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Prologue
Cheryl hissed in pain as the blade swept quickly over her stomach. Her tender skin parted and the blood flowed thinly downwards, soaking into the waistband of her tight fitting jeans. The cut burned, as if the blade itself had been burning hot. 
The blade moved lower and the tip lightly brushed against her. Squeezing her eyes shut, Cheryl sobbed once as the blade hovered, then began to shake. 
With a guttural growl of pain and rage, she threw the knife into the sink and grabbed a roll of kitchen towel from the side of the microwave.
Tears flowed freely down her beautiful face as she fumbled with the unopened roll, unable to find first sheet through her tears.
Bastard, she thought repeatedly as she struggled, becoming angrier and angrier. Grunting in rage, she ripped a handful of paper towels away and dropped the roll to the floor. 
Trembling and leaning on the kitchen counter, Cheryl pressed the wad of towels to her cut. She winced in pain and pressed the wad tighter against her to stop the bleeding.
Bastard, she thought again as the intense stinging of her wound made her want to scream at the top of her lungs.
I shouldn't be doing this, I'm better now.
Cheryl sobbed as she threw the wad of bloodstained towels in the bin. Her eyes latched on the framed photo resting on the unit at the far side of the kitchen.
Her wedding day.
Giving in to the surge of emotion that burst from her broken heart, Cheryl slumped in a chair and rested her head in her arms.
She cried. She cursed. She raged. 
Bastard, bastard, bastard.
She thumped the table and cried the tears of a betrayed woman, furious yet overwhelmed with pain. 
Images tumbled through her mind ; Dave sitting at the breakfast table this morning ; their first date ; Dave screwing his young hot secretary on his desk, his face screwed up in ecstasy as the bitch cried out in pleasure.
Cheryl cursed. 
The last was not a made up image, it was an image she found in Dave's email not ten minutes earlier. The slut secretary had taken a picture of she and Dave making love in the large mirror at Dave's office. Then she'd emailed it to him, the text for the image a disgusting string of dirty words, describing in full detail what she'd like to do with Dave next time.
Cheryl forced herself to stand on trembling legs and made her way to the cabinet that contained the alcohol and reached for the good whiskey. 
Taking a long swallow, she squeezed her eyes shut as the liquid left a trail of fire from her throat to her stomach.
Feeling somewhat calmer, Cheryl took another swallow and capped the bottle. As she placed it back on its shelf, she once again looked at the framed photo of her wedding day. 
Dave looked handsome and she looked beautiful.
The happiest day of my life, Cheryl thought bitterly. The day Dave vowed to love me, only me, and forsake all others.
Fury grasping her once again, Cheryl grabbed the photo and raised it above her head, intending to smash it. The thought of watching it shatter against the wall, the broken pieces scattering far and wide, was satisfying but painful at the same time.
Instead, she stopped herself and stared at it.
No. I have to be smart about this.
She carefully placed the photo back down and made her way to the sink. Picking up the knife she'd used to cut herself with, she turned the tap on and rinsed the blood off. 
Suddenly, the picture from Dave's email flashed into her mind, the pleasure on Dave's face slicing into her heart. Leaning into the sink, she vomited violently. Gasping for air as tears streamed down her face, she cupped some water from the tap and sucked it down thirstily.
She busied herself for the next five minutes or so as she cleaned the kitchen, removing any evidence of her hurting herself.
As she removed an empty wrapper from the counter top to place it in the bin, she caught side of the bloodied tissues and her eyes flooded with tears.
This is all my father's fault, she thought bitterly. She pushed the tissues further into the bin and pulled rubbish over to hide them.
She hadn't harmed herself in years but it was her father's fault that she'd started. Always on her back, telling her what to do, how long to study for and who she could and couldn't date. Then, in her middle-teens, she'd rebelled and started going out till all hours, wearing make-up and short skirts. Her father had shouted and she'd shouted back as her mother sat hunched over, weeping into her hands.
Once Cheryl had realised that her father had no control over her, no matter what he said, it was easy. By the time she'd reached 18, her father had given up. He told her she would amount to nothing and focused his energy on her younger sister, Tess.
Two years younger than Cheryl, Tess was the apple of daddy's eye. 
Cheryl had secretly harmed herself until she'd met Dave at the age of 20. He'd been nine years older than her and Cheryl was instantly smitten.
They had married 2 years later.
Her father had been impressed; Dave was handsome, well off and ran his own successful business in computers. 
And yet, her father couldn't resist that last dig on her wedding day as they'd had their father daughter dance.
"Keep hold of him, Cheryl," he'd told her quietly, his cold eyes boring into hers with the same look he'd been giving her since she was 13. "It's time to grow up, you have a husband now. Pull your socks up and get to college, get some skills and qualifications behind you to help Dave out. Just because he's well off doesn't mean you can sit around at home all day doing your hair and make-up. Get out there and do something to contribute to your marriage."
Cheryl had smiled and gritted her teeth as tears shone in her eyes.
Her wedding day.
Her father couldn't even tell her he was proud of her and loved her on her own wedding day. 
Instead, after his little speech to Cheryl, he had told anyone who'd listen about how well Tess was doing at college and what a successful career she had ahead of her in architecture.
Cheryl had vowed that one day she would be the reason for his pride, that it would be her name he bragged about.
Now here she was, 3 years into her marriage and her husband was having an affair.
Her father would never say anything to Cheryl, but she knew what he would think. He'd think that he was right, that Cheryl hadn't looked after her husband well enough and he'd sought out other women to give him what Cheryl was to self involved to give him.
Cheryl stared at her wedding picture.
This wasn't the first time that Dave had cheated, in fact, she believed he slept with other women every time he had business meetings or whatever the reason he told her his weekend trip away was for. When she first realised this, a mere 6 months into their marriage, she'd been devastated. 
But then she'd realised that Dave didn't have affairs, he had one-night stands. 
These women meant nothing to him, and he was always extra nice and loving when he came back from one of his trips.
Thinking of the situation in the positive light, Cheryl had followed suit and regularly had lovers of her own.
Some may wonder how a woman could be happy with such an existence, but Cheryl loved her life.
She did not want anything to change.
This situation was different; this wasn't just some woman he'd met and bedded at a bar, this was a woman he worked with and saw everyday. Judging by the email and attached pictures Cheryl had seen, this was something that had been going on for a while and would continue for some time yet. 
What if Dave fell in love with her? What if he already was?
Cheryl had met the woman three months ago as she'd turned up at Dave's office to surprise him on his dinner hour. Noticing the woman's beauty immediately, Cheryl had felt a stab of jealousy.
She wondered whether Dave had bedded her yet.
Telling herself it didn't matter if he had because it wouldn't mean anything anyway, Cheryl had forced it from her mind.
But now, she had to do something about it.
The bitch wanted Dave, and Cheryl was not going to sit back and do nothing.
What if Dave left her for this woman?
She had no qualifications, no savings and nowhere to go. She would end up dumped and penniless. She'd have no option but to move back in with her mum and dad.
A feeling a despair rushed over Cheryl.
I'd rather be dead.
Wearily getting to her feet, Cheryl glanced once more at the bottle of whiskey.
No. I can't get drunk. It'll solve nothing. I need a plan.
She made her way down the hallway and into the living room, looking around her as she went. 
With four bedrooms, two bathrooms, two reception rooms and a large garden, their house was far too big for a couple with no children. But Cheryl liked having a big house and could not imagine living anywhere smaller than this.
This house made her feel good about herself, her achievements. She had decorated it all herself. Dave, being a typical man, hated decorating and had given Cheryl full control. With his credit card in hand, she had created the most beautiful home that money could buy.
True, the money had been Dave's, but she was his wife so it was just as much her money as his.
Settling into the large corner suite, a calm logic settled over Cheryl. She wasn't going to lose everything, not to some slutty secretary that was probably only interested in Dave's money.
No.
She couldn't crumble and fall apart. Dave was having an affair, which may or may not be serious, but she couldn't risk just sitting back and hoping it was a meaningless fling.
There was too much at stake.
Dave knew she used his computer and that email account for various payments to catalogues and credit cards. He was either incredibly stupid or he simply didn't care whether she found out or not.
Cheryl's jaw clenched, causing her temples to ache. 
Why should her life and reputation be ruined because of him? She knew she could probably get some money from Dave in a divorce, but it wouldn't be enough to sustain the lifestyle she had become accustomed to and, indeed, deserved.
The shame of being dumped for another woman and ending up back at her parent's house was just too much to take. 
Wrapping a fleece throw around her slender shoulders, Cheryl nodded in time with her thoughts. 
There's only one solution, she thought coldly. I'll have to kill him. 
***
For the next week, Cheryl kept up appearances. She told no-one of Dave's affair and continued to play the part of a devoted loving wife with public displays of affection and stories of marital bliss with anyone she encountered.
Dave must have wondered about the email because Cheryl had caught him staring at her oddly now and then. The day she'd found the email, Dave had returned home looking like a whipped dog, and had seem surprised and delighted when she not only did she not mention any emails, but she served his favourite meal at tea time with a bottle of his favourite wine.
Barely managing to control the rage within her, Cheryl planned Dave's death with precision and dedication, leaving no angle unexamined. 
Not only would she keep everything after Dave's death, but she would also inherit a sizeable life insurance. 
The evening before Dave's planned death, Cheryl allowed him to make love to her. She looked into his eyes and gasped with pleasure as she ran through her plan one more time. She wrapped her legs around him and cried out as the strength of her orgasm swept her away.
Her body still tingling as she laid her head on Dave's chest, Cheryl smiled tiredly. 
Dave's own weakness would be his downfall, the cause of his death. 
Cheryl had put her murderous plan into action the day after learning of his affair. Such a simple plan, it was the perfect murder.
Step one was already in action. Along with telling everyone about how happy she and Dave were together, she had also started to complain about Dave's terrible snoring.


Chapter One
Very few people knew of Dave's problem with alcohol. He wasn't necessarily an alcoholic, but Cheryl considered it a very fine line. Once he began to drink, he wouldn't stop until he fell unconscious.
Cheryl grinned as Dave stood in front of their fireplace, his glass raised in a toast with the three other couples seated in their living room.
Dave's little speech, which slurred as he swayed, sent a ripple of laughter around the room. Cheryl laughed, delighted that her plan was coming together so beautifully.
Dave was completely and utterly smashed, and Cheryl had Ella to thank for that.
She looked at the woman now, seated beside her very handsome husband directly across the room from herself.
Usually Cheryl avoided Ella whenever she could. The woman was far too beautiful, and Cheryl had, on numerous occasions, caught Dave's appreciative gaze as he stared at Ella's gorgeous body.
Cheryl knew that nothing had, or ever would, happen between Dave and Ella. Ella was completely devoted to her husband, Richard. Not that Cheryl blamed her. Richard was so gorgeous he made Cheryl ache. 
But both Richard and Ella had eyes only for each other. 
Cheryl still hated the woman though. 
Until meeting Ella, Cheryl had thought of dyed red hair as gaudy and rather trashy looking, but Ella's long mahogany hair fell in soft waves around her shoulders framing her face and complimenting her skin tone perfectly. 
Tonight she was wearing a very tight black dress, a dress so tight that after observing the woman very closely, Cheryl was certain Ella wore nothing at all else underneath it.
Any other time, Cheryl would have been burning with jealousy and hatred. No matter what Cheryl wore, Ella always made her feel like an ugly frump. The woman radiated beauty and confidence, turning the heads of men and women. By now, with a couple of drinks inside her, Cheryl would normally be about ready to claw the woman's eyes out.
But, in order for Cheryl's plan to go perfectly, Ella’s presence was required at their home tonight. 
Ella's secret ingredient cocktails were legendary among their circle of friends and Cheryl herself had experienced one blank night after indulging in a couple. 
She needed Dave drunk, very drunk, and Ella, and her cocktails, were needed.
Dave by now had sampled every drink that was available from wine to Budweiser and whiskey. He was just finishing his second Ella cocktail, and he was indeed very drunk.
"He'll be about ready to do a back door boogie soon," James said loudly and a few people laughed. His wife Nicole didn't as she observed Dave with a look of concern on her face. 
James and Nicole were the oldest couple in the room and Dave and Cheryl's next door neighbours. Both in their late 40's, they were school teachers in a nearby private school. 
Cheryl had avoided the couple when she and Dave had first moved, feeling the sure the two would be a couple of stuck up snobs. When Dave had invited the couple to a BBQ 6 months later, Cheryl had been pleasantly surprised. 
They were lovely people.
Cheryl had immediately bonded with Nicole, and the older woman had taken Cheryl under her wing. Nicole, with her plump figure, a round pleasant face that hardly ever frowned and a sing-song voice that never failed to lift your spirits, was a mother figure to Cheryl. She'd never had a good relationship with either of her parents and Nicole had filled the dark hole inside that Cheryl felt from the lack of closeness to her own mother.
Cheryl looked at Nicole and smiled, thinking of her arrival a couple of hours earlier. She'd grinned at Cheryl as she'd patted her new perm self-consciously.
"Do you like it?" She'd asked and Cheryl had nodded, assuring the older woman that it looked great. 
It didn't, it looked awful and reminded Cheryl of a toy poodle, but she would never say anything would hurt Nicole.
Her husband James sat closely to Nicole on the sofa and, as always, Cheryl was struck by the bond between the couple.
James wasn't a handsome man; he was overweight and balding with a droopy face that made him resemble a hound dog. Large, thick black glasses framed his droopy eyes and Cheryl felt a tug of pity for the man. 
But, what the couple lacked in looks they made up for with their personalities. They were two of the warmest most generous people that Cheryl had ever known.
The other couple in the room Cheryl didn't know. 
They had moved into the little cul-de-sac one month earlier and Dave had asked if he could invite them to this little get together after he'd struck up a conversation with the man about golf. Cheryl had agreed.
The more witnesses the better.
Tom and his wife Karen had sat quietly the entire evening, speaking only when spoken to and seeming rather uncomfortable. 
Cheryl was enjoying the appreciative stares that Tom was giving her, though he looked at Ella a lot more. He was fairly handsome himself but struck Cheryl as being rather boring.
His wife Karen, Cheryl didn't care for at all. 
Attractive with long, shiny dark hair, the woman was possibly mid thirties, therefore too old to interest Dave. Whilst Tom had made some effort to speak, Karen had simply sat and watched everyone drinking and having a good time. 
They weren't important anyway and Cheryl felt a tremor run through her. 
It's show time.
"Dave. Sweetie? She said loudly."Should we make our announcement now before you fall unconscious?"
Silence fell and all eyes darted between Dave and Cheryl.
Even Karen looked slightly interested.
Dave grinned a large goofy grin and leaned against the mantelpiece. 
"Announcement?" Nicole said excitedly. "Are you pregnant?"
"Nicole," James said, "Let them tell it."
"I am, I am."
She leaned forward in her seat, her eyes never leaving Cheryl.
"You're up the duff, aren't you!" Ella shouted loudly and Nicole sent her a stern look, obviously not caring very much for the woman's choice of words.
Cheryl stood by Dave's side and he through his arm over her shoulders as he leaned onto her drunkenly.
All eyes in the room fixed on them and Cheryl grinned. "We're not pregnant," she said, and watched the eager expressions in front of her turn into disappointment. "But, we are trying. We've decided to start a family."
Nicole beamed with delight and James nodded smiling from ear to ear. Ella and Richard cheered loudly, whooping and bouncing on the sofa. Richard pumped his fist in the air and Dave did the same. Tom nodded and smiled, Karen just watched everyone celebrate.
She said nothing.
Applause and cheer filled the room and Nicole rushed to Cheryl, grabbing both of her hands in her own. "I'm so happy for you both," she gushed as tears leaked from her eyes.
A dark feeling washed over Cheryl.
What was it? Guilt? Remorse?
She glanced over at Dave who stood grinning and swaying like a moron. A sudden rush of affection assaulted her.
For the past couple of years, Dave had repeatedly brought up the subject of children. Although Cheryl liked and cooed over babies as much as the next woman did, she didn't want any. The pregnancy, getting fat and ill, then caring 24/7 for a screaming baby just didn't appeal.
She had repeatedly put Dave off, claiming to want children, just not right now. Whilst forming her plan to kill him and clear herself of any and all suspicion, she realised that an announcement of this sort would look even better on her for when the affair with the slut secretary came to light.
A woman that learnt of her husband's affair would not normally play happy families and plan a pregnancy within days of the revelation.
If she claimed ignorance in reference to the affair, then they would have no motive if any suspicion did arise. 
She stood to inherit a lot of money from Dave's death plus the house, which he owned outright and his business, so she had to prepare for an investigation into their marriage.
She expected them to question her about her marriage and financial situation, that she was prepared for, but she had to prevent any solid evidence linking her to Dave's death.
Spouses, family and close friends were always looked at closely when someone dies, Cheryl intended for them to look at her, see a broken, devastated grieving young wife and leave her be. 
For that reason, she had to be very clever and generate as much pity as possible and this charade was just another manipulation in her plan. But, she hadn't expected to feel like way. 
As Nicole held her hands in her own, Cheryl stared at Dave as he high-fived Richard. Even with his shirt crooked and un-tucked, his dark and grey hair mused and the glazed look of a man that had consumed far too much alcohol in his blue eyes, Dave was still a very handsome man.
And I'm going to kill him tonight.
Tears flooded her eyes and her chin began to shake.
"Cheryl." Nicole said in a tone of voice better suited for talking to very young children or beloved pets. "Whatever's the matter?"
Aware that all eyes, including Dave's were now upon her, Cheryl shook her head. "I'm just so happy," she mumbled and a chorus of 'awww' and 'bless her' filled the room.
Dave came to her and threw his arms around her in a strong embrace, squeezing her to him tightly as he whispered "I love you, Mrs Turner," in her ear.
Cheryl's throat constricted and she hugged him back fiercely.
It’s going to be all right, she thought. He'll dump that slut secretary and we can be a family. 
Cheryl didn't relish the idea of having a baby, but if it would keep Dave and make him happy to stay with her. Plus, the disappointment on her father's face when she announced the marriage he believed wouldn't last very long (though he'd never said such a thing, Cheryl just knew he'd thought it), had resulted in a pregnancy with his first grandchild would be the icing on the cake.
Sure of the new course of her life, Cheryl smiled broadly at everyone, feeling as though a ton weight had been lifted from her shoulders.
She felt genuinely happy, the happiest she'd ever been—then she saw Ella advancing on Dave, her arms outstretched to embrace him in congratulations. 
Keeping her smile in place despite the ugly emotions that burned within her, Cheryl watched Dave as he held Ella in his arms a little too tightly, his hands a little too low on her back.
The shine that lit the drunken dullness of his eyes ignited a fire of rage and jealousy within Cheryl. 
She watched as Dave and Ella giggled, Dave's face so close to Ella's and the way his eyes darted repeatedly to her full lips, no doubt imagining kissing them.
He smiled and leaned into her whilst holding her tighter around her back, Ella's breasts flat against Dave's large chest. Cheryl's stomach lurched when she realised Dave's hands were mere centimetres from cupping Ella's behind.
Is he aroused right now, Cheryl wondered. Has he forgotten that he's in a crowded room?
He was not behaving like a man who had just announced that he and his wife were starting a new family, he looked like a man who had the attention of a beautiful woman and he was copping as many feels as he could whilst he stoked his lustful fantasies. 
Cheryl imagined being stuck at home alone all day with a screaming baby while Dave was out bedding every gorgeous woman he could find.
She pictured how hideous her body would look, ravaged with stretch lines after Dave's child had grown within her for 9 months.
A baby wouldn't change Dave; he had a son already. Although the boy was about 12-13 years old, Dave never saw him but paid money to the boys mother every month.
Why did I even think he'd change?
She considered her life as a single mother receiving money from Dave for the child as she raised it alone, her life revolving around the every need of the child while Dave moved on with his life.
No way. He didn't deserve a life.
Startling her from her dark thoughts, Richard suddenly advanced on her, congratulations on his lips as he leaned towards her. Feeling instantly flushed, Cheryl noticed from the corner of her eye that Dave still held onto Ella and hadn't noticed, or had but didn't care, that Richard was now with her.
Please embrace me, Cheryl thought as Richard leaned closer to her. Hold me, flirt with me, express a lusting interest in me like my husband is doing at this exact moment with your wife.
Richards lips lightly brushed against Cheryl's cheek, causing a stirring of butterflies in her stomach before he pulled away.
As he'd been holding her shoulders, there was no touching of their bodies and Richard stepped back immediately. Winking at her, he turned away.
That's probably how he kisses his mother, Cheryl harshly.
Richard grabbed Ella and tugged her out of Dave's arms. He wrapped his arms around her and nuzzled his face into the side of her neck.
Obviously smitten with his wife, he didn't care that there were other attractive women around. 
Cheryl ached as she wondered how that would feel, to be the centre of a man's world and be the only woman on his mind.
If only Dave treated me like that, she thought as she smiled at Nicole who was babbling on about how wonderful a baby would be.
Cheryl and Nicole sat down together as Dave shouted "Music! Time to boogie."
He weaved drunkenly to the CD player and turned it on. The soundtrack to dirty dancing blasted out and Dave raised his hands, swaying his hips in time to the beat as he mugged at everyone.
Richard, obviously a little drunk himself as he was usually quite reserved, also began to sway seductively to the music. 
Nicole laughed and James shook his head smiling as the two men began to dirty dance together.
Watching Dave as she laughed and clapped along, a part inside Cheryl crumbled as she realised there was no other choice for her than to go through with her plan.
Dave had to die.
Cheryl laughed out loud as the two men suddenly stumbled and fell to the floor, Richard on top of Dave. Giggling like two schoolgirls', they struggled their feet as Ella jumped up and the three began to dance together. 
For the next forty minutes or so, Cheryl drank and laughed at her husband's antics, feeling more and more anxious.
What if I make a stupid mistake and go to prison for the rest of my life?
She pictured a life behind bars. She pictured her father coming to visit her and in her mind, she played out a scenario of herself, seated behind glass with one of those phones to her ear as her father took a seat and lifted his own phone. She pictured the smug look in his eyes as he told her of her mother's breakdown and the shame she had brought on the family.
Do they even have those types of phones in this country?
She pictured her face all over the newspapers, the words 'Murderer' in bold letters under her stricken face. 
I've planned everything out. There's no way they'll link me to his death. 
Cheryl relaxed a little as she ran through her kill list once more. She knew in order to convict, cops needed evidence. Well, by the time she was finished with Dave, there wouldn't be that much left to look at. 
Confident that her plan would work and that there was no way the police would be able to prove murder, Cheryl relaxed a little.
Dave was playing his part well, drinking way too much and mixing his alcohol. Pretty soon he would take himself upstairs to bed.
As Dave became more unsteady on his legs, Cheryl made sure to make constant references to how unbearable his snoring would be, which was bad enough when he was sober.
Having made a point about the snoring, she then went to the next part of the plan. She announced numerous times that she was seriously considering sleeping on the sofa since she definitely wouldn't be able to sleep through the snoring that Dave would be doing sleeping beside her.
Nicole was sat by Cheryl's side and had not stopped talking about babies. It was beginning to get to Cheryl. She wished that Dave would hurry up and do exactly what she knew he would do. Anything to get away from Nicole, who was even planning day trips with the baby on the occasions that she would baby-sit it.
Becoming more and more anxious as she willed Dave to hurry, she wondered if she'd have some sort of a meltdown before he played his role in his murder. Indeed, her heart felt like it was going to explode in her chest and she looked around her to see if anyone had noticed. 
Dave, Richard and Ella were still dancing, Tom and his wife seemed to be having a serious conversation based on their hard facial expressions and James looked as if he was willing himself to stay awake.
Not for the first time in her life, Cheryl noted the feeling of being in company, yet having the sensation of being completely alone
It wasn't a pleasant notion.
Then, it happened. Dave suddenly mumbled something incoherent, placed his empty pint glass on the mantelpiece and began to stagger towards the door. 
Cheryl rushed forward and took the half-smoked cigarette from Dave's limp fingers and grinned at everyone.
Richard and Ella cheered loudly as James and Nicole laughed.
"I guess that's his lot then," James commented. 
"C'mon Dave, just one more" Ella shouted, but Dave turned away as if he hadn't heard and stumbled from the room.
Standing in the doorway, Cheryl watched Dave stumble his way up the stairs then turned and grinned. "I think that's his lot, folks," she told everyone as she stubbed out the cigarette in the nearest ashtray. 
As she expected, the guests immediately took that as their cue to leave. No-one ever stayed long after Dave went to bed, but instead of feeling insulted as she usually did, tonight it was required.
As murmured conversations between the couples began, Cheryl said that she was going to check on Dave and excused herself.
Rushing upstairs, she dashed into the spare room and pulled off the duvet and pillows from the guest bed. Bundling them in her arms, she then went to check on Dave.
He lay sprawled on his back, one leg hanging off the side of the bed and his arms splayed out at his sides. He had got as far as to unbutton his jeans and remove his belt, but otherwise he remained dressed.
Cheryl's throat tightened as she heard Dave's voice in her mind. "I'm starfishing," he's say playfully when Cheryl complained about his hogging the bed. Once more, affection came rushing over her, affection for her husband whom she loved very much.
I can't do this. I just can't.
Cheryl gazed at him, almost smiling—when she suddenly wondered if Dave had 'starfished' in his secretary's bed. The moment of weakness passed as quickly as it came.
There's no backing out, Cheryl told herself harshly. You either do this and secure your future, or you sit back and wait for him to leave you for another woman.
Cheryl turned and went back downstairs into the living room, the affection she'd suddenly felt within her once again turning into heavy darkness. She found the three couples on their feet preparing to leave.
"Making your bed?" Nicole asked grinning.
"Yep. There's no way I'm going to bed tonight. It'd be like trying to sleep on the airport runway."
Hearing Ella's animated voice, Cheryl turned and saw her talking to Tom, the man smiling and nodding as Karen stood by his side glaring— at Cheryl.
An jolt ran through Cheryl as she met the woman's gaze. Karen maintained eye contact before looking away, neither smiling nor concerned at having been caught staring.
There was no mistaking the animosity in the woman's eyes; she clearly despised Cheryl.
What the hell is her problem?
Probably just jealous because I'm younger and prettier than her, she thought nastily, though she knew that wasn't it.
She'd had jealous looks from women before; a strange mixture of desire and envy that immediately dissolved into a forced smile when Cheryl turned and caught them staring, but this wasn't what she'd seen in Karen's eyes. She had looked at Cheryl as if she were a snake.
Along with the dislike and utter contempt in the woman's eyes, Cheryl had also seen suspicion.
Just what had the woman seen to make her suspicious? Cheryl wondered as bile rose from her chest to her throat.
Someone already suspects me and I haven't done anything yet!
It was almost like the woman had realised that tonight was a charade and that Cheryl planned to do something terrible. She had seen straight through Cheryl's act and realised she was being manipulated.
Cheryl swallowed continuously as she fussed with the pillows and duvet on the sofa. She assured herself that the woman quite simply didn't like her; it was nothing more ominous than that. Even had Cheryl not have been planning to kill Dave, the woman probably would have behaved the same way.
Feeling a little better, she straightened and faced her guests. Relaxing when she noticed Karen wasn't looking her way, she began the goodbye routine and walked everyone to the front door.
The couples lined up single file down the hallway as Cheryl opened the front door, Tom first and Karen second. 
"Thank you for the invite Cheryl, it was lovely meeting you," Tom told her. 
"Thank you for coming." 
Tom walked outside and Karen followed him without even looking at Cheryl, stunning her even though she had noticed the woman's dislike of her. 
Tom and Karen immediately began talking in hushed voices as they walked to their house across the street. 
"How rude," Nicole declared as she stood next to Cheryl. "Not the most sociable of people, are they?"
"I guess we wont be inviting them again."
James chuckled as he shrugged his coat on after helping Nicole with hers. "I guess they're not the party animal types, like we are."
He yawned and everyone laughed.
"Party animal my foot," Nicole told him.
Cheryl hugged each person at the door and wished them all good night. She closed the door and leaned against it, suddenly out of breath.
This is it. This is it.
She listened to Dave's snoring, so loud she could hear it clearly from down here. 
She smiled slowly.
This is it.


