been gnawing at him. But it was a new day and early – the station was quiet, so he’d take the opportunity to make a start on the research. Before he had the chance to settle down to his computer, he noticed a memo on his desk from Tony.

      
        
        Radisson Blu confirmed William Rivers’ attendance at a conference from 29th March to 3rd April. He stayed at the hotel and was the keynote speaker at a seminar on 1st April. I’ve got several other attendees’ names if you want me to confirm his presence with them?

      

      

      Jack’s mind spun back to the diary entry which Della had shown him, the awful account of Bill Rivers burning his wife with a cigarette. He’d double-check later although he was sure the date of that particular entry was April 1st. He remembered noting the irony of it being April Fool’s Day.

      Putting it from his mind and taking advantage of the quiet, Jack logged on to his computer and pulled up the information on Frank Stewart’s accident from eight years previously. It seemed the girls found their father’s body when they arrived home from school and Caron was the one to dial 999. Initial findings suggested he’d been dead for between six and seven hours before being found. Jack read the responding officer’s report and the early interviews with Betty Stewart and her daughters.

      Betty had left for work at 8am on the morning of her husband’s death as she always did, while Frank was still in bed. Their daughters left for school at 8.40 by which time they both agreed Frank was up and in the bathroom. Jack read the interviews twice and found no mention of Caron going back to the house for any reason.

      The report concluded that this was a sad case of accidental death. The assumption was that Frank Stewart either tripped on the frayed carpet at the top of the stairs or overbalanced, possibly due to a hangover; Frank was well known as a heavy drinker. The fall broke Stewart’s neck and severed the spinal cord. Death would have been instantaneous. The coroner returned a verdict of accidental death and the case was closed.

      What should have been a straightforward case now gave Jack an uncomfortable feeling in his gut, one he knew meant he would have to delve into Frank Stewart’s case in some detail before wrapping up the William Rivers’ investigation.

      As Superintendent Moss was out of his office, Jack decided to continue probing this historic accident with Caron and update the super later in the day. She’d bought herself some extra time to prepare for Jack’s questions about her father, and it would be interesting to see her reaction when they resumed. It seemed Caron Rivers had been close to two deaths in her short life; her father’s, which was assumed to be an accident, and now her husband’s, which at first appeared to be self-defence but was now looking like something else, something much more sinister.

      Jack scribbled on his notepad, trying to make sense of what they now knew.

      1. Re. Frank Stewart. Caron lied to the police about when she left home on the morning of her father’s death and her sister did not contradict her. Liz has now admitted that Caron went back into the house and could have been responsible for their father’s death.

      2. Re. William Rivers. Caron admitted fatally stabbing him claiming it was self-defence. Painted a picture of an abusive husband and her fear of him.

      3. Pamela Clark provided a different insight into the Rivers’ relationship than the one Caron had led them to believe. Maintained that Caron was the abuser.

      4. Caron’s fingerprints were all over the broken glass which she claimed her husband had thrown. Bill Rivers’ prints were absent from all fragments.

      5. Fiona Singleton caught Caron out in an unnecessary lie, one which perhaps gave a different perspective on the ‘abused wife’ whom she was claiming to be.

      6. Caron’s diary entry account of cigarette burns was dated April 1st when Bill was in Edinburgh.

      Each of these facts alone was relatively insignificant and could easily be explained away. Yet drawing them all together they took on a different perspective and Caron became something other than the innocent victim of a violent husband.

      Jack finished his notes just as his phone rang. The sergeant on the front desk informed him that an early visitor was waiting to see him, a Mrs Anna Connor.

      ‘Put her in a spare interview room, Pete. I’ll be down in a couple of minutes.’ Jack hoped this would only take a short while; his intention of starting early was to move the case along. Unnecessary distractions were not welcome at such a critical point in the investigation. The name Anna Connor meant nothing to him yet she’d asked for him by name so he’d at least give her the courtesy of seeing her.

      Mrs Connor was unfamiliar to Jack in person too. A tall, smartly dressed lady with a well-cut hairstyle and an air of authority about her, she stood to greet him when he entered the room and offered her hand.

      ‘How can I help you, Mrs Connor?’ Jack smiled and took the seat opposite his visitor. She clasped her hands on the table between them and he noticed her perfectly manicured fingernails. Sarah always wondered how these women kept their hands so immaculate and concluded they must never do any housework.

      ‘Thank you for seeing me, DI Priestly.’ Her voice was cut glass finishing school, her expression difficult to read, businesslike and efficient Jack supposed. ‘It’s about the Caron Rivers’ case.’ She looked directly at Jack and smiled.

      ‘And what connection do you have to this case?’ Jack was feeling uneasy about this lady.

      ‘I’m the chairperson for the women’s group WADA–’

      ‘Then I think you need to speak to someone in our press department.’ Jack stood to leave the room with a polite, yet dismissive smile. This was not something he was prepared to discuss.

      ‘I was hoping you could give me an insight into how the case is progressing. We’re doing a feature article on how the police handle domestic abuse cases.’

      ‘Then the press department is the place you need to be, Mrs Connor.’

      ‘Yes, but they’re not front-line troops are they?’ She gave another faint smile and tilted her head to one side.

      ‘And I’m afraid I don’t have time to indulge you in your hobby.’ Again Jack turned to leave but curiosity got the better of him as he paused momentarily to ask, ‘Were you responsible for the article about this case in the newspaper this week?’

      ‘Yes, I was and we’d like to do a more in-depth follow-up so if I could just ask you–’

      ‘Actually, could I just ask you where you got your information from?’ Jack countered.

      ‘Well, it’s a classic case of domestic violence gone wrong.’ Anna Connor appeared delighted to speak on her pet topic and continued, ‘Mrs Rivers has suffered years of torture and physical abuse until she finally and understandably cracked. Women like her should be cared for not thrown into prison, and I’d like to know if you’re going ahead with charges?’

      ‘Have you ever met Caron Rivers?’

      ‘No, not personally, but–’

      ‘So let me get this right; you don’t know the woman or her family, you have no evidence to offer and you’re expecting me to divulge details of an ongoing case?’ Jack was quickly losing patience.

      ‘Only an update so far.’ Anna Connor sounded less confident.

      ‘I don’t think you understand how this works, Mrs Connor. While the investigation is current I am not at liberty to discuss it with anyone. Your involvement so far has caused us extra difficulties and wasted time, and any more interference will most certainly only obstruct our investigation further and will not be welcome.’ Jack smiled politely at a very-offended-looking Mrs Connor. ‘Tell me,’ he continued, ‘Do you not believe in our country’s justice system?’

      ‘Of course, I do!’ she snapped.

      ‘Then why do you hamper a valid investigation of unlawful killing by debating it in public when you have no first-hand knowledge of the victim, of the perpetrator, indeed of anything relating to the case at all?’

      ‘I wouldn’t say I’ve hampered your case, DI Priestly.’

      ‘Your article initiated a trial by media, making our job so much more difficult. In addition, your actions precipitated scores of telephone calls from people complaining about how we are handling the case – people like yourself who know nothing of the facts we’re working with. And now you are here, taking up my time when you must surely know I’m extremely busy with this case.’

      ‘You are busy persecuting a woman who has suffered enough. Why do you persist in putting her through another ordeal? And I have an online petition of like-minded people who are concerned about the way this investigation is going. We’ve reached nearly eighteen thousand names.’

      Jack detected a note of pride in her voice at such an achievement. ‘And this is relevant because?’

      ‘It shows the strength of public feeling.’

      ‘Do these people who’ve signed your petition know Mrs Rivers?’

      ‘Well, no …’

      ‘And are you expecting me to interview all these people?’

      ‘Detective, you are trying to ridicule me now! Domestic abuse is a serious issue and the people have a right to see that this case is processed correctly.’ Mrs Connor’s face was turning red.

      ‘Are you a psychologist, Mrs Connor, or a psychiatrist perhaps?’

      ‘No, but I’m a woman and have worked with abused women for the last three years.’

      ‘Very commendable, I’m sure. If you have valid evidence to suspect the case is not being conducted properly, you need to approach the police complaints department. If you’ll excuse me I’m a busy man. The desk sergeant will show you out.’ Jack opened the door and left.

      Fuming, he knew he’d been curt with the woman. Interference from self-appointed do-gooders like Anna Connor annoyed him. He’d probably laugh about it later with Sarah but for now, he hoped he’d heard the last from Mrs Connor.
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      Jack hurried to the incident room where Della, Dave and Tony were already at their desks.

      ‘Is he in?’ Dave asked Jack, rolling his eyes upwards in the direction of the superintendent’s office.

      ‘I expect he will be now; I was just going up to see him. Moral support?’ Jack looked hopefully at Dave.

      ‘Of course, I’ve been looking forward to this.’

      ‘You must be mad!’ Jack grinned as they headed for the super’s office. DI Priestly maintained a good working relationship with Superintendent Moss, who gave him plenty of autonomy in most cases, the only proviso being that the super was kept updated on all progress. Jack knocked on the door and the booming ‘come in’ confirmed Moss certainly was in his room.

      ‘Good morning, Jack, Dave. Is this the update I’ve been expecting?’ He nodded a greeting towards the detectives as he moved his chair away from his desk and leaned back giving the two men his full attention. ‘Sit down, gentlemen.’

      ‘It is, sir, yes. Things have been moving quickly these last couple of days and we’re expecting Mrs Rivers to be here for interview at nine o’clock with her solicitor.’ Dave spoke first then went on to relate Pamela Clark’s call and their subsequent visit. He laid out the facts before adding his opinion, which was the same as Jack’s, that Pamela Clark was probably telling the truth and was a credible witness whom they both believed. Jack then took over the narrative and outlined Liz Stewart’s visit and the questions it raised about Caron’s father’s death.

      ‘And I presume you’ve checked the details of the father’s accident? Was it ever recorded as a suspicious death?’

      ‘No, sir. The paperwork is solid and the investigating officers did everything according to the book, but this one lie of omission changes everything. If Caron had been truthful at the time, or if Liz had contradicted her sister’s version of events the case might have been perceived differently. However, due diligence was taken and with the information available at the time, they made the right decision. It’s only with hindsight and Liz’s admission that this ‘accident’ is looking a little more suspicious. Caron Rivers was alone in the house with her father, only for a few minutes, which is all it takes, and he ended up dead at the bottom of the stairs. That incident was eight years ago – and now we find her alone in the house with her husband who also ended up dead. Of course, it could be a coincidence or pure bad luck, yet with Pamela’s take on the Rivers’ marriage and Liz owning up to keeping her sister’s lie, both deaths could be looked at in a different light.’

      Moss sighed wearily. It clearly wasn’t the update he’d anticipated or for which he was hoping. ‘We’ve already had the trial by media. And the general opinion is that Caron is the victim here. Tell me what you think, Jack.’

      ‘Initially, I thought she was a victim too. She has the bruises and even the burn marks to attest to the violence and she’s been convincing so far. However, I started to change my mind when things didn’t go as Caron expected, prompting us to look a bit closer. I know I keep banging on about the breakages and fingerprints. The fact is that Caron maintained it was her husband who threw the glass the night before, yet forensics only found her fingerprints and none of his. I could sense the anger bubbling up beneath the poor little wife act when I persisted with this.

      ‘Caron Rivers appears to have gone to great lengths to establish herself as a victim of domestic abuse. She willingly sought medical help from her GP and readily agreed to see a counsellor. The counsellor took her claims at face value but did catch her out in a lie. Fiona also told me Caron displayed a good understanding of the psychology behind domestic violence. It occurred to me that perhaps she’s been researching the issue and presenting us with a textbook case. There’s also a rather graphic diary in which Caron’s account of being burned by her husband happened on a day when he was away from home, which raises another question.’

      ‘Good grief, are you saying the cigarette burns could have been self-inflicted?’ Harold Moss’s eyes widened.

      ‘It’s a possibility we can’t rule out, sir, and something which I’ve yet to ask her. Then there’s Pamela Clark, who I totally believe. She has nothing to gain by coming forward and seems to have been the only one in whom William Rivers could confide.

      ‘And then last night during questioning when I mentioned Frank Stewart’s death, Caron conveniently broke down and we were obliged to suspend the interview. So now she’s had all night to think up an answer to that one, and I’m rather looking forward to hearing what it will be.’

      ‘What about you, Dave? Do you agree with Jack?’ Moss stroked his chin thoughtfully.

      ‘Yes, sir, I do, on all points.’

      ‘We’ll need some solid and convincing evidence to alter public opinion and quite honestly, Jack, I don’t know if this will be enough. It’s mainly circumstantial or even hearsay so I’m afraid you’ll have to bring me something more concrete than this.’

      ‘I could apply a bit of pressure this morning. See what happens?’

      The super nodded slowly. ‘A confession would be good ... for both deaths, but I don’t think that’s realistic.’

      ‘No, sir, nor do I.’

      ‘Well, see how it goes and let me know when you’ve finished. If you’re looking to alter the charge to murder, we need a rock-solid case, Jack. Good luck.’

      Jack and Dave left the superintendent’s office and headed back to the incident room where Della was already making notes for the coming interview. Jack peered over the DC’s shoulder.

      ‘Hopefully, you’re making my job easier, Della?’

      ‘Just trying to prepare, sir. After last night I really don’t know what to expect this morning.’

      ‘We need to dig a bit more into the death of Caron’s father. So if you’d like to begin the interview with some soft questions, I’ll take over to introduce Frank Stewart’s death.’ Jack explained how he wanted to play it.

      ‘Ooh, good cop, bad cop. I love it!’ Della laughed.

      ‘When do you have the time to watch so much television, Della?’
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      Spot on 9am the phone rang to say Caron Rivers and her solicitor had arrived and were waiting in the interview room. Della and Jack exchanged a few more words before heading off to meet their suspect, both feeling they’d already completed a day’s work.

      ‘Good morning.’ Della smiled as she entered the room, switched on the tape and identified the four people present. ‘Are you feeling any better today, Mrs Rivers?’ she asked with a smile.

      ‘A little, I suppose.’ Caron looked dishevelled, with dark circles beneath her eyes. Her hair was a mess and she wore no make-up, not even the pale-pink lip gloss she usually favoured.

      ‘I could get you some coffee if you’d like?’ Della was all concern.

      ‘No thanks, I’d rather get this over with.’

      Mr Albright interrupted. ‘Once again, I’d like to state for the record that my client is here voluntarily and throughout this investigation has always been willing to help. I would also respectfully request that all questions relate only to the incident regarding William Rivers’ death. Any questions not pertinent to the charge you’ve made against my client will not be answered unless you have evidence to charge her with anything else.’ The solicitor finished his little speech with a curt nod at Della.

      ‘Thank you, Mr Albright. We appreciate your concern for your client and will try to keep this interview as short as possible.’ Della flashed the solicitor a wide smile – he was looking smug and the DC assumed his intention had been to stamp his authority on the interview yet neither she nor Jack would allow him to dictate their questions.

      Della’s heart almost danced with the anticipation of the next few minutes. She turned to their suspect. ‘Caron, have you had any thoughts overnight which could explain the anomaly of the smashed glass and crockery having only your fingerprints on the fragments we tested?’

      ‘Yes. As I said before, the events are still rather hazy but my prints would naturally be on almost everything in the kitchen as I was the one who did all the cooking and cleaning. Bill never helped.’

      ‘Thank you. That would certainly explain your fingerprints although not the lack of your husband’s if he were the one who had thrown them.’ Della maintained eye contact with Caron, who simply shrugged as if the subject was closed.

      Della moved away from the fingerprint issue. ‘Could we go back to the morning your husband died, Caron? If you could try to think for a moment about the movements of both yourself and Bill? You said he was coming towards you and was going to hurt you. How did you know he was going to hurt you? Did he say anything which led you to believe so, or did he have a weapon in his hand perhaps?’