Chapter Two
Cheryl stood at the foot of the bed watching Dave sleep.
His snoring was indeed terrible as he lay sprawled on his back, his arms and legs thrown outwards.
Ever since learning of Dave's affair and planning to kill him, Cheryl had experienced moments of panic as she wondered whether she'd be able to go through with it. 
Now, as she stood watching Dave sleep, knowing this would be the last time she saw him, she felt nothing.
All the good memories she'd had of Dave had been ruined by the pictures of he and his secretary. The pleasure on his face as he made love to her over his desk still had the power to send a numbing cold stab through Cheryl's heart.
She looked at Dave and felt nothing. No feelings for the man she had loved dearly until one week ago crippled her as she ran the plan through her dark mind.
This really was the only way. Even if this affair wasn't serious, what about the next one? And the one after that?
Obviously no longer interested in meaningless one night stands, Dave was now indulging in affairs with women he saw on a daily basis. Cheryl refused to live her life in fear, fear that her husband could leave her at any moment for his latest fling.
No. She would consider this a lesson, a very tough lesson, but one that would benefit her in the long run.
She was only 25, plenty of time to remarry and have the life she deserved. She would just have to be careful in her next choice of husband. Dave was handsome, that made him appealing to other women.
Certainly something to keep in mind when she was on the hunt for a new husband.
Cheryl ran her hands down her body, loving the feel of the silky negligee against her skin.
The tight clingy garment was all she wore, and she smiled as she thought of her grief-stricken performance for the neighbours and the emergency crews that would soon be swarming the house.
The stunning young wife, near enough naked as she screamed her husband's name, her sexy negligee leaving nothing to the imagination.
Cheryl smirked. Who knows, she thought, maybe I'll meet husband number two tonight.
Stepping around the bed to Dave's side, Cheryl reached for the bottle of vodka that sat on Dave's bedside table. 
He had a shot of neat vodka every single night, had done since Cheryl had known him. An insomniac, Dave swore by it to ensure a peaceful sleep.
There were currently two bottles; one was almost empty, the other unopened. Dave's glass was also empty.
Cheryl uncapped the bottle that was almost empty and glanced at Dave. In no danger of having him wake up and demand what she was doing, Cheryl smiled humourlessly. She filled the glass completely and kept pouring as the glass overflowed, spilling and puddling on the cabinet. She then tipped the glass on its side and watched the vodka spill down the side of the bed into the mattress and onto the floor.
Then she opened the new bottle and again filled the glass. This time she poured it half full and placed the bottle beside it. 
Then she tipped the full bottle over and watched the vodka spill in front of the cabinet, forming a large puddle on the carpet and creating a waterfall effect as it ran down the front of the dark oak unit.
She stepped back and observed the scene with a critical eye. She nodded.
It looked perfect, like a very drunk Dave had poured himself a vodka and carelessly spilled it all.
Cheryl opened the bedroom windows to allow oxygen to circulate the room. She had planted some flammables in Dave's side table to make sure the fire that consumed him was a greedy one. 
The scene was set.
Dave lay in the same position, not having moved a muscle as Cheryl set the scene of his death.
It was almost too easy.
No, she thought. Don't get too cocky. 
She had known when she formed this plan that there was a chance that Dave wouldn't die, so she would have to prepare herself for that also. But, at the very least, he would be seriously injured and in no position to ever cheat on her again.
Cheryl shook a cigarette from the pack she had brought upstairs with her. Another of Dave's rituals; a cigarette in bed after vodka.
Cheryl despised the smell, how it clung to her hair and the bed sheets, but Dave had refused to stop smoking in bed and Cheryl had let it go.
All his bad habits would end up being the death of him tonight.
Placing the foul cigarette between her lips, Cheryl hesitated. 
This was it. If she lit this cigarette, there was no going back. A roaring filled her head and she gasped, panting for breath as a panic attack gripped her. Finding herself suddenly overwhelmed with horror, she wrapped her arms around herself and shuddered violently.
I have no choice, she told herself. Dave is making me do this, he's leaving me with no other options.
Cheryl once again brought up the image of Dave making love to his secretary. She had lived with the image popping into her mind unwelcome for the past week, now she called on the image because she needed it. She pictured Dave coming home one day and stating that he didn't love her anymore and was leaving her for someone else. 
As horrifying as this was, that scenario was much worse.
Glaring at Dave for what he was making her do and for the monster she was becoming, Cheryl flicked the lighter and lit the cigarette. She puffed a few times without inhaling it then held in between her thumb and index finger. Moving towards Dave, she grabbed his arm and draped in over the side of the bed and threw the lighter down on the floor.
Moving towards the doorway, she took a deep breath and threw the cigarette on the floor beside Dave and backed up quickly. 
She glanced the bright flames as they began to dance in the darkened room before she pulled the bedroom door shut.
***
Huddled on the sofa with the duvet wrapped around her body, Cheryl waited. Her heart pounded furiously against her ribcage and she shivered with a mixture of fear and excitement. 
Dave hadn't seen her and the bedroom was now on fire. 
So far, so good.
The crackling sound and a faint roar told Cheryl the fire was burning. She strained her ears, trying to hear any screams from Dave, but she heard nothing.
Come on, come on, come on, she thought, willing the smoke alarm to emit its shrill cry.
As soon as it did, she would run outside screaming hysterically. She had decided to run straight to Nicole, figuring she would do exactly that in a real emergency. She pictured herself banging on Nicole's door, vulnerable and sexy in her sheer see-through negligee. No one would suspect her, she was confident of that. 
But I'll have to be careful.
She knew she would have to spend a lengthy amount of time 'grieving' for Dave. That meant no going out, no enjoying her money, and no men.
No. For the next 6-12 months, she'd have grieve hard and put her life on hold. She thought of all the new furniture and clothes, the jewellery and the holiday she wanted, and groaned. It was going to be hard, but nowhere near as hard as staying married to Dave and waiting for the day he left her for someone else.
Where the hell is the smoke alarm?
Anxiety suddenly clutched Cheryl and she began to panic.
Why the hell isn't the fire alarm going off?
She needed that alarm to go off, otherwise how was she going to explain how she ended up outside of the house uninjured while her husband burned alive if not for the fire alarm that woke her and saved her life? 
Cheryl sucked in a horrified breath. In all her clever planning on killing Dave and making it look like an accident, she had forgotten to check the batteries in the smoke alarm.
Oh my God, thought Cheryl as she sniffed the air frantically. She could smell the smoke, faint but distinct. 
I've gotta get out of here! What if it spreads down the stairs too quickly? What if I'm overcome with smoke before I can get out? What if the ceiling collapses on me? What if—
She jolted and cried out as someone suddenly began pounding on her front door and windows. Cheryl heard both her and Dave's names being called out in panic-stricken voices— voices she recognized as Nicole and James.
She felt like clapping her hands in delight.
This was perfect. With the way this was panning out, it looked as though her forgetfulness may actually help.
When a woman plans to kill her husband with fire while she's in the house, does she forget to check the smoke alarms batteries?
No, she doesn't.
She does escape alive and uninjured however, when her neighbours spot the fire and rouse her from her sleep before she can be harmed.
Cheryl rushed down the hallway to the front door, clutching the duvet around her shoulders, mussing her hair and rubbing her eyes to make it appear she had been in a deep sleep.
"I'm coming, I'm coming," she called gruffly, thinking that's how she would sound if awoken in such a manner on a normal night.
The voices became more urgent and she grinned. Re-arranging her expression to appear shocked, confused and wary all at the same time, she pulled her front door open after twisting the key in the lock and removing the guard chain.
Blinking under the sudden harsh glare of the porch light, she glimpsed James a second before he grabbed her and roughly pulled her out of the doorway. Nearly throwing her to Nicole, he then rushed inside the house. Cheryl saw him run down the hallway and up the stairs, taking them two at a time, before Nicole grabbed her.
"James!" Nicole screamed. "No!"
"What's going on?" Cheryl asked, her face registering panic. "What's happening?"
A sudden loud roar filled the air and both women looked up towards the sound. Cheryl covered her mouth in genuine horror, her eyes wide with shock as she saw the ball of fire in the bedroom window.
Dave was in there. She had done this.
"Dave!" she shrieked. There's no way he's gonna survive that. 
Nicole still gripped her shoulders as she screamed for James and Cheryl screamed for Dave. Other people suddenly appeared around them and Cheryl recognized a few of her neighbours.
And...Action!
She let go of the duvet and ran for her house, appearing, to those watching her, to try and rush inside for her husband. Someone grabbed Cheryl, a man from the feel of his large arms, just as she knew they would and she wailed.
"Dave," she screamed pitifully. "I have to get Dave. Let go of me!" She beat at the person with her fists and tried to get away from him. Even in the intensity of the moment, the large arms gripping Cheryl sent a thrill down her spine. Pulling her away from the front of her house and seemingly trying to prevent her from looking at the hungry fire eating her bedroom, the man herded Cheryl back to Nicole. Nicole was unable to comfort Cheryl however as she cried out James's name again and again.
Oh God, what if I kill James?
The thought sent pure panic through her and she struggled ferociously in the man's arms. He spoke to her with soothing words but held her in an iron grip.
How would she live with herself if she killed James? He was a good man and didn't deserve to die, unlike Dave. How would she ever look Nicole in the eye again?
Just as the sound of sirens filled the air, Nicole let out a wail that sounded part grief and part relief. The man holding her swung around and Cheryl saw James stagger from her house.
But no Dave.
Nicole rushed to him and hugged him, sobbing in his arms.
"Calm down Cheryl," the man holding her said. She looked at him in recognition. It was Tom. She vaguely wondered where his bitch of a wife was and wondered whether she felt any jealousy at Tom holding her like this. 
Cheryl rushed towards James and Nicole, Tom allowing her to drag him but retaining his firm grip on her, apparently still concerned that she would try and run into the house.
No chance of that, bud.
"Dave," she gasped as tears streamed down her face.
Damn I'm good.
James looked at her, his face twisted in a painful grimace as tears tracked down his soot-covered face. "I'm sorry, Cheryl," he rasped, his voice damaged by the smoke. "I...couldn't get him out." He began to sob as Nicole held him.
Someone grabbed Cheryl's other arm. It was Karen, Tom's wife, her face one of shock and grief as she stared at Cheryl in horror. Cheryl flung herself at Karen and felt the woman's arms encircle her. She wailed dramatically, then made her legs give way beneath her.
Tom grabbed her around the waist as Karen tightened her grip.
"No, no, no, no," she wailed. "Dave! Please God, no!"
I did it. He's dead. Now for step two—get away with murder.


Chapter Three
Mike groaned into the phone.
"It appears to be an accident," Carl, his partner of eight years told him. "But we need to check out the scene."
Mike told him he was on his way and swung his legs gently out of bed. Leaning forward with his face in his hands, he sighed as Carl's words repeated in his mind. 'House fire, one fatality, One survivor. Burn patterns consistent with some sort of accelerant being used.' 
The fire department felt sure it was some sort of accident, but they wanted homicide there to check it out. 
Mike turned and checked on Mandy, hoping he hadn't woken her. Sleep was the only escape from grief and the moment. 
The lamplight that shone through the thin curtains highlighted Mandy's face. Still sleeping, the phone hadn't woken her. Mike resisted the urge to reach out and stroke her face.
Even in sleep, she looked heartbroken. His throat constricting, he stood quietly and left the bedroom.
Mike walked to the bathroom at the end of their long hallway. If an accelerant appeared to be used, then why would they still consider the fire an accident?
This is just what I need. A house fire on the worst day of my life.
Someone died asshole, he thought, there's someone out there hurting far worse than you.
Mike new he was being selfish, but he doubted that anyone in the world felt the enormous grief he felt right then.
Apart from Mandy.
He closed the bathroom door, washed his face, brushed his teeth and combed his hair before dressing in the neatly folded clothes he laid out every night in the event of being called out.
He exited the bathroom, and halted.
Since arriving home with Mandy late that afternoon, he had avoided looking into the spare bedroom, not easy since it was right next to the bathroom. He squeezed his eyes shut in emotional pain.
Don't look, don't look.
Unable to fight the urge, Mike stood in the doorway and observed the spare bedroom. His eyes took in every inch of the large room and this time he could not stop the solitary tear as it made its way slowly down his right cheek. 
Months ago, before their hopes and dreams had fallen and crumbled around them, he and Mandy had stripped the room, pulling out all the spare bedroom furniture, pulling up the carpet and peeling the wallpaper from the walls.
They hadn't redecorated yet, eagerly waiting to see which colour it would be: blue or pink. Mike remembered their enthusiasm that day, their happiness and certainty of their future as parents. They had been overcome whilst they sorted the room and had ended up making love on the floor and strips of wallpaper had stuck to his knees and Mandy's back. They joked about Mandy falling pregnant from that time.
But Mandy hadn't fallen pregnant that time. Or the month after. Or the month after that.
After 18 months and some tests, they had found out today that there would be no children for them.
Ever.
There would never be a baby in this house, and this room would be a constant reminder. With no furniture, carpet or wallpaper, the room was barren.
Just like Mandy.
Mike sucked in his breath as the sudden startling thought. His heart thundered in his chest as he imagined Mandy even suspecting he was thinking such a thing.
He couldn't control the thought, it had popped into his mind, but he still felt guilt and a sick feeling deep in his stomach.
That's just what I need, a side order of guilt.
He gritted his teeth angrily and strode down the hall. His mind replayed the scene from the doctor's office from the day before, since it was now the early hours of the next day.
The doctor, usually a friendly always smiling man that Mike enjoyed seeing, had sat them down and regarded each with sorrow in his eyes. As soon as the words "I'm very sorry, but" had left his lips, Mike's world collapsed on top of him. The rest of the speech was a hazy blur but he heard enough of the conversation to understand the implications of the doctor's words. His heart had ached with grief as the doctor revealed it was Mandy who was unable to conceive; Mike's test results had been fine, and she crumbled in a heap of heartbroken sobs out of her chair and onto the floor. 
Mandy would never be able to have children of her own. It was, as the doctor worded it, impossible for her to ever conceive. 
Mike felt a sob clawing its way up his throat and he swallowed continuously as his eyes stung with hot tears. He had not cried. Apart from the odd solitary tear, he had kept everything inside, for he was afraid. Afraid that if he began to cry, he would never be able to stop.
Mandy had cried, and she had not stopped all day. All day Mike had held her and comforted her, lying to her by promising her it would be okay.
How can it ever be okay? How will we get through this?
The thought scared him for, as he'd been consoling Mandy, she had not been there for him. Her grief was understandable, but hadn't she realised that Mike needed comfort also.
I'm a bastard, Mike thought. A selfish bastard.
But it would have been my baby too.
Pushing his thoughts aside, the most disturbing one being the possibility of losing Mandy as well as the children they would never have together, Mike went to the garage and got into his car.
***
Pulling up outside the address he'd called Carl for from his garage, Mike groaned at the scene that greeted him. 
It was utter chaos.
The people milling around reminded him of ants pouring from their hill. He saw bunches of civilians standing around in small groups, most wearing pyjamas, while police and firemen rushed backwards and forwards as various emergency vehicles constantly alerted everyone to the horror that had occurred with their flashing lights.
Mike stared forward and tried to prepare himself mentally for the scene awaiting him. His emotions were already raw, and, though it sounded incredibly selfish since a person had died here tonight, he really could do without this. As a homicide detective, he was supposed to focus completely on the case at hand, but how could he be expected to right now?
I'm not a damn robot.
Telling himself that he had not just lost a loved one in a house fire, that there were folk out there who had just lost a son, brother or friend, he stepped out of his car.
Approaching the house, Mike's bad feeling worsened. 
The house was large and detached with gardens on all four sides; a family house.
But Carl had said one fatality and one survivor.
Could one adult and one child be living here? The result of a separation in which the wife got the house. 
Mike pictured a child surviving this fire, only to be orphaned. Or worse, a parent surviving the fire that killed their child. 
How would you go on with your life? Mike couldn't picture it.
He observed the front of the house as best as he could whilst trying to appear as a professional homicide detective eager to get inside and begin his investigation.
He saw no toys to indicate children lived here.
God please, no children.
Mike entered the house, the lingering smell of smoke immediate and unpleasant hanging in the air as heavy as wet clothes on a flimsy washing line. He spotted Carl talking to one of the fireman, and he headed over straight away. Seeing Mike, Carl began to break off his conversation as Mike stopped by his side. Mike glanced into the living room, again looking for any signs of children.
He saw no toys or picture frames of children, but he did see one hell of a lot of empty glasses and wine bottles.
Seems as if there'd been one hell of a party here this evening.
The fireman abruptly stepped away and Carl turned to face Mike. 
A heavyset, but not fat man, Carl was not only Mike's partner, but his best friend also. Partnered together for the last eight years, the two men had been through thick and thin together, both on cases and personally.
Their bond was strong and based on respect. Though Carl was 49 years old and Mike was 30 years old, their age difference had never been an issue. Mike observed Carl carefully as the big man drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly.
Just two months earlier, Carl had been rushed into hospital with chest pains and breathing problems. He'd been warned by the doctors to take it easy after the attack, his body was warning him that he was overdoing it, they said. He should pay attention and rest.
Carl had insisted he felt fine and had not let up his pace at all. 
Golf, swimming and jogging as usual, the man was as stubborn as a bull. A little concerned about him standing in a house full of stale smoke, Mike listened carefully for any rattling of the man's chest. 
One look at Carl's face however made Mike lower his head. He and Carl had spoken roughly 8 hours earlier regarding the fertility test results. For as concerned as Mike was about Carl, Carl was far more concerned for Mike. Opening up to someone over the phone was somewhat bearable, but facing Carl, Mike felt ashamed and embarrassed. Carl rested his hand gently on Mike's shoulder. "I'm sorry, Mike."
Mike cleared his throat and nodded. "What's the situation?"
"Fire in the master bedroom," Carl jerked his head towards the staircase. "Male victim on the bed. One survivor, the wife, is next door with neighbours."
"How did she escape while he ended up dead?"
Carl shrugged. "I haven't spoken to her yet."
Mike furrowed his brow at the possible scenario. How does a wife escape a house fire that kills her husband in their bedroom? Where was she? If she was in the bedroom, why didn't she get him out?
He reluctantly followed Carl up the staircase, admiring Carl's determined forceful stride. Mike knew that Carl was as reluctant as he to go into that bedroom, but Carl dealt with situations differently. He faced whatever it was head on and as fast as possible. The sooner you face it, the sooner it's over, he'd say. Mike knew that Carl would leave here tonight and go for a long jog, since he'd once told Mike that running helped him in a mental sense more than physical. "It's like I'm leaving my problems behind" , he'd once told Mike.
For the following few months or so, Mike had called him Gump, the character from the movie Forrest Gump who had started to run then done so non-stop for the next three years.
As Mike ascended the stairs, he looked at each photograph hung on the wall. 
All showed the same couple; a stunningly attractive young blond woman and an equally attractive, though somewhat older than her, man. 
In all pictures' the couple appeared happy. Some pictures' appeared to have been professionally taken, while a couple of others seemed more natural and relaxed.
Every picture depicted the couple laughing and holding each other, giving the appearance of a happy marriage. 
Convinced and relieved that there had been no children involved in this horrific accident (if that's what it was) tonight, he then began to ponder again as to how this woman had made it out but her husband hadn't.
Soot and smoke blackened the magnolia walls on the landing as Carl led Mike into a bedroom. Hesitating slightly whilst looking at the walls, trying to give the impression he was merely checking out the smoke damage, Mike fought the feeling of dread that stirred within him, the feeling making Mike think of a coiled snake beginning to unwind in his stomach.
He glanced into two other rooms as he followed Carl past them. One appeared to be a guest bedroom with a double bed, a chest of drawers and a wardrobe. Mike assumed it was a guest room by the lack of personal items within the room. The other bedroom seemed to have been turned into a study. Too soon, they reached to last bedroom. Carl strode into the room without a seconds hesitation.
Mike arranged his facial expression to mirror an emotionally detached detective and took a deep breath.
He entered the room. 
Deliberately striding towards Carl who was speaking to a the fire chief, Mike avoided looking at the bed, though his peripheral vision clearly registered the sight of the blackened shapeless figure laying on it.
The fire chief offered his hand and Mike shook it.
"Ian Martin."
"Mike Jamison."
"Fire was a hungry one," Ian began. "It started here." He pointed to a patch of burnt carpet beside the bed. "Of course, we haven't ran any tests yet, but the burn patterns indicated some sort of accelerant was used."
"Used?" Mike asked as Carl also straightened with interest. "You think the fire was set deliberately?"
Ian shook his head. "We found two bottles that contained some sort of spirit. If it was spilled and came into contact with a flame, that could have started the fire."
Mike looked around the room. "But it wouldn't have been this aggressive. The man would surely have had time to put it out, or at least get out of the house."
Ian bent down and pointed to a burnt husk of unidentifiable origin. "Deodorant canister," he said flatly. "We've found three of these. Seems he kept them in his bedside cabinet."
Mike squatted down as he looked into the open door of the bedside cabinet at Carl whistled ominously. "Yeah," Ian said. "Would've exploded fairly quickly."
Mike frowned. Why did the man keep deodorant in his bedside table and not in his bathroom or on a dresser? "He still should've made it out though. Right?"
"I'll get to that in a minute." Ian pointed again to a small piece of burnt debris. "This is part of a disposable lighter. And this," he pointed to the bedside cabinet's top. "is an ashtray."
"Drinking and smoking in bed?" Carl asked.
"Possibly. We're still trying to piece together how it happened. We know that the next door neighbour saw the smoke coming from the window and rushed over to raise the alarm. He pulled a young woman out and came upstairs to try and save this man. He said when he opened the door, the fire was roaring, there was no way to enter."
"We know how this woman escaped unharmed?" Mike asked looking at the side of the bed, noticing the bed sheets there were burnt to a crisp.
He still avoided looking at the corpse.
"She wasn't in here, that's for sure," Ian replied. "It's my understanding that she doesn't have a scratch on her."
"We need to talk to her," Mike said and Carl nodded.
"I get that the fire could have started unexpectedly and was an accident, but that doesn't explain how he didn't even make it off the bed," Carl said thoughtfully. Both he and Ian looked down at the corpse and Mike, knowing he couldn't put it off any longer, settled his wandering gaze on it too.
The corpse appeared to be on its side, curled up in the foetal position. Mike's throat constricted as he realised the corpse's arms were covering the head, as if the man had tried to shield himself from the flames. This indicated that he had been aware of the flames as they began to burn him alive.
"When's the pathologist getting here?" he asked.
"He's on his way as we speak."
"Good. I want him checked specifically for any injuries: head, legs, spine, anything that would have rendered him incapable of getting away from the fire." Mike shuddered inwardly at his own words and all three men stared solemnly at the corpse.
"Shall we go speak to the wife?" Carl asked. "We really need some details here."
"She's next door to the left with the wife of the man who tried to save this man," Ian told them. "I'd be very interested myself as to how she made it out of here alive."
As Mike looked at the body, a sudden dark feeling jolted him, stunning him with its intensity. He did not believe in visions, psychics, ghosts or anything of the sort, but he suddenly knew, knew beyond all doubt that this man had been murdered.
As a detective, he'd had this feeling before. Looking at a situation and knowing that something was wrong had happened numerous times; his cop instinct, as he thought of it, but he'd never experienced a feeling so dark, so strong. The smell of burning flesh suddenly clogged his nostrils and he gasped, his eyes watering as he backed up. He was sure he was the only one smelling this, since the two other men didn't reel from the odour as he had. He imagined lying on a bed, somehow physically immobile but in charge of his senses enough to realise, and feel, that a fire was hungrily making its way towards him. He pictured the agony of burning alive and the helplessness at being unable to save himself. Bile rose in his throat and he swallowed continuously, forcing the scorching fluid back down from where it came.
Imagine the pain of breathing in fire that was feeding on your very body, he thought, and shuddered violently.
Carl suddenly placed his hand on Mike's shoulder and coughed. Mike cleared his throat, embarrassed when he noticed both Ian and Carl were looking at him.
"Bad way to go," Ian said, more out of sympathy for Mike's little melt down than for the corpse, Mike thought. "Makes you wonder what the poor bloke did to deserve dying this way."
Just what had he done? Mike wondered.
"Lets go, Mike," Carl said. Mike followed him out of the bedroom, then hesitated on the landing. "Wait a sec," he told Carl. Making his way to the bathroom, he entered the small clean room and headed for the storage cabinet under the double sinks. 
"What are you looking for?" Carl asked sounding puzzled.
"Just wait." He rooted around for a second. "A ha!" he said triumphantly.
Carl moved to his side and looked at what Mike was pointing to.
"Deodorant." Mike said. "Men's deodorant. Why does he have two bottles stored in here and three in his bedside table. Who stores deodorant in his bedside cabinet?"
Carl merely looked at Mike. "What are you thinking?"
"Not yet. Lets go and talk to the wife."
They made their way out of the bathroom and across the landing. As they passed the master bedroom, Mike hesitated and looked in at the corpse. 
I promise you, if this was murder, I'll make sure whoever did it pays. 


Chapter Four
The scene outside was no less chaotic than when Mike arrived, perhaps even more so. An elderly woman stood close to the front gate, sobbing loudly into her tissue as the elderly gentleman at her side held her gently. His sad eyes met Mike's momentarily before he lowered his head.
Groups of neighbours cluttered here and there. Some stood still and stared in horror, their wide eyes and frozen posture resembling a group of startled rabbits caught in the sudden glare of fast approaching headlights. Others stood talking in hushed excited voices as they speculated about what had actually occurred.
Mike recoiled when he saw an older looking couple had brought deck chairs out and sat sharing a flask of hot liquid that caused steam to swirl from their cups as they watched the action from front row seats.
Some people are just crazy, he thought in disgust. 
A man had died here tonight, killed as he rested in his own bed. Yet, of the people that Mike had observed thus far, few seemed affected by horror and grief, but more the excitement and drama of the situation. For those people, it was like having an episode of their favourite soap aired on the street right in front of their homes.
This is real life, you bunch of sickos, Mike felt like yelling. Show some goddamn respect!
Carl and Mike passed two ambulances on their way to the house next door and Mike lowered his head. He averted his eyes from the vehicles, a mental image of the burnt blackened corpse flashing in his minds eye. It made the presence of ambulances, vehicles that served the purpose of transporting the injured to hospital in time to save their lives, both insulting and distressing.
As the two men neared the front gate to the neighbour's house, both men rushing now to speak to the wife of the deceased man, a middle-aged couple suddenly rushed to them. 
An attractive couple, the woman appeared agitated and urgent as the man appeared somewhat dazed and out of it.
"Officer!" the woman blurted, reaching for Mike since Carl was already inside the front gate. "Is he dead? Is Dave dead?"
"As yet, we've been unable to make an identification. I'm unable to disclose anything at this time."
The woman whirled around. "He's dead, Tom. My God, Dave is dead!"
"Karen," the man Tom said, his tone warning.
The woman turned back to Mike. "We were there tonight, at their house. They had a party."
Aware that Carl was scribbling notes in his pad, Mike raised his eyebrows. "A party? Any alcohol consumed?" He knew there had been of course, he'd seen the aftermath in the living room. "Hell yeah," the woman retorted. She took a deep breath, apparently about to say more, when she hesitated then shook her head. "Come over and see us when you're done here." She gestured to a house directly across the street with a red front door. "We live there. Come and see us and I'll give you a statement."
Not giving Mike a chance to answer, the woman hurried off and her husband followed, speaking to the woman in quick hushed tones. Mike and Carl exchanged interested glances.
"What do you think all that was about?" asked Carl.
"I don't know, but I'm keen to find out what she's so eager to tell us since we're working on the assumption that this was an accident."
Carl regarded him thoughtfully before turning and walking to the front door, Mike following closely behind. Before Carl could knock, the door suddenly swung open.
A woman stood blinking at them, her eyes red and swollen from crying. An older woman, she had a startling round face; it made Mike think of a bowling ball with a face on it.
"Officers," she said in a voice that sounded heavy with a bad cold. "Please come in."
She turned and both men followed her in. Mike noticed that this house was identical in layout to the house the victim lay in, except in colour and furniture.
"Cheryl is through there." The woman gestured to the living room, its door closed. "But you will take it easy on her, won't you? The girls had a terrible shock, losing her husband that way. And she's so young..." The woman's voice trailed of and Mike cleared his throat. "I'm very sorry," he began, "but we need to do this now. We need to find out what happened and what led to the fire."
The woman shook her head as fresh tears filled her eyes. "If Dave hadn't drank so much, Cheryl would've been in that room. We may have lost them both. But then, if Dave hadn't drank so much, then this probably wouldn't have happened in the first place." She jabbed a tissue at her eyes as she took an emotional shuddery breath. "They had a party tonight. Myself and my husband attended, along with a few other people. Dave drank an astonishing amount of alcohol and Cheryl said she wouldn't be sharing a bed with him because his snoring would be unbearable. She actually brought blankets and pillows down as we were all leaving."
"I see," Mike said, the scenario beginning to make sense.
"It was my husband, James, that saw the fire," the woman continued. "He was enjoying a cigar at the front door since I don't allow smoking in the house. He noticed smoke pouring from the bedroom window and yelled at me to ring the fire department and the police. We knocked and shouted on the front door until Cheryl answered. She looked confused but okay. James then ran upstairs to help Dave, but, he couldn't get to him."
"Where is your husband now Mrs...?"
"Nicole," she stammered. "Nicole Harrison. Goodness my manners—"
"No, no. It's quite alright." Mike laid his hand on Nicole's broad, dressing-gown covered shoulder. "May we speak with your husband please?"
"He's being treated for smoke inhalation." She looked at Mike with both grief and shame in her eyes. "I thought he wasn't going to come back out. I could hear the fire roaring like some hell-dwelling monster and all I could think about was my James as Dave was burning alive."
Mike squeezed her shoulder, unsure of what to say. She would remain haunted by the horror of this night for many years to come and no words from he, or anyone else, was going to change that.
No longer crying but staring ahead as if in a daze, Nicole didn't seem to be aware of his hand upon her shoulder. He squeezed once more then let go.
"We'll be brief, Mrs Harrison," he told her, and she nodded. She turned and shuffled towards the living room door, her shoulders hanging and her head down. She knocked quickly then said "Cheryl?" When no answer came she turned to Mike and shook her head as fresh tears filled her eyes. "The girls in an awful state."
Just as Nicole was about to open the door, the sound of a sobbing woman came from the left. Turning his head Mike saw a young woman standing in the entryway to the kitchen, her hands clutched tightly in front of her as large tears rolled down her cheeks.
In spite of the horror and grief surrounding him and the fact that less than 15 minutes earlier he had been looking at a dead man's burnt body, Mike felt a jolt in his chest as his breath hitched. A warm feeling stirred in his groin as he stared at the woman, a small voice whispering in his mind about how inappropriate it was to be aroused at this moment in time.
The woman wasn't quite simply attractive, she was absolutely gorgeous. Her hair was a dark yet vibrant red and shone to where it hung past her shoulders. She wore a tight glossy dressing gown that only reached mid-thigh and Mike wondered if she wore anything underneath it. His face flushing with shame he faced forward and waited for Nicole to open the living room door. She was also staring at the sobbing woman, her face a mask of sympathy. 
"Arrest me," the young woman suddenly shrieked, causing Mike, Carl and Nicole to jerk in surprise. "It's my fault, I killed Dave. Arrest me!"
She ran at Mike as a man appeared in the kitchen entryway, a stricken expression on his too-handsome face. He ran after the woman just as she reached Mike. Clutching his shirt, she shook him. "Arrest me! It's my fault he's dead, I killed him."
Mike held the woman by the shoulders, still shamefully aware that a beautiful woman was so close he could feel the warmth of her body and smell the Listerine on her breath.
The man reached them and Mike looked at him questioningly as he pulled the sobbing woman to him.
"We were at their house tonight," the man said. "Ella made cocktails, her own recipe. They're quite strong and Dave drank a couple, in addition to other drinks." The woman sobbed louder. "It's my fault," she wailed. "God, Dave I'm so sorry."
"You are?" Mike asked the man who was obviously her husband. Of course he is, Mike thought nastily. Bloke looks like he just stepped of the cover of a magazine.
"I'm Richard. Richard Reed, this is my wife Ella. We live at the bottom of the street."
Mike nodded. "We will need to speak with you. But not now. Take your wife home and calm her down."
Richard nodded and put his arms around Ella. "Come on darling." She released her grip on Mike's shirt and allowed her husband to lead her out of the front door, her sobs fading as they staggered up the garden path.
"The poor girl," Nicole muttered before turning and knocking once more on the closed door. "Cheryl?" she called. She opened the door and gestured Mike and Carl to follow.
***
They entered the lamp lit room and found a woman huddled on a black leather sofa shrouded in a blanket. Her blond hair draped her face as she held herself and rocked back and forth, crying softly.
"Cheryl?" Nicole said softly, crouching in front of the woman. "The police need to ask you a couple of questions, darling. They won't be here long." The young widow's face crumpled and fresh tears raced down her cheeks. "There, there," Mrs Harrison soothed. "It'll be okay." She sat down beside Cheryl and looked at Mike. "Please make it brief."
Mike nodded. "I'm sorry for your loss, Mrs Turner. My partner and I need some information off you. Do you feel up to that?"
Mrs Turner raised her eyes and looked at him. Nodding, she lowered her head and stared at the coffee table.
Mike felt terrible. The dark feeling that had gripped him in the dead man's bedroom was no longer as strong as it was as he observed this young beautiful woman's grief.
But it was still there.
Whether anyone liked it or not, he had some tough questions to ask. Okay, it was beginning to look as though Mr Turner had put away a lot of alcohol this evening. Perhaps he'd gone to bed and lit a cigarette and poured himself a drink. The glass had tipped sending the alcohol all over the floor before he dropped his cigarette, therefore igniting the liquid.
Yes, he could see how that could happen.
But the deodorant bottles stored in the bedside cabinet. Flammables present directly at the point of origin— he didn't like that.
That this woman had stated she didn't want to share a bed with her husband who's snoring would be terrible due to the amount of alcohol he'd consumed, he could buy that.
But why had she chosen to sleep downstairs on the sofa, and within feet of the front door, when there were spare rooms upstairs, one room with a double bed in it which he'd seen as they headed downstairs.
Something, something just wasn't right. Perhaps it had nothing to do with this young woman. But something just wasn't right.
Of course, his bad feeling could be nothing more than denial or some twisted subconscious need to prove that the man's death was indeed intentional because if it wasn't and was a terrible accident, then something terrible could happen to him, or Mandy. It made him aware of his mortality, of how quickly your life can end.
He was also aware that he was still reeling from the fertility test results. What had he done that so was terrible that fate had felt it appropriate recompense to deny him fatherhood?
But then, what had Dave Turner done to deserve such an agonizing death?
But what would he and Mandy do now? His heart lurched as the thought that had lain hidden since learning the results leaped into his mind; another woman could give him a child.
Carl suddenly cleared his throat, tugging Mike from his thoughts. Embarrassed, he realised both Carl and Mrs Harrison were staring at him.
Mike cleared his throat. "I'm very sorry for your loss but we do need to ask you some questions. Do you feel up to that?"
Mrs Turner's face crumpled and fresh tears gathered in her eyes. "It's my fault," she whispered. "I did this to him."
Mike's heart hammered in his chest and even Carl raised his eyes to look at Mrs Turner with suspicious interest.
"Now Cheryl," Mrs Harrison said gently. "Why on earth would you think that?"
"I shouldn't have let him out of my sight! I knew how much he'd had to drink. I knew there were cigarettes and a lighter by the side of the bed, but I thought he'd just go straight to sleep. He drank so much, and mixed his alcohol, why didn't he just go straight to sleep?"
"Was he sleeping when you went upstairs for the blankets and pillows?" Mike asked her, watching her carefully.
Looking startled for a spit second, Mrs Turner regained her composure and nodded.
"So he must have awoken after you checked on him, lit a cigarette and fallen back to sleep. Unusual really; when someone is that drunk and they fall asleep, they usually stay asleep for the next few hours."
A wariness that Mike wondered if he was the only one seeing appeared in Mrs Turner's eyes, blanketing the grief for a couple of seconds before she lowered her head. Mrs Harrison glared at Mike, a stern expression on her face while Carl scribbled notes furiously in his pad.
"Mrs Turner, why did you choose to sleep on the sofa tonight? Why didn't you sleep in the spare bedroom in the spare bed?"
"It's comfortable," Mrs Turner muttered, no longer sounding upset but annoyed.
"Now, detective. What're you—" Mike held his hand up to silence Mrs Harrison's question.
"Mrs Turner," he said, staring right at her eyes. "How was your marriage?"
Mrs Harrison, her face red from anger suddenly jumped to her feet, startling both himself and Mrs Turner. "Just what are you implying?"
"My marriage was wonderful," Mrs Turner blurted. "We've just started trying for a baby!"
Dramatically flinging the blanket from her shoulders, the reason for which escaping Mike at first, she then buried her head in her hands and sobbed loudly. When Mike glimpsed the see through negligee she wore, and her bare breast that had fallen out of the neckline, he knew that was why she'd shrugged the cover off.
Is that how a bereaved widow acts in the presence of police officers questioning her about the death of her husband in their own marital bed?
Insult and anger flooded Mike at the knowledge that she was trying to manipulate him. He pointedly looked away as Mrs Harrison draped the blanket back around the stricken young woman's shoulders.
"I want you to leave," Mrs Harrison said, her tone clipped with barely controlled anger. Thinking that maybe he'd gone a little too far too early, Mike stood and Carl followed suit.
"We'll be in touch, Mrs Turner," he said.
"And I will show you out." Mrs Harrison stormed past both men, her eyes narrowed and lips tight. As Mike followed her, feeling somewhat ashamed, he glanced back at Mrs Turner—and that was it. The moment that not only did he now for sure that she'd killed her husband in cold blood, but the moment that would remain with him for years to come.
And all it was, was a look.
It only lasted a couple of seconds, but that was enough. As Mike had glanced back at Mrs Turner, they had locked eyes. She remained slumped in the same position; hunched forward, the blanket draped loosely around her shoulders where Mrs Harrison had placed it and sobbing loudly into her hands—but her eyes bore no grief as she glared at Mike's back. The sobs she emitted sounded like the grief-stricken sobs of a young widow, but the hate and rage etched on her face was not. Her lips were tight in barely controlled anger—anger she had been directing at Mike's back until he turned and saw her.
He knew then she was enraged because he was onto her, he knew that with absolute certainty. He felt as though he was on the verge of some sort of revelation; a revelation he had gone through already. The strongest sense of deja vu hit him and he shuddered. 
He continued to stare at Mrs Turner, who had since covered her face and lowered her head.
Mike's skin crawled as he looked her over. In his years with the police, he hadn't handled a case like this before.
She was his first black widow.
He turned his back and followed Carl into the hallway, vowing that she wouldn't get away with the horrific and agonizing death she had subjected her husband to. 
Mrs Harrison held the front door open for him as Carl waited on the porch. Mike stepped out then addressed Mrs Harrison. "I'm very sorry, but we have to conduct a thorough investigation."
She slammed the door in his face.
"Jesus, Mike," Carl said. "You were a little rough, don't you think? What the hell was all that about anyway?"
"She did it, Carl." Mike strode down the garden path. "She killed him."
"We don't know that—"
"I know it. She did it. And I'm gonna prove it."
"Look Mike, I know you're going through a rough time right now—"
"This has nothing to do with it." Mike faced Carl. "I know she did it, Carl. When have you ever known me to make hasty decisions or pass judgement?"
Carl sighed. "Never. That's why I'm surprised. It doesn't look like foul play to me."
"She looked at me, Carl."
Carl raised his eyebrows. "Looked at you? How?"
Mike lowered his head. "Look, I know this sounds...I don't know, it doesn't sound good. But just keep an open mind at the moment."
Carl nodded. "Same goes for you."
Mike looked around. "Right, let's go talk to the couple that approached us before."
Both men started walking towards the house with the red door.