      ‘Because the night before, he’d bloody raped me!’ Caron raised her voice, speaking quickly. ‘Of course, I thought he was going to hurt me again. Bill was out of control; he was throwing things and shouting at me!’

      ‘I’m sorry, did you say he was throwing things? I thought he’d thrown the crockery the night before. Can you clarify that for me?’

      ‘He’d thrown most of it the night before but he was still violent the next morning and began to do it again.’

      ‘So then, as well as the glass and crockery thrown the night before he threw some more the next morning, is this what you’re telling me now?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Okay, let me get this straight; your husband threw several breakable items the day before his death and also on the following morning and we couldn’t find a single print of his on any of the fragments we recovered?’

      Mr Albright interrupted at this point. ‘Haven’t we gone over all this about fragments and fingerprints before? You’re labouring this point unnecessarily, detective. Do you have anything new to put to my client?’
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      Jack took over the questioning. ‘Yes, actually, we do. Were you on the birth control pill during your marriage?’

      Caron’s face blanched. ‘What the hell has that to do with anything?’

      ‘Detective, this is totally inappropriate and my client does not have to answer that question. Now, unless this is relevant, and I can’t see how it is, I suggest we move on to more pertinent questions!’ Mr Albright had risen from his chair, pulling his waistcoat down and puffing out his chest.

      ‘It is relevant, Mr Albright,’ Jack said curtly and turned his attention back to Caron. ‘A witness has told us how much your husband wanted a family and that you led him to believe it was your wish too. Mr Rivers was devastated when he found out you were on the pill, wasn’t he? And you argued about it. Is that correct?’

      ‘I wasn’t ready for a family and Bill understood that, so whoever told you this nonsense is lying. How would someone else know what went on in our marriage?’

      ‘Because your husband confided in this witness. However, we’ll move on, shall we? Isn’t it also true that it was you who physically abused your husband, not the other way round as you would have us believe?’ Jack was sitting forward in his seat, a little closer to their suspect.

      ‘Not unless you count fighting him off while he raped me as abuse!’ Caron’s face was growing red but Jack continued to push.

      ‘In a diary we found at your property, there’s an entry from April 1st when you claim your husband burned you with a cigarette–’

      ‘It’s not a claim – he did it, look.’ Caron interrupted, raising her sleeve to reveal the burn marks once again.

      ‘If you’ll allow me to finish? My question is about the date. Wasn’t Mr Rivers in Edinburgh at a conference on April 1st?’ Jack paused, waiting for an answer. Caron dropped her head to stare at her lap, her reply mumbled.

      ‘I might have got the date muddled up. I’m not very good with dates.’

      Jack decided to throw another subject into the mix. ‘Why did you lie to the police about your movements on the morning your father, Frank Stewart, died?’

      ‘Who told you that?’ Caron’s eyes narrowed and her head shot forward.

      ‘I think you know the answer to that question.’ Jack held her gaze. ‘We now have a witness who tells us you went back into the house on the morning of your father’s death and were in there for several minutes; long enough to push him down the stairs.’

      Mr Albright slapped his palm on the table. ‘This is absurd, I must protest in the strongest possible terms. My client was a child at the time, a very distressing time too. It’s preposterous to suggest she was capable of killing her own father.’

      Jack ignored the solicitor as he and Caron stared at each other.

      Finally Caron spoke, the ghost of a smile on her face. ‘I assume it was Liz who told you that. Well I’m sorry to disappoint, but you have your facts wrong. It wasn’t me who returned to the house that morning, it was Liz on the pretext she’d forgotten her gym kit. My sister was the one who ran back inside while I walked on. When she caught up with me she was breathless with a strange look on her face. She shook her head when I asked if everything was all right but I knew something was off – Liz was trembling but it wasn’t until we found his body later that afternoon that I put two and two together. Being the big sister, I said nothing to the police – she’d done us all a favour, why should she get into trouble?’ Caron paused and looked from Jack to Della.

      As she opened her mouth to continue, Jack interrupted. ‘If Liz was the one to push your father down the stairs, why would she bring the subject up again now? I don’t believe you, Caron.’

      ‘Because the jealous little bitch wants to see me locked away!’

      Before Jack had time to interpret the raw anger which flashed across her features, Caron was on her feet, reaching over the table clawing at his face. He pulled back before she could get a good hold on him and she screamed as if she’d been the recipient of this painful act.

      Della was on her feet and around the other side of the table within a second, wrapping her arms around Caron’s body, pinning her flailing arms to her sides.

      After nearly falling from his chair, Jack steadied himself while Mr Albright scooted to the far corner of the room, afraid he too might come under attack.

      While Della held on to a struggling Caron, Jack pressed the panic button underneath the desk and within seconds two uniformed officers were inside the room, relieving Della of her charge.

      Caron refused to calm down and her screams could be heard throughout the police station.

      Within minutes, she was half carried away by the two officers and left alone in a secure room to compose herself.

      Della turned her attention to Jack, studying his face where the scratches had broken the skin in two places, one frighteningly near his left eye. Other colleagues arrived to see what the fuss was all about and Della asked for a first aid kit. She used sterile gauze to clean the wounds and gave Jack a wad to dab on his face until the bleeding stopped.

      As officers left to return to their desks, Jack noticed a very white-looking Mr Albright who still stood in the corner where he’d taken refuge.

      ‘Perhaps you need to talk to your client about what is and isn’t acceptable behaviour during interviews,’ Jack said flatly.

      ‘Well, I warned you to stick to the case in point ... it was you who asked about her father!’

      Della interrupted. ‘Shall I ask the medical examiner to come and have a look at Caron and at you, sir?’

      ‘I’ll be fine, but yes, I’d like him to see Mrs Rivers.’ Jack was already composed after the incident. Della hurried from the room and the DI turned to the solicitor.

      ‘Continuing this interview will have to wait for another day, Mr Albright. However, as we’ve received new reliable information that Caron lied to the police about her movements on the day of her father’s death, I should warn you that I will pursue this line of inquiry. Feel free to wait and see your client after the ME has been or leave if you like. Now please excuse me.’

      Jack made his way to the bathroom where he looked at the damage Caron Rivers had inflicted. The soft flesh beneath his eye was beginning to bruise, but the bleeding had stopped. The other place where she’d broken the skin was on his cheek and the blood was already coagulating. He stared at his reflection and wondered what on earth Sarah would have to say about it.
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      Returning to the incident room to find Della, Jack motioned for her to go with him to see the superintendent. His constable was concerned about his injuries, Jack felt only embarrassment and shrugged off her sympathy.

      The first thing Superintendent Moss noticed was the marks on his DI’s face and his words were hardly a surprise. ‘What the hell happened to you? I know you said you’d put a bit more pressure on the woman but I didn’t expect this.’

      ‘It’s fine, sir. Mrs Rivers became a little angry and lashed out. Della did a good job of restraining her, then uniforms took her away to calm down. The ME’s on his way to take another look at her.’

      ‘Was it worth it, Jack? Did you get a confession?’

      ‘Unfortunately not. Della opened the interview nicely but my questions about her father’s death completely flipped her and she lashed out. I think any further questions are out for today at least. I’ll wait until later when we see how she is and ring her solicitor to rearrange.’

      ‘Keep me informed, Jack and you’d better stay in the office for the rest of today. We can’t have you seen by the public looking like that.’ Superintendent Moss dismissed them without ceremony, and Della insisted she take her boss to the cafeteria for coffee and something sweet.

      Five minutes later, tucking into a Danish pastry, Jack said, ‘Don’t let my wife know I’ve been eating this; pastry’s currently off-limits in the Priestly household!’

      ‘It’s purely medicinal, sugar for shock, you know that, sir.’

      ‘Yup! And I feel better already.’

      ‘Do you really not believe Caron? I mean, is it possible that Liz is lying to get her sister locked away? Jealousy’s a powerful motive and living in her sister’s shadow can’t have been easy; Caron was the pretty one, the one with all the brains.’

      ‘To be perfectly honest, the jury’s still out on this, Della. I said I didn’t believe her to get a reaction, although I didn’t expect this.’ Jack touched his cheek and winced. ‘My instinct is to believe Liz but we’ll have to keep an open mind for now. It’s possible it was Liz but then I don’t think she’d have brought it up, do you?’

      ‘Probably not, unless she assumes we’d think that.’ Della took a bite of her pastry, chewing in thoughtful silence. ‘They both had good reason to hate their father, he sounds a right bastard, but which one would have the guts to kill him?’

      Jack nodded; more uncertainties to add to the mix.

      The news from the ME was not good. He was only able to calm Caron down with medication and was recommending a complete psychiatric evaluation. With the patient’s consent, he recommended admitting her to a residential psychiatric unit in Leeds for some more in-depth evaluations so it looked as if Caron would be unable to answer any more questions for some considerable time.

      Jack’s team were frustrated; the case was gathering momentum and the end was in sight, but with the question now raised over Frank Stewart’s death, it had become something other than straightforward. Harold Moss agreed to them looking again at Stewart’s supposed accidental death in the light of Liz Stewart’s information. The team were also tasked with continuing to dig into William Rivers’ death, although it appeared all leads were currently exhausted.

      With morale at a low ebb by mid-afternoon, Jack told his team to go home and relax. They’d worked hard over the last few days and a little rest and recuperation was in order. Taking his own advice and leaving early, Jack wondered what Sarah would say about his now-swollen and bruised eye. Still, before he faced the third degree from his wife he wanted to make a couple of visits of his own, firstly to Fiona Singleton to see if she’d had any more thoughts about Caron Rivers and then to Mrs Rivers senior, a lady he had yet to meet in person.

      Swinging by the surgery where Fiona worked, Jack was pleased to find her alone in her office with twenty minutes to spare before her next client. After updating her on the latest events and his more recent thoughts, it was evident Fiona was stunned. The injury to his face told its own story and the counsellor found it difficult to equate this violence with the Caron Rivers with whom she’d recently been involved.

      ‘I have to confess to visiting Caron a few days ago. She rang the office and sounded so bleak. Sorry, Jack.’ Fiona looked suitably remorseful.

      ‘I thought you might if she got in touch. All I can say is that I’d strongly advise you not to see Caron Rivers again now she’s been violent, and I’m sure Dr Choudhry will agree.’

      Fiona blushed. ‘Of course. Will she be charged with assaulting you, Jack?’

      ‘No. I’ve made a report but there’s little to be gained by pressing charges.’

      ‘It’s strange really as I felt Caron and I actually connected for the first time when I visited her at home,’ Fiona admitted. ‘Perhaps she’s been spinning me a yarn all this time. And don’t worry, I’ll certainly not have any more contact. So, what happens now?’

      ‘She’ll stay in the psychiatric unit until they’ve completed their evaluations. It could take a few weeks. They don’t rush this kind of thing.’

      ‘And what’s your next step, Jack? I know you can’t give any details but will I be involved in any way?’

      ‘We’re looking at a different charge now to manslaughter.’

      ‘No! Surely you don’t think she planned to kill her husband?’

      Jack shrugged in reply, unable to say much more.

      ‘Do you doubt the abuse, because there were undeniable signs on her body; those awful burns! She described that particular attack to me and it seems to have been totally unprovoked. Caron usually knew what she’d done to anger her husband and was utterly bewildered by that most vicious attack.’

      Fiona’s words rang a warning bell in Jack’s mind. He thought of the entry Caron had written in her diary of the same incident and was almost sure she’d attributed the trigger for this to not having a particular shirt ironed or some other minor incident. He made a mental note to check the diary account.

      ‘Who hurt her if it wasn’t her husband, Jack?’ Fiona asked.

      ‘It wouldn’t be the first time a woman has fabricated accusations of abuse. I can’t tell you more, except that I don’t think you’ll be hearing from Caron any time soon, if at all. I’m not saying she had a fully formed, premeditated plan; it appears the opportunity presented itself, and Caron took it.’ Even knowing he could trust Fiona, Jack was still deliberately vague. He understood how difficult it must be for the counsellor to accept she’d been duped – possibly as part of a callous plan to gain Fiona’s support.

      ‘I know it must be a shock but don’t let it get to you, and thanks for all your help.’ Jack left the surgery and a somewhat pensive Fiona to head towards the quiet suburbs where William Rivers’ mother lived.
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      A visit to Mrs Rivers senior was perhaps overdue. Della, an excellent choice as FLO, had done a good job and provided regular detailed reports. Sadly, Madelaine Rivers came over as biased and in Della’s opinion, even vindictive and offered very little information which could be used in the investigation.

      Mrs Rivers’ bungalow was more modest than Jack expected, though well maintained with an ample garden to the front and well-stocked flower beds bursting with spring bedding plants, a riot of colour. He took a deep breath as he rang the doorbell, unsure of what to expect. The lady who answered the door was small-boned with elfin features; she appeared healthy for her years, her petite frame straight and her eyes intelligent.

      ‘Mrs Rivers?’ Jack asked, automatically reaching for his warrant card.

      ‘Yes.’ The woman looked him over and inspected his identification.

      ‘May I offer my condolences for your loss.’

      ‘Yes, thank you. Come in. I’m pleased to meet you in person, DI Priestly. Your officers speak highly of you.’ The welcome was polite but her words measured, cool. She led her visitor through a spacious hallway into a large bright lounge which must have stretched the entire length of the bungalow. The furnishings were of the highest quality and the French windows at the far end looked over a rear garden, again immaculately kept with the lawns recently cut. Jack imagined slugs would tremble at the thought of being found in this garden.

      The lady before him was possibly around seventy, proud with a discerning aura. She motioned for Jack to take a seat and offered coffee which he declined, not wanting this meeting to be prolonged any more than necessary.

      ‘I thought I’d call in to see how you’re coping, Mrs Rivers.’

      The woman raised an eyebrow and didn’t respond.

      Jack continued. ‘I’m sure Della has been keeping you up to date with how the investigation is proceeding?’

      ‘Yes, she’s done her best,’ Madelaine Rivers replied. Jack wondered if there was a hint of criticism in her words. ‘She seems very young for such responsibility though.’

      ‘Della’s a fine officer who works tirelessly, and I think you’ve met DS Bennet too. Both are working closely with me to find out exactly what happened on the morning your son died.’

      ‘I can tell you exactly what happened. That monster killed him in cold blood. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’d been planning it for weeks, months even. So, where is she now? I hope you still have her locked up; she’s a danger to society, is that one.’

      ‘Actually, this is one of the reasons I’ve called today. Caron has been admitted to hospital for an evaluation of her mental health. Obviously this slows our investigation down somewhat and we have no way of knowing how long these tests will take or what the outcome will be. I wanted to assure you, though, that the case is still ongoing and we’ll be seeking another interview with Caron as soon as she’s discharged.’ Jack knew this news wouldn’t go down well. He was right.

      ‘This case, Inspector Priestly, should have been sorted immediately. Did you not find Caron in the house with my poor dead son? And did she not confess that she’d stabbed him? I think you’ve been dragging your heels, Inspector.’ Madelaine Rivers glared at Jack, her eyes challenging him to answer her comments. Jack should have anticipated the accusations.

      ‘No, Mrs Rivers, we’re not dragging our heels. We are simply being thorough. I’m certain you wouldn’t want us to hurry the investigation and miss something which could be vital just to secure a speedy trial? We still have several lines of enquiry to pursue with a full team of officers working very hard on this.’

      ‘Fine, if you say so!’ There was more than a little sarcasm in her voice. ‘What I do want to know is if I will have the chance to speak at her trial? William was my only child and she treated him disgracefully from the outset of their marriage. I want the jury to know precisely what kind of person she is.’