Chapter Five
"Thank you, Mrs..."
"Oh please, call me Karen."
Mike took the offered mug of coffee, had a sip and sighed. Karen handed a mug to Carl , who thanked her then set it down on the pine coffee table in front of them. 
As Karen settled on the sofa across from them, her husband Tom put his arm around her shook his head at Mike. "I just can't believe it. We only saw him a couple of hours ago. I can't believe he's dead.
"It's a terrible tragedy," Mike agreed. "I'm sorry to have to do this now but the sooner we get all the facts together, the better."
"We'll help in any way we can," Tom told them and Karen nodded.
"We understand there was a party at Dave and Cheryl's residence tonight."
"That's right. We moved here about a month ago and Dave and I got chatting. He likes...liked to play golf and I was looking for a new club to join. He recommended his and we've gone together every Sunday since. He invited Karen and I to his house this evening kind of at the last moment. He didn't give a reason for the party, just said they were having a few people over. He's a real sociable bloke."
"In your opinion, would you say that Dave consumed a lot of alcohol this evening?"
Karen huffed. "I'd say to put it that way would be an understatement."
"So Dave did drink rather a lot tonight?"
"Enough to put down a bull," Karen assured him.
"I see." Mike didn't like it. He knew the wife was behind this, that she had set the fire.
He knew it.
But from the way it was going they were going to have a hell of time proving it. This couple were the second and third detached witnesses' that had confirmed Dave Turner's alcohol intake for the evening.
The poor bloke had made his accidental murder too easy.
"How was Dave and Cheryl's marriage in your opinion?" Mike asked. Carl shifted in his seat beside him and cleared his throat.
Mike ignored him.
Tom shifted, looking uncomfortable and Karen glanced sideways at him, the expression on her face exciting Mike.
Tell them, it seemed to say.
Avoiding his wife's eyes, Tom said "they seemed okay I guess. They announced they're trying...were going to start trying for a baby."
Mike felt the sentence hit him like a punch in the stomach. He lowered his head and battled with his emotions, forcing them back down somewhere deep inside to be dealt with another time. Breaking the silence, Carl asked quietly "did he have any children?"
"A son from a previous marriage." Tom lowered his head. "He's 14 years old."
Mike's stomach clenched. The poor kid. He raised his head. "So in your opinion, everything seemed fine between Mr and Mrs Turner?
Karen stared at Tom and once again, he avoided her eyes. "We've only known them a month, but they seemed fine to me. Just a normal couple"
Turning towards Mike, Karen said "my opinion differs somewhat to my husband's."
Mike opened his mouth, preparing to ask her to elaborate when Tom said in a warning tone "Karen, just because we don't like someone, we don't make accusations."
"I'm not accusing anyone," Karen answered, much calmer than most wives would have responded had their husbands' spoken to them in a manner better suited for young naughty children. "But even you have to admit that this is suspicious. Cheryl's behaviour this evening, that we both agreed was...I don't know—staged. How many times did she say that she would be sleeping on the sofa? How many, Tom? The next thing we know, Dave is dead, burnt to death in his bed that she made sure everyone knew she wouldn't be in. Add all that to what Dave told you last week and—well it's scary, is what it is."
Tom glanced at both Mike and Carl, his expression suggesting he knew his wife had a valid point but he strongly preferred to avoid discussing it. 
"Look," Karen continued, "I haven't liked Cheryl since the first time I laid eyes on her. All this," she waved her arm at the room around her, "Tom and I have worked hard for. Cheryl hasn't worked a day in her life. She married a wealthy business man then sat around making herself look pretty while he earned the money for her to spend. What I'm going to tell you has nothing to do with my personal feelings towards the woman." She took a deep breath and seemed to be mentally preparing her statement. She raised her eyebrows. "Do you like reality TV shows?"
Mike frowned, thrown by the question. Even Carl cocked his head and frowned. Mike shrugged. "My wife likes them."
"You know how you feel when someone is singing on one of those shows, and they are just so terrible you cringe and blush for them. But the most cringe worthy is when they think they're good. They put their heart and soul into it and you're torn between feeling really sorry for them and wanting to shake them really hard?" Karen raised her eyebrows again and Mike nodded to show her he understood her point. "Well, that's how I felt towards Cheryl tonight, but not because she was singing, but acting."
"Acting? Like how do you mean?" Mike was beginning to wonder if jealousy was maybe an issue here. Cheryl Turner was young and beautiful. Karen herself was extremely attractive, but she was older than Cheryl and Mike wondered if that's where her resentment was coming from.
"Oh, I don't know how to describe it. She just, I don't know, the whole night she seemed to be playing this role, and not very well. When she wasn't playing up to the cameras, she looked nervous, edgy. A couple of times, she looked furious. I don't know, I just felt like I was watching a play with the worst acting. I felt like I was being manipulated."
"How did Dave appear to you?" Mike asked and Karen shrugged. "Dave seemed normal to me, from what I know of him from a month that is. Interested in booze—and Ella—but no, Dave wasn't acting like Cheryl."
"Ella?"
"Ella Reed," Tom said. "Another neighbour. Both she and her husband were there tonight too."
"Red hair?" Mike asked, thinking of the gorgeous hysterical woman from the Harrison's house.
"That's her," Karen said. "Gorgeous looking woman. Dave could hardly keep his eyes off her. She's really nice, too."
Perhaps jealousy wasn't and issue here. A woman secure enough in herself to admit another woman was gorgeous wasn't usually the type to hate a woman just for their looks. Besides, if Karen was going to be jealous of a woman based on her looks alone, she'd have chosen Ella over Cheryl Turner. As attractive as Cheryl was, she wasn't a patch on Ella Reed.
"So you felt that Cheryl was acting tonight? Like putting on a show for all you guests'?"
"Yeah definitely. All wasn't well with her. A few times, I caught her glaring at Ella like she was controlling the urge to rip the woman's face off, but yet she kept encouraging Ella to make more cocktails."
"Special recipe cocktails?" Mike asked, remembering the exact words spoken by Ella's husband.
"Yes." Karen looked at him. "How did you know about them?"
"Ella was at the Harrison's house tonight. We saw her before Cheryl. She was very distraught, saying we should arrest her. She thinks it's her fault."
"What a shame. The poor woman. Though, it was Cheryl who encouraged her to make them. You have to wonder if she wanted Dave that drunk."
"Karen," Tom said in a warning tone.
Karen's face suddenly turned pale. "I'll never forget seeing that fire burning out of the window. Then James came out crying and...it was obvious then that Dave hadn't made it out."
Karen shuddered and Tom held her close. "We heard all the screaming and went to see what was going on," Tom told Mike and Carl. "Cheryl was hysterical; screaming Dave's name. Nicole was screaming for James too. I grabbed Cheryl, she was trying to run inside the house."
"I couldn't believe it," Karen murmured. "I went to Cheryl to console her, and that's when I decided that I was sure she had something to do with it."
"How do you mean?" Mike asked.
Karen looked at him. "Her husband was burning in that room, and she was screaming and crying. Tom was holding her back to stop her running into the house. I went to her...and she looked at me. Her eyes looked...I don't know. Too aware of what was going on." Karen shrugged. "I really don't know how to describe it. I'm positive she set that fire."
"Karen," Tom said again in the same annoying tone. Mike marvelled at Karen's patience in continuously being spoken to that way.
"She kept making a point to make sure everyone knew she would not be in that bed tonight, she even rushed upstairs to get the blankets as we were all leaving. Why announce it so many times? It's like she needed everyone to know that she would not be anywhere near that bed tonight. Then, there's a fire and Dave dies. Add to that what Dave told you last week and—"
"Karen! He told me that in private—"
"Well, I don't think he's going to mind now, do you?"
Tom sighed and shook his head. Excited by the prospect of what sounded like a motive, Mike leaned forward. “If you know anything, Tom, anything that help us get to the bottom of this, you owe it to Dave to tell us."
Tom sighed again. He looked at Mike, his face grim. "Dave was planning to leave Cheryl. He's been having an affair for the past 6 months."
Mike tried to disguise his excitement with professional interest. "Do you know who he was having an affair with?"
Tom nodded. "Her name is Sarah Turner, she's Dave's ex-wife and the mother of his son."


Chapter Six
Cheryl stood in the shadows, the blanket wrapped tightly around her shoulders. In spite of the hustle and bustle that was going on in the street, she didn't take her eyes off the red door. She gritted her teeth in temper, gritted them so hard that her temples began to ache. 
She remembered the looks Karen had been giving her all night and wondered what the bitch was telling the cops.
Beneath her anger, fear stirred.
Jamison knew. He knew she had killed Dave.
Cheryl took a trembling breath. She tried to think of everything she'd done, any evidence that she may have overlooked. She was sure that nothing could link her to Dave's accident, but who knows what they may find. Earlier, when she'd taken into account that Dave's affair with his secretary would come to light, she hadn't been concerned. It was unavoidable and she could simply play dumb. 
But now, she was worried.
What if Dave had told his secretary that he loved her, that he wanted to be with her? What if there were love notes that existed, sent between the two with talk of love after his divorce and a happily-ever-after. 
Jamison knew that she had killed Dave, how he was onto her in the first place, Cheryl didn't know. But he knew beyond a doubt that she had murdered Dave. If Karen was telling him stories too, then combine it with any details that may exist of a love affair between Dave and his secretary, they may be able to build some sort of case against her.
What was it called, circumstantial evidence?
The thought of everyone knowing what she'd done filled Cheryl with a numbing dread and brought tears to her eyes.
I'll kill myself before I'll go to prison.
A panic attack gripped her and she leaned against a bookcase for support, her heart thundering in her chest as her breath came out in ragged gasps. Trying to control the awful thoughts that assaulted her, Cheryl spent the next couple of minutes battling with her demons, assuring herself that she would not be caught and challenging the terrifying doubts and images of prison.
Just as she was regaining control, the red door opened and both coppers stepped out. Tom and Karen appeared in the doorway and the four spoke briefly before the two detectives walked away.
Cheryl kept her eyes on the two men, especially Jamison as she continued to pant, the panic attack still trying to send her into a full-blown meltdown.
Jamison's body language and demeanour concerned her. The way he gestured and the excited, agitated manner of his speech as his partner nodded in agreement made Cheryl's hear race once more.
Okay, so Karen didn't like her. Surely that couldn't be the reason for Jamison's excitement. 
He acted like a hound that just picked up a scent.
Cheryl gritted her teeth again. She shuddered inwardly at the thought of a murder investigation, her face all over the news as she was dubbed a black widow. 
The panic attack lingered on, threatening to overwhelm her once again if she continued with such thoughts. She watched both men as they walked away, back towards her house.
I have to be real clever now. No slipping up, no mistakes. The part of the grieving widow has to be played with perfection.
Almost convinced she would get away with murder, Cheryl turned away from the window and blended in with the shadows of the room. 


Chapter Seven 
Mike came awake and squinted. The sunlight that streamed through the window was so bright he felt like his eyeballs would explode. He groaned and rolled over, his arm automatically reaching out to drape over Mandy's warm body. His arm flopped down onto the sheets and he raised his head.
Mandy wasn't beside him.
Raising his head, he heard the hiss of the shower and groaned again. The clock beside him displayed 8.02 am as the time, which meant he'd had three hours of sleep. 
Knowing that he wouldn't be able to sleep again now even if he could, he threw back the covers and sat up. As he stood, the hiss of the shower stopped. Making his way to the bathroom, he encountered Mandy as she exited the bathroom. 
She glanced briefly into the spare bedroom, her face instantly reflecting the pain she felt.
Mike's throat tightened. 
Spotting Mike watching her, she smiled and walked towards him, her face pale and her eyes still swollen from all the crying she'd done the day before.
They embraced without saying a word, Mandy resting her head against Mike's chest. “I woke up in the night and you weren't here,” she said softly. 
Mike nodded. “Called out,” he said simply, his mind turning over. Standing here with her in his arms, he was horrified to realise that he didn't want to be here with her. 
He wanted away from her. He didn't feel any resentment or hatred, not that he was aware of, but he didn't want to be near her. Awkward and uncomfortable, Mike eased her away. The stunned look on her face tore into his heart, yet he couldn't bring himself to hold her again. 
“I need to have a shower.”
Mike headed into the bathroom, aware of Mandy's hurt gaze ripping shreds into his back.
***
Twenty minutes later, showered and dressed, Mike went downstairs and found Mandy sat at the kitchen table drinking from her favourite mug and staring into space. Unsure of what to say to her after their encounter on the landing, he poured himself a cup of coffee from the peculator.
How can I support her through this when I'm going through the same pain? He worried about his feelings of resentment towards Mandy and hoped it was a phase. 
“So, what happened last night?” Mandy asked without looking at him.
“A house fire. One fatality, a male.”
“Do you want to talk about it?”
Mike shook his head and shrugged. “I'm okay.”
“So it isn't that that's bothering you.”
Mike lowered his head and said nothing. Though he felt terrible for causing her more pain, he just couldn't bring himself to go to her.
“We always talk about everything,” Mandy said. “Why is this morning any different?”
“Do you want to talk about a man dying in a house fire?”
Mandy flinched at his tone. “Not especially, but if you want to talk about it, I'm here for you.”
Mike told her a rough version of the events from last night. He left out the gory details but told her enough. He didn't tell her of his suspicions of murder. 
“You think the woman did it, the guy's wife.” 
 “Why do you say that?”
Mandy turned and looked at him. “I can tell. I know you too well.”
For the next couple of minutes, neither spoke. Mike's mind felt like an out of control cart rolling downhill. Thought's of the fertility test and last night's case became tangled and twisted as the lack of sleep formed a heavy mind fog over the two incidents. 
Wondering what he should do, and where to start, he startled when Mandy stood and approached him. He stiffened and lowered his head. She poured herself another coffee from the peculator beside him and sat back down. 
Watching her from behind as she once again began staring into space, Mike felt a rush of grief. She needed him right now, needed him to lean on, to talk to and draw strength from. But he just couldn't do it. 
He knew he should just go to her and take her in his arms, hold her close and comfort her. But his own grief lay just beneath the surface, a surface as easily cracked as thin ice. He was afraid that if the thin ice broke, he wouldn't be able to control everything that may come pouring out.
Without saying a word, Mike placed his still full coffee cup down and slowly walked out of the kitchen.
***
“You need to talk to her,” Carl told him 45 minutes later. “You need to help each other if you're going to get through this.”
Mike remembered the hurt look Mandy had given him as he left for work. She hadn't said a word, just watched him from the kitchen doorway as he'd shrugged on his coat and walked out of the door. He had seen her pain clearly, yet he'd left her alone, focusing his energy on work rather than dwell on the too painful details that severely affected his marriage.
He knew that Carl was right, but, damn it, it wasn't fair. Why was he expected to provide Mandy with all this support―what about him?
Who was going to be there for him when he completely drained his already limited emotional resources after supporting his wife through a trauma that was just as much his own. He knew if he voiced these opinions that he'd appear cold and selfish. 
He couldn't help it, that's just how he felt.
“You can get through this,” Carl assured him. “With time and communication, you'll come through stronger together. But you have to go through it together and come out on the other side together.”
The two men were sat outside the Harrison's house. Mike wanted to confront the wife with the interesting information that he'd learnt just twenty minutes earlier. Coupled with what he'd learnt last night, he was anxious to talk to the grieving widow. Unwilling to discuss his marital problems, though he knew that Carl was only trying to help, Mike opened the passenger door and got out of the car.
Carl followed and both men stepped up to Mrs Harrison's front door. Expecting a very hostile Mrs Harrison, Mike was relieved when a rather overweight middle-aged man opened the door. “Mr Harrison?”
The man nodded. “I'm detective Mike Jamison and this is detective Carl Worthington. May we speak with Mrs Turner?”
The man frowned at them. “Are you here to accuse her of anything? Because if you are, I'd like to call my solicitor to accompany her.” His wife had obviously told him about Mike's behaviour the night before.
“We're not accusing anyone, Mr Harrison. But a man did die here last night, and in order to conduct a thorough investigation we need to gather all the facts. We only need a few minutes of Mrs Turner's time.”
Mr Harrison frowned then stood aside to let the men in. Leaning in close so only Mike could hear, Carl whispered “take it easy, Mike”
Mike gritted his teeth, bristling at the warning. “Cheryl's in there,” Mr Harrison said. He gestured to the closed door of the living room. “I'd like to remind you that she lost her husband last night and woke this morning a young widow. As you should be able to imagine, she's rather heartbroken.”
“We'll be brief,” Mike assured him.
Mr Harrison opened the door and walked in, his determined stride giving Mike the impression that he was going to be sure they did just that. Indeed, he immediately stood by Mrs Turner's side and gave Mike a look that clearly said he'd better be careful.
“How are you feeling, Mrs Turner?” Mike asked.
She certainly looked the part of the grieving widow this morning. Her dyed blond hair was stringy and greasy, hanging in oily coils around her pale face. Her raw red eyes seemed to have shrunk an inch into her skull and she visibly shook. She stared vacantly at the coffee table in front of her. She wore a large beige shirt, probably her husband's. 
Observing her, Mike felt a sudden flicker of doubt. What if he was wrong? He remembered the grotesque corpse, curled on its side with the arms covering the head. He thought of the look this woman had been directing at his back and the facts he'd gathered so far. 
His doubt disappeared as quickly as it came. This woman had plenty of reasons to hate her husband enough to kill him.
It turns out that the late Dave Turner had been a lover of the ladies and had been having not one, but two affairs.
A Miss Sheila Carlson had contacted the department earlier, asking if she could speak to an officer regarding the Dave Turner accident. Mike had spoken to the woman' who was Dave's secretary. 
In a broken and distressed voice, the woman told Mike that she and Dave had been having an affair for the past month or so. She was engaged to be married and didn't want her fiancée to find out. Mike explained that the investigation was ongoing and he couldn't control what her fiancée or Dave's widow were to find out when Miss Carlson dropped a bomb.
Dave Turner's wife had known of the affair.
When asked how she could be so sure as Mike's skin prickled with excitement at the possible strong motive, Miss Carlson had said simply "the email".
She hadn't known whether Turner's wife had suspected the affair between the two, but she claimed that the wife had found out for sure around a week before Dave's death. Miss Carlson had sent Dave an email picture of the two having sex on Turner's desk during their lunch break. 
She hadn't known that Dave would remain out of the office for the remainder of that day.
Miss Carlson had worked until 5pm and gone home.
It was the next morning after she spoke with Mr Turner that she learnt he hadn't seen her email. Turner had hastily checked his email account and found the email in the deleted folder. 
There was only his wife, Miss Carlson told Mike, that could have done that.
She said that Dave had been distracted and anxious all day, disturbed that his wife hadn't said anything to him about the incident and distraught at the thought of her leaving him.
Mike managed to keep quiet regarding Dave's so-called concern that his young wife may leave him when he happened to know that the man had been having an affair with his ex-wife and had promised her a divorce from Cheryl in order to reconcile their relationship.
It sounded to Mike as if the bloke hadn't a clue as to what, or who, he wanted.
He asked Sheila what happened next and she said it'd been bizarre. The day after Dave learnt his wife had opened the email, he'd come into work happy and claiming he and his beautiful young wife were starting a family. Sheila had managed to speak privately with Dave and he'd said after years of asking, Cheryl had suddenly told him she wanted to start a family.
She had not mentioned the email.
Asking Sheila how she'd felt about that, keeping in mind that her answer could mark her as a person of interest if he were able to prove Turner's death as murder, he was relieved at her cold answer.
She hadn't cared. The affair had been purely about the sex for her and there were, she told Mike bluntly, many perks to screwing your boss. That the woman could be so cold and self-absorbed, that she couldn't care less about the death of a man that she'd been sleeping with a week ago stunned Mike.
Dave Turner may have had a thing for the ladies, but he sure didn't have any luck with them.
Mike asked Sheila about Mr Turner's drinking habits, and to his dismay she confirmed that not only had he been a rather heavy drinker, but he also had the habit of drinking vodka from a bottle that he kept by his bed to help him sleep, followed by a cigarette. 
Dave Turner's ex-wife had also confirmed this habit.
Ending the conversation as politely as he could, Mike sat looking through his notes for a couple of minutes and realised he'd found the motive he'd been looking for. He pondered life insurance and inheritance, but at this point he felt this was merely a perk.
He ran his questions through his mind as he watched Cheryl Turner, the warning to take it easy from Carl echoing in his mind.
"Mrs Turner, do you know a Miss Sheila Carlson?"
She kept her head in her hands and didn't respond to his question.
"Did Mr Turner ever mention this woman to you? Does the name sound at all familiar?"
She shook her head and sobbed loudly.
Mike was aware of Mr Harrison's gaze upon him and Mike purposely avoided his eyes. Aware that he was being intentionally ignored, Mr Harrison spoke up. "Who is this woman and what does she have to do with Dave's accident?"
Mike leaned forward, his eyes on Mrs Turner. "Think, Mrs Turner. Did your husband ever mention her or speak with her over the phone in your company? Did you ever meet her?"
Mrs Turner shook her head roughly, her face still covered by her hands. Mr Harrison, his face now flushed an angry red spoke again. "I'll ask again since you chose to ignore me the first time: Who is this woman and what does she have to do with Dave's accident?"
"The question is for Mrs Turner," Mike answered, still watching Mrs Turner closely. She was crying loudly now, her cries muffled and pressed her hands over her face. 
"This poor young woman lost her husband last night in a horrific accident. You insinuate not one hour later Cheryl is involved, then turn up today throwing women's names at her. Dave died in a fire, what on earth would this woman, whoever she is, or Cheryl, have to do with that?
"It's one name, Mr Harrison," Mike said calmly, "and it's a name I'm surprised Cheryl doesn't know."
"Just what are you trying to achieve here, detective? Pushing to see how much this young woman can take before she has a breakdown? Do you have no heart, no compassion? Is that part of police training; to stamp out all decency and empathy? If so detective may I say, you're definitely one of the best."
"Mike," Carl said softly.
Although slightly stung by Mr Harrison's outburst and the warning tone in Carl's voice, Mike began to explain calmly that Cheryl should answer the question in order to aid the investigation into her husband's accident, but Mr Harrison spoke over, continuing on with his speech about 'supporting the poor girl' when all three men suddenly startled as Mrs Turner roared and slammed her fist loudly on the coffee table.
"You bastard," she hissed at Mike. "What the hell does his secretary have to do with this?"
Though his heart was thumping at the sudden violent outburst, Mike leaned forward and looked her in the eye. "So you do know her then?"
Her face reflected surprise and panic for a brief second as she realised her temper had gotten the better of her and she lowered her head. "What do you know about her, Mrs Turner?"
"Cheryl?" Mr Harrison said softly as she sobbed loudly. Turning her head to look at him she said tearfully "She's his secretary. Dave was having an affair with her. He broke down and told me everything, said he was sorry and that he loved me. We agreed to get through it together. That's why we started trying for a baby; to make us stronger."
She was lying.
Mike stared at her, his skin crawling in goose bumps. According to the details taken from Sheila, Cheryl hadn't mentioned the email Dave, even though he knew that she'd seen it. It'd been Cheryl's idea to have a baby, not Dave's. Although she was a self-absorbed and apparently cold woman, Mike was more inclined to believe the secretary right now.
Which brought him to the question—why would Mrs Turner lie?
The only reason that Mike could see is that she was guilty; she had killed her husband after learning of his affair with his secretary. She had used his habits to set up his accident. She knew if she admitted to finding out about an affair one week before her husband's death she would be incriminating herself. If she lied and said they had worked it out together and were moving on, it may take the suspicion off her. 
Watching Mr Harrison, Mike was aghast at the look of grief and sorrow on the man's face. He was totally buying the story and Mike could almost see the thoughts as they swam around the man's head: poor Cheryl, to find out her husband was cheating then made a widow in the same week. Poor poor Cheryl.
Am I the only one who sees what is truly going on here? Mike thought. Even Carl looked uncomfortable in the company of the woman's distress. He thought of Dave Turner's body, curled up and burnt beyond recognition.
Something inside him snapped and fell apart.
He couldn't take this anymore.
"How did you feel when you saw the email, Cheryl? The picture of your husband making love to another woman in his office, how did you feel when you saw it: hurt, angry, vengeful?"
Both Mr Harrison and Mrs Turner gaped at him as Carl shifted in his seat, nudging Mike with his elbow as he did. "Dave didn't tell you he was having an affair, you saw the email that the secretary sent to him. Why would you lie about that, unless of course, you killed him because of it."
Movement, so much sudden movement; Carl standing suddenly, tugging on Mike's arm; Mr Harrison, his face contorted in shock and anger, moving towards him with his arm extended and pointing to the door. Mrs Turner didn't move, but she stared at Mike, her expression enraged.
"He wasn't going to leave you for her," Mike said loudly as Carl pulled him towards the door. "He was rather upset at the thought of you leaving him, in fact, or at least that's what the secretary told us."
"Mike, come on," Carl urged as Mr Harrison demanded loudly that they leave immediately.
"He was however, having another affair, one you apparently didn't know about." Carl still ushered him towards the door but his last statement had surprised Mr Harrison into silence. 
"He's been having an affair with his ex-wife for the past 6 months. He's been promising her a divorce from you in order to remarry her. He called her on your wedding day, Cheryl. Bet you're glad you killed him now."
The next twenty seconds were a blur to Mike: Mrs Turner sat shrieking in rage and grief with her hands clutching the hair on both sides of her head, Mr Harrison literally throwing him out of the house and Carl dragging him back to the car and all but throwing him into the passenger seat.
Mike sat panting, realising what he'd done and how much trouble he'd be in, but not having the energy to care.
"Jesus Mike," Carl spat. "What the hell did you just do back there?"
"She did it, Carl. I'm telling you she killed her husband in cold blood."
"And where exactly did you see that? Sure, the guy cheated on her, and it does provide a motive. But the guy set fire to his bed whilst intoxicated. How are you so sure?"
"I am sure, okay? I don't know, I just...feel it. I know that sounds mad, but, don't you feel it too?"
"Look Mike," Carl sighed and Mike looked at him. Avoiding his eyes, Carl continued. "I can't cover for you on this. What you just did in there, whether she's guilty or not, is unorthodox. You know you're in for a grilling if they file a complaint, which I bet Mr Harrison is doing right now as we speak. I think your personal problems have influenced your behaviour today."
"Don't use that against me, Carl," Mike said through gritted teeth. "That has nothing to do with this woman killing her husband."
"It's not about you suspecting this woman, Mike. If this case had occurred just one month ago, you would not have behaved like this. You might not have even suspected the woman."
"Oh yes I would—"
Carl slammed his hand against the wheel. "Damn it Mike! This isn't about you suspecting murder, it's your behaviour. You know damn well you just sabotaged the investigation in there. There are rules to follow, you know that. You just accused that woman of murder with no evidence, no proof and no indication that a murder has even been committed. All because of a feeling. The Mike I know wouldn't have done this, he's more professional than that. You know you're going to be put on leave, right? They'll also suggest some sort of counselling. I'll back you up on that, I'll swear that this is a result of personal circumstances obstructing your professional judgement. Take the leave and sort your head out Mike."
Mike thought of staying at home with Mandy all day, her accusing grief-filled eyes watching him all day.
"I can't be around her, Carl." Mike squeezed his eyes shut. "I just can't."
"You're gonna have too," Carl said bluntly. "I know what you're going through must be hell, but if you don't face up to the facts and start working through it, you're going to lose your marriage and your career."
Carl began to drive the car as Mike tried to find it in him at that moment to care, care about losing his job, or even to care about losing Mandy.