      ‘Mrs Rivers, when we’ve completed our investigations we will pass all the findings to the CPS, who have the ultimate say in who gives evidence. I’ve read the statement you gave to Della and DS Bennet and I fear most of what you say would be viewed as opinion. Perhaps if you think of anything which provides solid evidence it would be of greater help. You will, however, have the opportunity to present your views to the court in a witness impact statement. If Caron is charged with a crime, your statement will be considered before sentencing.’ Jack was ready for this conversation to end.

      ‘I might have known! You all close ranks, don’t you? If Caron gets away with this and I’m not allowed to have my say, I won’t let the matter rest, DI Priestly. You can be assured of that!’ Mrs Rivers stood. It was time for Jack to leave, prolonging this visit would serve no purpose. He could understand her frustrations but her protestations didn’t help the case.

      Della’s observations about this lady were correct. Madelaine Rivers was undoubtedly a formidable character and an intelligent woman, yet one who was consumed by grief and directing her anger at Caron. He would ask Della to explain the procedures to her again at the next opportunity.
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      As Jack anticipated, Sarah was shocked to see the marks on her husband’s face.

      ‘What on earth happened?’ She steered him to the kitchen and took out the old Quality Street tin which held her first aid kit.

      ‘It’s really nothing. Our suspect didn’t appear to like the questions I was asking and got a bit overwrought. Perhaps I pushed her a bit too far.’

      ‘Now, don’t start blaming yourself, Jack Priestly, and why didn’t you get medical attention straight away?’

      ‘It’s not too bad. The bruising makes it look worse.’

      Sarah sighed as she swabbed the cuts with antiseptic before applying a compress of witch-hazel, far too late to stop the bruising.

      ‘You should have gone to A&E to get some butterfly strips on these cuts. They’ll leave scars.’ She scolded.

      ‘Don’t you think a couple of tiny scars will add to my manly appeal?’ Jack wiggled his eyebrows and Sarah smiled. Finishing her ministrations, she hugged her husband close. Jack felt a slight tremor run through his wife’s body and in that moment decided not to tell her about his earlier visit from Anna Connor – an incident which stung rather more than Caron’s attack. A meal and a quiet night at home with Sarah was what he needed just then.

      The conversation with the woman from WADA had rattled Jack more than he cared to admit, even to himself. He was annoyed for verging on the point of rudeness when he spoke with her, but outside interference usually just wasted time and as with all serious crimes, time was of the essence. The woman’s visit also brought back painful memories of an incident from Jack’s early days in the police force.

      Tossing and turning in his bed that night, Jack’s mind hauled him back several years to a period just a few weeks after he’d completed his training at Hendon Police College, when, at twenty-four, he was proud to wear the uniform he’d worked so hard to gain. Jack’s first stationing was in Leeds and was precisely what he’d wanted; a busy city with plenty of action and a chance to gain some solid, all-round experience.

      The young Jack Priestly was as keen as mustard. Even night shifts appealed to him – until the night when his team were called to a domestic incident in a high-rise block of flats. As they raced to the address in the van, or ‘the wagon’ as they affectionately called it, they were fed scraps of information over the radio from the control room. The incident, called in by at least three other tower block residents, was on the third floor and apparently ongoing.

      On arrival at the flats, six burly officers tumbled from the van, Jack being the least experienced among them. Sticking close to his colleagues, he shadowed them up the stairs until they could hear the noise for themselves. Loud music coming from inside the flat couldn’t mask the screams of a woman or the plaintive cries of an infant. The sergeant immediately shouldered the door, flimsy enough to open on the first attempt, and the men rushed inside calling out to identify themselves as police officers.

      The sight which confronted them was one Jack would never forget. A woman lay screaming on the floor as a man, unaware of the police presence in the flat, pummelled his fists into her face with such fierce intensity that Jack was surprised she was still alive. Blood was everywhere as the officers dragged the man off her, his arms and legs flailing and finding new targets in those who were trying to restrain him. The sergeant immediately tasered their suspect, who dropped to the floor, his body slack and the fight suddenly gone from him.

      Jack could hardly bring himself to look at the poor woman’s face and as he turned away his focus shifted from her to a carrycot in the corner where a baby was kicking his legs, his earlier cries now a soft whimper. With his colleagues occupied administering first aid, Jack lifted the child and held him close to his chest. The baby felt small and fragile. He couldn’t have been many weeks old and was in dire need of a nappy change. A woollen blanket was on the side of an ancient armchair, and for want of knowing what else to do, Jack wrapped the boy in it. Ignoring the stench, he held him close to his chest for warmth and comfort and the baby settled against him, sucking at his fist, quiet at last.

      Events happened quickly around Jack as one colleague rang for an ambulance and the van’s first aid kit suddenly appeared. His colleagues used the dressings to stem the woman’s blood loss, which seemed considerable, and glancing at her again, it looked to Jack as if her chances of survival were slim.

      The flat’s noise level suddenly dropped as the man was half dragged, half carried down to the van, slowly regaining his faculties and once again becoming vociferous to the point where his complaints could be heard throughout the building. Jack’s heart pounded wildly throughout the whole operation; he looked at the woman, still and silent on the floor. The sergeant and another PC monitored her as the victim drifted into unconsciousness. They checked her pulse and exchanged worried looks and Jack feared he might be witnessing his first murder case.

      An ambulance arrived and the paramedics took over working on the woman, inserting a cannula, fixing an oxygen mask and checking her vital statistics with calm, practised ease. It was only when the sergeant handed over to the paramedics that he noticed Jack still cradling the baby.

      ‘Suits you, son.’ He grinned. Jack blushed as the sergeant put a hand on his shoulder and said, ‘Well done!’ Jack felt he’d done nothing except observe his colleagues in action, each using initiative, which he hoped he would also develop in time. The sooner the better. Reflecting on the incident later, he was kinder to himself and acknowledged that perhaps he had used his initiative in a small measure by comforting the baby while others in the team were occupied with different tasks.

      After the woman was safely in the ambulance, the sergeant asked Jack to go with her and take the baby who was by then contentedly asleep on Jack’s chest.

      ‘They’ll look after the boy, but I’d like you to hang about the hospital and phone in any updates or changes in the mother’s condition.’

      Jack was delighted the sergeant trusted him with this responsibility and readily took the baby down to the ambulance. The child’s rhythmic breathing and the snuffly noises he made in his sleep touched Jack’s heart more deeply than he expected, and when they eventually arrived at the hospital, lights and sirens blaring, he experienced a strange desire to hold on to the baby.

      ‘Shall I take him now and you can relax again.’ A pretty nurse smiled as he reluctantly passed the child over.

      Jack spent the rest of the night in A&E, reporting in occasionally, although there was little change to register. Then, in the early hours, the woman’s condition necessitated a move to ICU, where Jack waited anxiously outside, able to see their victim through the glass doors. The poor woman’s face was so swollen and bloody that he couldn’t begin to guess what she looked like.

      Her condition was critical and he was advised that an operation to remove her spleen would be necessary, with no guarantee she would pull through. She’d also suffered a broken femur and wrist. If against the odds, she did survive, recovery would be a long, slow process, as would her psychological healing.

      The woman, whom Jack learned was called Nicola Thomas, thankfully did survive and Jack, as a lowly PC, had very little involvement with the case after that first night. Yet he took a keen interest in how it developed, emotionally invested in the outcome, precisely as he’d been warned not to be in college.

      Nicola insisted she didn’t want to press charges against her husband, Vernon Thomas. Still, the CPS progressed the case anyway, having enough witnesses and medical evidence to ensure a good result. While his mother recovered in hospital, baby Paul was cared for in a foster home, and Jack later heard the baby was returned to his mother after six weeks.

      Vernon Thomas was released on bail with a restraining order forbidding him from going within two hundred yards of his wife and son, and there were no reports of him breaching the order. When his trial date arrived, Thomas received a sentence of five years which in reality meant he would probably serve only two to three. With Vernon Thomas safely behind bars and his wife and son back together, Jack attempted to put the incident behind him.

      Life as a PC in the city was busy and many more cases demanded his attention. However, Jack’s involvement and determination to follow through with the Thomas investigation planted the seed of a desire to become a detective and he commenced studies to turn his dream into a reality.

      The case, however, haunted Jack from time to time, perhaps because it was one of the first serious incidents of his career. There were many other cases, some equally upsetting, to follow, yet an image of the swollen, beaten face of Nicola Thomas and the feel of her helpless baby in his arms never left him.

      Almost three years later, when Jack was a detective constable, he was called to accompany his DS to a homicide. Drawing near the address, Jack recognised it as the same tower block where the Thomas family lived – and the same flat number. An ominous feeling of déjà vu hit Jack like a fist when he entered the flat and was confronted with the lifeless body of Nicola Thomas on the floor, in the very same spot he’d seen her three years earlier. Unfortunately, this time they were too late to save her.

      A little boy, overlooked by the urgency of tending to his mother, was sitting in a playpen crying softly and rocking from side to side. Jack instinctively went to the child, lifted him to remove him from the grim sight of his mother’s body and held him close to comfort him. The uniformed officers who’d been the first responders to the neighbour’s call initially concentrated their efforts on resuscitating the mother, a futile attempt, and the paramedics were quickly in attendance. They confirmed the death and left the body in situ until the CSI team arrived. It appeared Nicola was brutally beaten to death, and the first person of interest was her husband.

      This time, as a detective, Jack was able to follow the case through. Neighbours confirmed Vernon had moved back in with his wife a few weeks after being released from prison on licence. The prison board, satisfied he was no longer a danger after his willing attendance at anger management courses and apparent good behaviour, released him early. Jack was surprised to hear Nicola had taken him back although statistics show that for whatever twisted reason abused women readily agreed to the return of a partner. It was sadly the last decision Nicola was ever able to make.

      Vernon Thomas had disappeared. It took only three days to find him and the case became a slam dunk, mainly due to his previous history and concrete DNA evidence. This time he would not be released on licence. Paul Thomas again went into the care system and Jack hoped the boy would be adopted and given the sort of home he deserved.

      It was a case Jack could never forget, even though he was involved in countless other similar ones in the years to come. He would also regret the fact that Nicola hadn’t been persuaded to sever ties with her husband. Perhaps if she had she would have gone on to a better future but that was pure conjecture. Crystal balls were a myth.

      This case and many similar ones were what angered Jack about Anna Connor’s interference. Here was a woman who didn’t know him from Adam yet presumed he was handling the case all wrong. She’d almost suggested he, or his colleagues, didn’t have empathy for abused women or care about their treatment; an insinuation which was far from the truth and in Jack’s eyes, bordering on offensive. He hoped he’d put Mrs Connor off from sticking her nose in the case any further and he would not see her again.

      ‘Jack, are you all right?’ Sarah’s voice broke into his reverie. ‘Have you been asleep at all?’

      ‘Sorry, love, did I disturb you? I was just thinking about an old case, but don’t worry, I’ll settle down now.’

      Jack turned over and wrapped his arm around his wife’s warm body, blocking out those ancient disturbing ghosts as much as he was able. Perhaps Sarah was right and it was time for him to move on to pastures new. A transfer to a rural area for the last few years of his career was looking more attractive each day.
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Day 7-8

        

      

    

    
      Even during his rest day, the Rivers’ investigation was never far from Jack’s mind. What more the police could do was now limited by the uncertainty of Caron Rivers’ mental health, but there were one or two issues niggling at the back of Jack’s mind, things he wanted to look into more closely before he let the case rest. One of these was that perhaps he hadn’t pushed Liz Stewart enough when she’d come to see him at the station and in light of Caron’s accusation that it was Liz and not her who had the opportunity to kill their father meant that Jack would need to speak to Liz again.

      Although he had to take the allegation seriously, Jack’s money would be on Caron as the sister most likely to have the nerve to kill. What was it the counsellor said? Something about transference of emotions? Had the woman’s hate for her father been transferred to her husband? Jack knew it probably wasn’t quite so simple and Liz had as much reason to hate her father as Caron. Jack didn’t understand the psychology behind it all but his gut feeling was still that the two deaths were linked and he leaned towards Caron being the guilty party. If so this had the potential to put an entirely different slant on the death of her husband. The odds must surely be slim against Caron being the only other person in a house on two separate occasions when someone died? Further exploration into Caron and her father’s relationship could be pertinent.

      On his return to work after his much-needed rest day, Jack prepared to pay another visit to Liz Stewart. Dave Bennet was on a late shift so Jack asked Tony Russell to accompany him. Another opinion of Liz wouldn’t hurt. Tony’s chief responsibility so far had been in co-ordinating the investigation from the incident room, liaising with forensics and keeping the paperwork up to date. Jack felt it would do him good to get out of the station and vary his routine with a bit of leg work.

      It was a glorious morning, more like May should be after a cold wet start, and they both appreciated getting out of the office. Driving with the windows down, they enjoyed the blast of warm air which blew inside, filling the car with the scents and sounds of the city.

      ‘Is there anything in particular you think this girl can tell us?’ Tony asked his boss.

      ‘To be honest I’m unsure what we’ll learn if anything. Liz was reluctant to talk initially but then volunteered the information that Caron may have been responsible for their father’s death. Now, with a different version from Caron to consider we need to decide which sister is the truthful one. Whichever one is culpable, it must have been quite a weighty secret to carry for all these years.’
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      The betting shop was busier than on Jack’s previous visit and they waited several minutes before Liz noticed them. When she did, she mumbled a few words to a colleague and came out from behind the screen to approach the detectives.

      ‘Is there anywhere more private we can talk?’ Jack asked. There were too many distractions in the shop.

      ‘Come through the back.’ Liz led the way through the door marked Staff Only. ‘No one’s allowed in here but I suppose with you being police we can trust you.’ Jack would have thought she was making a joke if it hadn’t been for her deadpan expression.

      ‘What’s happening with Caron now?’ Liz asked. Jack again noted her concern for her sister’s welfare and doubted whether Caron would have felt the same had the roles been reversed.

      He deliberately kept things vague. ‘She’s being treated at a psychiatric facility, undergoing tests, that sort of thing.’

      Liz nodded, asking next if it was because she’d told them about Caron’s lie.

      ‘Not directly although when we asked her about it she didn’t take it well.’ Jack involuntarily touched the soft skin beneath his eye, remembering her clawing at his face even though it was less noticeable now. ‘Caron claimed it was you who went back into the house that morning, not her.’

      Liz’s eyes widened. ‘I should have seen that one coming, shouldn’t I?’

      ‘So you stick by what you said?’ Jack had to ask.

      ‘Yes, it’s the truth. Is this why you’re here?’ Liz looked from one detective to the other then glanced at her watch.

      ‘After you came to the police station and told us the circumstances of your father’s death, we did a little digging. If you or Caron had told the truth at the time, we might have looked at your father’s death differently, as suspicious, perhaps. What I’d like to know is why you think your sister was involved and what you think happened when Caron went back to the house that morning?’

      ‘So you believe my version of what happened?’

      ‘I need to know more in order to make a judgement.’ Jack wanted to make her feel comfortable rather than alienate her; he needed answers. ‘You were very young at the time, Liz, and must have considered it over the years. I know life was difficult with your father but was there something which made you think Caron would want to kill him?’

      ‘They never really got on, and Caron said she hated him. But I never thought she’d deliberately pushed him down the stairs – maybe they argued and it became physical and Dad just tripped or something. I’ve always wondered why she lied to the police but you never think the worst of your own family, do you?’ Liz rubbed at her eyes with her sleeve.

      ‘Yet you do now?’ Jack asked.

      ‘Yes, maybe ... over the years I’ve seen a different side to my sister and now, with what happened to Bill and everything, it’s made me think again.’

      ‘And you believe it’s possible she was involved in your father’s death? What was going on at around that time, Liz?’