Chapter Eight 
Cheryl shook in anger as she listened to the hushed voices of James and Nicole through their closed bedroom door. Tears of shame burned in her eyes and she blinked continuously.
Pity.
They felt so much pity for her.
While hatching her plan to kill Dave, she had wanted pity, needed pity in order to avoid suspicion. But only a small amount of pity and served up the right way.
This pity, that radiated not only off James and Nicole but everyone in waves was just too much to take.
The blow of finding out about Dave's affair with his ex-wife had been hard enough, but to learn that he had indeed told the bitch that he would divorce Cheryl in order to remarry her had been catastrophic.
Back when she'd found the email of Dave with his secretary, her plan had been about self-preservation, of keeping her dignity intact along with everything she had achieved from her marriage. She had thought everything had gone to plan, Dave was dead.
And yet, in spite of the fact that he was now nothing but a burnt husk of useless flesh, he'd still managed to screw her over.
Everyone knew.
Dave had told Tom of his affair with his ex-wife and Karen had made it public knowledge whilst pointing out the timing of Dave's death and his affair with his secretary. She'd also stirred things up further by pointing out that she'd known something 'wasn't quite right' with Cheryl the night Dave had died. The bitch had aroused some suspicion without actually accusing Cheryl of anything and some people were commenting on the timing of Dave's death in relation to the events transpiring in his personal life and marriage.
Only Karen's circle of friends and a few neighbours who'd always been jealous of Cheryl enjoyed this sort of gossip though. The majority of people felt sorry for her.
But their pity was not the kind of pity that Cheryl wanted.
They didn't pity her as the young beautiful widow, they pitied her as the poor bitch who's husband died in a fire set by himself as he'd overindulged in alcohol, then who'd found out about two affairs and a planned divorce. Cheryl's face burned in shame as Nicole muttered "that poor girl, she was going to lose him anyway."
Unable to listen to anymore, Cheryl turned and went back into the guest bedroom.
That bastard Jamison, he's the one that had snooped around and found everything out. In spite of the problems smothering her, Cheryl managed to smile. The bastard had been fixed, at least for now anyway. 
Due to his little outburst and accusations, he'd been put on leave from the police department. They'd apologized to Cheryl and informed her that she was to call them if Jamison tried to contact her regarding the case again. James had made the complaint for her as Cheryl had played the hysterical act. She'd played it very well; James and Nicole had been so concerned that they'd called a doctor out who'd given her tablets to calm her down.
There was nothing that Jamison could do now anyway.
Dave's death had been officially ruled as an accident.
After examining his remains (Cheryl smiled, enjoying thinking of Dave as 'remains'), and finding no physical injuries or drugs that would render him incapable of an escape from the flames and an alcohol level that had been quoted as 'through the roof', his death had been ruled an accident and his body released for his burial.
Although mortified at the facts she'd learnt and the pity she was drowning in, Cheryl realised it was better this way.
Settling into the large fluffy pillows of the guest bed and pulling the sheets up to her chin, Cheryl knew she'd have messed up if she'd known everything beforehand. Her anger would have blinded her, acting like a screen in the way of her mistakes. The word divorce would have completely unhinged her and Cheryl wondered what she'd have done if Dave had suddenly announced he was leaving her for his ex-wife.
A lump formed in Cheryl's throat and she sniffed. Learning about the affair with the ex-wife had hurt, a lot. 
The secretary was a hot piece of ass, someone to get his jollies with on the side. Though Cheryl had worried about Dave leaving her for the slut, she hadn't been convinced that he would leave. Her decision to kill Dave had stemmed from the worry that if he didn't fall for this woman, then what about the next woman, or the one after that.
His ex-wife was different. She was woman with whom he had a past with, a son with. She wasn't merely a piece of ass that Dave would get bored with.
Some people may argue the point by saying that Dave had been married to Cheryl whilst having an affair with his ex-wife and his secretary. They may say that Dave had been playing three women and was onto a good thing, why on earth would he leave Cheryl? 
But Cheryl knew Dave. He would have gone back to his ex-wife, but she felt certain that he'd have then kept Cheryl on the side. 
She had worried when forming her plan to kill him about the grief that may affect her afterwards. She worried about it affecting the rest of her life, causing her to rely on medication for depression and anxiety for the rest of her life.
She felt no guilt.
The pity was hard to handle and filled her with rage, a rage so strong that she battled the urge strangle everyone around her, but it was better this way.
She had indeed got away with murder.
Cheryl smirked in the dark room as she thought of the money coming her way. Thanks for that, Dave, she thought harshly. Rest in piece, you fucking bastard.
Unable to sleep for a long time, Cheryl entertained herself with the different ways in which she could have killed Dave, much more painful ways than the relatively quick death she had given him.
She pictured having the power to kill him and bring him back to life so that she could kill him again. She smiled.
She fell asleep to the sound of Dave's agonized screams ringing in her ears.


Chapter Nine
Mike laid out his dark suit on the bed and wondered again what the hell he was doing.
What did he hope to achieve by going? 
Just to see, he thought. Just to see her, in the flesh and playing the grieving widow. He felt bad in a way; he was going to this man's funeral to observe the wife whom he believed had planned and carried out the man's murder, not to mourn him.
He would not only be intruding on the send off being given, but he was insulting the true mourners of the day whose life now had a large hole where Dave Turner used to be.
Okay, so I'm not mourning him, Mike told himself. But I'm trying to avenge him. 
Bullshit, a little voice whispered. You're dying to prove this woman guilty so you can prove yourself right and take the heat off your personal life.
He thought of the trouble he'd be in if the department found out that he was attending the funeral.
I was the officer on the scene, Mike told himself. It wasn't unusual for the attending officers to pay their respects at the funeral. He just needed to stay out of Cheryl Turner's way.
Mike truly believed Dave Turner had been murdered by his own wife, but unfortunately, he was the only one who believed it and the death had been officially ruled an accident. Also, Carl had called to inform Mike that he'd found out some interesting facts about Mrs Turner.
It seems that Mr Turner wasn't the only one who enjoyed extra marital affairs, the wife had indulged in at least two. Even if they'd been able to prove murder, it would have been hard to pin the motive of jealousy due to an affair when she was doing it too.
Like it did every now and then, the little voice of doubt began to nag at him. Was he wrong about this woman? Was his personal life affecting his judgement?
Mike sighed, then startled as Mandy suddenly spoke. "Going to that funeral?" she asked in the same flat tone that she'd spoken to him in for the last few days. Mike nodded without looking at her, then sighed with relief when he heard her footsteps walking down the stairs.
Reassuring his conscience and convincing himself that he'd have felt like this regardless of what was happening between he and Mandy, Mike got dressed. 
Twenty minutes later, he came down the stairs and hesitated. The house was quiet; no TV, no radio, nothing. He couldn't just leave without saying anything to Mandy no matter how much he wanted to. He walked slowly down the hall to the kitchen and found Mandy right where he expected to find her; sat at the table as she stared out of the window. 
Staring at her, her thick glossy hair cascading down her back, her slender waist and slim legs crossed, Mike ached to go to her—but he just couldn't.
She was hurting, angry and disappointed in him right now. Put on leave from the department for a month, the chewing out he'd received for his behaviour and the results of the fertility test had all come within days of each other. He was lucky really that he hadn't been fired. 
Now that he was stuck at home with Mandy, he'd been horrified when he'd realised that his initial discomfort at being around Mandy had changed into something very similar to resentment.
He couldn't even look at her in the eye anymore.
Mike cleared his throat. "I'm going. I'll see you later."
No reaction.
Mike turned and walked away, stopping briefly then carrying on after he heard Mandy mutter "happy hunting" bitterly.
He began to open the front door, when the picture resting on the side table beside it caught his eye. 
He and Mandy on their wedding day. 
For all the money they had paid for a professional photographer and all the pictures they had posed for, this was Mandy's favourite and had been taken by Mike's father. 
The picture was a shot taken outside the church after they had all posed together for the professional shot. Mike and Mandy stood together, holding each other and laughing as everyone around them carried on conversations, fussed with their outfits or children's outfits. 
Three children were laughing as they ran by Mike and Mandy, two little girls in their frilly white dresses and a boy no older than three in his smart little tux. A distressed looking woman was hurrying after the children, her arms outstretched as if she held the power of preventing a fall and dirty outfits in her hands. 
In spite of the chaos surrounding them, Mike and Mandy only had eyes for each other, completely oblivious of the hub-bub around them.
Mike's throat constricted and he glanced towards the kitchen. Take the suit off and take Mandy out for dinner, he told himself. He looked at the picture again, but instead of seeing his own wedding, he saw the picture of Dave and Cheryl Turner. Mr Turner, handsome and proud with his stunning young bride by his side.
Knowing that he had to go to this funeral, he vowed he'd take Mandy out tomorrow.
You bastard, the voice whispered. Turner is dead. Your wife needs you now.
Ignoring it, Mike opened the door and left.
***
Mike pulled up outside his house and sighed. He had achieved absolutely nothing from attending the late Dave Turner's funeral. 
Apart from a few stolen glances at Dave's ex-wife and secretary—glances that some would argue were not surprising given the facts— Cheryl Turner had played the grieving young widow very well. 
Dave Turner was now dead and buried— and so was this case. 
He approached his front door and hesitated. What was he going to say to Mandy. This morning whilst preparing for the funeral, he'd thought of nothing but the funeral and had shoved out all thoughts of Mandy. Whilst at the funeral, he hadn't been able to think of anything else but Mandy. 
He wanted his marriage to work, but he didn't know where to start. Being able to look his wife in the eye would be a good start. With no plan in mind, Mike opened his front door—then sucked in his breath.
Two suitcases stood at the bottom of the stairs.
"I was hoping you'd be gone longer," Mandy said, striding down the hallway from the kitchen. "Then you might not have noticed that I'd gone since you don't talk to me anymore."
"Mandy..."
"What, Mike?" Mandy bent over and shoved some papers into a side-pocket of one of the suitcases. 
"I don't want you to go."
Mandy straightened up and faced him. Mike lowered his eyes. "Do you want me stay, Mike?"
A numbness enveloped Mike as cold as the sudden blast of a cold shower when he realised he couldn't answer the question. Mandy continued to stare at him and from the corner of his eye, Mike saw her lower her head too.
"I need to work through this either on my own, or with you Mike. I can't do both."
"That doesn't make sense," Mike muttered. 
"Yes it does," Mandy shouted, her voice cracking with emotion. "We either work through this as a couple, or I work through it alone. I can't stay here with you and work through it alone. My God, Mike. We used to talk about everything, and now you won't even look at me."
"That isn't true—"
"Look at me, Mike."
He reluctantly looked at her, then quickly looked away as the pain in her eyes struck him like a blade right through the heart. 
"See?" Mandy said despondently. "You need help, Mike. You're handling this all wrong. You blame me, which I understand, but now you're projecting these feelings onto other people."
"What're you—"
"It's my fault, isn't it Mike? It's my fault that you can't be a daddy."
The sorrow and heartache in Mandy's voice was hard enough, but the word daddy unhinged him completely. Tears swamped his vision and he squeezed his eyes shut. 
"You blame me, but you can't handle blaming me, so you project those feelings to other people, on a widow."
Mike opened his eyes. "Wait—"
"It's the unfairness that's got you, isn't it Mike? It isn't my fault as I've done nothing wrong, but it is my fault because it's my infertility. You want something, someone to blame. You blame this woman for killing her husband because you feel there should be a reason for what happened. You're blaming this woman because of me."
Mike stared at the floor, denials swirling around in his mind along with the horror that Mandy's words may actually be true. Had he seen guilt in this woman because he'd wanted to? But he'd known for sure she'd killed her husband because of the look she'd been giving him when he'd turned around and saw her, but then, he had asked some inappropriate questions since her husband's body hadn't even cooled down by then.
He wondered if he was going crazy.
Mandy began to sob and he squeezed his eyes shut again. 
"I can't do this, Mike. I just can't. You go find yourself someone else who can give you kids. We'll end this by saying we had a good few years together, but now it's over. I need to get away on my own."
Mandy bent over, picked up each of her suitcases and walked out of the front door. Mike remained standing where he was, the thoughts and doubts swirling around in his mind.
He remained there long after he heard the screech of Mandy's car tires as she sped away, away from their marriage and away from him.


Chapter Ten
Cheryl slammed the guest bedroom door shut and leaned against it, shuddering with emotion. 
Rage, shame and humiliation boiled within her and she squeezed her eyes shut. 
Too much. Too much to take. 
A couple of days ago, the pity aimed her way had been her biggest problem, but today, today she had been tested to just how much shame and humiliation she could take.
Not only had Dave's slut of a secretary attended his funeral, with her fiancée no less, but his ex-wife and son had attended too. She'd expected them to attend of course, but she hadn't expected Dave's parent's to sit beside the ex-wife and hold her hand without so much as one word to Cheryl. She'd known that Dave's parents had thought highly of his first wife, but she'd always gotten along well with them.
Did they suspect her? The looks of hatred and suspicion that Dave's mother had thrown her way several times throughout the gathering in the hall after the ceremony certainly suggested as much. 
All day long Cheryl had felt watched, scrutinized. She'd sobbed into her tissue, leaning into her mother's chest for support and acted the way any grieving widow would have behaved, yet she felt the eyes of suspicion boring into her back the whole time. 
Cheryl had ignored both the secretary and ex-wife all day, figuring that a young woman truly mourning her dead husband would behave the same way. She behaved like a young woman who's pain of betrayal could never outweigh the pain of her grief and heartache. 
The blows to Cheryl's confidence, pride and dignity had been thick and fast recently, but today she'd had the biggest blow of all. Dave hadn't been involved with his ex-wife just for the past six months, he'd been involved with her throughout the whole of his relationship with Cheryl.
He had called his ex-wife from the payphone outside the church on their wedding day, the church where he had just vowed to love Cheryl and only Cheryl for the rest of his life. 
He had not begun a sexual affair with her until six months ago, but he'd never lost contact with her or stopped telling her he loved her. Dave had told Cheryl that he left his ex-wife, but it wasn't true. She had kicked Dave out after learning of an affair with a woman from his office.
And who had Cheryl heard all this from? Who had pulled her aside at her husband's funeral to inform her that her marriage was basically a sham and that Dave had never loved her?
No-one other than her own father.
Oh, he told her out of concern, he said. He couldn't bear the thought of her finding out from someone else, he said. But Cheryl knew the truth. Inside he would be overjoyed that he was right about her, that she hadn't been able to keep her husband happy because she was useless and a waste of everyone's time.
She had failed again, and deep down her father would be very happy to be proven right.
Sobs racked her body as tears of devastation ran down her face. The urge to hurt herself; scratch, claw, smash her face against something was overwhelming and she rushed forward on shaky legs, falling to her knees in front of the dressing table. She yanked the top drawer open with too much force, the drawer coming away in her hands and spilling its contents all over the floor. Searching through the scattered items, Cheryl found what she was looking for. 
Her nail scissors.
She quickly removed her black jacket and white blouse, violently throwing them to the other side of the room. Without hesitation, she opened the small scissors and scrapped the blade along her skin on the underside of her arm, just near the armpit. 
The pain was immediate and Cheryl hissed, her teeth gritted to prevent her from crying out. 
Aware that she couldn't do too much damage in case anyone saw it, she kept the scratch small but pressed harder and whimpered as the blades penetrated her skin. 
Blood ran in small rivers down her arm and she whimpered, the physical pain completely overtaking her emotional pain. 
No longer crying but weary, exhausted and dazed, Cheryl tugged a few tissues from the box on her dresser and pressed them to her cut. After blotting the wound, she checked it and winced when she saw how deep it was.
Concerned about infection, Cheryl went into the small en-suite shower room and turned on the spray. Wincing and baring her teeth at the sting of the hot water on her wound, Cheryl decided she would go out. 
There was only one cure for her mood, she'd go crazy if she didn't do something. 
After a quick shower, Cheryl pressed an old pair of her sweat pants against her wound to stop the bleeding. Then, she bandaged her arm and rushed around her room to get ready. 
But you have to be careful, a voice whispered as she dressed in jeans and a sensible top. 
You buried your husband who you murdered today, the voice warned as she did her hair and make-up then packed a bag containing a short, revealing black dress and spike heels with her favourite perfume. 
You'll arouse suspicion if you get caught, the voice continued as Cheryl packed her make-up bag and brush for touch-ups. 
Ignoring the constant nagging of the persistent voice, Cheryl picked up her bag and car keys and hurried from the room. 
***
Cheryl panted and squirmed as the man's hands sent ripples of pleasure through her. 
No, not a man, she thought fondly as he pressed her forcefully against the wall, passionately kissing her neck. She raised one leg and wrapped it around his waist, his groan of pleasure heightening her own. 
He was too young and inexperienced to be considered a man. He was maybe eighteen years old; attractive but very shy. Cheryl had spotted him immediately, standing in the corner of the bar with a couple of friends, a sense of calm and quiet about them unusual for their age. 
Like a lioness goes for the weakest zebra in the herd, Cheryl went for him.
She needed to feel beautiful and desired, to feel the lust driven hands of a man on her body. She knew how good she looked in her short, tight dress and heels. The lad never knew what hit him. 
He'd been easy. 
She tried to remember his name as she unzipped his jeans, his moan of pleasure at her touch causing her to whimper in lustful need. Ryan, she remembered. He'd gasped his name as she'd dragged him from the bar and into the closest private room she could find. The bulb in the storeroom wasn't very bright but Cheryl could see the door was open ever so slightly.
Anyone could walk in now and catch them. 
The thought caused Cheryl's switch to tick completely over and she pushed the lad away from her. Turning to her right, she bent over a pile of boxes and pulled her skirt up.
She had already removed her underwear in her car and put them in her handbag before entering the bar.
“Inside me,” she gasped. “I want you inside me now.”
Ryan was definitely inexperienced and spent some time fumbling as he prodded at her several times, trying to find her entrance before sliding into her. 
She arched her back and cried out in pleasure as he began to rock inside her. The noises he made the instant he was inside warned Cheryl that it wasn't going to last long. She pulled the front of her dress down to expose her breasts then grabbed his hands. She placed them over her breasts then pushed back to meet his thrusts. 
He called out as he came and Cheryl smiled. 
The incredible power she felt was far more powerful than any orgasm she'd ever had. At this moment, the lad was hers and hers alone. 
Ryan fumbled with his jeans and favoured her with a look of desire and awe as he slid his zipper up. 
“Wow,” he said.
“Wow, yourself.” Cheryl pulled her dress down, adjusted the top then pulled her underwear out of her handbag. 
“That's never happened to me before,” Ryan told her as she slid her underwear up her legs.
“I'll bet not,” she said smiling. Checking her watch, she gasped at how late it was. Nicole would be about ready to call 999 if she didn't get back soon.
“I have to go,” Cheryl said distractedly as she pondered the most believable explanation that she could tell James and Nicole to explain her whereabouts.
“Will I see you again?” Ryan asked quietly and Cheryl looked at him. He gazed at her with such a puppy-dog besotted expression that Cheryl smiled in triumph. 
The rush of power and confidence exhilarated her.
“Maybe. Are you in here often?”
Ryan nodded eagerly. “This is my local.”
“Then I'll know right where to find you.” She kissed him and he moaned as she slid her tongue into his mouth. Holding his hand, the two left the storeroom and went back into the bar. 
Cheryl immediately spotted Ryan's friends as they gaped in their direction. For their benefit, Cheryl pulled Ryan to her and kissed him passionately before turning and leaving the bar. 
“Wait.” Ryan rushed after her, tugging on her arm as she left the main door. “What's your name? When will I see you again?”
“I'm your mystery lover,” Cheryl told him smiling. “You'll see me again. Soon.” 
She walked back to her car, smiling triumphantly. He may be inexperienced with women but the bitter disappointment on his handsome young face showed he understood when he'd been used.
Like what Dave did to me.
Not the same at all, Cheryl told herself as she got into her car and started the engine. She'd never promised Ryan love and faithfulness; she'd merely had sex with him. 
If he'd believed there was more to it, he hadn't got the ideas from her. As far as she was concerned, that put her in the clear. 
The lad could use a little toughening up anyway. 
Cheryl was waiting at the bar's car park exit when she realised that Ryan was standing outside the bar's main doors. He wasn't moving, but stood completely still as he watched her car. 
Cheryl felt a slight chill crawl up her spine and was thankful she'd travelled 30 miles to this bar to avoid running into someone she knew. 
Finally, a break in the traffic enabled her to pull out and begin the journey back to James and Nicole's house. Relaxing as Ryan's forlorn image disappeared from her rear view mirror, Cheryl turned on the radio and smiled happily. 
She had gotten away with murder and was now a wealthy, young, beautiful widow. She sang along to the radio as she drove into her new life. 
Good riddance, Dave. I hope you burn in hell. Forever.


Chapter Eleven
Mike groaned as he forced his sore eyes open, the pain in his head causing him to immediately wonder if he'd fallen and banged it at some point last night. 
He couldn't remember. 
The bright sunlight streaming through the window made Mike think of vampires and he imagined himself bursting into flames at the harsh glare that seemed to melt his eyes. 
Could've at least closed the curtains when I came to bed. 
He grabbed a pillow and covered his face with it. At least I made it to bed. He tried to remember coming upstairs. 
He couldn't. 
He did vaguely remember picking the phone up a couple of times to ring Mandy at her parents' house, but he couldn't remember whether he'd actually spoken to anyone. 
Considering the state he'd been in, he sincerely hoped not. 
He felt a sudden rush of loss so devastating that he groaned again.
Mandy is gone. She left me. 
Hot tears began to sting his eyes and he forced himself out of bed and into the shower. 
He went about washing, shaving and dressing before heading downstairs to make himself a mug of black coffee whilst trying to force all thoughts of Mandy and the children he'd never have out of his mind. He refused to dwell on thoughts of divorce or the image of her face, so beautiful and full of pain the last time he'd seen her.
Pain that he'd put there. 
As hard as he tried, she invaded his thoughts and haunted him for the rest of the day. He cleaned out the garage, did a little gardening then tinkered with a small broken-down motorbike that had become his latest project. 
He didn't call Mandy.
She didn't call him.
Finally, come tea-time, Mike was exhausted by the emotional battle he had fought and lost all day. He went inside the house and turned on the TV. 
Sprawled on the large corner sofa, staring at, but not seeing the TV, Mike thought of Mandy.
He ran through the argument in his mind, sometimes feeling ashamed, sometimes feeling mortified at Mandy's accusation.
Had he projected feelings onto the Turner widow? Did he believe she was guilty purely because his wife was guilty in being unable to give him a child? 
Did his anguish run that deep?
He shook his head at his own thoughts. She did it. I know she did it. 
Don't I?
He thought of the look he'd seen the Turner woman giving him as he was leaving the Harrison's living room. He knew he was messed up and that he had some serious healing ahead of him, but he knew she had killed her husband, no matter what anyone said.
Even Carl didn't believe that murder had been committed. 
Mike had been put on leave and it'd been made very clear that a certain amount of compassion was felt for him regarding his personal circumstances, but that compassion would only stretch so far. He was to take a months leave and sort his problems out. He was also to see the counsellor the department had arranged for him.
He didn't want to do any of that. He wanted to move on with his life and forget the past week. His blood boiled when he thought of the Turner woman, how happy she would be right now at fooling everyone. He pictured Dave Turner's body and grimaced. 
He was a police officer and a murder had been committed, but there was nothing he could do about it. He wondered if he was dwelling on this situation because it was out of his hands. He could pick the phone up right now and speak to Mandy, but no matter what he did, the Turner woman had gotten away with murder. 
The thought that stunned him the most was the answer that had swirled around in his mind all day; did he want to save his marriage. And the answer was, he didn't know. 
He knew that he didn't want to lose Mandy, but he had no idea if they would ever be able to get through this. He felt like everyone wanted him to be this rock solid policeman who would stay firm and strong for Mandy while she fell apart. 
He tried to picture his life without Mandy, and he couldn't. He knew he didn't want to lose her, but he knew he was afraid of getting her back and everything being different between them.
What would be worse: to lose Mandy for good, or to get her back and have a strained relationship?
He couldn't picture his life without Mandy, so did that mean he wanted to call her and talk to her?
No, it didn't. 
He had no desire to talk to or see her because the ugly truth of the situation was, it was her fault. 
She was the one who couldn't have children, and she had left him because of it. Mike could see only two options: either work things out with Mandy and never have children, or leave Mandy and find himself another woman to start a family with. 
It all boiled down to, what did he want more? Mandy, or children.
Both dammit. I want both. 
Mike shook his head. There was no picking between the two. Any children of his own that he pictured resembled Mandy, and when he tried to imagine another woman in his life—well, he just plain couldn't.
I love her more than anything. So why am I sat here thinking all this when I should be talking about it with her? 
He didn't move and remained staring at the TV.
Where would he start? How could he even begin to say he was sorry when he still felt the way he did towards her?
The Turner woman popped into his mind again as he thought of the conversation with Carl. Mr Turner's alcohol limit had been through the roof and had given further credit to the theory of accidental death, which it had been officially cited as. 
All these incidents happening around him and he was powerless to stop any of it.
He didn't think he'd ever felt so helpless in his whole life. Then he thought of Dave Turner, intoxicated on his bed when fire had started to eat at him. He pictured the burnt corpse once again, its hands covering its head. He must have felt the pain, even through his alcohol dulled senses. 
At least his pain ended, thought Mike, then felt terrible for thinking such a thing. A young woman had got away with murder and his wife was infertile. 
And there wasn't a damn thing he could do about any of it. 
Suddenly, a car door slammed and Mike lurched up from the sofa.
Mandy! Mandy is here.
The tide of excitement ebbed as disappointment when Mike saw his father heading up the front path and he turned away from the window and sat back down with a sigh. 
Not that he wasn't happy to see his father; they were very close and no-one could cheer him up like his dad. But he knew his dad had come to discuss Mandy. 
The stereotypical motherin-law/daughter-in-law relationship didn't apply to Mandy and his mother; they adored each other. Mandy had probably called his parents to let them know she'd left to save them from hearing it from someone else. 
The front door opened and his dad yelled “how do”, his usual greeting. 
“In here, dad,” Mike called, mentally preparing himself for the painful conversation his dad was about to force him into. He suddenly felt like he had the day he'd come home at the age of 14 after having his first beer with his friends. 
His dad strode into the living room, took a seat in the two seater sofa and openly studied him. Mike stared at the TV. As always, his dad won the battle and Mike finally glanced at him. 
Leaning forward with his large arms resting on his knees, his father frowned. “Well, you don't look good son.”
“Thanks, dad,” Mike replied sarcastically.
His dad leaned back. “Want to tell me what's been going on then?” Not one for beating around the bush, Robert Jamison always got straight to the point. 
Standing up, Mike said “I'm sorry dad, I really don't want to talk about it.” He headed into the kitchen, his dad on his heels. 
“Well, that's a shame coz I came here to talk about it. So, what're we gonna do now?”
His father took a seat at the kitchen table while Mike poured some vodka into a glass. Watching but saying nothing, his dad cleared his throat as Mike downed the glass then poured himself another. 
“What has Mandy told you?” Mike asked, knowing his dad wouldn't leave until the topic had been discussed. His father sighed. “I want to hear from you.”
Downing a second glass, Mike said “she's left me." He turned and faced his dad who now regarded him with worry. “She's infertile and I don't support her enough. So, she left me.”
“You make that sound like an accusation. She said you've been distant, that you won't even look at her. At first she thought you were struggling to cope with it, but now she feels like you blame her and that you're angry with her. Mandy's just found out she's never going to have children of her own, Mike. She needs your help and support—“
He flinched as Mike slammed his glass down. “She needs support? What about me? I can't have children either now. It affects me just as much as it does her, but Oh no! I'm supposed to take it on the chin and help her through it and because I can't, because I'm actually affected too, she leaves me. She's turning to me to help her through something that's her fucking fault!”
Stricken speechless by his own outburst, the anger and blame in his voice and the absolute shock on his father's face, Mike turned and leaned on the kitchen counter, his head bowed in shame. 
The way he felt right then, he didn't believe anything, no words or action could have jolted him out of the dark place he felt buried in. 
But his father's next words did just that.
“Your mother and I lost a baby before we were blessed with you.”
Mike raised his head but didn't turn around.
“A little girl.”
Mike squeezed his eyes shut and heard his dad's chair scrape back and he stood and approached him, stopping directly behind Mike.
“I'm not gonna patronize you and say I know how you feel, because I couldn't possibly, but I do know the pain of losing a child and the effect it has on a marriage.”
“Why wasn't I ever told about this?”
His father sighed, a weary sound heavy with decades worth of grief and heartache. “We didn't see the need to tell you. A routine scan detected a problem with the baby and we were sat down and told our daughter couldn't possibly survive outside of the womb, if your mother ever even made it to full term. Your mother was taken in and induced. She came home the next day no longer pregnant. A month later, we separated.”
Mike turned and looked at his father, who appeared to have aged in the last few minutes. His childhood had been a happy one, untainted by domestic quarrels or absent parents. 
He couldn't even picture his parents arguing, let alone imagine them separating. Sure, they quarrelled and disagreed, but he'd never heard them shout and scream at each other. 
He and Mandy had often commented on the strength of his parents' relationship, the banter that went on between the two and how they still seemed to enjoy each others company so much. Mike had hoped many times that he and Mandy would still be that close in years to come. 
This revelation gave him hope that his marriage could still be saved.
“How long were you apart for, dad?”
“Not long, maybe a month or so. Your mother stayed at her parents' house.” His dad looked him in the eye. “Watching you just then reminded me of how I felt all those years ago. That coz I'm a man I was supposed to feel nothing and support your mother who was so grief-stricken the doc gave her medication to get her through it. No-one asked me how I was feeling. I can at least say I know how that feels. Of course, back then, men weren't supposed to have feelings, and they certainly didn't discuss painful issues. But things are different now. I apologize for wording it the way I did. Mandy doesn't just need your support, you need hers also. You need each other if you're gonna get through this. Do you love Mandy?”
Mike nodded.
“Do you wanna get through this with her, or do you want the marriage to end here?”
“I love her, dad. And I want to get through this. But, where do I start? How do I even begin to fix this?”
The ice that Mike had worried about cracking began to do just that. His voice faltered and tears stung his eyes. Ashamed of the emotions that he could no longer control, Mike lowered his head. 
His father stepped forward and placed his hands on Mike's shoulders. “It's okay, son,” he murmured—and that did it. 
The ice shattered completely and Mike did something he hadn't done since he was a little boy—he cried in his father's arms. 
 
Part Two.
 
Seven years later...