      ‘I … I think Caron might have been pregnant. If she was and Dad somehow found out he would have thrashed her good and hard.’

      ‘You only think she was pregnant?’

      ‘Yes. When we were in town together the weekend before Dad died, we went into a chemist’s and Caron bought a pregnancy testing kit. I asked if she was pregnant and she called me stupid and asked why else would she be buying it. She didn’t tell me the result, so I’ve always assumed it must have been negative.’

      ‘Presumably, Caron had a boyfriend. Do you know who it was?’ Jack persisted.

      Liz sniffed. ‘There was no one steady. Caron always liked to keep her options open. She thought the boys at school were immature and although she hung around with them sometimes, I don’t think there was a special boyfriend.’

      ‘Did it surprise you that she’d had a sexual relationship?’

      ‘Not really. Caron would often tease the boys, you know, put herself about a bit. Although she never seemed to like anyone in particular, she took a strange delight in egging them on.’ From the way Liz spoke, Jack sensed disapproval of her sister’s actions.

      ‘Did your mother know anything about this pregnancy scare?’

      ‘I don’t think so – no, she couldn’t have or we’d never have heard the last of it. Caron was only sixteen. And it’s not something we ever talked about afterwards.’

      Jack stifled a sigh; here was yet another snippet of information but nothing concrete. Was it even relevant? ‘Can you tell me again, Liz, exactly what happened on the day your father died?’

      ‘Mum always left for work first at about 8am and Caron and I left about thirty or forty minutes later and generally walked to school together. When we left the house in the morning Dad was in the bathroom. When we got round the corner to the next block Caron said she’d forgotten her homework and as it needed handing in that day, ran back home while I carried on. Less than ten minutes later she caught up with me. When we got home from school in the afternoon we found Dad at the bottom of the stairs and it was obvious he was dead even to me. I was in bits so Caron phoned the police and the ambulance.’

      ‘Back up a little here, Liz. When Caron caught up with you on the way to school, did she seem upset or anxious about anything?’

      ‘She was out of breath, but I assumed it was from running.’

      ‘And did she say anything about your father; seeing him, having a row with him perhaps?’

      ‘No, nothing that I can remember and she wouldn’t have sought him out for any reason. I assumed he was still in the bathroom.’

      ‘And when you found his body, did Caron seem surprised at all?’

      ‘Of course, it was a shock for us both. I remember crying and wanting to get out of the house. I’d never seen a dead body before and he looked so awful with his eyes open and staring. Caron pulled herself together quicker than me and made the telephone call.’ Liz looked anxiously at her watch again. ‘Look, I’ve got to get back to work now; the boss is in today and he’s a nosey sod. He’ll be asking questions if I don’t get back.’

      It seemed this was all they would get, so Jack thanked Liz and they left the shop.

      ‘Gosh, that was hard work,’ Tony said. ‘She almost drip-feeds you the information.’

      ‘Yes, she’s not very forthcoming is she?’

      ‘Well then, do you fancy her or Caron for the death of their father?’

      ‘I’d have to go with Caron although I doubt it would have been premeditated; perhaps the opportunity presented itself and she took it. It wouldn’t have taken more than a minute to push him down the stairs. Their relationship certainly appears to have been volatile and an argument, a quick shove from Caron, and he was out of her life for good.’

      ‘It sounds feasible to me; there was no love lost between father and daughter and from what we know of the family dynamics the hypothesis could fit. If it had been an accident and Caron witnessed it, why wouldn’t she raise the alarm there and then?’

      ‘What I’d really like to know is if Caron was pregnant, who was the father,’ Jack reflected.

      Tony shrugged. ‘I don’t suppose it matters now since it appears she wasn’t pregnant after all.’

      ‘But for a girl who didn’t go for boys her own age, the pregnancy doesn’t quite stack up. I think I’d like to call in at the school again to have a little word with the PE teacher. We could call there now – catch him before the lunch break.’ The pair reached their car and headed towards St Bede’s Academy.
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Day 8

        

      

    

    
      Keith Bates visibly paled when the school secretary entered the gym to tell him the police wanted to talk to him. He dismissed his class five minutes early and hurried to the office. The two detectives were talking to the headmaster, who narrowed his eyes when Keith came into view.
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      ‘Is there anywhere more private where we could talk to Mr Bates?’ Jack asked. The headmaster’s nostrils flared slightly as he motioned to the room at the end of the corridor with Staff Room written on the door. The three men entered in silence and sat in the comfortable armchairs. It was a well-used room with a coffee machine in one corner surrounded by a mish-mash of mugs which looked as if they all needed a good wash, and a central coffee table, covered in dog-eared professional magazines. Bates looked scared and Jack wondered if he’d guessed why they were there.

      ‘Sorry to bother you again, Mr Bates. This investigation keeps turning up almost as many questions as it does answers.’

      ‘I don’t think I can help you with anything else, DI Priestly. I’ve told you everything I remember about the Stewart girls and their family, which isn’t much I know but it was a long time ago.’

      ‘Yes, I understand, however something else has come up with which you might be able to help us. It seems Caron Rivers, or Stewart as you knew her, was pregnant in her last year here.’

      Mr Bates appeared to shrink back into the chair. If he hadn’t been seated, Jack thought he might have collapsed but the teacher recovered himself enough to sound indignant.

      ‘I hope you’re not suggesting it was me who got her into that ... err, predicament.’

      ‘I’m afraid I do have to ask. Caron didn’t have much time for boys at school by all accounts and there is the argument you had which was reported to us. Can you tell me, did you have a sexual relationship with Caron Stewart?’

      ‘Absolutely not!’ The teacher looked as if he might burst into tears. ‘Look, she was a flirt and seemed to have a bit of a crush on me. There was one time – a silly incident which I knew was wrong and it never happened again – well, I kissed her. That was all it was, I swear and I knew it was a stupid thing to do as soon as I’d done it. Caron was flirting, teasing me and I was young and inexperienced. I suppose I was flattered by the attention but I promise you it didn’t go any further than that one kiss!’

      Jack was inclined to believe him and felt sorry for the man although he still needed to be convinced. ‘So, at no time did you have sexual intercourse with Caron Stewart?’

      ‘No, honestly, I would never do such a thing!’ He looked genuinely horrified at the suggestion.

      ‘Yet you did kiss her?’

      ‘Yes, as I said, it was a one-off, a stupid, stupid one-off incident which I regretted instantly. If anything, I avoided her after that. Please believe me. I’m telling you the truth!’ Beads of sweat were bursting on Keith’s brow.

      ‘Are you married, Mr Bates?’ Tony asked.

      Keith groaned. ‘Yes, I’m married, although I wasn’t then. Please tell me you’re not going to tell my wife about this – or the headmaster?’ The man looked pale, aghast.

      ‘That all depends on whether we think you’re telling us the truth now. You certainly didn’t tell us everything before and led us to believe you hardly remembered the Stewart family.’ Jack reminded him.

      ‘I know and I’m sorry, truly sorry. It was a long time ago when I was young and inexperienced; you don’t know how many times I’ve thought about that moment of madness, to my utter shame and regretted it. I’ve honestly never done anything like it again. If you tell Mr Wilson it will be the end of my career and probably my marriage too. That’s why I didn’t tell you before, I’ve got too much to lose and it was a one-off – a stupid mistake.’

      ‘And the argument you had with Caron do you remember it now?’ Jack asked.

      Keith Bates drew in a deep breath. ‘Yes, I do. Caron came to me and asked for money. She said she’d tell the headmaster I’d tried to molest her if I didn’t give her a hundred pounds.’

      ‘And did you give it to her?’

      ‘Again, stupidly, I did, although I made it clear it was all she’d get from me. I wasn’t going to be blackmailed. Afterwards, I realised she could do it again if she wanted to. It was shortly afterwards that her father died and Caron hardly came into school, except to sit her exams. I was so relieved but it’s all come back to haunt me since you started this investigation. And I would like you to know that when that incident happened, Caron was already sixteen. It wasn’t as if she was a minor.’

      ‘Which hardly makes a difference, ethically speaking,’ Jack remarked.

      ‘Of course, I know, and I was an idiot yet I’ve learned my lesson.’

      A knock on the door interrupted them and Mr Wilson put his head into the doorway. ‘Are you finished yet? We’ll need this room shortly.’ His frown betrayed his mood which Jack assumed was because he wasn’t invited to sit in on the interview.

      ‘I think we’re about through here, thank you.’ Then addressing Keith Bates, Jack said, ‘Thank you for your help, Mr Bates. I appreciate your candour.’ The detectives left, anticipating Bates’s discomfiture at explaining the reason for their visit to his boss.

      Back in the car, Tony spoke first. ‘I’m inclined to believe him, are you?’

      ‘Yes, I think it was as he said. He was young and inexperienced and probably lucky that Caron didn’t continue blackmailing him. Our Mrs Rivers is turning out to be anything but a poor little abused wife, that’s for certain.’ Jack switched on the engine and they set off back to the station.
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Day 9

        

      

    

    
      The mood in the incident room was one of muted excitement as the Rivers case appeared to be drawing to a close. The investigation details were with the CPS and Jack called his team together to recap the case, anticipating the charge escalating to one of murder. Initially, the team were divided on the case, yet maintained an open mind. Now, however, they were of one accord as they discussed the evidence they’d collected.

      Firstly, there was a confession. Caron Rivers rang 999 before her husband’s body was cold and never at any time wavered from the fact that she had been the one to stab him.

      ‘At least that major factor is clear, so it’s all down to whether the CPS can prove intent,’ Jack reminded them. The suspect’s intention was the sticking point; much of the actual evidence was inconclusive or hearsay, but the detectives hoped there was enough combined evidence to dispute Caron’s claim of self-defence.

      ‘I changed my mind about her when we got the report on the fragments of glass,’ Della admitted. ‘Until then, I was taken in by her story until her insistence that Bill threw most of the pots. It didn’t add up with forensics finding only her fingerprints and none of Bill’s.’

      ‘At least that’s physical evidence,’ Dave added. ‘Will it be strong enough to stand up in court?’

      ‘I think our strength here is the amount of evidence against Caron Rivers rather than any single conclusive fact.’ Jack was trying to convince himself as well as his colleagues. ‘Her character is certainly in doubt, especially now, with the question mark over her father’s accidental death. If Liz is telling the truth it undoubtedly presents a different picture of Caron to the one she’s been portraying. Then there’s the teacher, Keith Bates, who I’m reluctant to involve unless it becomes imperative. He can only offer a character witness and the fact that she blackmailed him. Bringing him in risks ruining his career and possibly his marriage and it was a long time ago, Caron was young – the defence would probably dismiss it as irrelevant. Who would want to be judged by their actions as a sixteen-year-old?’

      ‘There’s always Pamela Clark. Bill Rivers seemed to have been close to her?’ Tony chipped in.

      ‘Yes, I’m sure she’d be a good witness yet what she has to say would probably also come under ‘hearsay’. She was in love with Bill and so could be seen as biased against Caron. Having said that, I believe her and hopefully the CPS will use her.’

      ‘Will Caron’s solicitor be using the medical notes in her defence?’ Della asked.

      ‘Of course. Her defence will use her seeking help from the doctor and the counsellor as being proof of the abuse she suffered, whereas to us, it looks like part of her premeditated plan to–’

      Superintendent Moss opened the door of the incident room, its rusty hinges announcing his arrival.

      ‘Sorry to disturb your briefing, DI Priestly but I’ve just heard from the CPS and thought you needed to know their decision as soon as possible.’

      The whole team turned to stare at the super, waiting for his news.

      ‘It’s not good, I’m afraid. They’ve decided to stick with the manslaughter charge. It’s the CPS’s opinion that there’s not sufficient evidence to charge her with murder.’ Harold Moss was aware of how disappointed the team would be. They’d worked tirelessly on the case and, as with any unlawful killing wanted the best result.

      ‘So, she’ll get away with it?’ Della’s mouth was open in surprise.

      ‘No, not really. Manslaughter’s a serious charge in itself.’ Moss replied.

      ‘But if they believe her little abused wife charade, they might even accept it was self-defence and she could get off with a suspended sentence!’ Della’s voice was unnaturally high.

      ‘Della, I’m sure the superintendent has done everything possible to present our findings but we have to accept what the CPS decide. They need to consider the likelihood of a conviction, and it appears they’ve decided we don’t have enough evidence.’ Jack spoke firmly to his young DC.

      ‘Yes, sir, I’m sorry, it’s just all the hours we’ve put into this case…’

      ‘That’s quite all right, DC Johnson however your DI’s right. It’s out of our hands now. I’m sorry for you all and I appreciate the hard work you’ve put in but I’m afraid it’s just the way it’s fallen.’ Superintendent Moss left the incident room.

      There was a low buzz of discontent and Jack, who shared his colleagues’ feelings, tried to offer hope. ‘Look, the trial won’t be for months yet so we don’t have to give up entirely on the investigation.’

      ‘Will she be released on bail again once the assessments are complete?’ Della asked.

      ‘I would think so. As soon as Mr Albright hears the charge will remain as manslaughter, he’ll be making an application for sure.’

      ‘So, what can we do in the meantime?’ Dave Bennet asked. ‘Is there any chance we could get the father’s case reopened … in the light of new information?’ The others turned to look at Jack, hope in their eyes. If they could prove that Caron had something to do with her father’s death, Bill’s death might be viewed differently too.

      ‘Sorry to dampen your enthusiasm but we’ve already put that possibility to the CPS and they ruled it out. Mr Albright would have a field day with that one too, claiming harassment and Caron’s offered an alternative scenario; it’s almost impossible to prove which sister is telling the truth. It would look as if we were out to pin anything on Caron and this WADA group would make life hell as well. I’ve already had a spat with them and they won’t go away.’ Jack hated disappointing his team yet there was no alternative other than facing the reality of the situation. A heavy feeling of dejection blanketed the room.

      ‘Look,’ Jack continued, ‘I think the best thing we can do for now is to sleep on it. Tomorrow’s another day and fresh ideas might come to us. Meanwhile the odds are that we’ll have to settle for a manslaughter charge even though it goes against the grain. For now at least we can leave the Rivers case and catch up on others we’ve neglected of late. Thank you everyone for your hard work; there’s still hope but for now it’s business as usual.’

      The despondency was almost palpable as the team dispersed to concentrate on other things. Jack suggested an early finish for Della and Tony who’d both been working fifteen-hour days during the last week. They left with heavy hearts and Jack knuckled down to some long-overdue paperwork, resisting the urge to go home himself. The following day was Saturday and Sarah had plans for her husband in the garden. Perhaps some good honest physical work would be just the ticket to dispel his frustrations.
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      Dave Bennet started his career with North Yorkshire Police Force as a young and enthusiastic PC based at Fulford Road station in York. Being a police officer was all he ever aspired to be and his vocation even introduced him to Jen, the woman who would later become his wife. Dave was the first responder on the scene of a robbery at a jeweller’s shop where Jen was the manager. It was an overnight robbery and being the first on the scene the following morning, the shock to her was considerable. Dave went over and above the call of duty when over the next couple of weeks he stopped by the shop daily, not with news of the investigation but to see how this pretty young lady was faring.

      The attraction was mutual and eventually Jen agreed to go out with him, an action she insisted to friends was only to stop the embarrassment of him calling in at the shop each day. The romance blossomed and the couple married a year later, moving into a little flat conveniently located for both their places of work. It was a rented flat and they worked hard to save enough for a deposit to get on the property ladder. York, although a beautiful city to work in, was expensive as far as property prices were concerned so they decided to cast their net wider.

      Dave sat his detective’s exams during their first year of marriage and proudly served as a detective constable. In time he heard of a vacancy for a DS in Leeds, and at only twenty-five miles from York and with property prices so much more reasonable, he applied. The couple eventually moved from their beloved city which held so many precious memories to settle in Leeds but regularly returned to York to visit friends and family.

      Dave and Jen planned to visit York on the day following the CPS’s disappointing decision to prosecute Caron Rivers for manslaughter rather than murder in his latest case. Dave hoped the trip would take his mind off the case and his considerable frustration at the decision. Initially, he expressed concern that their visit was perhaps too close to Jen’s due date; she told him to stop fussing as there was still two weeks to go, possibly more.

      The couple met old friends in The Viking, a public house not far from the city centre and a favourite haunt which Dave had frequented on occasions for a drink after work with colleagues. On first inspection the pub appeared to be a dark, dismal place and as the name suggests, was decorated heavily on the Viking theme. As with many of the older buildings in the city it was delightfully atmospheric, with low beams and doorways through which most average-height customers needed to duck. The smell was predominantly of beer and a tempting aroma from the kitchen which encouraged the group of friends to order steak pie and chips for four.

      As in all pubs the smoking ban had improved the atmosphere inside; no longer did the clientele need to suffer the fug of tobacco smoke and the lingering smell on their clothing afterwards, a fact Jen particularly appreciated in her condition. Whilst at the bar making his lunch order, Dave turned as he heard his name spoken in a Scottish accent. The gravelly voice owner was a small man, widely known as Jockey who’d been an informant for the young officer in his uniformed days. No one knew if Jockey was a reference to the man’s former profession or simply his diminutive height.

      ‘Never expected to see you here, guv, thought you’d moved on to higher things,’ the little man said.

      ‘The old place still draws me, Jockey. How’re you doing?’

      ‘Not so bad, guv, not so bad. You still in the force then?’ he asked, making Dave smile. It sounded like a line from Star Wars.

      ‘I am, yes, a detective now over in Leeds.’

      ‘Ah, another criminal hotspot. I’ve been reading about your recent murder over there, or at least I think it’s a murder.’

      ‘What case would that be then?’ Dave wouldn’t give much away but was always interested in what Jockey had to say. He’d proved a most reliable source of information in the past.

      The little man chuckled. ‘The poor wee wife who stabbed her rich husband.’

      ‘Yes… I know the case.’ Dave didn’t want Jockey to see how keen he was to hear more.

      ‘She was in here a few weeks ago, tried to hire a shooter an’ all – yet it looks like she must have decided to do it herself.’ Jockey smacked his lips as he took another drink. Suddenly alert, Dave wanted to know everything the man could tell him yet didn’t wish to appear too keen.

      ‘Now, how would you know about that, Jockey?’ he asked casually.

      ‘She came to me, didn’t she? Someone told her I knew everyone who’s anyone in York and could help her out. I told her this wasn’t the ‘Wild West’ an’ I don’t get involved in that kind of stuff, you know that guv, don’t you?’

      ‘I do that, Jockey. You’ve never been a violent man.’ It all sounded a little farfetched yet Dave’s instinct was to probe deeper.

      ‘And could you help her out then?’

      ‘Nah, I’m semi-retired now, aren’t I? I told her to get herself down to The Pig and Whistle – this here’s a much more respectable hostelry.’

      ‘And how do you know it was the woman in Leeds, Jockey?’

      ‘Recognised her picture in the papers afterwards, didn’t I? Pretty little one she was, although maybe not so pretty on the inside. Mind you, she did tell me how the hubby beat her up. The bastard probably deserved all he got. I ain’t got time for men who knock their women about, cowardly that is. You on the case then or what, Mr Bennet?’

      ‘I know of it, yes.’ Dave wasn’t sure if the man was telling the truth or just spinning a yarn to pass the time of day. ‘So, when was this, Jockey?’

      ‘About a week before she done him in, I reckon.’ He stroked his chin thoughtfully.

      ‘And is this true, or are you just having me on?’

      ‘Honest, guv, it’s true as the day is long. She sat in that very corner over there and told me this sob story about her husband. When I saw she’d gone and done the poor bastard in I rang your lot in Leeds, but they weren’t interested. Some toffee-nosed detective constable couldn’t wait to get me off the phone – said to ring back when I was sober, bloody cheek! So, I decided – stuff you, you can solve your bloody crime without my help.’

      This fact troubled Dave. If Jockey did have anything of value to assist them, someone’s head would roll for not taking him seriously. For now though, Dave needed to try to establish whether Jockey was telling the truth.

      ‘Did you believe this woman, Jockey?’

      ‘Not at first. I thought she was making up a tale to get a bit of sympathy, like. Then she showed me her arms – covered in cigarette burns they were. What kind of bastard does that to a woman, I ask yer!’ Jockey took a swig from his beer, draining the glass and thumping it down on the bar, an obvious hint.

      Dave was astounded. They’d not disclosed the nature of the injuries Caron Rivers had suffered and as far as he was aware it hadn’t been leaked to any of the newspapers either. He slapped Jockey on the shoulder and pulled out his wallet to buy him another pint.

      ‘Jockey, my old mate! How would you like a little trip over to Leeds to meet my DI?’

      ‘Would this trip be covered by expenses, like?’ The little man asked, rubbing his chin again.

      ‘Of course! Be here on Monday morning at ten and we’ll send a chauffeur for you, then it’ll be an hour or two talking to my boss before lunch and a return ride home, on me of course. It should be a nice day out for you.’

      Jockey smiled and nodded, showing a mouthful of chipped grey teeth and no doubt hoping there’d be a little extra for a few pints too.

      Dave couldn’t wait to tell Jack what had just transpired. Excusing himself to Jen and their friends, he went outside to make a quick phone call. It may be Saturday but he knew Jack would want to be disturbed with this new development. He rang his boss on his mobile.

      ‘Jack, you’re never going to believe what I’ve just heard!’ Dave recounted the details of Jockey’s story, ending with the prized nugget – the burn marks on Caron’s arm. He felt it prudent to remain silent about Jockey’s claim to have rung in with information for the moment. He’d see how the situation panned out first.

      ‘Is this chap reliable? Will he still be around on Monday?’

      ‘If there’s a pint or two in it for him, he’ll be around and I know where his usual haunts are.’

      ‘Dave, you’re a star but what if this informer disappears before we take his statement? I know it’s your weekend off and you’re out with your wife but could you possibly bring this man in now? I don’t want to risk losing him, and anything could happen before Monday. If it helps, I’ll meet you halfway and take him from there, then you can be back with your friends in less than an hour.’

      This was the lead they’d been hoping for and Dave agreed they couldn’t risk leaving it until Monday. With only the slightest regret at the homemade steak pie he was looking forward to, he agreed on a rendezvous with Jack at a Burger King near Tadcaster, halfway between York and Leeds on the A64.
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      Jen was so enjoying being with their friends again and hardly raised an eyebrow when her husband broke the news that something had come up at work. She’d learned a long time ago that being married to a detective meant regular hours were a thing of the past, not like when he was in uniform and she knew his timetable down to the minute.
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      Returning to the bar, Dave suggested to Jockey that they left immediately instead of Monday which somewhat surprised the informant. Still, he became agreeable after being promised lunch and a few pints afterwards. They left the pub and set off to meet Jack.
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      Jack ended his phone call and turned rather sheepishly to face his wife. ‘Sorry, love, I have to go but at least we’ve had the morning together and the heavy digging’s done.’ He briefly explained the significance of this breakthrough and Sarah, hands on hips and head tilted to one side asked, ‘Why is it that going into work on a Saturday always puts such a smile on your face, Jack Priestly?’

      Jack grinned. ‘Believe me, these next few hours could be crucial to the case. In fact, I’d go as far as to say that if Dave’s right, it’ll be watertight now, and it feels great!’

      Jack made a quick call to Tony Russell asking him to ride shotgun. If he and Dave were having their Saturday interrupted, the whole team might as well be in on it. He then rang Della and smiled at the involuntary squeal she gave on hearing of this latest development. Della was at the station on a weekend shift and volunteered to set up a room for the video statement while waiting for their new witness to arrive.

      Jack picked Tony up from his home and they headed for the A64, the energy and excitement in the car almost palpable. Incredulous at the good fortune of Dave being in the same pub as this Jockey fellow they agreed that the icing on the top was that the man knew about the burns on Rivers’ arms – burns which Jack now believed to be self-inflicted. Specific injuries hadn’t been shared outside of the team and certainly not to the newspapers, which validated Jockey’s claim that he did actually meet Caron. If Jockey proved to be a reliable witness Caron Rivers would no longer be able to claim self-defence for her husband’s death and the manslaughter charge could finally be escalated to one of murder.

      Unfortunately the wait to put this new information to their suspect could be a long and frustrating one; there was no information forthcoming from the medics about when Caron would be fit to resume answering their growing list of questions. In the worst possible scenario, Jack imagined an indefinite time period elapsing as the case lay dormant. Caron Rivers would then avoid two possible murder charges and a growing list of offences, which now included soliciting a person to commit a crime.

      Jack and Tony met Dave in the car park of a Burger King at Tadcaster, about halfway between Leeds and York. The DI thanked his sergeant for taking the time out of his rest days to bring Jockey in for questioning which Dave brushed off; he was as excited as the others. Jack felt blessed to work with such an exceptional team all of whom were enthusiastic and dedicated to the job. He couldn’t ask for more.

      Just as Dave was about to transfer a sleepy Jockey to his boss’s car his phone rang. The caller ID showed it was Jen.

      ‘Hello, love, are you okay?’ Dave frowned.

      Jack and Tony watched, fearful something might be wrong. A man’s voice could be heard shouting down the phone, ‘Jen’s gone into labour, mate! Her waters broke just as they put the pie and chips in front of us and we’re getting her into our car now. She insists we go to Leeds, to give birth there as planned. Can you meet us at the hospital?’

      ‘Yes, of course, I’m all but wrapped up here now, so I’ll head straight there. Thanks, pal, I owe you one!’ Dave finished the call and quickly related the details to his colleagues who grinned at his bewildered expression. Jack opened the door and woke Jockey then ushered him towards his own car.

      ‘Get yourself off, Dave. With any luck, you’ll get to the hospital before Jen, and score yourself a few brownie points.’ Jack smiled at his DS and Dave wasted no time getting into his car and back on the road.

      ‘It’s to be hoped Jen doesn’t give birth in the car on route. If Dave doesn’t make it for the delivery, he’ll never hear the end of it,’ Jack smiled.

      The little man with the gravelly voice solemnly shook hands with Jack and Tony before getting into the back of Jack’s car.

      ‘We appreciate this, Jockey. It’s a weekend and I know you’d probably prefer to be doing something else,’ Tony said.

      ‘Och, it’s no trouble and Mr Bennet said you’d make it worth my while.’ He grinned his toothy smile. At the sound of the man’s distinct Scottish accent and the slurred way in which he spoke, Tony’s face paled but Jack appeared not to notice.

      ‘Oh, did he now?’ Jack answered the man’s statement. ‘Well, I suppose we can have a whip-round to buy you a couple of drinks, yet only after we’ve asked our questions, mind, we can’t have you worse for wear on our video, can we?’ Jack wondered if the man was already inebriated, but a few cups of the station’s coffee should help to sober him up.

      ‘Bloody hell, Mr B didn’t say I’d be starring in a movie.’ The little man chuckled. ‘That’s a first for me!’ He then sat back and closed his eyes. Tony opened the window; an aroma of unwashed flesh and beer was beginning to fill the car and Tony already felt nauseous.

      Della was ready and waiting for them and happily went to fetch coffee from the machine before the interview commenced. Jockey appeared to be an easy-going sort of chap, although he professed a preference for beer rather than coffee, which Jack promised to get for him after the interview.

      Della had collected together a pack of six photographs, one of Caron Rivers and the others of women of similar age and appearance, to show to Jockey for identification. After handing them to Jack and when the coffee was drunk, Della left them, and Tony switched on the video recorder. With the photographs spread before him, Jack asked Jockey if he could identify the woman who had approached him in The Viking. Without a moment’s hesitation, he pointed to Caron Rivers’ picture and said emphatically, ‘That’s the one. Butter wouldn’t melt in her pretty little mouth, eh?’ Jack suppressed the smile which was forming on his face as he asked if Jockey could tell them, in his own words, precisely what this woman had asked him.

      ‘Well, first, she asked at the bar for someone who was in the know in the underground world, and the barman naturally directed her to my little corner. Brought me a beer over she did and acted all friendly like. I knew she wanted something, a stunner like her wasn’t trying to chat me up now, was she?’ He shrugged and smiled in a self-deprecating way. ‘Then she asked where she could find someone to do a job for her, and she didn’t mean a plumber! Said that her husband was a cruel bastard, and she was desperate to escape his beatings. Said the money wasn’t a problem either and if someone was prepared to get rid of him, permanent like, she’d pay well. At first, I thought the woman was having a laugh and then she went all doe-eyed on me, tearful, you know, showed me those marks on her arms too, bloody cigarette burns they were, sure as eggs. I sympathised, of course, but told her she’d come to the wrong man; I won’t have anything to do with that sort of stuff, Mr Bennet will vouch for me on that score, so I suggested she tried The Pig and Whistle. There’s some shady characters hang out there – and then she upped and left, all hoity-toity like.’

      ‘And can you remember when this was?’ Tony asked.

      ‘Like I told Mr Bennet, it was about a couple of weeks before I saw her picture in the papers. I remember saying to myself, Blow me down if she hasn’t gone and done it herself!’

      Jack asked a few more questions. Jockey had provided a surprisingly clear and concise account of what had happened, giving sufficient evidence to go back to the CPS, this time with something rock solid. After taking the man’s full name, Jockey Brown and an address in York where they could reach him, Tony took him out of the station to the nearest pub to purchase the promised beer and a pork pie.
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      Tony’s enjoyment of this new twist of fate was marred by a sinking feeling that he’d almost been responsible for messing the whole case up. The more Jockey spoke, the more Tony was convinced that this was the caller he’d dismissed as a drunk a few days earlier. If it was, he could be in trouble. His dilemma now was whether to come clean and tell the boss or hope Jockey had forgotten the call. It was a relief nothing had been said so far but should he own up to his mistake? Tony struggled inwardly with the dilemma as he watched the little man devour two pork pies and down a couple of pints in record time.

      Tony’s mobile phone interrupted his inner dialogue and Della’s excited voice told him there was a car waiting back at the station with a couple of uniformed officers ready to take Jockey home.

      ‘But I’ve only had a couple of pints!’ Jockey complained, munching his way through a third pie. Tony took out his wallet and gave the little man two twenty-pound notes, compensation for his trouble.

      ‘And you’ve had a good trip out on such a lovely, sunny day.’ The DC steered him out of the pub and back to the police station.

      When the car set off with a sleepy Jockey inside, Tony returned to the incident room where Della and Jack viewed the tape.

      ‘At least he doesn’t appear to be drunk. We should be grateful for small mercies,’ Della observed.

      ‘Yes, he’s a man of few words and they’re certainly the right words for us. I find it incredible that Caron would even attempt to hire a hitman; this isn’t quite the London backstreets,’ Jack remarked.

      Tony joined the conversation. ‘At least she went to York although even that’s still a bit too close to home and a huge risk to take.’

      ‘And it paid off… but for us, not Caron, thanks to Jockey!’ Della grinned. ‘He’s quite a character. I only hope he comes over well on the witness stand if we ever get that far. It certainly gives us clear evidence of premeditation. Do you think we’ll be able to see Caron again soon to question her about these new claims?’

      Jack turned off the tape. ‘Unfortunately, it’s entirely in the hands of the medics. We’ll keep this information quiet for now; just us, the super and the CPS, and when we get the okay to speak to her again we’ll confront her with it. That’s one interview I’m certainly looking forward to, although it could be some time before it happens. If Caron gets an inkling of any of this she’ll probably take sanctuary in the psychiatric hospital indefinitely.’