Chapter Twelve 
Finally, after months of planning and preparation, hours and hours of watching her and following her, noting her habits and timetables, he was finally ready.
He moved into the tiny kitchen of the one bedroom flat he was temporarily renting and switched the kettle on. 
Patience was not one of his strongest points, especially when it came to her, and many times during the previous months he had almost put his plan into motion prematurely. His pain and rage had almost gotten the better of him, especially the day she had walked in front of his car after he'd stopped to let her cross. The urge to run her down and leave nothing but a big sticky smear on the road to mark her passing had been overwhelming. But no, that would be too easy for her. 
And what he had planned would be far more satisfying. 
Her torment would go on for years. 
He glanced at the picture on the small ugly side table, the only picture he had brought with him. Regretfully, he looked away.
He couldn't be that man, that happy smiling man with the woman he loved by his side. 
This coming week, two weeks at the most, he would have to do things, hurt people. 
He would never again be able to think of himself as a law abiding citizen.
But he had no choice.
He gritted his teeth in rage, just the thought of what she had done to him causing his fury to boil. He wouldn't rest until she paid and he'd been following her long enough to know how to get her.
He smiled now, a genuine smile. His plans were clever yes, but ultimately she was to be the cause of her own undoing. Nothing but a greedy slut with terrible relationships with those who ought to be closest to her. 
She had made his plans so much easier. He knew what and how to do it, and he'd already started the ball rolling. 
Cheryl Turner was finally going to get what she deserved.


Chapter Thirteen
Detective Mike Jamison eased his car up the narrow bumpy road and came to a slow stop. It was exactly 6.05am, according to his digital car clock and bitterly cold. 
Misty fog hung close to the ground, making the distant motorway invisible with only an occasional blur of twin headlights to mark a vehicles passing. 
Technicians and police scurried about the scene, all looking like ghostly images in the mist and made even more eerie by the flashing red lights of their vehicles. 
Mike spotted an older gentleman, bundled up in a large coat and wearing a hat and gloves as he sat sideways out of one of the patrol cars. His feet flat on the ground, he repeatedly blew into a steaming cup he held just under his chin whilst his left hand petted the head of the large black dog that sat by his side. 
The dog walker who found the body, Mike thought. 
Mike had been awakened 20 minutes earlier by his partner Lee Morris. “Just got a 999 call from a dog walker,” Lee began as soon as Mike lifted the receiver. Before Mike could wonder at the lunacy of walking a dog at such an ungodly hour, Lee told him that a dead body had been found, dumped not far from the motorway. 
Wide awake in seconds, Mike hung up, dressed and rushed from the house. On the way over, he'd tried to recall any recent missing persons cases. He couldn't. 
As well as that, he hoped with all his soul that it wasn't the body of a child. 
Mike put on his best poker face and stepped out of his car. 
Passing the dog walker, Mike heard the man murmuring quietly, repeatedly uttering the words “It's okay, it's okay”, apparently to the dog which Mike recognized as a black Labrador. The dog regarded Mike solemnly as he passed before nuzzling into his owner's hand.
Even the dog appeared shaken and upset by the incident. 
Camera flashes in the misty morning darkness drew Mike's eyes to the road ahead. The dirt road ended abruptly into a little cul-de-sac surrounded completely by trees. Anyone who happened to take a wrong turn down this road would be forced to turn their car around and head out the way they came. 
A portion of the road had been sectioned off from the rest as a forensic technician took pictures of the ground. Tire tracks, Mike noticed as he approached. 
The next step would be to make casts of the prints in the event that a suspect was apprehended and comparisons made to the suspects vehicle.
Immediately to the left of the tire tracks was a hill sloping gently downwards and Mike spotted his partner Lee standing amongst uniformed police and technicians with their flashing camera lights. A pale form was laying on the ground at their feet. 
The murder victim.
Mike made his way down the embankment, hoping his face didn't portray the sudden wave of nausea he felt. He stood beside Lee who turned slightly and nodded his greeting. 
Although they'd been partnered for the past 6 months and worked well together, they hadn't yet, if they ever would, formed a bond that went beyond work. Mike still mourned Carl who had lost his life to a sudden and devastating heart attack two years earlier and found he couldn't get used to working with a man so different from his friend.
Lee Morris was a handsome young man who always dressed his best. Despite the early hour, he wore a crisp suit and tie with a shirt so white it dazzled in the gloomy morning. His hair was impeccably done and his aftershave wafted off him in waves. 
Mike couldn't say he disliked the younger man, he just couldn't get used to him and wondered if he ever would. 
Unable to postpone the inevitable, Mike looked down at the body. A heavy sickness assaulted him and he gritted his teeth in anger. His prayers that it wouldn't be the body of a child had apparently gone unanswered. Although the nude female body sprawled at his feet appeared to be in her late teens – early twenties, she was still heartbreakingly young and in Mike's opinion was classed as a child. 
The young woman lay sprawled on her back, legs crossed at the ankles and arms straight out to the sides with the palms of her hands facing up. Although Mike could see bruising on her thighs and hips, they were yellow and relatively faint. 
Very fresh however were the marks that circled the girl's wrists. She had definitely been bound. Her ankles bore the same raw wounds. 
An ugly bruise also circled her throat, causing Mike to immediately suspect cause of death by strangulation, but he knew enough by now to never assume anything. 
The positioning of the body reminded Mike of Jesus on the cross and her hair was fanned around her head in such a way that made it obvious someone had laid it out that way.
Observing her young face, Mike could see that she had been an attractive young woman. His throat clenched. 
“Dammed shame,” Lee said beside him, and Mike nodded. “Poor bloke up there is beside himself. We've asked him to go to a hospital to be checked out for shock.”
Mike frowned as he recalled the dog walker, remembering he hadn't exactly looked young, though he had paid more attention to the dog. 
“What was he doing down here anyway? How come he wasn't walking on the road up there?”
“He was.” Lee shifted beside him and consulted his notes. “He says he was walking his normal route like he does every morning, when the dog suddenly stood real still and began sniffing the air and whining. He didn't pay too much attention, thinking the dog may have scented a rabbit, or maybe a cat. Then he realised that the dog wasn't following him, so he stopped and called to it. He says the dog ignored him and kind of slouched his way to the top of this slope, started part the way down, then started making a really loud whining sound. He says he knew something was really wrong since his dog is very obedient and wouldn't react like that to a cat or a rabbit. He made his way slightly down this hill before he spotted the body. He swears neither he nor the dog went very close. As soon as he realised what he was looking at, he high-tailed it home and called the police.”
Mike nodded, feeling bad for the man. His morning walks would forever be haunted by the memory of the cold misty morning when he found a dead young woman, dumped by the roadside as if she were a piece of rubbish.
Both men regarded the body solemnly when one of the forensic technicians, a young man named Martin Wong whom Mike liked well enough but felt needed a social life, a hobby or a beautiful woman, suddenly straightened up and glanced around, as if surprised to find himself in the company of others. He lowered his camera and made his way over to Mike and Lee. 
“What've we got, Martin?” Mike asked. 
The attractive Asian man's features frowned towards the victim. 
“Female, I'd say no older than 21 years of age. Rope marks on her wrists, ankles and throat. No other visible injuries. She's been dead no longer than two hours and she was killed at this location.”
“How do you know that?” Lee asked. 
Martin stooped down and gestured for the 2 detectives to do the same then pointed to the girl's feet. They were filthy and caked with mud.
“She walked from the vehicle that brought her to this place. Along with the tire tracks up there, we also found 2 sets of footprints in the mud. One of bare feet, around a size five,” he gestured again to the victim, “and another set of what appear to be trainers about size 11. Whether she was sexually assaulted or not, we don't yet know. But it seems unlikely the guy brought her here naked and didn't perform any kind of assault, before or after she died.”
Mike grimaced at the thought of a man crouched over the dead woman, doing things... He shook his head roughly and the three men stood.
“And something else,” Martin said. “She has no defence wounds. Whoever did this to her either took her by surprise very quickly and with little violence, or she knew and trusted him enough to let him close enough to subdue her very quickly. I've taken all the pictures I need of her front. I'm about to turn her over to check her back.”
Mike and Lee nodded as Martin stepped away, gesturing to a blond female forensic technician who immediately snapped on a pair of gloves and crouched beside him. Martin placed his hands on the victim's hip and the blond held the shoulder. He counted to three and the two turned the victim over. 
The female technician, fairly new to the job couldn't contain a wince at the sight while Martin's features remained bland. Mike and Lee moved forward and all inspected the wound. 
A large cross had been carved into the woman's back running horizontally from shoulder blade to shoulder blade and vertically from the base of her neck to the base of her spine. 
“Please tell me she was already dead when he did that,” Lee said through gritted teeth. 
Martin shook his head. “She was alive when this cross was carved into her back.” He inspected the ground. Blood was visible where the body had lain, but not nearly enough for such a large wound. “It was inflicted elsewhere. Find the vehicle that brought her here, and you'll find ample blood in it. Unless this guy is a smart one and laid her onto something.”
“I'll go and speak to the dog walker again,” Lee said. “He may have seen something: a car leaving the area, a person that didn't seem suspicious at the time—whatever. Hopefully he saw something useful that he didn't think was useful when he saw it.”
“Makes sense,” Martin said nodding and Mike nodded, unable to take his eyes of the body laying at his feet. 
Lee scurried off and the technicians followed to retrieve the body bag. 
Mike gazed into the distance, the noises from the speeding vehicles on the motorway reaching him. He wondered vaguely whether someone had seen something as they drove by, but he knew there wasn't even a slight chance of it. 
Get a grip, get a grip, he told himself over and over again as the anxiety attack tightened its grip on him. 
He was aware of the young woman being subjected to further photographs before her body was then loaded into a body bag. Unable to keep his eyes averted, he caught a glimpse of her face just before the zipper was pulled up. 
He swallowed the bile that threatened to come bursting from his throat at any second and watched as the body bag was carried up the slope. He carried on watching until the body bag was out of sight, but he knew that he'd see her face in his dreams for many nights to come.
Martin made his way back down the slope and extended his hand to Mike. “We'll take her in now, Mike.” Mike nodded and returned the handshake. 
“How long till we know whether sexual assault took place?”
“The autopsy will probably take place around noon.” Mike nodded. “Take care, Mike.”
“You too, Martin.”
He watched Martin scramble back up the slope and wondered how the man could be so pleasant when he spent his days cutting up the bodies of the dead. 
He was so lost in his thoughts that he startled when Lee suddenly appeared beside him. “Well, I've got good news and bad news,” 
Mike frowned.
“I'll start with the good news. We have a positive I. D on the victim. Officer up there recognizes her. We'll run her prints to confirm it but he's positive it's her.”
“That is good news,” Mike said nodding. “It certainly gives us a good start this early on in the investigation. So, what's the bad news?”
Lee looked at him and sighed. “She was a prostitute, Mike.”
Mike exhaled and shook his head. 
A prostitute.
Damn it. 


Chapter Fourteen
Mike stared at the picture on his computer screen, the noise of the chaotic office around him a mere hum as he concentrated on the face before him. 
The hair was different; the victim's hair had been a dark red colour as it fanned around her head, in this picture it was bleached blond with about 3 inches of dark root growth. The hair draped the girls shoulders in oily coils, completely washing out her already pale complexion.
Dark circles shadowed the scowling eyes that flashed anger and defiance at her arrest. Although angry, the victim was very much alive in this picture, taken just 6 weeks earlier. 
She had been arrested for accosting men outside a busy supermarket in broad daylight, offering them cheap sex. Young, old, alone or with their families, she had offered all cheap quick sex in their vehicles right then and there. Clearly drunk, the store manager had called the police.
Mike sighed and looked at her name.
Laura Melling.
Their murder victim's name was Laura Melling and she was a prostitute. 
Shaking his head, Mike wrote the victim's address and the address of her parents' house down. Once he had informed the parents of their daughter's death, they would then search the victim's flat for any clues that may lead to her killer.
Mike knew that this was going to be a very difficult case. Most murders were committed by someone known to the victim. Tracing their last moments, checking mobile phone records, bank statements and investigating those closest to them could produce a suspect or rule out the innocent very quickly. Most people lived rather unspectacular lives and followed the same routine on a daily basis. 
Investigating the murder of a prostitute was not as simple.
Tracking down all the people that Laura had come into contact with in the hours leading up to her death was near impossible. Learning what cars she had gotten into the evening she was murdered would take nothing short of a miracle. 
People that worked, or cruised those streets very seldom talked with police officers; they would be too concerned about the consequences that may fall back on them. 
Unless a credible witness came forward with information stating that they saw Laura getting into a vehicle with a description of the car, licence plate and driver, then the chances of finding this killer were slim.
But, before the hunt for Laura Melling's killer could begin, Mike would have to deliver the news of her brutal torture and murder to her parents. 
Laura had a considerable police record with a variety of crimes, one in particular concerning theft, filed by her own parents. 
The couple must have gone through hell with their daughter and they were about to hear the worst news any parents could hear. 
God, I hate this.
Lee appeared by Mike's desk and the men shared a look. No words needed, Mike stood, put on his jacket and followed Lee out of the door.
***
Derrick and Theresa Melling lived in what was considered the 'nice' part of town. The houses, though neither large nor terribly expensive, were attractive and well-kept on a nice quiet estate. 
Not the sort of place Mike expected to find Laura's parents.
Mike observed the front lawn; spotless and decorated with colourful flowers. Even the pathway itself appeared to have been scrubbed. The house and garden were well-kept, giving Mike the impression that Mr and Mrs Melling would be just as immaculate.
Mike ran his speech through his mind as Lee knocked on the door. This time it was Mike's turn to drop the death news. No matter how many times he had to do this, it never got any easier. He was unable to completely detach himself from the situation and he knew as he delivered the speech to the Melling's he himself would feel the blow of his own words. 
Within seconds the front door opened and a man stared out at them. Tall and broad with a full head of grey hair and a beard the same colour, the man scowled and narrowed his eyes. 
“Yes?” he asked.
“Mr Melling?”
He looked at Mike, then nodded, though his frown deepened.
“I'm detective Mike Jamison and this is detective Lee Morris. May we come in?”
“This is about Laura, isn't it?” Mr Melling said, his features set in anger and his voice clipped. 
“It is,” Mike answered softly. “May we come in?”
“Look, whatever trouble that girl is in, we don't want to know. We are not bailing her out, we will not be going to see her and we want nothing to do with her.”
Mike gaped in shock as Lee lowered his head and shuffled his feet. Usually when they appeared on someone's doorstep, people were immediately afraid, their eyes first going wide with shock, then dread as they stood aside to let the officers inside their home.
Mike had never experienced this kind of reaction before. Obviously, Laura Melling had caused her parents a lot of grief and trouble over the years, so much so that the appearance of two officers on his doorstep had immediately put the father on the defence.
“Derrick?” A woman's voice called. She suddenly appeared by his side and Mr Melling put a protective arm around her. 
Mike stared at her, temporarily stunned. A very small thin woman with dark hair and dark eyes, she was an older version of her daughter. 
In spite of living on the streets and existing on alcohol, booze or both, the girl had still maintained her looks to a certain degree and the resemblance to her mother was shocking. 
“What has Laura done?”Mrs Melling asked, her eyes on Mike as she wrapped her arms around her husband's torso and leaned into him. In response, Mr Melling tightened his grip on her and they both stared at Mike. 
“May we please come in?” Mike asked again, extremely reluctant to give them life-changing devastating news on their front doorstep.
“Whatever she's done, you can tell us here,” Mr Melling told him, his expression hard and set. Lost for words, Mike looked at Mrs Melling. Immediately, her eyes widened in horror, realisation of the truth evident. “Oh God,” she murmured. “How.”
“I'm very sorry. Laura's body was found early this morning. She was murdered.”
Mrs Melling sagged and leaned into her husband. "Oh God," she muttered, then began to cry. Mr Melling looked stunned at first, but his face went grim once again. “Our daughter has been dead to us for some time, officer. Around the time she started stealing from us and selling her body. Indeed, we have been waiting for this, for it was only a matter of time.”
Easing his crying wife against him, Mr Melling closed his front door with a loud slam.


Chapter Fourteen
“I hope you're not gonna go through my stuff. I ain't done nothin'”
The young woman, though you wouldn't know she was young just from looking at her, stared defiantly at Lee, her hard expression clouding as she glanced around the room at the other officers. 
The girl was Rachel Watkins, Laura Melling's roommate and fellow prostitute. She was only 26 years old, but she looked more like 47. Her face was haggard and deeply lined with bright blotches patterning her face. 
Completely unmoved by Laura's murder, the girl had been on the offensive since the officers had arrived. 
Mike left Lee with the girl and wandered slowly through the living room and into the hallway. There was no carpet on the floor and no décor throughout the small dark flat. It smelled as though it hadn't had a good clean in sometime. 
Rubbish littered the floor, though it was minimal. Passing the tiny kitchen, Mike paused briefly, then moved on after seeing the mess in there. He wasn't keen to have to search in there for any evidence. 
Laura's bedroom lay at the end of the hall and Mike hoped her room wasn't in the same sorry state as the rest of the flat. They needed evidence of any kind that may lead to a suspect. It would be difficult to find any in this mess. 
Bracing himself. Mike opened her bedroom door, then paused in surprise. 
Laura's room was not only decorated and carpeted, it was spotlessly clean. Apart from a few make-up items scattered atop the dressing table and one or two outfits laid out on the neatly made bed, it was also tidy. 
Painted a soft pink colour with a carpet to match, the room looked more suited to a nine year old girl rather than that of a young woman. 
A half-burnt incense stick still rested in its oblong holder, long burnt out but still leaving its smell within the room.
Sandalwood. 
Mike walked into the room and looked around, a lump in his throat. He tried not to think of her body as he looked around, imagining the girl getting herself ready in here the night she was killed. He looked at the clothes on the bed. 
Had she tried numerous outfits on, looking at herself in the full-length mirror before deciding on one that didn't make her ass look big? Had she tried various looks with her make-up before deciding on one that went with her outfit?
A panic attack uncoiled within his gut like a vicious venomous snake that was awakening to the smell of warm-bloodied meal. Mike didn't fight the anxiety that surged within him, for he found these sort of attacks easier to control. He knew the reason for this attack, it was the ones that snuck up on him for no reason that he struggled with. 
This girl had sold her body for drugs and alcohol and lived in a dump of a flat with a fellow prostitute, yet she styled her room like that of a little girl fascinated with princess'. She had been butchered and strangled then dumped by the roadside, a young life cut tragically short, yet not one person seemed affected by her horrific murder. Not her roommate, her parents—no-one. 
Mike took a deep breath and straightened up, glad he'd entered this room alone. A shelf floated above the girl's bed and Mike leaned in to look at the framed pictures that were lined up neatly upon it. His throat tightened again as he saw a picture of Laura with her parents. Appearing about 12 years old, she sat between her mother and father, a huge floppy Santa hat on her head and a large Christmas tree in the background. 
All 3 grinned happily at the camera, their arms around one another. 
How had this girl strayed so far from the right path? He didn't have any children of his own so he supposed his opinion was void, but one thing he did know with absolute certainty is that he'd allow no daughter of his to leave the house if he knew she was selling her body or using drugs. If he had to lock her up in her room, so be it. 
And even if that failed, he could not picture washing his hands of his own child to the degree that Laura's parents had.
But that was just him. 
“Whoa,” came Lee's voice from behind him. Mike turned and faced him, seeing the same shocked expression on his face that he supposed his own had portrayed when entering the clean tidy bedroom. “So it's that one that's the pig,” Lee said, jerking his head towards the open door. 
The roommate Rachel's voice reached then, becoming more and more aggressive as she voiced her disapproval at the officers' intrusion. 
Again, Mike felt a pang of sadness. Did no-one care that Laura had been murdered? Even if Rachel had liked or cared for Laura, Mike expected some sort of a reaction to the girl's brutal murder, even if it was selfish one in regards to her own safety. Was there not one person who could find it in themselves to feel some sorrow at the girl's murder?
Shoving the thoughts out of his mind and concentrating on the job at hand, Mike joined Lee in searching the girl's room after they had both put on their gloves. They needed something, anything that may give them a lead to someone who may have wanted Laura Melling dead. 
Five minutes into the search as Mike was looking through the single wardrobe, Lee called him over and pointed to a stack of letters he'd found in Laura's dresser drawer. 
Picking the first one up and quickly scanning the first few lines, Mike raised his eyebrows. “Love letters.”
“Anonymous love letters,” Lee told him. “There's at least 8 in there, all dated and she received them all in the last fortnight.”
“There's no evidence of a steady boyfriend that may have stayed with Laura on a regular basis,” Mike said, eyeing the room for any tell-tale piece of male clothing or man's toiletries that may have escaped his earlier observation. 
“According to the roommate,” Lee said, “she didn't really know Laura, has in fact been avoiding her these past few weeks. Said Laura had decided to kick the drugs and she's been difficult to be around. That said, she's also stated that Laura spent most of her time in this room, only coming out to fix herself something to eat or to use the bathroom.”
“Can you blame her,” Mike muttered. 
Lee fluttered the letters at Mike. “We need to find out who sent these; he just might be our man. I'll go ask the roommate if she knows anything about these letters.”
Both men strode towards the door. Before leaving, Mike glanced back into the room. He vowed he'd get the man responsible for this. 
After one last look, he gently closed the door behind him. 


Chapter Fifteen
Mike glanced at the wall clock and groaned. 
6.30pm.
He'd been working for 14 hours straight and he was utterly done in. Not so much physically, but emotionally. 
After finding out where Laura had worked a regular job; a bar in an undesirable area known for drugs and prostitution, he and Lee had hotfooted it over there to learn what they could. 
The pub manager and his wife had been shocked and upset to learn of Laura's murder, the wife's tears one of genuine grief. Usually, Mike found the tears of the grief-stricken distressing, but today he felt a morbid satisfaction in the couple's reaction. 
There were people who cared for the girl after all. 
The manager's wife had stubbornly insisted that Laura had not only kicked the drugs, but prostitution too. Laura had vowed that she was going straight and was intending to enrol on a college course to become a person her parents' could be proud of. 
Mike felt the words as a pang in the pit of his stomach and pity along with a small tug of pride rose within him for the girl. Apparently, Laura's arrest 6 weeks earlier had shamed her since she was so drunk and high that she couldn't remember a thing about it. It had created the urge within her to better herself. 
The girl had been on the wrong path for years. She had assaulted her young body with drugs and alcohol and put herself in danger by selling herself to strangers. That she would be brutally murdered and discarded like last night's rubbish mere weeks after getting her life on track was cruel and heart-wrenching. 
Their visit to the girl's workplace had yielded no clues and no suspects, although one young man had certainly seemed to know a lot about Laura's comings and goings. 
He was awkward and jerky when talking to the detectives, and he constantly glanced around him with a wide-eyed nervous look, as if he were seeking the fastest way to escape.
Within 5 minutes of talking to him, however, Mike was fairly certain that he was gay. He took his name and address to be sure and should they ever need to find him again. 
The man paled when asked his name, though he gave it with no quarrel. “Alex Mines,” he mumbled. “Me and Laura...well...we were friends.”
“We'll catch whoever did this to her,” Mike told him, then wondered why he was making promises that he couldn't keep. 
Of the other staff working there, each had seem shocked by the news of Laura's murder, but not saddened. He got the impression that many found the news interesting gossip, and nothing more. Everybody that Laura worked with denied knowing anything about the love letters that Laura had received. 
It seemed that Laura may not have been particularly distressed by them. They bothered Mike though.
Although the letters were non-threatening; in not one had the author expressed an interest in hurting Laura, the sheer volume of them in such a short space of time disturbed Mike. 
Laura had clearly been on this man's mind a lot over the last couple of weeks. 
Had the man's obsession gone to far? Had desire turned to hate? Or was Laura the victim of an unknown, a psycho that stalked the streets and happened upon Laura in the wrong place at the wrong time?
That Laura had given up prostitution would help the investigation some, but not by much. Not unless they found a suspect or a credible witness. Plus, Laura had worked as a prostitute for some time. What if she was offered a lift from an ex-client, a man she thought she knew and could trust, a man now unhappy with being unable to have Laura, whether he paid for her services or not. 
There was also the possibility that Laura had slipped into her old ways and started prostituting again. She was unlikely to tell everyone after making a point of telling everyone that she was going straight. 
If Laura hadn't been working the streets, then they needed to find out if she was seeing someone. Information had reached Mike and Lee before they entered the bar where Laura had worked—semen had been found inside the victim. 
The way that Mike saw it, there were 3 possibilities: Laura had a boyfriend that she had been intimate with the night of her murder, that she was working the streets and had a client the night of her murder, or, her murderer has sexually assaulted her before killing her. 
If the semen belonged to her murderer, they had strong DNA evidence if a suspect could ever be found. Mike hated this job for so many reasons, this being one of them. A young woman is cut up, strangled and dumped by the roadside. A horrific way for anyone to die. On top of that, they had to hope that her killer raped her before killing her so they could use his semen as evidence. 
Mike hoped the girl had been spared a rape before her murder, but he had to hope the semen belonged to her killer to catch him. 
Mike sighed as a heavy darkness swamped him. 
He followed Lee from the bar after thanking everyone and handing out their cards should anyone remember anything of importance or hear anything and need to contact the detectives. 
Mike and Lee headed outside and into their car. 
“A big fat nothing,” Lee muttered. 
Mike nodded. “I got a bad feeling about this case.”
“Me too. Unless something turns up soon, I'm afraid we won't catch this bastard.” Lee looked at Mike. “The envelopes the anonymous letters came in and the letters themselves are being examined. Let's hope the bastard licked the envelope and left his fingerprints all over the goddamn paper.”
Mike nodded.
“In the meantime,” Lee continued. “I think we both should get home and get some sleep. We'll crack on early in the morning.”
Lee drove Mike back to the station where they each said their goodnight's and Mike climbed into his own car. 
All the drive home the same thoughts that had been plaguing him on a daily basis began to surface. 
There was no doubt the job was getting to him and had been for some time now. He had been considering taking his dad's offer of taking over the garage. The business was doing well, but his father wasn't getting any younger. Mike thought about running the garage every day, fixing up cars and not dealing with killers.
The idea was appealing. 
The only problem though, he would have to quit, and he'd never quit at anything. 
The thought of rising to work at the same time every day, of finishing at the same time every night and only having to view the broken bodies of vehicles, not people, greatly appealed.
It had been a constant battle that raged within Mike from the day his father had brought the subject up; around 9 months now. He felt an overwhelming lack of control over his own life, yet he alone had the power to change it. 
He pulled up outside his house and took a deep breath.
It stays in the car, he told himself as he did most nights. Work stays in the car, it does not cross the threshold. 
He mentally disconnected from his traumatic day, got out and eagerly walked up his garden path. The smell of chicken greeted him as he opened his front door. 
“I'm home,” he yelled. 
The clicking of eager paws on hardwood floors made him smile and he stooped down to greet his golden retriever, Honey, as she came bounding down the hallway.
 As normal and with complete indifference to her size and strength, Honey dived onto Mike as if she were a Chihuahua and knocked him backwards on his ass. He greeted her and tried to hold her back as she proceeded to show him just how much she'd missed him that day via volumes of drool and shedded hair. 
“Hiya, babe,” Mandy called from the kitchen. 
At the sound of her voice, Honey scrambled off Mike and hurried up the hallway and back into the kitchen, probably hoping that a morsel off food was on offer. 
Mike followed the dog whilst brushing long hairs from his trousers. “Look at the state of me,” he said as he entered the kitchen. He looked at Honey who looked back at him and wagged her tail. “Gonna shave you bald, girl.”
He stepped up behind Mandy and snuggled into her neck as she stooped over the cooker. She wiggled against him in response, then grabbed his hands away from her rear with her left hand as she continued to prod some boiling potatoes with her right hand. “Behave,” she said, her tone light. “Alfie's still here.”
Immediately, Mike stepped away and glanced behind him, half expecting Alfie to be standing there watching them. “Liz working late again?”
“Yeah. I'm expecting a phone call any minute actually, she said she'd ring before she sets off.”
Mike grinned. 
Little Alfie, 5 years old going on 50 years old, was one of the kids that Mandy looked after as a child minder. He was also Mike's favourite. Cute as a button, Mike could spend hours talking with him, purely because the boy was so random. 
You just never knew what to expect from him next.
Mike turned away from Mandy, intending to go and spend some time with the lad before his mother arrived, when the telephone rang. 
“Hello,” he said into the receiver.
“Hello,” Alfie's mum Liz said. “Is Mandy there?”
Mike glanced at Mandy who was still tending to the boiling potatoes. “She's busy torturing spuds at the moment. Could I take a message?”
Liz huffed out a laugh as Mandy turned around, holding out her hand. “Gimme,” she said, smiling. He handed her the receiver, then held his hand up in mock surrender. She jabbed the air with her fork, pretending to stab him before greeting Liz. The conversation flowing between the two women, Mike headed into the living room with Honey at his side. 
“Hey, Alfie,” he greeted the boy who was sat on the sofa watching cartoons.
“Uncle Mike,” Alfie chirped, his clear blue eyes sparkling. “Catch any baddies today?”
“Nope,” Mike replied, ignoring the unpleasant flutter in his stomach as he sat next to Alfie. “How about you?”
Since Mandy had been child minding Alfie, about five months, he had decided that he too wanted to be a policeman when he grew up and told Mike he'd protect the house and Mandy while he was working.
“Nah, I don't need to.” Alfie answered and jerked his head towards Honey. “Honey keeps them away.” Mike regarded Honey who sat watching Alfie with a look of pure adoration, though somewhat dim-witted expression. “Yeah,” he said dryly, “she's a regular devil-dog.” He settled back on the sofa and sighed, the action making him realise just how tired he was.
“So, you're here late again, all the other kids have gone. You get bored when they go?”
“No, coz I'm hardcore,” Alfie replied seriously, his gaze fixed on the TV. 
“Hardcore?” Mike asked with a grin.
“Yeah,” Alfie replied seriously, never taking his gaze off the cartoons that showed Wile-e-coyote getting outdone by the roadrunner yet again. “They all have to leave early for bedtime, see. But my mum knows I can stay later and still be good in the morning. Their all wusses', but I'm hardcore.”
Mike laughed and Alfie grinned, finally tearing his eyes away from cartoon. “Is your tea ready yet, Uncle Mike?”
“Nearly, I think.”
Alfie nodded. “You're having the same as what we had : chicken and potatoes.” Alfie frowned thoughtfully. “Where do chickens come from?”
“A farm,” Mike replied.
“But who put them there?”
“A farmer.”
“But where'd he get them from to put them there?”
“A shop.”
“And where did they get them from to put them there?”
Admitting defeat Mike said “I don't know.”
Alfie looked at him, openly surprised. “They get them from eggs, Uncle Mike.”
“Ah. But who put the eggs there then?”
Alfie's surprise gone, he now regarded Mike as if he thought him rather dense. “Mummy and Daddy chickens put them there of course.”
“So who put the Mummy and Daddy chickens there then?”
“No-one put them there, Uncle Mike. It's where they live, like a a-dress. I've got a a-dress, you've got a a-dress. Mummy and Daddy chickens have a a-dress too.”
Alfie frowned at Mike. “Didn't you know that?”
“Of course I knew, I just wanted to see if you knew.”
Mandy poked her head around the corner. “Mike, your tea is ready and Alfie, your mum is on the way.”
“Uncle Mike didn't know that chickens come from eggs,” Alfie blurted then squealed with laughter. 
Mandy raised her eyebrows and Mike shook his head at her as he grinned. “I'm off to get my tea, kiddo,” he told Alfie, who still chuckled. “Okay Uncle Mike.”
Mike nearly made it out of the living room.
“Uncle Mike?” Alfie asked. 
“Yes Alfie?”
“Why are clouds white?” 
Mike grinned and groaned at the same time. 


Chapter Sixteen
Mike began the next day at work with hope. Fingerprints had been found on the anonymous letters found in Laura Melling's flat and a DNA profile extracted from the envelope flap. 
They would have to wait for the DNA results of course, but they could get cracking with the fingerprints. Mike was aware that this person wasn't necessarily their killer, but it was the only lead they had. Plus, what were the chances of Laura attracting a secret admirer two weeks before she's murdered? 
The autopsy report confirmed strangulation as the cause of her death and semen had been removed from her body and DNA extracted for a complete profile. 
The semen may or may not belong to her murderer, but best case scenario it did and it'd also match the envelopes and the fingerprints to the same suspect. As Mike liked to call it, it would be a slam dunk case. He knew though that it was rarely that easy. The had to consider that Laura had gotten back into the game and the semen came from a client, a client who left Laura alive and well before she then fell into the hands of her murderer. 
As Mike sat staring at the report on his desk, Lee appeared beside him. “I have something,” he said excitedly. “It may or may not be anything to do with our case, but I think it's worth looking into.”
Lee pulled a chair over, sat down and handed a piece of paper over to Mike. Mike saw the scribbled address and raised his eyes to Lee. “I was over by the front desk when this call came in. A woman making a complaint about a series of anonymous letters sent to her home and work address. She says they're non-threatening in nature, just intense. And the writer makes it clear that he's been following her around. What do you think?”
“We have a murder victim who received similar letters prior to her death. I'd say it's a massive coincidence otherwise.”
Lee nodded. “Let's go.”
***
At first, Mike had felt optimistic, almost downright excited of a possible strong lead. Although the thought of another victim so soon after Laura's murder was worrying, they were in a position now where they may be able to establish a link between Laura and the woman who was now being targeted.
This hope, however, fell apart in tatters when he and Lee reached the address scribbled down by Lee's excited hand. 
The house was large, expensive and in a high class area in the suburbs The flat that Laura had lived in was in a bad area of town, run down and used frequently as a crack house. 
This house and area could not be anymore different. 
How could the woman who lived here possibly have any ties to Laura or Laura's world?
Lee too shared Mike's doubt as they discussed the possible connection as they approached the front door. 
It struck Mike that this was something else he hated about his job. There was a woman inside this house who was afraid, afraid enough to call the police. She had probably suffered sleepless nights, been haunted by thoughts of meeting her stalker face to face and likely spent her days looking over her shoulder. As an officer, his concern should be her welfare, yet, the disappointment he felt at the certainty that this situation had nothing to do with Laura Melling's murder made him feel like he was wasting his time. 
Mentally shaking off the feeling that he was a total shit, Mike knocked on the door as he and Lee adjusted their clothes, making sure they were presentable. 
Mike's head was so full of mental images of Laura, both dead and alive, and thoughts of stalkers and letters that he wouldn't have believed it possible to be taken by surprise by anything at that time. 
He was wrong. 
The door opened in front of him and their 'victim' looked out at him. The face that had lurked in his memories for the past 7 years stared back as shocked recognition dawned on her face also.
Mike now knew they had indeed found a link here, but it was not the right one. 
Time seemed to still as he locked eyes with her, his mind replaying flashbacks of that night and the following weeks as Lee glanced from Mike to her in curiosity. 
Cold-bloodied murder was the link here. 
Standing before Mike was his first, and thankfully only to date, black widow, Cheryl Turner. 


Chapter Seventeen
Don't let him see it, don't let him see it. 
Cheryl's legs felt like jelly and she knew she must resemble a deer caught in the headlights of speeding car. She felt like she was falling, no, not so much falling as being pulled further and further down while she struggled to no avail.
Why him? And wasn't he a homicide detective?
Dave.
Cheryl shook her head roughly, unaware of what she was doing when the detective by Jamison's side cleared his throat. “I'm Detective Lee Morris and this is Detective Mike Jamison. We're responding to a call regarding letters from an unknown that you find unsettling?”
She did not want Jamison in the house, but what choice did she have? 
Still reeling that he of all detectives had turned up at her door, Cheryl nodded numbly and stepped aside to let the men enter. Guiding them to the living room, she offered them a seat on the large corner sofa as she settled into the single chair. 
Avoiding Jamison's gaze, she picked up 5 of the letters; the last two she had hidden upstairs, and offered them to detective Morris. “I've been getting these for the past week,” she told him. She didn't tell him about the mobile phone she had also received, or the pictures she had sent on it.
“And some of these have come to your workplace?” Morris asked.
“Yes. The second one was posted through the letterbox at work.”
“Where do you work?” Morris asked. Glancing quickly at Jamison and seeing his hard gaze as he stared at her, she quickly looked back at Morris. “Sallie's hair and beauty. I work there three days a week as a nail technician.”
Morris leaned towards Jamison and both examined the notes. All were the same, written with cut out letters from magazines and newspapers and stuck together with glue to form sentences. 
The first three letters had stated that Cheryl was beautiful and desirable, that she made his heart flutter whilst making him understand the term 'love at first sight'. The fourth said she should wear the red blouse more often as it suited her, and the fifth said that the new hanging basket by her front door was very nice. 
Both detectives looked at each other. Though Cheryl new they were probably communicating via the subtle exchange, she read nothing in their expressions. 
“This letter,” Morris asked, “and the reference to a red blouse, were you indeed wearing one that day?”
Remembering the thrill she'd felt when she first read the letter, the thrill of knowing a man unknown to her was watching her, wanting her made Cheryl's stomach squirm and a flood of nausea rushed up her throat. 
That was before it had got bad. 
“Yes, it was. I had just bought it that morning.”
Jamison spoke up for the first time, his tone professional. “Do you have any idea who this person could be, Mrs Turner?”
Cheryl looked at him and they locked eyes again. An involuntary shudder passed through Cheryl. She felt as though Jamison's eyes were penetrating her very soul. 
I know what you did, his eyes screamed at her. I still know what you did. 
Suddenly, an image of Dave flashed in her mind. It was an image from the nightmares that she had from time to time. Dave on the bed writhing in agony as fire ate his flesh. Dave aware of what was happening but his senses too dulled by alcohol to save himself. 
Sometimes in her nightmare, Dave would plead for her to help him, save him from the fire and Cheryl would stand there crying as she watched his skin melt and blister before turning black, his shrieks of agony piercing her ears. Other times, Dave would burn, but not die. Sometimes he accused her of his murder as the fire consumed him. Then he would stand and reach for her. Sometimes he would look like Dave on fire. Other times, he looked like the Dave after the fire had been put out. His eyes would bulge huge and white in his burnt face, his teeth grossly exposed because the fire had burnt his lips away. He would laugh hysterically as Cheryl turned and ran. No matter how fast she ran, Dave gained on her. 
She'd always woken before he reached her.
“Are you okay, Mrs Turner?” Morris asked, looking genuinely concerned. Jamison simply stared at her. 
Glancing down, she realised her hands were fisted in her lap and she was panting. 
“My name is Cheryl Underwood,” she said, avoiding Jamison's eyes. “I remarried.”
Morris nodded, then looked from her to Jamison. 
Cheryl, unable to take anymore, stood abruptly and the two men stood too. 
“So, what happens now?” she asked. 
“We can take these letters and check for fingerprints or any other evidence. He hasn't actually threatened you, so we can't treat this as an immediate threat to your safety. It is clear, however, that this person has been following you, and clearly knows where you live.” Morris sighed deeply and looked at her with regret. “The best we can do is offer you some safety tips : make sure your doors and windows are locked, never leave your purse or keys unattended, don't go anywhere alone if possible. If anything else happens, call us back. Has he made any other contact with you, other than these letters?”
Cheryl thought again of the pictures she had sent with the phone he had provided her, and the text conversations they'd had after. 
She blushed. 
“Mrs Underwood?” Morris asked, his frown of suspicion boring into her.
“No. No other contact.”
“Okay.” Clearly not satisfied as he gave her a curious look, Morris stepped past her and Jamison followed without looking at her. 
“Remember,” Morris said when both men were stood on her doorstep, “take precautions when out and about. It could be someone you know playing some sort of a joke on you, or it could be serious. “
“Do you know a young woman called Laura Melling?” Jamison suddenly asked.
Cheryl shook her head without looking at him. 
“Thank you, officers.”
Morris nodded at her and she nodded back. 
“Nice to see you again, Mrs T— Underwood,” Jamison said. Unable to avoid looking at him, Cheryl steadied herself before looking at his eyes. “And don't worry, we'll do what we can to find this man if he means any harm. As officers, it's our job to get dangerous people off the streets. Admittedly though, some do escape.”
Cheryl closed the door on him and leaned against it, panting for air. She heard to two men walk away so she pulled the bolt lock across before turning and running upstairs to her bedroom. 
Jamison's words echoed in her mind as she rushed into her bedroom and slammed the door shut. 
Some do get away, he'd said. Meaning me. 
She'd thought calling the police had been the right thing to do. She'd thought that whoever this man was, this man who'd started off exciting and turned into a nutcase, would realise that she'd called the police and he'd back off. 
Now, she'd just opened a new can of worms. 
She went to her bedside table and reached in for the last two letters the man had sent her. 
The letters where he'd threatened her. Not with violence. But he'd threatened to expose her many affairs if she refused to meet with him in person. Considering how her life had suddenly swan-dived from blissful and happy to embarrassing and turbulent, she suspected that this is the person that caused her all the trouble. 
Unsure of how to deal with the situation, she'd called the police. 
And Jamison had turned up. 
Why had he come when he was a homicide detective? No-one had died here. 
Not this time. 
Again, an image of Dave, burnt and leering as he reached for her filled her mind and Cheryl gasped as she shook her head. 
Dreams can't hurt me, she told herself. They're only dreams. 
She'd been having them for years now, so she ought to be used to them. All those years ago she thought she had got away with murder and removed Dave from her life. 
But she'd been wrong. Dave had started to haunt her dreams around four months after his death, and he still did so on a regular basis. 
What were the chances of Jamison turning up to investigate a crime that wasn't even his area?
Cheryl suddenly jolted upright. What were the chances?
It was him.
Jamison was the one harassing her. God, it made sense. He'd known all those years ago that she'd stared the fire that killed Dave, but he'd been unable to prove it. 
He'd arranged it somehow that should she call the station, he'd be the officer to respond. 
But, if that were true, what exactly did he hope to achieve? These letters and texts wouldn't ever prove her guilty of murder, but they would destroy her marriage, and that was hanging on by a thread anyway. 
Cheryl shook her head. No, it just didn't make sense, and it didn't seem Jamison's style. He'd accused her outright back then in front of witness’s of killing Dave, this sneaky approach didn't strike her as coming from the same man. 
A sudden chirping sound caused Cheryl's to jerk in surprise, then pant in apprehension. 
It was the mobile phone the stalker had given her before he flipped out, the phone she had sent nude pictures of herself then revelled in it as he'd told her via text that she was the most desirable woman he'd ever seen. 
She reached into her bedside drawer and carefully pulled the phone out. The text symbol flashed at her.
Dread filled her as she flipped open the cover and read the text. 
 
Well, well, well. You went and called the police. And what exactly do you think they can do? Did you tell them about our hot sexting, lover? I almost hope they do find me, then I can show them all the delicious pictures you sent me. You'd better hope they don't find me, that wouldn't do your reputation any good, would it?
Then again, your reputation is as a slut anyway, so I guess it wouldn't do any harm.
Chat later sexy xxx
 
Cheryl flung herself sideways and gave in to the helpless sobs she'd felt bubbling when she'd opened her front door to find Jamison staring at her. 


Chapter Eighteen 
Mike's head spun all the way back to the station. He felt pure astonishment at seeing her again, and nothing would have prepared him for the shock. 
She hadn't changed all that much in the past 7 years, but he was stunned to realise that she was far more beautiful than he remembered. 
But then, her looks hadn't been of a whole lot of interest back then. The years had been kind to her. Apparently living as a murderess for the better part of a decade hadn't weighed especially heavy on her. 
The murky swamp Mike felt submerged in suddenly felt a whole lot thicker. 
That woman represented a murder, a murder he knew had been committed, but also the most painful time in Mike's life. 
The time had and Mandy had found out they'd never have children and their subsequent separation. It'd been a blessedly short separation with Mandy returning home nearly a week after leaving, but it was the one and only black spot on their marriage. 
Mike wondered how much more he was able to take before he had some sort of a breakdown. 
Lee had remained quiet the whole way back. “A fine looking woman,” he'd commented as they both strapped themselves into the car outside her home.
Mike said nothing. 
Now, as Lee swung into their parking space and turned off the ignition, he turned to Mike. “Okay, what's going on with that woman back there. She your ex, or something?”
“What?” Mike asked, understanding the question and why Lee may have reached that conclusion but the thought of being romantically involved with the woman making him feel like he needed a hot shower. 
It was like someone accusing him of being romantically involved with a venomous snake. 
“No. Absolutely not. I wouldn't be sat here, alive and well, if I'd ever been involved with her.”
Lee raised his eyebrows. “Look Mike, I know we're not exactly best buds; in fact, it's surprising how little we actually know about one another. But, since we're working this case together, we need to share anything and everything of importance. What is it with you and that woman? You were eyeing each other like a couple of cage fighters right before the whistle signals the start of the fight.”
Mike sighed. “It started with a phone call in the middle of the night, accidental death, they called it.”
Mike told Lee the whole story, leaving out nothing and even telling him about the personal problems he and Mandy were having at the time and how this was used against him and his judgement. He finished with how he got suspended for a month and how he spent the time coming to terms with letting a murderer get away and rebuilding his marriage. 
Lee listened quietly and attentively. “Wow,” he said when Mike finished. “So then 7 years later you end up on her doorstep whilst investigating a murder.”
“Exactly. A murder in which the murderer may have set his sights on another murderer.”
Lee shook his head. “I studied those letters from Laura Melling's flat word for word, trying to find any clue whatsoever to the sender's identity. I can tell you I'm certain that whoever wrote those letters to your femme fatale was not the same person who wrote Laura Melling." 
“The time frame is even the same though. Both women started receiving these letters one week ago.”
“True,” Lee agreed, “but we only know this to be true of your femme fatales letter by her word. Our victim's letters had been dated. Plus, the letters to Laura weren't creepy as such, just very intense. But he didn't point out clothes she wore or indicate in any way that he'd been following her. And, you don't have to a trained cop to know that Mrs Underwood wasn't telling us everything.”
Mike nodded and rubbed his face. “I just can't believe I've seen her. This is either connected or it's a massive coincidence.”
“Well, we may not be very close, or have known each other for a long time,” Lee said matter-of-factly, “but I know you well enough as a detective to be sure that if you felt that strongly about her guilt then I'd be willing to bet money that she did it. Your personal situation was heavy back then, sure, but I can't see it obscuring your view of this woman. Not to that extent. Not you.”
Grateful and surprised, Mike turned his head and looked at Lee. Lee nodded back solemnly, before breaking out into a smile, a smile that Mike had seen weaken the knees of some of the toughest female cops. “You aren't gonna kiss me, are ya?”
Mike laughed and Lee nudged his with his elbow. “Come on, loverboy. On a serious note, this puts us back to square one; no new leads on Laura's case.”
Mike nodded. “If we're lucky, the DNA will give us a match that'll lead us to the killer.” 
“That's if he's offended before,” Lee replied. “We have no other homicides with the same MO. If he's a first timer, then we're gonna have to do it the hard way : establish a link between victim and suspect, check suspect's alibi, establish motive then gather the evidence to put suspect away for a long time.”
Mike felt weary already. 
“Come on,” Lee said, “let's start at the beginning. She was seen leaving work, and then disappeared. We've seen from her phone records that she wasn't active on her phone the night she disappeared, so we can't pinpoint the time she was taken by her killer. We'll check her phone records, see if she kept in touch with someone regularly. Sometimes, they can trip themselves up that way.”
Mike nodded, remembering such a case.
A young abused wife had left her violent husband. Three weeks later, she vanished without a trace. 
Her estranged husband had harassed her by phone all day every day since she left him. The moment she disappeared, his phone calls and texts stopped. 
He had played innocent when questioned, but when the detective conducting the interview had casually pointed out the amazing coincidence and presented the husband with the phone records; all his calls and texts highlighted for effect, the man had become angry.
As in his marriage, his temper would be his undoing and he confessed to killing his estranged wife in a rage. 
“We start at the bottom,” Mike said. “Hopefully we'll find something on the way up. I want to go back to the pub Laura worked at. She the exact time she clocked out. Then we'll walk the streets if we have to, someone must have seen her.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Lee agreed. “Let's do it.”


Chapter Nineteen
Cheryl awoke to the sounds of the radio downstairs. Her stomach plummeted when she realised Harold had not slept in bed with her last night. 
She got up and wrapped her dressing gown around her, hoping to catch Harold before he left the house. Hurrying past the spare bedroom that Harold had been sleeping in for the past three weeks, Cheryl rushed downstairs.
Harold, sitting at the kitchen table, reading the morning paper and drinking a mug of coffee, did not even glance at Cheryl as she entered the room.
He continued to ignore her as she poured herself a cup of coffee and sat herself down at the breakfast bar. 
They sat in silence.
Cheryl looked at her older, overweight and unattractive husband, and became angry.
This had gone on for far too long. She would not be ignored any longer. 
“Harold. Look at me.”
He ignored her and continued to read his paper. 
“Harold. You can't treat me like this. I'm your wife.”
Harold sneered, but still wouldn't look at her.
Cheryl opted for a different approach. “I said I'm sorry,” she said quietly. “What more do you want from me?”
“The ability to keep your legs closed to every Tom, Dick and Harry that gives you a second look.”
Harold's answer stunned her.
Colour flooded her face as she stared shocked at the man who, not terribly long ago, had treated her as if she were a sacred and highly prized possession, a possession he was both infatuated and proud of. 
She was the hot, young wife who made him the envy of his friends. He'd adored her.
The past two years as his wife had been the best two years of her life. Until meeting Harold, she'd had one man after the other. She may have gotten rid of Dave many years ago, but the lesson he'd taught her had remained. 
She couldn't bear the thought of being with an unattractive man, yet every time she got together with an attractive man, the thought of betrayal nearly tore her up. 
She was turning into the possessive jealous girlfriend, the woman that most men find distinctly unappealing. Men want a beautiful woman who is confident and knows her worth.
There was a certain truth in the old saying 'treat them mean, keep them keen'.
She had given up chasing the attractive men, quiet frankly because they scared the hell out of her. 
Then, she'd met Harold. 
Older than her, overweight and balding with black-rimmed glasses, he was, quiet bluntly, ugly. He was not the man Cheryl had ever imagined she would find happiness with.
Harold worked away all week and only came home Saturday mornings before leaving again Sunday evening. 
Most Saturday nights, they went to parties and social gatherings, which Cheryl always enjoyed. 
The stares of envy Harold received because of her slim tight body and stunning face, and the stares of hatred from their wives to Cheryl, despising her for being young and beautiful.
Cheryl thrived on it. 
Harold being away all week was the major perk of the whole marriage. It allowed her to indulge in her many affairs.
Nothing serious as there was no man worth giving her lifestyle up for, just a string of one night stands.
Unfortunately, one of her affairs had come to light at a party a week earlier. Turns out the young handsome man Cheryl had been sleeping with attended the same party with his father. 
Cheryl hadn't noticed him, but she had noticed the envious stares Harold usually received seemed instead to be pity, and although she was used to the stares of hate from the women, tonight there seemed to be a smug contempt in their hard stares.
Whilst in a toilet cubicle, Cheryl overheard two women talking about her affair and how they'd always known she was nothing but a trashy slut. When Cheryl left the cubicle, both women had glared at her.
Sick with worry that Harold would hear something before she could explain that the rumour circulating about her was nothing but a vicious lie, Cheryl hurried from the restroom and searched for Harold.
She hadn't known then that the man she'd been sleeping with had been Harold's friend's son, a young man that Harold had known since he was a kid.
Cheryl's face burned in shame and embarrassment at the looks thrown her way. She realised that Harold had left the party without her. She got a taxi home and hadn't heard from Harold until Friday when he'd come home from work early. 
He hadn't spoken to her since. Until now.
“How dare you,” Cheryl shouted, infuriated that he dared speak to her like that. “You're away all week and I'm alone. I wasn't seeing him long, I told you it meant nothing.”
“It's not just him though, is it Cheryl.” Harold looked at her over his newspaper. “You've been an easy slut from the start of our marriage.”
Cheryl roared in rage and hurled her coffee mug at his head, feeling a sense of triumph when he gasped and ducked. 
“How dare you call me that!”
Harold stared at her, his jaw slack and his eyes wide. The stunned look quickly gave way to one of dismay. “Just what the hell did I marry?” he muttered. He sounded sick, disgusted.
Cheryl burst into tears and rushed upstairs. She threw herself down onto their bed and waited for Harold to follow.
And he would follow.
This tactic had worked before on the very few occasions he'd refused her something that she wanted. 
Cheryl strained to hear over her forced tears, then jolted when she heard the front door slam.
Surprised and dismayed, Cheryl stood and watched Harold climb into his car and drive away.
He was only supposed to leave tomorrow evening for the week, but Cheryl doubted he would return home tonight.
He'd said affairs, plural. He'd only found out about his friend's son last Saturday. He knew that she'd had other lovers. How he'd found out, she didn't know. The fact was, he knew.
She had lost him, and the perfect life she'd had with him.
Cheryl flopped onto the bed and cried. This time, her tears were real. 


Chapter Twenty 
Cheryl pulled up outside the salon where she worked and sighed. 
She didn't want to work today. She wanted to go to bed and stay there while she figured out what to do. 
Her husband who once adored her now hated her, she had a weirdo harassing her and to top it all off, Jamison had reared his ugly head. 
Well, not so ugly, Cheryl thought as she turned off the ignition and gathered her handbag. She'd thought he was fairly attractive the night she'd killed Dave, but he was quite gorgeous. 
Cheryl realised what she was thinking and shook her head. What the hell am I doing. He hates me. He'd love nothing more than to see me in prison for murder. 
You could always kill Harold. 
The thought came from nowhere and stopped Cheryl in her tracks. She was standing by the salon door, her hand on the door handle, but she wasn't seeing any of this. Instead, she was thrust back to that moment as she stood at the foot of the bed, watching Dave sleep as she held his cigarette lighter in her hand. 
She remembered her rage, her feeling of betrayal. She remembered flicking the lighter, then leaving the room. Her vision darkened as she gasped. 
Would I do it again? If I could go back in time, would I do it again?
Another image of Dave from her nightmares, the burnt husk of human flesh that he must have become after she set the fire that took his life, slammed into her mind. Then, the image wasn't Dave, it was Harold. 
“No,” Cheryl whimpered. “I couldn't go through it again.”
“Are you okay?” The male voice and firm grip on her arm jolted her and she turned to find an attractive man staring at her. His dark eyes seemed troubled and he tightened his grip on her arm. “Do you need an ambulance or something?”
“No. No, I'm sorry. I'm okay.”
Cheryl mentally shook herself, fighting for control. In spite of the darkness that swamped her mind, she still noticed that this man who seemed so concerned for her was very good-looking. “I think I just need to eat something.”
“Are you sure? Is there something I can help you with?” Cheryl looked at him and was about to give him a tale of woe, something along the lines of her husband was having an affair—a line she had used often on men, and one that worked—when it occurred to her that this man looked somewhat familiar. “Do I know you?” Cheryl asked frowning.
“I don't think so,” the man said, frowning back. “You just looked at little upset. I thought you may have needed help, that's all.”
Cheryl pulled her arm out of his grip, suddenly fearful. What if this was him. 
“I'm okay now, thank you.”
The man frowned again, not out of concern this time, instead he looked rather miffed. “I wasn't going to hurt you or anything.”
“I said I'm okay,” Cheryl snapped, wanting nothing more than to get away from him. “I'll be going to work now.”
“Stuck up bitch,” the man hissed. Cheryl shrank back in shock, then gazed after him as he walked away. 
Shaking, she let herself into the salon. Though the place looked closed from the outside, Cheryl could hear excited chatter coming from the staff room. All the girls would be having a coffee and chat before opening time. 
She headed to her table at the far right of the room and lowered her nail kit onto it. 
My God, she thought, I was ready to try and seduce him. 
It was a technique that Cheryl had used so many times, she sometimes was unaware that she was doing it. Meet a man and feed him a tale of woe and sadness, a tale of an emotionally detached unfaithful husband who didn't treat her very well. The man would express concern and shock. 'How could any man treat a woman like you that way' they'd say. 
By the end of the night Cheryl was in bed with them and they were delighted with themselves. They felt like they'd taken advantage of a neglected sexually-starved young woman. They were too stupid to see that they had been used, manipulated. 
In spite of herself, Cheryl smiled. Let Harold leave. She'd soon find someone to replace him. 
Or you could just kill him. 
Cheryl rushed into the staff room, as if running away from the dark thoughts. Immediately after entering, she wished she hadn't bothered. She groaned inwardly and closed her hands into tight fists when she saw all the girls and their manager Sallie gathered around Sarah. 
Cheryl hated Sarah, and the feeling was mutual. 
Glaring sideways at Sarah, who had the attention of everyone in the room, Cheryl narrowed her eyes as no-one paid any attention to her as she poured herself a cup of coffee from the peculator.
As usual, Sarah looked gorgeous.
How does she do that? Cheryl thought. Sarah's hair was worn her usual way; every blond hair piled on top of her head in an un-done bun. It reminded Cheryl of bird's nest. Add the fact that Sarah wore very little make-up on her face, she should look rather plain. 
But she didn't.
I could never look that good so effortlessly, Cheryl thought, her resentment of Sarah reaching a peak. 
“It truly is stunning,” Rachel, a 17 year old hairdressing apprentice exclaimed. “Which one gave you this?”
“Scott,” Sarah replied shamelessly and the women continued to stare at the engagement ring on Sarah's extended hand. Curiosity got the better of Cheryl and she leaned in for a closer look.
The ring was stunning. 
“You like?” Sarah asked her, a challenge in her dark brown eyes.
“And you say Scott gave you this?” Cheryl said nastily. “So what does Paul think of it then?”
All the women turned to look at Cheryl, their excited chatter turning into stunned silence. The anger that flashed in Sarah's eyes was quickly replaced by sly triumph. “Don't feel jealous, Cheryl. I know it can't be easy for you. Your husband's hardly ever around, and, when he is, he's hardly eye candy. It must be difficult for you to see me with two young, gorgeous men who are just crazy about me.”
“Slut,” Cheryl hissed, aware of the other women's eyes darting between herself and Sarah, as if watching a tennis match. 
Sarah smiled meanly. “Hi kettle, this is Cheryl, and you're black. You spread them on a regular basis, and for different men all the time. I may have two men on the go, Cheryl, but I'm involved with each of them. You're nothing but an easy fuck to all your men. Tell me Cheryl, do you even remember all their names?”
“You need to be careful, bitch,” Cheryl hissed, her face red with embarrassment at Sarah's words. 
“No. You should have been careful, Cheryl. Hasn't your husband busted you for sleeping with his friend's son? And at a party, too. God, I wish I'd been there to see that—I'd have bought a ticket to see that.”
You're losing control, a voice within Cheryl whispered. Back off. 
“I'm warning you,” Cheryl said carefully, “you have no idea what I'm capable of.”
“What?” Sarah asked haughtily. “You do women too?”
Cheryl roared and lunged forward, her arms reaching out to grab Sarah by the throat. She saw the fear in Sarah's eyes and felt elated, though a part of her mind was in panic.
What the hell am I doing? Jesus.
She and Sarah had hated each other since Cheryl had started working at the salon, but it had never turned physical. 
Cheryl struggled as Sallie grabbed her and held her back, demanding she calm down, just calm down. Beneath her rage, Cheryl knew she couldn't risk losing her job, so she backed away from Sarah, who was huddled in the corner of the staff room, her eyes wide with shock.
I'm on the edge. 
“In my office, Cheryl. Now.” Sallie turned and marched from the staff room and Cheryl followed her, breathing hard and keeping her head down. 
A few hushed gasps and a muttered “psycho bitch” from Sarah reached her ears before she slammed the door behind her.
Psycho bitch is right, thought Cheryl. Keep playing with fire and you'll see just how psycho I can be. 
***
Cheryl kept her head down for the rest of the day, avoiding Sarah when possible. Sallie had made it clear that should Cheryl ever behave that way to any member of staff again, she would be out. 
Sarah hadn't been pulled in to the office though and Cheryl felt like a child that had took all the punishment for something that wasn't all her fault. She concentrated on ignoring the looks and whispers from the other girls in the salon, non of which liked her anyway, and knew the moment she left, she would be the topic of conversation. 
Fuck them all. 
Sarah walked into to view and Cheryl lowered her head, concentrating on the client file in front of her. She wasn't afraid of Sarah, she was afraid of what she might do to Sarah.
Cheryl had immediately disliked Sarah on sight, but her hatred for the girl had grown since she'd started flaunting her love life. 
Even then, Cheryl had managed to keep her feelings to herself. But, on her birthday last year, Harold had surprised her by coming home early. He'd had a bouquet of flowers delivered to the salon, which Cheryl had proudly shown off. 
All the women knew she was married and well-off, something that Sarah had hated about her, and Cheryl enjoyed basking in the envy of all the girls' as they oohhed and aaahhhed over the flowers.
Then, Harold had walked into the salon. 
No-one had seen him before, something that Cheryl had made sure of before that day, and she'd always given the impression that Harold was very handsome and young-looking. She'd made out that he was so good-looking, his wealth was merely a perk. 
But since that day that he'd surprised her by entering the salon, the envy had turned to amusement and Sarah had been overjoyed.
Cheryl had vowed since that day that she would get even with Sarah for the digs about her husband, but truth be told, the comments pissed her off, but they didn't hurt her in any way. She shared the same opinion about Harold, so for that reason the snide comments and digs usually went over her head.
Her rage today came from the knowledge that should Harold leave her, she would never live down the fact that her older ugly husband had left her.
Cheryl kept her head down and stayed busy until the end of her shift. She didn't work the same hours the hairdressers did; once her clients list was complete, she could leave. She left without saying goodbye, not that anyone would care anyway.
She headed straight for the supermarket where she bought some flowers and chocolates for her mother's birthday tomorrow before driving home.
No notes awaited her when she reached her front door, but there was a message on the answering machine. Whoever had been sending Cheryl the letters had never called the home phone and she prayed that it was Harold, calling to tell her loved her and would forgive her.
Disappointment gnawed when she heard her mother's voice, disappointment which quickly turned to dread.
Her sister, Tess, had booked a table tonight at their mother's favourite restaurant for her birthday. Cheryl wasn't so much invited as required to attend. 
Cheryl's stomach turned over. She hadn't seen her father or Tess since her affair had been made public. She had spoken with her mother numerous times, but her mother was a meek, anxious woman who never liked to talk about anything serious. Her father, on the other hand, would be furious. He wouldn't be able to contain herself, be it her mother's birthday meal or not.
Cheryl pictured him giving her 'the speech', ranting on about the shame she had brought on him and yada, yada, yada.
A heavy weariness settled over Cheryl as she realised she would have to go; the consequences would be far worse if she didn't attend the birthday meal.
Cheryl mentally prepared herself for the night ahead as she went upstairs to get ready.