      If the team harboured any doubts before, this was concrete evidence that Caron Rivers was not the victim she portrayed herself to be and had planned to kill her husband at least two weeks before actually stabbing him. They were dealing with a cold, calculating woman.

      Just as they were preparing to leave the incident room to head home, the phone rang. Della answered it.

      ‘Hey, it’s Dave!’ She listened carefully as her colleagues gathered around. ‘It’s a boy, seven pounds and fit as a flea!’ A group cheer went up and Della put the phone on speaker so Dave could hear.

      ‘Thanks, everyone, he’s a little miracle. I got to the hospital before Jen yet she was well into labour even then. He was delivered in less than an hour!’

      ‘Congratulations, Dave, and love to Jen. Perhaps you could call the little feller Jockey!’ Jack chuckled.

      ‘Yeah great. I’ll run that one by Jen but don’t hold your breath.’

      ‘You get back to your family, Dave. It’s been quite a weekend. I’ll start your paternity leave immediately.’

      ‘Thanks, but do you think I could delay it for a few days; perhaps until next Friday; I’ve cleared it with Jen and as her mother’s coming to stay I think I’ll only be in the way until she leaves? I’d really like to stick with this case now we’re so close.’

      ‘If it’s what you both want it’s fine by me although you’ll only be working nine to five if that.’

      The euphoria died down and the team began to disperse.

      ‘Do you think I could have a quiet word, sir?’ Tony approached his DI after Della went back to her desk. He’d resolved his quandary and decided to confess.

      ‘Yes, Tony. Thanks for giving up your weekend to come in for this, much appreciated.’

      ‘No problem, sir. But I’m afraid I’ve done something you need to know about.’

      Jack’s eyebrows raised in mild surprise.

      ‘It’s about Jockey, sir. I think I might have taken a call from him a few days ago. I assumed he was drunk and his chief concern was how much we would pay for any information he might have.’ Tony paused and looked down at his shoes, preparing for the worst.

      ‘And are you sure it was Jockey?’

      ‘Not entirely. He didn’t give a name or anything yet when I heard his voice today and the Scottish accent it seemed too much of a coincidence. I didn’t follow it through and I should have. I can only say sorry.’ Tony’s expression reflected his genuine remorse as he waited to see how the DI would react.

      ‘Okay.’ Jack nodded. ‘Thank you for telling me, Tony; it would have been easier to keep it to yourself and I appreciate your honesty. It counts for a lot in my book. It also appears you regret what happened so we’ll say no more about it. It’s all worked out anyway. You’ve got the makings of a good detective and I think this mistake will probably serve as a lesson to you. Now, get yourself off home and enjoy the rest of the weekend.’ Jack smiled at Tony, slapped him on the shoulder and turned to leave for home.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Tony stood in silence for a full minute, watching his boss go, unable to believe what had just transpired between them. At the very least, he’d expected a dressing down, perhaps even a disciplinary report. Jack’s attitude astounded him. It appeared that his boss understood the remorse he was feeling and decided this was sufficient punishment in itself. It was a salutary lesson for Tony and the DI was right. He’d undoubtedly learn from his mistake. If Tony had tried to ignore the incident and it was discovered later, the consequences would have been much more significant. He was relieved he’d decided to come clean.

      Jack Priestly was a man Tony admired and his admiration had at least doubled in the last few minutes. The DC set off for home with a smile on his face and a sense of relief in his heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            40

          

        

      

    

    
      Monday morning saw DS Dave Bennet arrive at 9am to the smiles and congratulations of his colleagues and a small pile of gifts waiting on his desk. He was touched at their thoughtfulness. Being the last one in, Dave was delighted to learn more good news on the Caron Rivers’ case; the woman had been discharged from the psychiatric unit and declared fit to attend interview.

      The incident room buzzed with renewed excitement and wasting no time, Jack had already asked Della to ring Caron at home to request her presence at the station as soon as possible. The young DC didn’t need to be asked twice and made the call immediately, barely able to contain her eagerness to progress the case. After some prevarication on Caron’s part, who thought she should be allowed time to settle back into her home, she agreed to contact her solicitor and inform them of the earliest time they could come.

      By 9.15am Jack and Dave Bennet were in Superintendent Moss’s office, talking him through the extraordinary events of the weekend. He was keen to see the recording of Jockey’s statement which Dave, having anticipated the request, played on his laptop. Moss watched intently before asking if they thought this man was reliable.

      ‘Yes, sir,’ Dave answered. ‘He was an informant for me when I worked in York and I always found his information to be accurate and more often than not useful.’

      Moss nodded. ‘And why did you wait until now to inform me of this breakthrough?’

      ‘It was the weekend, sir, and as Caron Rivers was still locked away, indefinitely as far as we knew, there was no urgency to process this development. We intended to update you this morning and pass the recording on to the CPS, which Tony is doing now. The news of Rivers’ release over the weekend suddenly makes Saturday’s events more pressing,’ Jack explained.

      Moss nodded, satisfied at the explanation and after ensuring that Jack would present an immediate update after they’d spoken to Caron, waved them from the room.

      Della peered round the door of the incident room. ‘Jack, Mr Albright’s on the phone for you.’

      Jack took the phone and listened patiently to the solicitor laying down the conditions under which his client would answer questions. Jack kept his cool but in no way intended the solicitor or his client to dictate the questioning in what was now a murder inquiry. He held the news of Jockey’s evidence to himself for the time being and would enjoy seeing the look on both of their faces when it was introduced.

      Dave was waiting for Jack when he came off the phone, a broad smile on his face. ‘The CPS has just got back to us and after an initial viewing of the recording, they’re happy for us to up the charge to murder!’

      ‘Brilliant,’ Jack replied, ‘Now all we need is for Mrs Rivers to put in an appearance.’
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      By 10.30am, the agreed time, Jack was getting antsy as Caron and Mr Albright were nowhere to be seen. Most of the team had been in since eight that morning and were eager to know the outcome of this interview. Finally, at 10.45am the front desk officer rang through to say the pair had arrived and he’d put them in interview room eight – the coldest room in the station. Jack asked Della to sit in with him but they waited until 11am before he pulled on his jacket and they made their way to the interview room where, as expected, Caron appeared agitated and her solicitor clearly angry.

      ‘We’ve been here for nearly twenty minutes!’ Albright glared at Jack.

      ‘Yes, sorry about that. We were ready for you at 10.30am as agreed yet as you were late other matters took precedence,’ Jack lied. It was perhaps a bit immature, a tit for tat situation, but the detective wanted to stamp his authority on this interview from the outset, determined to be in charge of the proceedings.

      Della switched on the tape recorder and reminded Caron of her rights before commencing the interview with an opening question enquiring about her health. Before the woman had a chance to reply, Mr Albright butted in.

      ‘I wish to remind you that my client’s mental health is still very fragile. She has suffered much with her husband’s death and the doctors are now looking at a diagnosis of PTSD.’

      ‘Thank you, Mr Albright. We would prefer it if your client could speak for herself.’ Della smiled sweetly.

      ‘I’m better than I was, thank you. The introduction of my father’s death triggered painful memories and I’d like to apologise for my behaviour.’ Caron glanced at Jack who assumed her solicitor had prompted her apology and laid down instructions as to her behaviour.

      ‘Apology accepted,’ Jack said curtly, his eye twitching where she’d clawed him.

      ‘As you’ve mentioned your father perhaps we could revisit that question. Why did you lie to the police about your movements on the day he died?’ Della asked.

      ‘Liz has really got you fooled hasn’t she, DI Priestly? I told you before, it wasn’t me who went back into the house, it was her. I didn’t say anything at the time as I was protecting her. It was a traumatic experience to find my father dead and I didn’t think casting suspicion on my sister would serve any purpose.’ Tears glistened in Caron’s eyes and Jack drew in a deep breath; he was not in the mood for games.

      He took over the questioning. ‘Let’s try something not so long ago then, shall we? Why did you go to York a couple of weeks before your husband’s death to try to hire someone to kill him?’ The ensuing silence was palpable and oh so satisfying for Jack and Della. Caron turned pale and stuttered, unable to find any words to answer while her solicitor directed a cold stare at his client.

      Mr Albright recovered from the shock first and asked, ‘DI Priestly, is this another one of your fishing expeditions or do you have any solid evidence with which to charge my client?’

      ‘We have a positive identification and a videotaped statement which puts Mrs Rivers in York a couple of weeks before her husband’s death, asking in a public house, called The Viking, for a hired killer. As a result of this new evidence we would now like to escalate the charge of manslaughter to murder, with a further charge of soliciting a third party to commit a crime. DC Johnson, would you read Mrs Rivers her rights please.’ Jack could barely keep the satisfaction out of his voice as Della read Caron her rights and arrested her – this time for murder.

      Caron’s eyes met Jack’s for the briefest of moments, and he saw pure hatred, no remorse, no fear, nothing other than evil. Not only was Caron Rivers revealed for what she was, but Mr Albright found the wind taken entirely out of his sails. It was a feeling of unadulterated satisfaction for Jack. His team could be proud of their hard work and a conviction for murder looked to be in the bag.

      Jack left the room as two uniformed officers arrived to take Caron into custody with Mr Albright running after them, shouting instructions to his client to say nothing unless he was present. They would speak to her again soon.

      The interview had been short and very sweet, and when Jack and Della returned to the incident room there was coffee, real coffee, and doughnuts which they ate in celebration. Superintendent Moss was also there to congratulate them on the excellent result.

      ‘So what happens to the Rivers’ fortune now, then?’ Dave asked.

      ‘If she’s convicted of murder it will go to his next of kin, presumably his mother. I should think that in itself will be punishment enough for Caron.’ Jack grinned.

      ‘I wonder how long she’d planned this?’ Della bit into a jam doughnut. ‘It’s incredible that she would fake being an abused wife and set up her home to look as if he’d attacked her. I have to admit she had me fooled for a time. The poor sod, thinking he’d got himself a lovely young wife only to be murdered for his money, I can’t understand how anyone could be so cold-blooded.’
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      Della moved away from the group in search of coffee to wash down the doughnut. Now the truth was out she was somewhat embarrassed remembering her initial sympathy for Caron and for being taken in by her lies. She would put it down to experience yet made a mental note not to be so hasty or easily fooled again and consoled herself that she hadn’t allowed her feelings to interfere with her role in the investigation. This case, the most serious one of her career so far was undoubtedly a learning curve. Perhaps she should have taken more notice of the boss; Jack made no assumptions and always kept an open mind, even from the outset when it appeared to be an open and shut case of manslaughter and Della was on the side of believing it to be self-defence.

      Then there was Caron’s diary. Della spent hours reading the entries, feeling nauseous at the graphic descriptions the woman had written, yet now it appeared they were completely fabricated. Jack warned her they couldn’t be used as evidence but they’d certainly swayed Della’s thinking to the point of empathy for Caron and even assuming Bill Rivers got what he deserved. Shame at her hasty judgements filled the detective constable; her assumption that Caron was as much a victim as her husband was entirely erroneous. Caron Rivers fooled Della, her GP and her counsellor, meticulously planning the cold-blooded murder of the man she’d married purely for money. What an evil, manipulative woman she’d proved to be. Thank goodness they’d stumbled across Jockey Brown, whose conclusive evidence would hopefully see Rivers put away for a long time.

      Jack hadn’t been as easily fooled. Della’s admiration for him increased exponentially during the weeks of working so closely with him. He’d proved to be a great boss, encouraging rather than condemning, and she was amazed at how much responsibility he’d allowed her during the investigation. Della didn’t expect to be in on interviews and even taking the lead at this stage in her career but Jack Priestly possessed a gift for knowing the right person for the right task; he was a man who followed his own judgement. Della hoped she could remain on his team, convinced she’d learn much from his leadership.

      ‘Hey Della, come and look at this!’ Dave’s voice snapped her from her reverie.
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      The team were gathered around a computer in the incident room as Della joined them, in time to see the images from The Viking pub in York. The recording’s date and time, clearly visible in the corner of the screen, confirmed Jockey’s estimation that it was just over two weeks before Bill Rivers’ death. However, the picture was grainy; it would take further enhancement to ensure a positive ID of Caron. There was a groan of frustration all round.

      ‘Disappointing, I know.’ Jack raised his hands, palms outwards. ‘Jockey’s evidence will probably be sufficient to prove her visit to Leeds so even if the tech guys can’t make this any clearer, I’m confident we’ll get a conviction.’

      After viewing the CCTV footage, Dave asked Tony if he could have a quick word. The pair moved to a quiet corner and Dave launched straight into what was on his mind.

      ‘On Saturday, when I met Jockey in the pub, he told me he’d rung the station to offer his help with information. Was it you he spoke to?’

      Tony looked sheepish; he might have known it would somehow get out.

      ‘It was and I’m sorry, Dave. The man sounded drunk and gave the impression he was only interested in a reward for information. Nothing he said led me to believe he knew anything relevant, and when he told me he was in Leeds, I just thought he was trying it on.’

      ‘Have you told the boss about it?’ Dave asked.

      ‘Yes, I told him on Saturday night. When I heard Jockey’s accent and his distinctive voice, I connected the dots and realised my mistake.’

      ‘And how did Jack take it?’

      ‘Strangely okay. I thought he might have made it into a disciplinary matter, even take it to the super but he didn’t. I barely got a rap on my knuckles – he just told me to learn from my mistake and go home and enjoy the weekend.’ Tony still couldn’t believe Jack didn’t intend to take the matter further.

      ‘And have you learned from it?’

      ‘Crikey, yes. I’ve had a narrow escape and will certainly be more open next time – unless you want to take it further?’ Tony’s heart flipped in his chest.

      ‘Of course not, numbskull! It’s turned out well in the end so we’ll let sleeping dogs lie and all that, shall we? Jack’s a good boss, there’s not many like him. He’ll know you’ll learn more by letting you off than if he made an issue of it.’

      Both men smiled. The day was panning out well.
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      ‘What’s the news on Caron Rivers, Jack?’ Fiona asked when the DI called in at the doctor’s surgery to update her and Enda Choudhry on the case.

      ‘We’ve recently escalated the charge to murder. Obviously, I can’t go into details but we’re confident we’ve now got a watertight case.’

      ‘Murder, as in planned, premeditated murder?’ Fiona was astounded.

      ‘Yes, it was planned all right. The more we dug into the case, the more I became convinced that Caron knew exactly what she was doing all along. We got a lucky break over the weekend when a witness to her intentions came forward. I can’t tell you much more than that but you can be sure she won’t be coming back for any more counselling.’

      ‘Well that’s a relief. Can I tell Enda?’ Fiona asked. The hairs were standing up on the back of her neck as she mentally adjusted her opinion of Caron Rivers.

      ‘Yes, please do. I’d like Dr Choudhry to know too yet wait until it breaks in the press before telling anyone else, will you?’

      ‘Yes, of course.’

      ‘The court case will be towards the end of September and Caron will remain on remand until then. With the CPS confident of a conviction, hopefully she’ll go down for a long time. Caron Rivers must be one of the most heartless women I’ve ever come across.’ Jack shook his head.

      Fiona’s primary emotion was of sadness. Caron had obviously used her and Enda in a bid to support her fantasy, a bitter pill to swallow. She understood that Jack couldn’t disclose any further details and wouldn’t push him for it, yet still Fiona was tempted to defend Caron to some extent. The woman’s actions were indeed evil and inexcusable, but her early years had shaped her into the person she’d become and Fiona concluded that her mind was probably sick. It was to be hoped prison would help reform her and she’d eventually feel remorse for her actions.