Chapter Twenty One
Mike pulled up outside the house and shook his head.
What the hell am I doing here?
He glanced to his left as he stepped out of his car and stared. The house had hardly changed since that night seven years ago. 
Various toys were scattered over the front garden and a small pink trike was parked by the front door. Mike headed for James and Nicole Harrison's front door, knowing they still lived here but unsure of what he going to say to them, and whether they'd listen to him.
His gut had gnawed at him to come and visit the couple, but for what reason he didn't know. It was, after all, their complaint that had him suspended from the force. He'd need to be very careful and decided he would pay a visit and play the concerned role. Cheryl had a stalker, he would say. He wanted to make sure that she remained safe.
They won't believe that, he told himself. But he continued to the front door and knocked, then hesitated.
Cheryl had been close to the couple seven years ago. What if she was in there right now drinking coffee and telling them all about her stalker?
Then I'll leave. Simple as that. 
It wouldn't be so simple if the Harrison's put in another complaint about him, so whatever happened in there, he'd have to play it cool.
He was so lost in his thoughts that he startled as the front door was suddenly pulled open and Nicole Harrison stared out at him. 
Seven years ago he may have described her as plump, but now she was big. She still wore her hair short but it no longer stood out from her head in tight curls and it was almost completely grey.
Recognition, then fear registered on her round face. “What is it?”
“I'm sorry to disturb you, Mrs Harrison,” Mike told her as gently as possible. “I just came to discuss Cheryl Tu... Underwood with you and her situation.”
Nicole stared at him, breathing heavily. She looked afraid...and guilty.
“I just want to make sure she's safe,” he added lamely.
Nicole shook her head. “I'm sorry, you're a homicide detective. When I opened the door I thought... never mind. Come on in.”
Mike hesitated, then entered her home. In all the scenarios that had gone through his mind, a polite invite inside the Harrison's home had not been one of them.
Nicole led him to the living room, the very room where he first met Cheryl night her husband died. James looked up from his paper, his eyes widening when he saw Mike. 
“Nothing is wrong,” Nicole told him. “He's come about Cheryl.”
Mike raised his eyebrows in wonder when James visibly paled. He folded his newspaper and placed it on the arm of his chair. He watched Mike as he sat down, but was unable to maintain eye contact. Mike noticed the look that passed between James and Nicole. 
While Nicole had changed quite a bit, James had hardly changed, apart from his hair. He was almost bald on top and what little hair clung to the sides of his head was white.
“First of all, I'd like to apologize for my behaviour the last time I was in your home,” Mike began. Both the Harrison's lowered their eyes.
Guilt. Guilt was etched over each of their faces and both lowered their heads. Mike frowned, but continued. “I'm afraid I was having some personal problems at the time. No excuse, I understand, but I'm afraid I allowed it to affect my judgement.”
Neither one of them would look at him. 
“Anyway, I'm sorry. I only came really to check on Cheryl. She had quite a turn yesterday when I knocked on her door. It is a serious matter though, I wanted to know if she's okay.”
“Dear God,” Nicole muttered, tears in her eyes as she looked imploringly at Mike. “It isn't another husband, is it? Please tell me it isn't.”
Mike frowned as she squeezed her eyes shut and he looked at James. He found James staring at him so intently that he sat back in his chair a little. “No, Mrs Harrison. Cheryl has been receiving anonymous letters from an unknown that she's rather concerned about.”
Nicole sighed, visibly relieved and James let out a long breath as he sagged in his chair. “Okay,” Mike said, no longer able to stay quiet. “What is going on here?”
He looked from Nicole to James but both refused to look at him. He sucked in his breath. “You know Cheryl is guilty, don't you? You both know she did it? She confessed.”
A tear slid down Nicole's cheek. “The blood would be on our hands,” she murmured. “When she does it again, that man's blood will be on our hands.” James covered his face as his wife muttered the words and Mike sat all the way back into the sofa, completely stunned.
He'd always known that Cheryl had killed her husband, but now someone else knew, knew because she had confessed.
“Tell me,” Mike said softly.
“She said we couldn't go to the police,” Nicole said quietly. “She said cause of death had been pronounced accidental and no-one would believe us. She said if we tried to go to the police, she'd claim to be having an affair with James. She said she'd say I'm a bitter wife who talked my husband into getting his mistress in trouble. She also said she'd point out that it would look especially bad since James was the one who spotted the fire and raised the alarm.” Nicole was babbling as the words rushed from her. 
She raised her tear-filled eyes to Mike. “She said it would look like James murdered Dave so he could have Cheryl. She would have gone through with it, I'm certain of that. Dave's death was ruled an accident; how could we go marching into the police station 6 months later claiming it was a murder? We had no proof of her confession and there was no proof of foul play.” Nicole once again lowered her head. “There was only you who knew what she'd done, but it was our complaint that had you dismissed from duty. We didn't have anywhere to turn.”
Mike nodded, understanding their position and completely astonished. “You looked after her,” he said. “She stayed in this house with you. How did she end up confessing to murder and threatening to set you up?”
“Because I pushed her too far,” Nicole sighed. “I felt so sorry for her. Dave had been so unfaithful to her, and not just the affair with his secretary, but his relationship with his ex-wife that hadn't really stopped. He'd been promising her and his son a divorce from Cheryl and a happily-ever-after ending whilst sleeping with his secretary and begging Cheryl to give him a child. I thought it was so awful and cruel for Cheryl to have to go through something like that; and so young too. My pity drove her into a frenzy one night. She stormed out and came back hours later near midnight, very drunk and still very angry. I'd been waiting for her to come back, I wanted to apologise, but she began shouting and swearing at me. James woke up and came downstairs. He started to tell her that she had no right to be speaking to me like that, not after everything we'd done for her." Nicole looked at Mike. "Cheryl suddenly smiled; a real nasty smile and said she'd been having sex with a man she just met at a pub, and what did we think of that? I was worried about her, but James was angry. She went real quiet, then smiled again. She told us to be careful; she'd hate for us to have an accident like Dave did."
Nicole's voice faltered and Mike leaned closer. "Then what did she say?"
"She said that neither of us were heavy drinkers or smokers, but that she would think of something."
Nicole's voice had been quivering throughout the whole story. At this point however, she broke down and began to weep. James moved to her side and put his arm around her. He looked at Mike. "She threatened to kill us, detective. We were in shock. She went upstairs and packed then came back down. I told her she wasn't leaving and that I was calling the police. That's when she said she'd claim to be having an affair with me and set Nicole and I up."
Mike let out a breath, his head reeling from all the information. 
Cheryl was very clever.
Although he doubted any arrests would have been made, Mike knew her story would have been good. What had the woman across the street told him? Her name eluded him but he remembered the red door. 
She'd said Cheryl had mentioned numerous times that she wouldn't be sleeping in the bedroom with Dave that night and that she intended to sleep on the couch.
That would add weight to Cheryl's story as would James's complaint about Mike's accusations about Cheryl.
Protecting his lover, they could say about James.
"Get her, detective," Nicole murmured. She looked at Mike with guilt-ridden eyes. "Get her. We'll make a statement, testify if we have to. Whatever it takes. Just get her before she does it again."
Mike was cast back to the moment in Dave Turner's soot covered bedroom. He remembered staring at the burnt carcass curled on its side, the arms covering the head in a feeble attempt to protect flesh from the burning flames. 
He remembered his promise then, his promise to see that justice was done.
"I will do what I can," he told the Harrison's.
Cheryl was smart and had already gotten away with murder. Mike feared another man would die before she slipped up and made a mistake.


Chapter Twenty Two 
Cheryl trembled in rage and hatred, the drive home from the restaurant a blur of traffic lights and honking horns. 
Tears of shame and anger slid down her cheeks and she shook her head, angry with herself as well as her family. 
She had known this would happen. The moment she arrived at the restaurant and reached the table, the table where her father and sister glared at her while her mother kept her head down, she had known it was going to go really badly. 
Her sister Tess had a smug look in her eyes. Her father looked at her as if she were the most unpleasant thing he'd ever had the misfortune to set his eyes on. Her mother, uncomfortable in any kind of situation, fiddled nervously with her napkin. 
None of them greeted her as she sat down. "Happy birthday, mum," she said. That was all she managed to say before her father started on her. 
He spoke to her as if she were a stupid rebellious 14 year old. He spoke of shame on the family, how her affairs were the juicy gossip in his office. He blamed her for the increase in her mother's depression and anxiety medication and her refusal to attend any social gatherings since their daughter's affair had been made public.
He topped his speech by saying that Tess couldn't even pick her son up from school without someone commenting on her big sister's reputation. 
He topped off his speech by adding that Harold had been to see him to discuss Cheryl, that he felt at the end of his tether with her and didn't know what to do since he didn't believe in divorce.
That was the first bomb for Cheryl; Harold had visited her father over her affair six weeks earlier. She hadn't even met his friend's son then. It seemed that Harold had known about her for sometime, but had decided to stay with her. When her affair with his friend's son had come out, it seemed that, for Harold, that was the last straw. The second bomb was her father's next words. 
"I advised him to leave you," Cheryl's father said icily. "No man should have to put up with his wife's affairs being thrown up in his face."
Cheryl kept her eyes on her napkin in front of her, her blood boiling in anger. She concentrated on blanking his words out, refusing to let him see how his words were hurting her.
Tess lowered her head as Cheryl glanced at her, twisting her features into embarrassment, but Cheryl knew better. Tess was secretly delighted and enjoying every second of this.
Cheryl felt sorry for her mother though. She looked as though she may faint dead away at any moment. Her face was so pale she looked grey as she repeatedly twisted the napkin in her hand. 
Still, Cheryl managed to remain calm, in spite of heads turning at nearby tables, openly listening to her father's words.
He finished his speech by telling Cheryl when Harold left her for her many past affairs and her inability to remain faithful, she would not be welcome at their home.
She would be on her own.
Even then, Cheryl said nothing and took it all in.
As much as she hated her father and Tess, she refused to hurt her mother anymore. Then the waiter arrived.
Young and very attractive, he'd gazed at Cheryl with a bright fire of lust in his eyes. Just the thought of his eager hands on her body, his mouth on hers as he thrust into her had made her inner thighs tingle.
She'd smiled, thanked him for her wine and was watching him walk away, smiling when he turned to look back at her, when Tess opened her mouth and ruined the whole evening.
Cheryl had managed to control her temper while her father had spoken to her as if she were nothing but a 10pence slut, but Tess's comment immediately enraged her.
"Jesus Cheryl," Tess had said, "you're like a mongrel bitch in heat."
Not even trying to control the rage that brought immediate colour to her cheeks, Cheryl hurled her full glass of wine into Tess's face.
She stood and smiled as Tess gasped and gaped at Cheryl in shock. Her mother lowered her head, muttering "Oh dear, oh dear," over and over again. Her father sat back and stared at Cheryl, completely aghast at her actions. Cheryl smiled between Tess and her father, before focusing her eyes on her father. "Did it ever occur to you, dad, that maybe I seek out men and their affections because you were never there for me? Not that it matters a whole lot now but I'd like you to know that the reason I'm such a fuck up is because of you. I'm not to blame, you are."
Her father stared back and Cheryl temporarily hesitated. 
Her father looked more than just stunned, he looked hurt. Her words had affected him like a slap in the face. 
Cheryl looked at her mother, who was now weeping into her napkin. "I'm sorry mum. Happy birthday." Then, and without a backward glance, she turned and left the restaurant.
The tears didn't come until she was driving home. 
I'm losing it. I'm losing it.
She just couldn't believe how quickly her perfect life had fallen apart. What did I do to deserve this?
Cheryl cried all the way home, relief washing through her when she spotted her home, a place where she could hide from hurtful words and accusing eyes. She pulled up into the driveway and hit the button to raise the garage door. 
Her nerves tightened as she drove slowly into the garage, shut down the engine and all but ran to the doorway that led into the kitchen. She hated the garage, she always had, but it had become worse since the bulb had blown in there. 
She always imagined someone waiting for her as she got out of her car, a knife in his hand as he grabbed a handful of her hair. She pictured her face on the news, the unfortunate victim of a madman. 
I watch too many scary movies, she told herself, calm now as she shut and locked the door that connected the house to the garage. 
As she did every night, Cheryl poured herself a glass of red wine and went into the living room. She had a terrible headache and an empty stomach. Cheryl sighed and glanced at the clock. 8.30 PM.
In spite of how bad she felt, she let out a wry smile and short laugh. Didn't even last half an hour in the restaurant. Must be a new record. 
She pictured her mother's tears and felt bad that she'd had to witness it. But it was Tess's fault. If the bitch had just kept her mouth shut, none of it would've happened. She pictured her father's face, then felt a little better. 
What do you know, she thought nastily, the cold-hearted bastard did have feelings after all. Feeling better just knowing her words had hurt her father, Cheryl leaned forward, grabbed the remote control and flicked the TV on. She searched through the movie channels and found one starting in an hour. 
I'll call out for pizza and chill out with a film.
Nodding her head as she agreed with herself, she raised her glass and drank all the wine in one go.
I should just get sloshed tonight, call in sick tomorrow. 
Cheryl nodded again and muttered "fuck them. Fuck them all."
Cheryl watched the TV for about five minutes, not really seeing what was on the screen as she considered her options should Harold ask her for a divorce. It wouldn't be all bad and she'd inherit something at least. Still, she didn't relish the notion of being alone again. 
She enjoyed the flings that she had, she enjoyed the feeling she got from seducing a younger inexperienced man, but it was all the more enjoyable when she had a husband to go home to. 
It wouldn't be the same, returning to an empty house alone. 
Cheryl wasn't stupid and she knew there was a difference between lust and love. The men she seduced lusted for her, thought of her as the best sex they'd ever had; but that was it. Having Harold's love and devotion, having him worship the ground she walked on, seeing the way he gazed at her, as if she were the only woman in the world, that was the best feeling ever and couldn't replace the temporary high of a meaningless seduction. 
Cheryl leaned forward to rest the TV remote on the coffee table, intending to head into the kitchen for the pizza delivery number which was tacked on the wall, when her vision began to darken.
She leaned back in her chair as a wave of lethargy sapped every last ounce of energy from her body. Her eyelids drooped. She had time to wonder why she suddenly felt so tired when the drug applied to her bottle of red wine took hold of her completely and she slept. 
Cheryl continued to sleep as the figure stepped out of the dining room where he'd been hiding and slipped into the kitchen. 
He replaced the drugged bottle of wine with an identical opened one with the exact same amount of alcohol inside. He retrieved the glass Cheryl had drank from and washed it out before placing it back beside her. 
She was back early, but he had prepared for this since her relationship with her family was so strained. The pills he had given her for would keep her out for hours, so he was not worried. 
He settled on the chair across from her and watched as she slept. He had to admit, she was a beautiful woman. He had thought so the first time he'd seen her, just like every other man. But watching her now, he was able to see through her beauty to what lay beneath. She was evil.
He stared at her and thought of what she had done to him, how she had ruined his life. A rage so intense, so overwhelming and so strong gripped him and he was forced to go into the kitchen and take a seat at the table for fear that he would strangle her there and then with his bare hands.
I did not come this far to blow it now. 
The punishment he had in mind for her was severe, far harder than an easy death of strangulation whilst she slept. He was sure his plan would work. 
He believed in Fate, in Karma. What he didn't understand was why it was taking so long to catch up to her. He was a good man and had lived a good life, in spite of what Cheryl had done to him, yet the fierce hatred burned within him deep down. It burned so fiercely that one day, he had decided to do something about it.
He wondered whether he would unbalance Karma by intervening, but he decided that he wasn't. Besides, he had waited long enough for his revenge. 
It was time, whether Karma was ready or not. 
He checked his watch and decided that it was a little early, but he knew their routine well enough to know that they were probably home by now. Unease gripped him as he stood, unease and doubt so strong that he lowered himself back into the chair.
I knew I had to do this, he told himself, I knew it. 
But knowing it weeks ago didn't help when the task lay immediately ahead of him. His plan to take Cheryl down was clever, he knew that, but the only problem was that people would have to get hurt. In an ideal world, Cheryl would be the only one hurt, but his plan wouldn't work that way. 
If I don't do this, he thought, then I may as well give up now. 
He did ponder that possibility for a minute. 
Cheryl's husband was onto her and would probably leave her very soon. Maybe he could just sit back and watch Cheryl lose her comfortable life and lapdog husband. 
He shook his head. That just wasn't good enough. He knew Cheryl would feel the blow to her ego if her husband left her, and he knew she would be devastated with everyone knowing that he'd left her. 
Cheryl thought very highly of herself.
But, that wasn't enough. Cheryl was resilient. Okay, she'd feel the blow of a divorce, but she would move on. Like the leopard that misses out on the deer as it makes its escape from her claws, she sets out to find another to hunt. And that is what Cheryl would do. There were many Harold's around. She wouldn't be alone for long.
Nodding, knowing that he had no choice in this matter if he wanted to see Cheryl get exactly what she deserved, he stood and left the kitchen, making his way back into the dining room. He retrieved his bag that he brought with him, the items inside detrimental to his plan, and cast one more look at Cheryl. He smiled. 
If all went to plan, she would only have two days of her life left. No longer hindered by the thought of having to hurt people in order to take her down, he snatched her car keys of the breakfast bar in the kitchen, placed the drugged bottle of red wine into his bag and headed to the garage. 
The light bulb had blown out in here and he smiled, thinking how much that little fact helped his plan considerably. 
He got into the drivers seat of Cheryl's vehicle and put the blond wig on. It wasn't an exact match for the style that Cheryl wore, but it would do. He raised the garage door and left. 
***
Incredible, he thought as he pulled up back inside the garage. The whole thing had taken just under 40 minutes. His hands shook as he pulled the key out of the ignition and removed the blond wig, shoving it back into his bag with more force than he'd intended. 
He hoped the man hadn't died. 
He pictured him again as he'd struck the windshield of the car, his body tumbling away immediately and falling into the road. Still, everything had gone to plan. 
He got out of the car and raised the hood, pulling a few wires loose. That would do it. Of course, the car could easily be fixed by someone who knew what they were doing. If Cheryl had a man around, he'd have to really dismantle the car. Fortunately, Cheryl knew squat about car engines; her area of expertise didn't go beyond seducing men, so he didn't need to worry.
When the police came to seize the car to search for evidence, they'd wonder why the engine had been dismantled, should he have had to go that far. The wires he'd loosened took a mere few minutes to fix and could happen for no reason. He looked at the front of the car, elated at the evidence that smeared the bonnet, yet dismayed that he'd put it there by harming another person.Then, he went back into the house to check on Cheryl, his bag over his shoulder. 
She was still zonked. Smiling, he placed her car keys right where he found them and left her house, careful to leave through the back door and sneak through the neighbours back garden to avoid being seen.
One more task tonight and he was done. 
He tingled in excitement, his earlier misgivings gone. 
He was this close, this close. Thinking of the outcome that would be coming very soon, the moment he had spent waiting years for, he quickened his pace to his car that he'd parked up the next street.


Chapter Twenty Three 
Mike sat at his desk, staring blankly ahead at the wall. 
The Laura Melling's case had been solved. The timid shy bartender, the same man whom Mike had dismissed almost immediately, was actually positive that he was gay, had turned himself in. The man, Alex, had been escorted to the police station by his cousin, a woman named Molly. Clearly shaken, she'd told Mike that Alex had told her everything. 
It was she who had convinced him to hand himself in. "He killed Laura," Molly told Mike, her voice heavy grief and disbelief. 
Both he and Lee had interviewed Alex, and he had confessed in chilling detail. 
He said he had been in love with Laura and that he'd been so proud of her for turning her life around. 
She never realised his feelings for her, but was apparently very fond of him as a friend. 
"A week before I killed her," Alex told Mike and Lee, his voice cracked with anger, "she started prostituting again."
He told of his jealousy and devastation, the thought of her being with other men causing a rage to burn from deep within. 
His car had been impounded and a quick visual search before the forensic team began their examination had revealed a large amount of blood in the trunk. 
Asked why he had carved the cross into her back, Alex claimed that in spite of her shortcomings, he felt she deserved to go to heaven. He was afraid that because her body was so filthy with drugs and sex, she would be denied entry. He felt the mark of the cross would cleanse her and ensure her final destination would be heaven, and not the hell that surely awaited her.
"The bloke's a wako," Lee had said, and Mike agreed. 
Alex's flat had been sealed off and a search warrant issued. The bedroom appeared to be the scene of the crime, matching with Alex's confession of being the place where he carved the cross into her back as she lay bound to his bedposts. The bed had been stripped and flipped over, revealing a large bloodstain soaked into the mattress.
Laura's clothes and handbag had been found shoved under Alex's bed. 
With the confession and forensic evidence, they had more than enough to charge Alex with murder and hold him until DNA could be extracted from the blood in his flat and car and matched to Laura.
Laura Melling had been a prostitute, a woman who regularly put her life in danger by getting into strangers' cars and selling her body for sex. 
That she would then be murdered by someone she knew and liked was mind numbing, especially since there hadn't seemed to be very many people who had cared for the troubled young woman. 
But then, what would have been better? Laura being murdered by a friend, or a stranger? She was marked for a rough life, and a rough ending. Her attempt to turn her life around had failed, and it had cost her life. 
Mike grimaced slightly as guilt gnawed at him. He was pleased that Laura's murderer was in custody. Given Alex's frame of mind, it seemed certain that it would only be a matter of time before he focused his obsession on another young woman.
They were, right now, digging into his background, searching for any revealing incidents with other young women.
On the whole, Mike was relieved. 
But, as he sat in the interrogation room facing Alex, the young man's face pale and his voice quivering as he gave a detailed account of Laura's prolonged and brutal murder, Mike could only think of Cheryl Turner.
As Alex told them how Laura had screamed and begged, cried and pleaded as she writhed on his bed, her arms and legs bound to the metal posts as he mercilessly carved the cross into her back, Mike thought of Dave Turner, writhing in agony as fire slowly consumed his flesh.
He watched and listened as Alex confessed, and in his mind he wished it was Cheryl Turner. What sort of cop did that make him?
"A bad one, that's what," he muttered. 
Cheryl had confessed, she was guilty of her first husband's murder. He'd known it back then, but now he knew it. Yet, there still wasn't a damn thing he could do. 
They had solved a brutal murder this morning and taken a very mentally ill young man off the streets who, very likely, would have killed again.
Yet, for the past 20 minutes as Lee processed the paperwork and organized various warrants associated with the case, Mike had sat at his desk running a background check on Cheryl's current husband. 
Dave Turner had been a handsome businessman who earned a very good salary.
Harold Underwood also earned a good salary in addition to having access to a healthy inheritance he'd received from his parents'.
But handsome, he was not.
A large, droopy-faced man with a receding hairline and a double chin, he was no-one's idea of attractive.
Poor bloke probably thought all his birthdays had come all at once when he married Cheryl, thought Mike.
Cheryl's apparent motive for killing her first husband, in Mike's theory, had been his affairs. Perhaps she had married this man for safety; he couldn't see this man ever cheating on Cheryl with any woman.
Shit, Mike thought, she's a murderer; how can I even begin to guess at how she thinks.
As they had been since he entered Dave Turner's house 7 years earlier, his hands remained tied. 
All he could do was hope that she didn't kill this husband, or, if she did, that she wasn't as clever this time and made a mistake. 
"Done, done, and done," Lee announced as he suddenly appeared by Mike's side. "A search of his flat and car is all go. Forensics are preparing to go through everything with a fine-tooth-comb."
"Good," Mike said, "nail this bastard with as much evidence as we can. Make sure he never gets a chance to do this again."
"You know what's bothering me though?" Lee said with a deep frown, "all this bloke's talk of sending her to heaven, fearing she wouldn't get in coz her body was tainted by the touch of so many men and drugs. So, he carves a cross into her back to get her in, coz he cares. Then, he drives her to a secluded area, strangles her and leaves her dumped like a piece of rubbish. What do you think a psychiatrist would make of all that?"
Mike shrugged. "No doubt the defence will try insanity one way or the other."
"Exactly. I'm hoping we find some evidence of premeditation. I wanna prove this bastard planned on killing her because he couldn't have her and that he was well aware of his actions. I wanna slap him with a first degree murder charge, not see him serve half a sentence on some diminished responsibility crap."
Mike nodded and Lee sighed. "So," Lee asked, "what you been doing while I was working?"
Before Mike could reach for the notes he had made, Lee leaned over and began to read.
"Underwood," Lee muttered, glancing at the face on Mike's computer. "He's married to your killer?" Lee pursed his lips. "Makes me think of beauty and the beast. What're you looking him up for?"
Mike glanced at him, then back away, not knowing how much he should say.
"Look Mike, I understand how much this must get to you, and you say you think she did it; I believe you. But, you have as much to go on today as you did back then—a hunch, that's it. No evidence, no conviction."
"She confessed, Lee."
Lee's eyebrows shot up. "Confessed? When?"
Mike told him about his visit with James and Nicole.
"Wow," Lee muttered, "the slimy bitch. That's a damn good angle, threatening them with a story of an affair with this James character. Would've looked pretty bad on this couple. You think they're telling you the truth?"
"Yes," Mike answered. "Without a doubt. That woman got away with murder 7 years ago. And there is still nothing I can do to prove it."
"We get this nutcase Alex put away," Lee said. "We gather enough evidence to put him away for a long time. Then, I'll help you get your nutcase."
Mike looked up at him gratefully. "We'll find a way to take the bitch down, Mike. I promise you, her days are numbered."


Chapter Twenty Four
Cheryl worked her way through two of her three clients, her mind blank and her head aching.
I only had one glass of wine last night. How can I feel so terrible?
She'd woken at 4am, sprawled on the couch, shivering and confused. She usually struggled with her sleeping and most nights it took her a while to relax enough to doze off.
Struggling as she stumbled around her darkened living room, she tried to remember how much she'd drank. From her pounding headache and the almost painful dryness of her throat she'd guess a few bottles. 
But she knew she hadn't. She didn't have that much wine in the house and a quick check of the fridge that morning had shown her that she'd only had the one glass wine, the one she remembered. 
She wouldn't describe herself as a lush but she certainly drank often enough to handle one glass of red wine. 
To top everything off, her car had refused to start that morning. Her head pounding painfully, she'd sat thumping the steering wheel of her stubborn car, swearing as tears streamed down her face. 
She'd nearly given up and gone back to bed. 
Forget work.
Forget her job.
Forget her family.
Forget her husband.
Just forget everything and sleep the terrible headache away.
The only reason she had forced herself to call a taxi to take her to work was the knowledge that it may be the only thing she had left soon. 
She'd arrived to work late and found one of her regular clients waiting for her. She hadn't even time to pour herself a coffee.
Cheryl fought the wave of nausea, the same wave she had been fighting for the past 15 minutes. 
I'm gonna be sick I'm gonna be sick I'm gonna be sick.
Cheryl forced the chant to quiet down as she gained control over her queasy stomach. The terrible smells within the salon weren't helping.
On top of the smell of the acrylic and nail polish, one of the girls was administering bleach to a young woman's foils. Cheryl felt like she was going to suffocate. 
The only thing going right for her so far today was Sarah's absence from work. The mood that Cheryl felt in , she thought one wrong look from Sarah would have sent her into a rage. 
Beneath her pleasure however, jealousy stirred as one after another of Sarah's clients turned up for their scheduled appointments, only to refuse the offer of someone else doing their hair since Sarah had not turned up for work. 
Each client had left saying they would call the salon when Sarah was back in to re-book. 
None of my clients are that loyal, Cheryl thought bitterly. She doubted that any would care if she disappeared off the face of the earth tomorrow; they would simply dive onto their computers and check out the next nearest Nail Technician who offered decent prices and discounts.
Cheryl was glad she had forced herself to come into work. If not for the peace of not having Sarah around, but for the guarantee that her job was secure. Sallie had greeted Cheryl just like she usually did. 
The two women weren't exactly friends, but they'd never had a harsh word spoken between them, until Sallie had pulled Cheryl into her office and given her a harsh warning over Sarah. Sallie and Sarah, however, were friends, and if it came to a choice between Cheryl or Sarah, Sallie would choose Sarah hands down. Cheryl had been relieved that Sallie seemed to have put the incident between she and Sarah behind them. 
Cheryl glanced at the girls all working on their clients. Each had wondered aloud at Sarah's absence. Cheryl knew that not only her clients wouldn't give a damn if she didn't come into work, her colleagues weren't likely to give Cheryl a second thought either.
So, she had called a taxi to bring her into work. 
As she'd been in the garage trying to start the car, however, a message had been left on her answer machine. 
It was her parent's neighbour, Mrs Collins. In a voice strained with grief and worry, she had told Cheryl's answer machine that her father had an accident the night before around 10.30 PM. He was in the hospital and had been rushed there in an ambulance. 
I hope he had a heart attack from guilt, Cheryl thought nastily, completely untroubled by the news. 
None of them would come running if I was injured. 
Besides, she thought, I only have three clients today. I'll go when I've finished. 
"There you are, Roxie," she told her client.
"Cheers." Roxie looked at her acrylic nails, longer than most people liked them and painted jet black. "They're wicked." She stood and adjusted her black satchel on her right shoulder, the lilac skull facing outwards. 
Cheryl simply nodded. She didn't like Roxie. Thought the girl had never been nasty with Cheryl, Roxie still pissed her off.
Judging by the girls tattoos and black clothing with bright purple hair, she was a Goth, or whatever they were called.
Her dark clothes and bright hair contrasted with the porcelain white of her skin and the hideous excess of black eyeliner, mascara and dark eye shadow Roxie pasted on. Combine all these together, and Cheryl thought the girl should have been ugly.
But she wasn't.
Cheryl supposed the girl was an acquired taste and though she was pretty, she wouldn't have men queuing around the block for her.
Still, she was pretty enough to irritate the hell out of Cheryl.
"Can I book my next appointment for a fortnight from now?" Roxie asked. Cheryl nodded and reached for her appointments book. "I'll fancy a change by then; maybe the same colour purple as my hair."
"You're all booked in," Cheryl told her warmly.
Roxie thanked her and turned to leave. As soon as her back was turned, the warm smile fell from Cheryl's face as she watched the girl leave the salon.
Bitch.
She watched Roxie walk away until she was out of sight, then she sighed. 
One more client to go, one more client to go.
The mental chant did nothing to ease the throbbing in her skull and Cheryl winced.
Again she felt relief that Sarah wasn't in today. Sallie had been in a tilly, asking the girls if they'd heard anything. Cheryl had been happy to report that she hadn't heard from, or seen Sarah the previous evening.
Cheryl smiled wickedly, hoping that one of Sarah's boyfriends had found out about the other. Oh, how devastated Sarah would be then, thought Cheryl. That would be fabulous to see Sarah dumped by the two men she constantly bragged about.
Cleaning off her table to prepare for her next client, Cheryl turned as the salon door whooshed open and a breathless young woman entered.
She ran straight to Rachel, the young apprentice, and tugged her arm
"Have you heard about Sarah? Isn't it awful?"
Immediately intrigued as a jolt of satisfaction surged through her, Cheryl wandered over to the cluster of excited women.
Finally, the little bitch had her comeuppance.
Sallie dashed out of the staff room.
"What is it?" she asked the girl. "What's wrong with Sarah?"
"She was attacked last night," the young woman said, her face flushed. "Someone mugged her, they stole her handbag with her purse and keys in it. They also took her engagement ring."
Cheryl huffed. "Wonder what she's gonna tell the other bloke when she had to make the report out."
Sallie looked at her, an astonished look on her face. "Is there any need for that, Cheryl?"
Cheryl shrugged. "It was probably her own fault, anyway. I bet she was showing it off, flashing it around and it caught the mugger's eye."
Cheryl instantly reddened when Sallie glared at her, glared at her in such a way that made Cheryl think she was going to sack her on the spot. Instead, Sallie put her back to Cheryl, disgust evident on her face. "Is she injured?" she asked the girl.
"No, well not too bad physically. But she's pretty shaken up."
"I'll bet. I'd better go and ring her." Sallie rushed off and the other girls began talking as one, all babbling about how terrible it was for poor Sarah.
"She'll bounce back," Cheryl told them, feeling better now that Sallie had left the room. "She'll probably be in work tomorrow, I'm sure she won't be able to resist the urge to be the centre of attention as she plays the poor little victim."
All the girls looked at her, their faces mirror-images of the next as they gaped in stunned amazement at her words.
Cheryl shrugged. She turned around and went back to her table. Aware of the sudden silence behind her, she turned, and found all the girls staring at her.
"Sarah is our friend," Rachel told her coldly, her eyes narrow. "We all like her."
"At least someone does," Cheryl retorted.
"Sarah is a well liked, valuable member of this team," Sallie said sternly as she strode back into the room. "A mugging is a very serious incident, Cheryl. I'd like you to leave as soon as you've finished your last client."
Shit. Now I've done it.
Cheryl wished that she felt nothing at the blunt dismissal and the stares from all the girls, but she couldn't. She was embarrassed and hurt. 
She felt like crying.
She began to prepare her table for the next client, listening in on the conversation as it continued behind her.
"She's very shaken up," Sallie told the girls. "She was dragged into the alley behind John's bakery on her way home from a pub late last night. The mugger took her handbag, ripped her engagement ring from her finger then shoved her headfirst into some bins before he ran away. She's a little bumped and bruised but she sounds more emotionally harmed than anything."
"Oh God," Rachel said. "That's so bad. What's happening now?"
"Well, the police are involved now. Hopefully they'll catch this maniac before he does it to another young woman. At least she wasn't seriously harmed; it could have been a lot worse."
Cheryl smiled with her back still turned so no-one could see her. Although still reeling from the knowledge that she wasn't exactly popular here right now, the thought of Sarah being thrown into some bins after being mugged did cheer her up.
Now there's some Karma for you.
The salon door suddenly whooshed open again and Cheryl turned as she heard Sallie explaining that they were closed for their dinner hour at the moment. 
Standing in the doorway, her face flushed and her eyes red from crying, stood Mrs Collins.
"Oh Cheryl," the woman cried, rushing towards her. "I'm so sorry to have to do this here."
Cheryl groaned inwardly. Why did the woman have to come into her work? 
"Oh Cheryl," Mrs Collins said again, grabbing her hands in hers as she visibly shook. God, the drama for the girls was just too much today. They all stood gaping with morbid curiosity. "You must not have received my message this morning. I'm afraid your dad—"
"I got the message," Cheryl assured her, squeezing her hands reassuringly. "I'm heading straight to the hospital after my last client."
The room was suddenly quiet and Cheryl felt everyone's eyes on her. Mrs Collins stared like she had been slapped. Her mouth opened and closed so she resembled a stunned fish.
What the hell is everyone staring at?
"Your father's in hospital?" Sallie asked incredulously. "What happened?"
"I don't know," Cheryl replied. "Like I said, I'm heading there soon so I'll find out."
"You came to work...even though you knew..." Mrs Collins's voice trailed off. She lowered her head, then shook it as she pulled her hands from Cheryl's grip.
"What happened to him anyway?" Cheryl asked. "You said he'd been taken to the hospital, but you never said why."
"I always felt sorry for you," Mrs Collins muttered, still staring at the floor. "I always felt that your dad was too hard on you. But, now I see it. Now I see why you're such a disappointment to him. You ought to be ashamed of yourself."
Mrs Collins turned away.
"You have my permission to leave now," Sallie told her Cheryl, her face registering evident disgust. "That is, if you want to."
Cheryl rushed after Mrs Collins and grabbed her arm before she left the salon. "What happened to him? What happened to my dad?"
"He's a strong man," Mrs Collins muttered, her hand resting on the door. She seemed to be staring straight outside. "I'll never forget his crumpled body laying in the road. I...I thought he was dead. Your mother was screaming, I had to pull her away while some other neighbours tended to him whilst we waited for an ambulance." She turned and looked at Cheryl, and her features hardened. "Somehow, someone lured your father out of the house and into the street. Then, they ran him over with their car before driving away."