      Fiona held her silence with a sudden mental image of Jack shaking his head and tutting at her if she voiced these opinions. He would probably think she was too soft with people, yet Fiona preferred to look for the good in everyone rather than the bad.

      She continued the conversation. ‘Do you think I’ll be called on to give evidence?’

      ‘I rather think not. Caron’s actions will almost certainly be enough to convict her and your report is with the CPS together with Dr Choudhry’s. They’ll be in touch if they need anything else from you. Tell me, Fiona, did you suspect at any time that Caron was lying to you?’

      ‘There were little things which didn’t quite ring true, as you know, and it appears I was duped. It’s not the first time in my career and surely won’t be the last, yet my default position is one of belief with each new client. I listen and believe, no matter how wild or fantastic their stories are. It would be impossible to support them if I didn’t accept what they’re telling me is true, even though the law of averages dictates that a small percentage of clients will lie to me. Yet that’s the whole point of counselling, Jack. The client needs me to be wholly on their side and sometimes they lie to ensure that, although they don’t need to. I’d be right there with them whatever.

      ‘Caron felt the need to lie to me for purposes known only to her at the time, nefarious purposes as it turned out but the trouble with telling lies is that it becomes almost impossible to pick out the truth from the same source. It appears Caron fabricated a web of deceit intended to persuade me her husband was abusive. So now I’m wondering if any part of her story was true. Was she ever abused by her husband or her father? She certainly took drastic measures to convince me there was violence. Did she actually inflict those injuries on herself? I can picture those perfectly round blistered burns on her arm. Could she really have done that to herself?

      ‘I’m convinced she did, Fiona,’ Jack answered.

      ‘It’s a chilling thought, but if she is a charlatan, hopefully the truth will eventually come out.’ She shuddered. ‘I wanted to explore the relationship with her father in more detail to see if her negative feelings for him could have been transferred to Bill. My theory being that with her father dead, she was no longer able to target her negativity at him and Bill was conveniently on hand.’ Fiona paused, thinking.

      ‘Does that mean you think she hated Bill so much she intended to kill him as a substitute for her father?’ Jack asked.

      ‘Oh, Jack no, that’s not what I’m saying. I was just thinking aloud and transference was a possibility I would’ve liked to explore with Caron.’ Fiona noted the puzzlement in Jack’s face so explained briefly. ‘Transference is the inappropriate and subconscious redirection of feelings from one person to another, which can just as easily manifest itself with love, or hate with a plethora of emotions in between.’

      ‘Or perhaps her motive was pure old-fashioned greed, we’ll never know.’ Jack smiled sadly. ‘I’m only glad my job is to catch the criminals, not understand their motives. So, what about you, Fiona? You must feel aggrieved at being taken for a ride.’

      ‘A little perhaps. Caron Rivers didn’t want counselling in the true sense of the word. Instead, she was seeking someone to back up her lies so at least now I understand why we didn’t connect, why a relationship didn’t evolve from the time we spent together as I would normally expect. Caron was working towards her own agenda and used me, Enda Choudhry and even you and your colleagues to bear witness to an abusive husband. She was cold and calculating, but I feel saddened more than aggrieved.’

      Jack thanked Fiona and left when his questions were exhausted. Fiona felt drained and spent a few minutes sitting quietly in her office reflecting on her last meeting with Caron in the woman’s home. This case was probably the strangest one she’d ever come across. Generally, if a client lied, Fiona didn’t challenge them because often those lies were designed to gain her support – which is what they needed most at that time.

      As the counselling relationship develops, the counsellor can usually strip away the lies and probe the reasons why it was necessary to tell them in the first instance. The untruthful client may be seeking sympathy yet what Fiona offered was empathy – not quite the same. Sympathy is expressed by platitudes, even if they’re well-meaning and Fiona didn’t do platitudes.

      When a client poured out their heart, she would listen but her role is not to say, ‘how awful’ or ‘poor you’. Empathy takes a step closer to the root of a client’s problem and attempts to get alongside them. A counsellor’s role is to listen and understand and eventually assist the client to explore their feelings, relationships and emotions – to empower them to make changes or not; it’s entirely up to them. Fiona attempted to connect and offer genuine empathy; to walk in Caron’s shoes and see through her eyes. Only in doing this can a client and counsellor travel the journey together and form a solid base for their relationship to work. This was never going to happen with Caron Rivers.

      It wasn’t a pleasant feeling to realise she’d been deceived and used for evil purposes yet it wouldn’t alter the way Fiona worked or the belief she would continue to have in each of her future clients.
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      As soon as the CPS took over the Rivers’ case, Jack found other files stacking up on his desk. There was to be no slowing down for the detective or his team which was fine by him. Jack liked to keep busy at work.

      As the summer progressed and it looked as if it would be a hot one, Jack welcomed the long lazy evenings spent in his garden with Sarah. Their sons were also at home for short periods of time which was always a delight. Having failed in his first attempt at climbing Vignemale, Dan, their youngest, planned to return to the Pyrenees before college resumed to attempt an easier climb on one of the smaller mountains. They praised his rational decision to abort the climb and his acceptance of it being too ambitious when the weather conditions turned against him. The very fact that Dan admitted to being out of his depth made his parents so much more comfortable with his climbing passion, relieved he’d accepted his limitations and possessed the sense to be cautious and not carried away with a macho desire to succeed. Jake, their eldest son, also spent part of the summer holidays at home with his girlfriend, Grace joining them for a couple of weeks.

      Although family took precedence, the anticipation of an early autumn trial in the Caron Rivers’ case was always in the back of Jack’s mind. He would be glad to be finished with it for good. Confident of a straightforward hearing, Jack wavered only slightly when he heard on the grapevine that Caron still intended pleading not guilty to premeditated murder in the hope of getting away with manslaughter. Somehow the strength of the evidence from York hadn’t registered with her; she appeared to be in denial or perhaps at the stage where she actually believed her own lies. Or maybe she was still play-acting, hoping to be declared unfit to stand trial; who knows what goes through the mind of a psychopath?

      On a bright early autumn morning, the trial finally arrived and as Jack drove to Leeds Combined Court Centre on Oxford Row, his thoughts automatically turned to Caron Rivers. How would she have coped with the remand centre and indeed, how would she survive prison? Perhaps quite well, he decided. She was no shrinking violet and would stand up to anyone who crossed her; Jack could vouch for that. So maybe he should reverse his thinking to wondering how prison would cope with Caron?

      With no parking near the court buildings, Jack found a city-centre car park which he’d used many times before and parked his car. A few rows ahead he glimpsed Dave Bennet getting out of his car and waved to attract his attention.

      ‘So, here we are at last.’ Dave grinned, dusting down his trousers and straightening his tie. The detectives generally pulled out the Sunday best for court appearances. ‘I thought we might never get here with this one although we did wrap it up in a relatively short time.’

      ‘We did, Dave and hopefully we’ll see Caron Rivers get the sentence she deserves. Did Tony check on Jockey Brown, do you know?’

      ‘Yes, he did and the little chap’s looking forward to his day in court. Tony worried that he might drink too much before giving evidence but the CPS is babysitting him and have him safely ensconced in a B&B not far from here. If Witness Support keep an eye on him until he’s called to give evidence, we should be okay. I just hope they have a good supply of pies to keep him well fed.’

      The men walked together into the court building heading for the Crown Court with only a few minutes to spare. As they took their seats, Jack spotted Betty and Liz Stewart in the public gallery. He’d had no contact with either of them since Caron was remanded and was unsure if they would attend; perhaps their curiosity gained the upper hand over their supposed disinterest in Caron’s fate.

      The defendant was brought in and several pairs of curious eyes swivelled in her direction. Caron looked quite different from the last time Jack had seen her, having lost weight which she could ill afford, and with her hair longer and scraped back into a knot at the base of her neck. She was dressed conservatively with only a touch of make-up and kept her eyes lowered, either not wanting or unable to look around her. When the judge and jury entered the court, the opening statements began with both the prosecution and the defence setting out what they intended to show by their evidence.

      In less than fifteen minutes Jack noticed Betty Stewart yawning. It made him smile. If she’d come along expecting to see the kind of drama she watched on television, Caron’s mother would be disappointed. Hearings in court were always more protracted than on television – the officials spoke slowly and deliberately, with each word recorded by the court reporter. Of course, Caron’s evidence may eventually add colour to the proceedings; she was a very unpredictable young woman. But today was unlikely to be anything other than dull dry facts and possibly quite tedious. Even Jack found it hard to concentrate on the first day of a trial.
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      Day two in court moved at a quicker pace with the medical reports and SOCO’s findings presented without contention. The murder weapon and the cause of death – a single wound from the knife – were indisputable and the defence didn’t even rise to cross-examine – there was little point.

      Dr Enda Choudhry was called to give evidence. The CPS held Fiona Singleton in reserve yet doubted they would need her testimony. The doctor, as immaculately dressed as ever took the stand and clearly read the oath. The prosecution barrister smiled as he asked the obvious questions, giving the witness the opportunity to outline the details of Caron’s injuries and repeat what she’d told him about their source. The jury remained mildly interested until the prosecution’s final question.

      ‘Dr Choudhry, do you think the cigarette burns on Mrs Rivers’ arms could have been self-inflicted?’ Almost as one body the jury sat forward, suddenly alert and keen to hear the answer.

      ‘Objection, My Lord. This is clearly supposition!’ The defence barrister jumped to her feet. After only a moment’s hesitation the judge ruled. ‘I’ll allow. Please answer the question, Doctor.’

      Enda’s eyes wandered fleetingly in the direction of Caron Rivers then back to the prosecution barrister. ‘Yes. It wouldn’t be an easy thing to do as our natural inclination is to avoid pain but it’s certainly possible.’ The point was made and the doctor dismissed.

      Jack was sworn in next to give his evidence and the details of the police investigation. The prosecution’s questions were concise and direct, as were Jack’s answers yet the defence barrister seemed determined to drag out the proceedings. Although directed to stick to only relevant questions from the judge, the barrister continually slipped in remarks about the police treatment of Caron Rivers, suggesting bullying and a lack of sympathy for what she’d suffered. Jack, fuming inside, kept his cool and answered appropriately. However, when the barrister continued to ramble, Jack interrupted and asked, ‘I’m sorry, was that a question?’ A simple tactic which, with repetition, thwarted the barrister to some degree. After ninety minutes in the witness box Jack was allowed to stand down.

      Pamela Clark was the next witness. Smartly dressed and reasonably composed with only a few silent tears for the man she’d loved, she walked sedately to the stand. Pamela was articulate, the personification of the perfect secretary. Her eyes betrayed how difficult it was for her to speak about Bill and her words were chosen carefully when relating the confidences he’d shared about his marriage. Pamela came across as sincere and believable, making no attempt to be vindictive or blacken Caron’s character, only repeating what she’d heard directly from Bill.

      It was then Jockey Brown’s turn to give evidence. Jack anticipated this as the highlight of the proceedings and smiled to himself as the little man took the stand, his expression solemn as he recited the oath. Jockey proceeded with a colourful account of his meeting with the defendant and even the prosecution had to remind him to keep to the facts and not embellish. The star witness came over well, and judging by the dark look on Caron’s face, she understood the damage he’d inflicted to her defence. Dave had to suppress an urge to applaud after the little man said his piece.

      Jack wondered how Caron would deal with this damning evidence, anticipating an emotional outburst when her turn came, although her barrister would have briefed her not to interrupt. Pamela Clark had proved to be a good witness but Jockey was perhaps the star of the day. The pair contributed in very different ways, diverse information which must surely give the jury plenty to consider and hopefully seal Caron Rivers’ fate.

      The proceedings continued, much of which seemed irrelevant to Jack who was anxious for the day to end. When the judge finally decided to adjourn until the following day, the crowd hurried to leave – to catch a breath of fresh air after a tense day in a stuffy courtroom. Most of them would be back the following morning, hanging on every word and eagerly anticipating Caron’s turn in the witness box.
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      On day three of the trial, the courtroom was buzzing with eager anticipation. The press seats were filled to capacity with many more reporters crushed in the corridors hoping for a glimpse of the defendant. The public gallery was also full, with Liz and Betty Stewart on the front row. Jack surmised they must have been first in the queue for the doors to open. He also spotted another familiar face, Anna Connor, and wondered if she’d also been present on the two previous days. Jack and Dave were more relaxed now Jack’s testimony was over and both remained confident of a guilty verdict.

      A frisson of excitement filled the courtroom as Caron Rivers was called to the witness stand. Jack heard a rumour that the defence had advised her not to testify but she insisted on having her say in court. Clearly being on remand hadn’t cured her of her stubbornness. Caron was again dressed conservatively, this time in a lightweight pale blue linen suit over a white cotton blouse. If anything, her clothes looked a size too big presenting a somewhat vulnerable appearance probably due to her weight loss. Her face was pale, devoid of make-up and there was a perceptible tremor in her hands.

      As Caron took the Bible and solemnly swore to tell the truth, Jack felt bile rise in his throat knowing this woman was incapable of being truthful. Her voice was small, her words clipped, and a court usher adjusted the microphone to an angle where it would more readily pick up her testimony.

      From the moment questioning began, it became clear Caron was maintaining her fiction of being an abused wife. The prosecution asked pertinent questions and Caron answered some and then broke down sobbing if she struggled to find the words. Twice the judge asked if she needed a break yet all she would accept was a glass of water, spinning out her distress as long as she dared.

      To Jack and Dave her tactics were transparent, even familiar but the jury didn’t have the benefit of the detectives’ insight and it was impossible to tell what impression they absorbed from her performance. Moreover, the frequent emotional outbreaks made it difficult for the prosecution barrister to get complete answers to his questions, a ploy of which Jack was well aware.

      When it was time for the defence questions her barrister fussed over Caron’s well-being before commencing then proceeded to allow her to describe the abuse she suffered during her marriage to William Rivers. Caron used everything in her box of tricks in an attempt to convince the jury; tears flowed freely, her hands trembled and she dropped her eyes frequently as if the memories were too painful to recall.

      In a final flourish her barrister asked Caron about the incident of the cigarette burns. She hung her head and dropped her voice to a whisper when describing the pain and humiliation Bill inflicted that day. Then at her barrister’s request Caron rolled up her sleeve to show the courtroom the scars which would remain with her always. A murmur ran throughout the room with a few audible gasps. Jack could only hope the jury would remember his testimony of Caron’s diary entries and that the day she claimed this happened her husband was in Edinburgh. Caron’s barrister had ridiculed Jack’s suggestion of the burns being self-inflicted.

      At times during the testimony Jack could barely stay still in his seat. Caron’s dramatics were convincing yet he’d witnessed them too often to be taken in. He distracted himself by studying the jury’s reaction; some looked sympathetic which worried him slightly but most were impossible to read. Jack allowed his eyes to scan the courtroom and let them rest on Pamela Clark who sat upright with silent tears flowing down her cheeks. Jack felt sympathy for her, it must be so difficult to hear such vile lies about the man she’d loved and lost.

      Betty Stewart looked bored – her default expression apparently and Liz appeared almost afraid. Could she be worried that Caron’s histrionics might persuade the jury? Even Jack harboured doubts although he could barely admit them even to himself. If only the CCTV footage from Caron’s meeting with Jockey had been more precise, that would have sealed the case with absolute certainty.

      After Caron sobbed through her version of the stabbing, a recess was called and the courtroom erupted with noise, each person offering their views to their neighbour. Jack and Dave went into the corridor to stretch their legs.

      ‘Bloody hell, this is excruciating!’ Dave said. ‘I was convinced it was going to be a slam dunk trial but you’ve got to hand it to her; she’s a damn good actor.’ He loosened his tie and unfastened the top button of his shirt.

      ‘Nothing’s ever assured until the jury makes their decision.’ Jack hardly dare say more, not wanting to infect his DS with his own doubts. Could Caron actually pull this off? It was looking a strong possibility.

      After a break for lunch it was time for the prosecution and the defence to sum up their case. Again, both barristers spoke fluently and Jack could almost see the opinions of those in the room vacillate with each argument. The session was finally dismissed and the jury left to begin their deliberations which would undoubtedly continue the following morning.

      There was very little sleep that night for those involved in the trial. Jack spent an uncomfortable night tossing and turning; all previous confidence of a guilty verdict now deserting him yet whatever the outcome, he’d done his absolute best. There would be no alternative other than to accept the jury’s verdict.

      When he met Dave outside the court the following day, at a later start of 11.30am, his DS expressed similar sentiments. As they walked into the courtroom, it was to a packed house and an almost palpable sense of anticipation.

      The jury took a couple of hours the previous afternoon and only two more the following morning to reach its verdict and as the foreman rose, the vast space was silent, tense with expectation. The foreman coughed to clear his throat and gazed slowly around to ensure he had full attention before announcing the unanimous guilty verdict.

      The court went wild. The judge banged his gavel to maintain order until it almost snapped. Eventually silence ensued and he was able to pronounce a date for sentencing in one week. The exasperated man was just about to leave the courtroom when a cry from Caron Rivers halted him.

      All eyes turned towards her as she shouted out, ‘You can’t send me to prison! Please, I can’t do it – haven’t I suffered enough?’ A stunned silence filled the room, every face turned towards Caron as she continued, ‘It’s not for myself – I have a daughter to care for. She needs me; she’s only five and she needs her mother! Please don’t send me to prison for Daisy’s sake!’ Caron sobbed violently as the warders lifted her from the dock to half carry her from the room.

      A new frenzy flew around the courtroom. Journalists scribbled and tapped frantically on their phones and there was a sudden noisy rush to exit the building. Dave joined in with the crush to leave; he had an interview to conduct back at the station but Jack stayed behind, his head spinning with the words Caron had spoken and his imagination conjuring up the headlines of the following day’s newspapers.
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      Liz Stewart sat motionless on the bench in the fast-emptying courtroom, her eyes moist as her sister’s words echoed in her ears. Betty Stewart had simply tutted at her elder daughter’s outburst and left the court in disgust while Liz appeared frozen to her seat.

      Jack climbed the stairs to the public gallery and sat down beside her. ‘Are you all right?’ His voice held genuine concern.

      ‘Not sure.’ Liz shrugged. ‘Did you know… about Daisy being Caron’s and not mine?’

      ‘No, although I’m not surprised. It explains a few things, like why Caron went away and then returned but not to stay. And not wanting Bill to get to know you and your mother. When did she bring her baby to you, Liz?’

      ‘Caron struggled when she left home, yet her pride wouldn’t allow her to admit it. You know I told you about that time at school?’ Jack nodded. Liz had his full attention.

      ‘She wasn’t pregnant then; the test was negative but she didn’t learn from her carelessness, and it didn’t stop her from getting pregnant a few years later. Daisy was born just around the time Caron connected with Bill on the dating site. She couldn’t meet him with a baby in tow so brought Daisy to me. The poor little mite was crying; she was hungry and getting quite red in the face. It wasn’t clear if Caron meant to leave her for a short time or for good – we couldn’t pin her down to make a decision about anything; my sister was finally on the way up and Daisy simply wasn’t in her plans. An expendable baby.

      ‘I didn’t mind. Leaving Daisy was probably the kindest thing Caron’s ever done for me. Looking at her tiny body wrapped in only a single sheet on a freezing cold day, I fell in love with her on the spot. Even as I took her inside to warm her up I prayed Caron would disappear and leave this beautiful baby with me forever. My sister stayed only minutes, leaving behind a box with a few essentials, barely enough to last a couple of days, yet I was relieved to see her go and have this child to care for and love. Daisy’s birth certificate was at the bottom of the box – she was only six weeks old. I didn’t know it at the time but she was exactly what I wanted and needed.

      ‘As the weeks and months went by my greatest fear was that Caron would return to take her away from me. Eventually it appeared it wasn’t going to happen and I relaxed. Daisy became my daughter, my little girl, and I would fight to keep her whatever happened. I settled a little more when Caron married Bill. She wouldn’t want her daughter back then, not with all that money to spend.

      ‘Mum was annoyed at first; with the expense and everything but we muddled along. She saw the silver lining soon after when I suggested she retire to care for Daisy. Mum hated work and was happy to get out so I worked all the hours God sent but I didn’t mind. I love Daisy, she’s my world, DI Priestly. Will I have to give her up now the truth’s out?’ Liz’s eyes filled again and a single tear dropped on to her cheek.

      ‘Give her up to who?’ Jack smiled, wanting to reassure her. ‘Caron might be her birth mother but she’s heading for a lengthy prison sentence. This sudden revelation is nothing more than a last futile shot at getting the sympathy vote which won’t work. It’s too late for that now. The very fact that Caron left Daisy with you in such a manner and has shown no interest in her welfare in five years will almost certainly go against her. You’re Daisy’s mummy, Liz, and a good one at that. I very much doubt the authorities are going to come knocking on your door. On the contrary, they should be grateful for the love and care you’ve showered upon Daisy when her mother abandoned her. Now, I think we’d better get out of here. They’re almost ready for the next case.’ He smiled to reassure her.
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      Jack led Liz from the court buildings where her disgruntled mother waited for her. He could hardly spare the time but offered the women a lift home which they readily accepted. Once inside the car, Jack was distracted by the familiar figure of a woman watching him from the other side of the car park. As she walked towards him he recognised her as Anna Connor, the woman from the WADA. Jack excused himself from Liz and Betty and stepped outside again, moving away from the car, not wishing to be overheard.

      Anna nodded in greeting. ‘DI Priestly.’

      ‘Hello, Mrs Connor, were you in the courtroom?’

      ‘Yes, I was.’

      Jack wondered if she was about to give him another piece of her mind but her mood seemed more contrite, her voice softer. Anna swallowed hard and raised her eyes to meet his.

      ‘I’d like to apologise for my behaviour when I came to the police station.’ She blurted the words out rapidly. ‘You were right. I didn’t know any of the facts. I was just using a high-profile case to bring awareness to our organisation.’

      ‘That’s understandable, I suppose. Having heard the evidence do you feel differently now?’ Jack asked trying hard not to feel smug.

      ‘Oh yes, I had Caron Rivers completely wrong. I assumed things I shouldn’t have assumed and I’m ashamed I spoke to you so badly.’

      ‘Please don’t worry about it. Perhaps I wasn’t as understanding as I could have been so accept my apologies too.’

      ‘No, not at all. You were quite right; you were looking after the interests of the victim. Unfortunately I was too quick to assume he was an abuser and Caron was the real victim. I’ve learned from my mistake, DI Priestly but I still feel compelled to fight for victims of domestic violence.’

      ‘Well I’m pleased to hear it; you do good work and I applaud you for it.’

      ‘Thank you for your understanding. You’ve been very kind.’ The woman blushed and Jack smiled.

      ‘Not at all. I must go now; my passengers are waiting.’ He held out his hand to her and she shook it, returning his smile. There was enough bitterness in the world without holding grudges and the two parted on better terms than the last time they met.
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      When your life is hell you have a responsibility to change it which is precisely what I did. Yet those stupid people in court couldn’t see why I was forced to kill my husband, why he needed to die.

      It wasn’t as if Bill was a happy man so in a way I did him a favour by putting him out of his misery. I’d have been applauded for putting a dog down, wouldn’t I? And being such an insignificant man, he won’t be missed by anyone except that awful mother of his who’ll be dead herself soon with any luck. Killing Bill was my only option; my only route to freedom which is why I did it.

      Perhaps it was easier because I’d killed before. My father was a monster, which is why, when the opportunity presented itself, I killed him too. It had long been one of my fantasies to watch that man die; to watch his face as the breath left his body and I’ve never once felt remorse. The bastard deserved it!

      My father was a drunk; a disgusting slob of a man who was quick with his fists and lashed out at whoever was nearest to him. As kids we learned to keep our distance and only Mum remained in the line of fire. So, in a way I did her a huge favour when I killed him and I have no regrets – I’d do it again in a heartbeat. I should be rewarded for ridding the world of such a vicious waste of space.

      Killing Dad wasn’t planned. I returned to the house that fateful morning for some homework I’d forgotten and ran upstairs. Dad appeared from nowhere, waving my pregnancy testing kit at me in a furious rage – eyes bulging and spittle flying from his mouth. He shouted some choice names at me, ‘slut’ and ‘whore’ to name just a couple and launched himself toward me in anger pulling the belt from his trousers to thrash me. Hatred for the man consumed me as I pressed myself into the corner of the landing.

      Yes, I could have run away but the opportunity of a lifetime flashed before me – who wouldn’t seize it? When Dad was within touching distance, I hurled myself forward using the wall for leverage and pushing as hard as I could. There was no place for him to go but down and I watched as he tumbled and landed with a heavy, satisfying thud at the bottom of the stairs. My initial thought? I hope he’s dead. Because if he wasn’t and he recovered, I’d be in serious trouble. I finally got my wish to watch him die and savoured the moment, the feeling was exhilarating!

      I experienced no remorse, no sadness or guilt, just a warm sense of excitement and pure relief that the bastard was finally out of my life. The whole incident lasted no more than five minutes and if Liz noticed anything amiss when I caught up with her, she didn’t say.

      The pregnancy was a false alarm and suddenly my day was looking good. Empowered by what I’d done, I knew in that glorious moment that I possessed the ability to make anything happen; a realisation I was convinced would change my life for the better. Excitement bubbled inside of me with this new-found power. I was strong, invincible; it was an exquisite feeling!

      Biding my time, I planned the next phase of my life with only a few hiccups. Finding Bill Rivers’ profile on a dating site I could see he possessed the one quality I was seeking – money. The only fly in the ointment was another bloody pregnancy – and this one wasn’t a false alarm. I should have got rid of it; procrastination really is the thief of time and I found myself landed with Daisy – a fractious screaming baby who I loathed. Forever tired and angry with the world at times I wanted to shake Daisy until she stopped her dreadful wailing.

      Bill Rivers might have been the answer to my problems but first I needed to get rid of Daisy. Eventually I opted for the easiest route, packed her things in a box and took my daughter to meet auntie Liz and her grandmother. I made a swift exit, relieved to be released from the burden of a baby I didn’t want and free to reel in Bill Rivers.

      Okay, so he was old and no oil painting, details I could overlook for his money. Poor pathetic Bill. He offered fancy restaurants, trips to London theatres – the life I desired – and being nice to him was a small price to pay. In no time it earned me a large diamond solitaire engagement ring, brilliant-cut and set in platinum. When Bill slipped it on my finger I silently vowed never to take it off, although not for sentimental reasons.

      The power of money is totally and utterly seductive and for a while I was happy. However, Bill pawing at me and wanting sex soon became irritating. He talked about children too, joking about making babies being such fun – no way was I ever going there again!

      The long-term plan was to divorce Bill after a couple of years and take him for everything I could get, yet his bloody interfering mother insisted on a pre-nuptial agreement which stated that only if Bill initiated the divorce would I be entitled to a share of his wealth. So, you see my predicament; I had no choice other than to kill for my freedom. They should blame that old witch, not me!

      In a mood of frustration and anger yet with a sense of excitement, I planned Bill’s death. Extreme perhaps, although I’d killed before and was strong enough to do it again. The memory of the feeling of empowerment as I watched Dad tumble to his death aroused and excited my senses once again.

      Firstly, I needed to gather around me sympathetic allies to vouch for me – to set the scene. Dr Choudhry was a gift; Fiona the icing on the cake. With their do-good attitude and bucket loads of sympathy they were so easy to fool and readily played into my hands.

      Initially I considered pushing Bill down the stairs but if the police put two and two together, another death in the same manner might look suspicious. So I continued with the ‘abuse plan’ even to the painful extreme of those bloody cigarette burns after which I needed to work quickly before Bill saw my arm and asked awkward questions. Then, in a last-minute attempt to avoid getting blood on my hands, (a broken neck is so much cleaner) I considered hiring someone to do it for me. They say the world is full of people who’ll do anything for money, yet a trip to York proved fruitless. That little weasel of a man, Jockey, let me down badly. So, as always it was down to me. I reverted to my original plan to killing Bill and make it appear to be self-defence.

      Steeling myself to act I focused on the freedom and wealth this one simple action would bring. It would be unpleasant and messy, yes, but anything worth having is worth making an effort for, surely? Getting up earlier than usual one morning I waited in the kitchen until I heard Bill stirring. To gain his attention I dropped a tray full of glasses and shouted as if I was hurt knowing the fool would come running into the kitchen.

      Bill barely had time to take in the scene before I plunged the knife into his chest. The look on his face was one of utter surprise and confusion. It was both sickening and exhilarating as I felt his warm blood ooze through my fingers. He slid slowly to the floor grabbing at my robe with his bony fingers; a futile bid for my help.

      The single wound proved fatal. As I watched the red pool blossom on my beautiful Italian tiled floor, I knew he would not survive. Bill’s face in death reminded me of my father’s and a whole gamut of emotions swept over me; from relief to a sense of power. My body tingled; it was far better than sex. Probably the last thing Bill saw was the smile on my face. To set the scene further, I threw crockery items around the kitchen to give the impression of a huge row and then dialled 999.

      Such a simple plan. Everyone has sympathy for an abused wife and most would agree the husband deserved all he got; yet things didn’t quite go to script. My weak pathetic sister told the police about my lie of omission on the day Dad died. Then that wretched detective became fixated with the broken glass and crockery, dragging it up time and time again until I hardly remembered what I’d told him in the first place. The final blow was struck by that awful little man from York. Thanks to him, the self-defence plea fell on deaf ears, although I shall never admit to murder.

      The guilty verdict has condemned me for now but Mr Albright is working on an appeal based on diminished responsibility. Either way I lose my freedom but it’s only temporary. I refuse to be beaten! Appeal court judges will surely see sense. It was pure bad luck to have a bunch of imbeciles on the jury. Bill deserved to die. I had to do it, there was no other option and I would do it all again if I needed to.
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            A note from the author

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading ‘The Victim’. I hope you enjoyed the ride. As with all my novels I try to get into each character’s mind, hero or villain and Caron Rivers was most certainly a challenge. She may be a figment of my imagination yet I could find no redeeming features in her.

      During the writing of this book, it occurred to me how very different the roles of a detective and a counsellor are. The counsellor’s default setting is one of belief in her client – accepting everything she is told as the truth. On the other hand, the detective questions everything and takes nothing at face value.

      Caron Rivers tried to manipulate both counsellor and detective. She exhibits traits of a true psychopath, displaying a grandiose sense of self-worth, a shallow emotional range and lack of empathy, pathological lying and finally a complete lack of remorse or guilt. Quite a list.

      As ever in my writing, although not always in real life, the truth is uncovered and Caron receives her just rewards.

      To read more of my work, please visit my Amazon author page, Facebook author page @gillianjacksonauthor, follow me on Twitter @GillianJackson7 or visit my website, www.gillianjackson.co.uk
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        Sincerely, Yours by Charlotte Barnes
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      Thank you for reading this book. If you enjoyed it please do consider leaving a review on Amazon to help others find it too.

      

      We hate typos.  All of our books have been rigorously edited and proofread,  but sometimes mistakes do slip through. If you have spotted a typo, please do let us know and we can get it amended within hours.
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      Sign up today to be the first to hear about new releases and exclusive offers, including free and discounted ebooks!
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