Chapter Twenty Five
Cheryl entered the hospital, dreading the scene that awaited her.
My life is falling apart.
The girls' at work had all glared at her as if she were pure evil in its truest form. "I didn't know it was so serious," Cheryl had said.
Sallie stared at her, her expression set in disgust. "When your parent's neighbour calls and tells you your dad was rushed to hospital in an ambulance, I think serious is implied. But then, a mugging is amusing to you, so maybe your idea of serious and mine are completely different." Sallie had turned her back to Cheryl as the other girls watched. "You can leave now, Cheryl. In fact, I insist on it. Let us know how your dad is doing, won't you."
Cheryl had left with all eyes on her. No doubt, as soon as she left, they had all started talking about what a cold, cruel, heartless bitch she was. 
Why didn't I just go to the hospital straight away?
Too late now. She would just have to try and make up for her absence. 
Cheryl approached the ward, then the nurses station according to the directions that Mrs Collins had given to her, though somewhat reluctantly since she wouldn't even look at Cheryl. "I'm here to see Mr Tompkins," she told the chubby nurse who sat tapping at a keyboard. "Are you friend or family?" the nurse asked without looking up.
"He's my dad."
The nurse looked up then, her eyes sympathetic. She nodded. "I'll check which bed he's in."
Reading the notes on her clipboard, the nurse frowned then looked at Cheryl. "Your name is Cheryl, yes?"
"Yes."
The nurse nodded. She no longer regarded Cheryl with sympathy, instead, Cheryl thought she saw confusion and suspicion on that round face. The nurse turned and walked down a long corridor, heading deeper into the ward. She hesitated to turn and glanced back at Cheryl. Her frown of suspicion had deepened. 
She disappeared from view a second later.
What the hell was all that about?
Cheryl sat down on a chair to wait, thinking of the talking too she'd give that nurse when she returned. She was a family member of a patient, why was she being made to wait here?
Cheryl jumped to her feet when her mother appeared at the end of the corridor, the nurse walking behind her. Cheryl felt all her anger at the nurse completely disappear when she saw how terrible her mother looked. 
She walked as if the whole weight of the world had collapsed on her slight shoulders. She looked smaller than she usually did and her hair stuck out at odd angles around her head. Though her face was down, Cheryl could still see that she was awfully pale. 
Her mother walked stiffly, as if keeping herself together depended on how rigid she could keep her posture. Her hands were gripped in front of her and Cheryl saw she was fiddling with her wedding band.
Cheryl felt a lump in her throat. Okay, so she wasn't, and never had been, close to her father. But she loved her mother dearly. She should have come straight to the hospital as soon as she heard the message from Mrs Collins, if anything just to support her mother. 
"Mum," Cheryl said as soon as her mother was close enough to hear her. "Is dad allrig—ow!"
Her mother, with a strength Cheryl didn't know she possessed, gripped her arm in a vice-like grip and all but dragged her from the ward. Tears immediately glazed Cheryl's eyes, not so much at the pain but from the shock. Her mother had never acted so aggressively before.
"Mum, you're hurting me!"
People stared in shock and the nurse followed closely behind, watching the whole scene but doing nothing to pull her mother off her. 
What the hell was going on here?
Outside the ward, her mother released her. Rubbing her arm, Cheryl recoiled from the look of rage on her mother's face. "How could you, Cheryl?"
"Mum, I'm sorry. I only had three clients so I went to work. If I'd known it was so serious I'd have come straight away."
"Cut it out, just cut it out," her mother yelled shrilly. "Your own father!"
"Mum, I said I'm sorry. Okay?"
"You're sorry. You're sorry. Is that all you have to say for yourself?"
"Can I see him?"
Her mother stepped back from Cheryl, the look of hatred on her face making the tears that glazed Cheryl's eyes fall freely down her cheeks. "No, you can't. I left orders at the desk that you shouldn't be permitted inside."
"You can't treat me like this," Cheryl whined. "I bet Tess is in there."
Quick as lightening and just as shocking, her mother stepped forward and slapped Cheryl hard across the face. Onlookers gasped and the nurse finally moved forward to intervene. She placed her hands on Cheryl's mother's shoulders and pulled her backward, murmuring something that Cheryl couldn't hear. 
"From today, you are no longer my daughter. Now go. And don't ever come near us again."
Cheryl sobbed as the nurse led her mother back into the ward. She rubbed her stinging face as her mother's last words sank in. She realised that people had actually stopped to watch and were staring at her.
She cried harder. 
***
Cheryl stood outside the hospital waiting for the taxi, her tears now dry on her stinging cheek. Eyes had followed her as she walked away. No-one offered to help her.
She stared at the ground, trying to make sense of her mother's actions. Her father must be in terrible condition to make her mother flip like that. Obviously, Cheryl had taken the brunt of those emotions because she hadn't dropped everything and rushed to the hospital to sit by her father's bedside. 
Still, her mother's actions didn't make sense. When anything bad happened, her mother was the one sat in the corner, shaking and crying. Her way to get through distressing situations was via a visit to a doctor to up her medication. She just didn't act like this. 
She did understand her mother's disappointment at Cheryl's failure to rush straight to the hospital, but she was always the one to defend Cheryl, no matter what she had done. Although her mother would've been deeply disappointed, she wouldn't have voiced those feelings and would a created a whole list of excuses to explain Cheryl's absence. 
Cheryl shook her head as tears filled her eyes. First Harold, now her mother. 
Two people that, just a week ago, she could count on. Now, they were gone. 
Everyone hated her. 
Just then, her mobile rang.
Him!
He hadn't contacted her for a couple of days now, but with everything that had been going on, she'd completely forgotten about him. She remembered how nervous he'd made her. Now, his threats to ruin her were far less worrying considering her life was already ruined. 
Pulling her phone from her handbag, she looked at the screen. Her heart sped when she realised that the number was unknown.
Fear clutched her, then she mentally shook herself. 
She would not give the small amount of control she still had to some phone-stalker that didn't even have to guts to face her.
"Hello," she answered firmly.
"You bitch," the female voice said, her voice unrecognisable to Cheryl. "I want my fucking things back or I'll tell the police everything."
"Who the hell is this?" Cheryl said, annoyed that on top of everything else going wrong, she was also receiving someone else's angry phone call by mistake.
"You think you're so clever. Should've thought it through before you plastered yourself in that nasty perfume you always wear. Kinda made the mask pointless."
"Sarah?" Cheryl asked, recognizing the voice.
"Paul found out that I'd been mugged and came straight over. Scott was already with me and right there in front of the police, they started fighting. They both spent the night in jail because of you, and now they wont talk to me. That's why you did it, you jealous bitch!"
"I have no idea what you're talking about," Cheryl said slowly, her own anger melting away at the absolute rage in Sarah's voice.
"I smelt you, you stupid bitch! I'll find proof, just you watch. I'll be sat there to wave you off when you get sent down. And I'll be fucking laughing."
The phone went dead. Stunned, Cheryl dropped it back into her handbag and waited for her taxi, trembling. 
***
Arriving home forty minutes later, Cheryl smiled when she spotted Harold's car parked on the driveway.
He's come home early to see me! He wants our marriage to work.
Joy, a joy she never believed Harold would ever make her feel without buying her something expensive, filled her.
She wanted her life back. Her old uncomplicated life where everything went her own way. She paid the taxi driver and rushed up to the front door.
She wondered if Harold had heard about her father's accident. He'd know she was alone and upset. Perhaps it'd made him realise that he didn't want to lose her.
She opened the front door and rushed inside, calling Harold's name.
"In here," he shouted.
He was in the living room.
"I'm glad you're home," Cheryl said loudly, shrugging off her coat. "I really want to work this out."
Smiling she rushed into the living room—where the smile immediately fell off her face.
Harold stood looking at her, his coat on and a large suitcase resting beside him.
Harold glared at her, the once puppy-dog expression of love gone from his set face and narrow eyes.
It was over. She had lost him.
"I'm filing for divorce on the grounds of irreconcilable differences," he told Cheryl coldly. "In the divorce, I'm offering you this house, your car and 10,000 pounds. If you take it and walk, everything will go smoothly. If you try to take anything else from me, I'll make you very sorry. I'll drag your name through the mud and let everyone know what a cheap easy slut you are."
Cheryl's face flushed red. "You can't do this, Harold. And anyway, it'd be your word against mine. You can't prove anything."
Harold sneered at her and pulled a face that made Cheryl think of a person who had just realised they'd stood in dog dirt. "I have pictures of you, Cheryl. Pictures of you...pleasuring a man in an alley. I have pictures of you in a car, with another man. I have pictures of you heading into a hotel to meet yet another man. Believe me Cheryl, I will make sure these pictures get around, even if I have to make copies and post them through doors myself. I want you out of my life. Once the divorce is final, I want to forget that I ever knew you. This will be the last time you'll see me, unless of course you decide to try and take me for more than what I'm offering you."
Harold picked up his suitcase and walked past her. She didn't turn, but heard him hesitate behind her. "Perhaps now that you have a house, you can stop offering yourself to men in alleys and cars. Really Cheryl, for as often as you hand yourself out on a plate, you should start charging."
Cheryl gasped and tears streamed down her face as she heard Harold walk away. He left, slamming the door behind him.
I can't take anymore. Please, stop this. I can't take anymore.
Cheryl sank to her knees, sobbing into her hands. 


Chapter Twenty Six 
Mike laughed as Alfie scowled. "I do believe I've beat you again, Alfie."
"This is a stupid game," Alfie muttered, pulling a face that reminded Mike of when Mandy first started to care for him and she'd asked if he liked broccoli.
Alfie's mum Liz laughed. "It'll be his favourite game again when he plays me. I can't win for peanuts." Mike tidied the board game away, smiling as Alfie asked if he could play his mother at just one game at home.
"Fancy playing Buckaroo with me tomorrow Alfie?" Mike asked.
Alfie immediately brightened. "Yeah! I can whoop you on that."
"Whoop him," Liz said sternly. "I'm not sure I like that kind of talk Mr-five-year-old."
"I'm nearly 6," Alfie said.
"In 8 months."
Alfie shrugged, a wistful expression on his face. "Time goes so fast. It only seems yesterday that I was a baby." He shook his head and sighed dramatically, a perfect impression of his mother who often spoke as if she were on a theatre stage. Mike, Mandy and Liz all laughed and Alfie grinned. "That's what my mum says."
"And mum says it's time to go now."
It took another 10 minutes to get Alfie ready to go home. Mike grinned as he watched the two grown women struggling to get one child ready for the outdoors. When they both stepped back, Alfie regarded Mike forlornly.
Mike stifled a laugh.
Although it was cold outside, Mike didn't think it was as cold as Liz seemed to think it was. With his big bubble jacket, large gloves, scarf, woolly hat and his hood pulled over the top, Alfie reminded Mike of the marshmallow man in Ghostbusters.
"Are you going home by the way of the north pole?" Mike asked Liz, who laughed.
"Mum, I can't breathe."
"You know how colds land right on your chest, Alfie."
Alfie stayed quiet, knowing it wouldn't do any good to ask his mother to remove some of the layers. "Can I have a hot chocolate when I get home?"
Liz smiled. "Of course you can. We'll both have one and watch some cartoons before bed."
"Yeah! Bye auntie Mandy and uncle Mike."
Mike laughed as the boy run-waddled his way to the front door. They all said their goodbyes. "Don't forget I'm whooping you tomorrow, uncle Mike."
Mike and Mandy laughed as they shut the door. "I could murder a coffee," Mike said and Mandy pointed to the kitchen. 
"Pot's in there."
"Yours taste better."
"You just pour it from the pot and add milk."
"Go on, sweetie." Mike gave her his best smile.
"For Pete's sake," Mandy grumbled, making her way down the hallway to the kitchen. 
"No, do it for my sake. Pete can make his own."
He heard Mandy huff out a laugh as he sat down. He really enjoyed spending time with Alfie, the boy was the best cure for the blues than anything else. 
But tonight, even Alfie hadn't been able to completely banish the dark thoughts that swirled around Mike's head.
No matter what he did, or what activity he was doing, Cheryl Turner lurked in his mind. Was another man going to die before Mike could stop her?
Cheryl was smart; she'd have to be very stupid to do away with another husband and make it look like an accident.
That didn't mean she wouldn't do it, though.
Mike pictured the courtroom in his mind; Cheryl on the stand and denying the murder of her second husband. Mike found it difficult enough that she'd killed one man and got away with it; he'd hate for someone else to lose their life before they could take her down.
He was so deep in his thoughts that he startled when Mandy handed him his coffee.
"Want to tell me what's on your mind, Mike? You're so troubled lately."
"It's nothing, Hun."
"I know it's something to do with work. Or, at least, I hope it is, based on what you've been saying in your sleep."
Mike looked at her and she stared into his eyes. "Mike, who is Cheryl?"
Mike took a deep breath and lowered his head, stunned that his obsession with this case had taken over his dreams. He was aware of Mandy staring at him, her face an expression of concern.
"It started a long time ago." Mike hesitated. This case happened at the exact same time as their separation. Although it'd had been a blessedly short separation and had resulted in a stronger marriage, he and Mandy had never discussed that dark time.
This was bound to open an old wound for Mandy. 
Mike sighed. "7 years ago. The house fire that killed a man, I was positive his wife had killed him."
Mandy's face sagged and she lowered her head. He knew she was remembering their separation, the arguments, the fertility results.
Mike thought of the moment that Mandy accused him of wanting this woman to be guilty because he felt Mandy was guilty, guilty for being unable to give him a child. He squeezed her knee.
"Short version," he said. "Lee and I were called to investigate the murder of a young woman who's body was dumped by the roadside. We learnt that for a week prior to her murder, she had been receiving anonymous love letters. Then, a call came into the station; a woman complaining about disturbing anonymous letters sent to her home and work address. Wondering if the two cases were linked, we went to take a statement from the woman. It was her; Cheryl Turner."
Mandy's eyes widened in an almost comical way. "Did she recognise you?"
Mike nodded. "Oh yeah, she did."
Mandy regarded him thoughtfully and he shook his head. "I know what you're thinking, and it's not like that. There's more. I went to visit her old neighbours—"
"The ones who complained about you?"
"The very ones." Mike looked at her. "She confessed to them, Mandy."
"She confessed?"
Mike nodded.
"Why didn't they report her?"
Mike sighed. "She threatened them. She said she'd tell the police she was having an affair with the husband, make it look like he'd killed Cheryl's husband so he could have her. With other factors thrown in, it would've been plausible."
Mandy gazed at him stunned. "You were right. All those years ago, you were right." Mandy shook her head. "She burnt her husband alive." Mandy shuddered. "I can see why this is getting to you so badly."
"She's remarried," Mike said and Mandy stiffened. 
"Nothing's happened to him, has it?"
"Not yet. But that's what's worrying me. Am I going to have to wait before she does it again before I can nail her?"
"My God. So what, you just have to sit back and do nothing? Isn't there anything you can do?"
Mike shook his head. "Dave Turner's death was ruled an accident. The alcohol level in his blood was so high the pathologist said that a wrecking ball could've gone through the house and the victim probably wouldn't slept through it. There's nothing I can do."
"Jesus. I don't know what to say."
"Don't say anything," Mike said grimly. "Just hope; hope she doesn't do it again. Or hope that if she does do it again, she makes a mistake this time. She's gotten away with murder once, pray to God it doesn't happen again."


Chapter Twenty Seven 
Cheryl stood panting in the large master bedroom that she used to share with her devoted lap-dog husband.
The room was a mess.
In a rage, Cheryl had smashed and destroyed everything in sight. Glass littered the carpet, glass from the large mirror and various pictures of she and Harold.
I'm the best thing that ever happened to him, the best he'll ever get. How dare he walk out on me.
An old familiar urge began to gnaw at her, the urge to hurt herself, but she quickly dismissed it. She didn't want to hurt herself, she really wanted to hurt Harold.
Fat, balding ugly Harold who had decided to leave her.
How dare he.
At that moment, she considered taking Harold for everything he was worth, everything she was entitles to as his wife. But, beneath her rage, she knew she couldn't. 
Harold had said he had proof.
Where he got it from, she couldn't know, but the thought of those pictures of her circulating was too much to bear.
It's a shame he doesn't drink. I could do a Dave on him.
The thought took her breath away instantly and a mental image of a burnt cadaver reaching for her filled her mind, but this time it was Harold. 
The image sapped all her rage away and Cheryl sank to the floor, curling up in the foetal position and not caring about the glass scattered over the floor.
She thought of the first nightmare she'd had about Dave. He'd appeared by her bedside, burnt and grinning. She awoke with a scream, then leaned sideways and reached for her glass of water. A burnt hand, the tendons exposed, black and crumbly had grabbed her wrist and she had screamed. She awoke with Nicole by her side, shaking her then holding her as James had held out some tablets. 
A hollow ache swept through her as she thought of James and Nicole. She missed them so much. Looking back, she couldn't believe she'd done what she did; threatening them and confessing. 
But she'd been so filled with anger. Nicole fussed over her constantly. Ringing her every time she left the house and asking where she was, who she was with, what time she'd be back. It was like living back home with her parents'.
There was no release from Nicole's smothering concern, but the worst was the pity. Nicole felt so sorry for her, and every day Cheryl held back the urge to reach out and slap Nicole so she could turn that pity on herself instead of pouring it over Cheryl.
And the nights were worse. She couldn't escape the nightmares. Dave stalked her every night without fail for months after she killed him. A part of Cheryl's mind, the part that was exhausted and enraged, began to wonder if he was a ghost. 
She had tried to dismiss the thought, then remembered a film she'd seen that was supposedly based on a true story. A woman was the victim of a vicious sexual assault on a regular basis—from a ghost. If they had that power, then why wouldn't Dave haunt her after what she'd done?
So, Cheryl had started to drink. She had been drunk and angry the night she turned on James and Nicole. She remembered parts of the conversation, and the terrible things she'd said.
My God, Cheryl thought, I threatened to kill them.
Tears misted Cheryl's eyes. To this day, no-one had cared for her as James and Nicole had.
I'm alone—again.
Her guilt, or whatever she had been feeling over James and Nicole disappeared, replaced only by sorrow for herself. She stood and tiptoes her way out of the master bedroom and into the bathroom.
After splashing some cold weather on her face, she turned and studied herself in the full-length mirror.
I'm young enough to start again, she told herself. 
A jolt ran through her. That's what I'll do. I'll move away and start over!
Excited by her plan, Cheryl rushed into the bedroom once again and stepped carefully around the worst of the glass. She pulled open the top drawer of her bedside table and rummaged around inside. She located her passport nestled in between some papers and pulled it out.
I'll go abroad, she thought. I'll sell the house and get the £10,000 Harold offered and I'll go to live abroad.
Cheryl smiled. Sun, sea and sand.
I can set up my own nails business, change my name.
She rushed downstairs and into the kitchen, intending to pour herself a glass of wine to celebrate her plans, when she heard her mobile ringing.
Harold? Maybe he was sorry, maybe he wanted to work it out. 
Cheryl rushed into the hallway then paused, listening and trying to tag the location of her ringing mobile. 
The living room. 
She rushed to retrieve it before it could stop ringing. It was in her handbag on the living room floor, exactly where she'd dropped when Harold had walked out.
Cheryl dug the phone out eagerly, then frowned at the screen. 
Unknown number.
Sarah again? Or him?
Deciding she could deal with either of them considering the mood she was in, she answered with a harsh "hello."
"I noticed the hubby leaving earlier with a suitcase. Having a little lovers' spat, are we?"
It was him. Cheryl's stomach recoiled when she thought of some of the conversations she'd had with this man. Not to mention the pictures she had sent him. 
"Finished your tantrum in the bedroom, have you?" he asked, his tone making Cheryl think of a parent scolding a child. Cheryl said nothing. "I see you're now in the living room. Not thinking of trashing that too, are you?"
Cheryl gasped and looked out of the large bay windows. No-one was pressed up against it, so she walked slowly over, the phone still to her ear and looked out. She saw only houses, trees and cars; and darkness.
"Peek-a-boo, I see you," the man teased. Cheryl grabbed the curtains and tugged them together, shutting herself away from the man's gaze.
"Party pooper," he said as Cheryl backed up and sat down on the sofa. "So, what's up with hubby then? See some pictures of you that he didn't like?"
"It was you," Cheryl muttered, anger replacing her fear. "You followed me around and took the pictures. You showed them to Harold."
"You think so? Maybe you're right. So, you're single and ready to mingle. Fancy a date sometime?"
"What? You're asking me out?"
"I still have those delicious pictures you sent to me. I wouldn't mind seeing it in the flesh, touching it, tasting it."
Though afraid and reeling from the sudden chaos that had gripped her life, the unknown man's words sent a tremor of lust through Cheryl.
"Did you do this to get my husband out of the way, so you could have me?"
The man laughed nastily. "Maybe. What if I told you I'm on your doorstep right now. Would you let me in?"
"This is really strange," Cheryl muttered. "I'm flattered, but, I don't even know who you are."
"But that's the thrill for you, isn't it Cheryl. Knowing that I'm watching you, wanting you. Knowing there is one who adores you, needs to touch you and hold as he makes love to you well into the early hours of the morning."
His words had taken Cheryl's breath away. He was right, it was a thrill. Forget the thrill, thought Cheryl. It's a fucking turn on. Her body tingled in spite of her fear as visions of this man filled her mind.
He'll be tall, dark and very handsome. And he'll have money. He'll sweep me off my feet and love me for the rest of my life.
"I think you're the most beautiful woman I've ever seen, Cheryl. I feel like I know you so well."
"Really," Cheryl whispered. "What do you know about me?"
"I know you're beautiful and that you want a man to love you, devote himself to you, and you only. I know that you feel alone, misunderstood and that you crave security." Cheryl nodded, even though he couldn't see her. She was sinking into his voice, soft and sensitive as he described as well as if he'd known her all her life. 
"I know that you're feeling adrift right now, like there's no-one that you can trust. I know you're wondering what to do with your life now, where to turn. And I know that you're a murderer."
Cheryl startled and frowned, sure that she hadn't heard that last part right.
"What did you say?"
"I said I know you're feeling adrift right now, like there's no-one—"
"No. After all that."
"Oh, you mean the murderer part. Yes, I know you're a murderer. You killed your first husband, burnt him alive because he was cheating on you. And now, you have a choice."
"I don't understand," Cheryl murmured. She was almost positive at this point that she was having a nightmare. Because, if she wasn't, then this man knew she was a killer. An image of Dave, burnt and grinning as he reached for her filled her mind and she shuddered. 
"Let me explain it to you then." The man's voice was no longer sexy, it sounded harsh, cruel and laced with malice. "The choice is Cheryl, who dies? You, or Harold?"
"Leave me alone. I'm calling the police."
"I'm already in your house, Cheryl. The purple throw you have here on the guest bed is a little girly for my taste, but it is lovely and soft to the touch. Hang up and I'll kill you in two seconds flat. I can see the front door from here on the landing, you're in the living room. I could chase you down and hack you to pieces before you even reach the front door. But I won't kill you outright, no, I'll simply disable you, go for one of your legs to bring you down. Then I'll kill you slow, real slow. Get the picture?"
His words tumbled through Cheryl's terrified mind. There was a soft-touch purple throw in the spare bedroom, resting on the guest bed, the bed Harold had been sleeping on to avoid being near her. 
You could see the front door from the top of the landing. He knew she was in the living room. He was standing there, right now, watching for any sign of movement from her, any movement that would indicate an attempted escape. 
Cheryl jumped up and slammed the living room door shut, feeling slightly safer with an obstacle between herself and the unknown intruder.
The man laughed loudly and Cheryl cried out, gasping as his voice came through the phone clutched to her ear, and through the door.
He was, without any doubt, inside the house.
"Do you think that will keep me out, Cheryl?"
"What do you want?" Cheryl asked, sobbing and gasping in terror.
"For you to make a choice. You, or Harold."
"I don't understand. Me or Harold..."
"You or Harold...to die. If you choose Harold, he will die any way you choose, get rid of him any way you want. If you sacrifice yourself to save him, I will kill you. And I will pick how you die. You took your first husband's life with fire, I think it's only fair for you to go the same way."
Cheryl sobbed in terror, her chest restricting in fear and she gagged.
"I can't imagine burning alive is very pleasant," the man continued, his voice still coming through the phone and the closed door. "but you were somewhat merciful in that you lit the match and let the fire completely devour him immediately. I will not be so merciful. I will burn you one limb at a time. I will douse the fire, and treat your wound before moving to the next limb. When I've burnt all limbs' I will start over again until there's nothing left except ashes. Then I'll light the fire on your chest, I'll set your hair on fire, I'll shove a flaming rag in your mouth to muffle your screams. You'll beg before death long before I allow death to come for you."
Cheryl gagged and pleaded, terror gripping her completely and squeezing her chest so tightly she worried she would drop dead right there.
"So who will it be, Cheryl?" the man asked smoothly, his tone of voice lilting and sweet, as if he was talking to a small child, not a terrified woman he had just threatened to torture to death. "Will you sacrifice Harold to save yourself, or will you offer yourself in his place."
"Harold," Cheryl gasped, not even needing to thing about it. "Please, leave me alone."
"Say it, Cheryl. I want to hear you say the words."
"Kill Harold," Cheryl whimpered. "Kill him. Leave me alone."
"Here's what we're gonna do. Tomorrow morning, you will withdraw £2000 from your account; your account, Cheryl, not the shared account with Harold. That's if he hasn't frozen you off that one already. You must leave your house at 9am and not return until you have seen Peters."
"Who is Peters—"
"Do not interrupt me again!" 
Cheryl gasped at the enraged shout and bit her lip. 
"Remember Cheryl, this is your life at stake. If anything goes wrong tomorrow because you didn't listen to your instructions, I will come for you. Understand?"
"Yes," Cheryl replied pitifully. 
"Okay. As I was saying: You will leave the house tomorrow at 9am and you will go to the bank immediately and withdraw £2000 from your account. You must not come back to the house before you have met with Peters, and you will meet him at 11.30am outside the derelict building near willow primary school. He will be parked in a red car and wearing a black baseball cap. He's a hitman, Cheryl. The £2000 is a down payment for the murder of your husband. You can discuss how Harold dies with Peters; as I said, that decision is yours. If you do not attend this meeting, I will assume that you have changed your mind and will offer yourself instead of your husband. Then, I will come for you. And don't think you can run, because I'm watching you."
"How do I know that you're not Peters?" Cheryl asked quietly, more afraid that she had ever been in her life. 
"You don't. Now, I'll be going. Remember Cheryl, don't even think of trying to run away. And you had better be convincing for Peters tomorrow too. He's a hired killer; if he thinks you're not sure or that you're weak in any way, he won't go through with the deal. And that, Cheryl, would be very bad for you. I'll be watching you. And don't forget to stay away from your house until after you've seen Peters. You may just bump into Harold if he comes by for more of his belongings, he can't suspect anything."
The line disconnected and Cheryl dropped her phone. Crying, she heard footsteps on the landing, then knocking as the man rapped a tune on the banister with what sounded like his knuckles. She held her breath in terror, the absurdity of the situation making her weak at the knee.
The intruder reached the bottom of the stairs and began to whistle as he made his way along the hallway, pausing outside the door that Cheryl was slumped against. 
She cried out, pleading when the door handle began to turn, slowly, so very slowly. 
Having taken so many shocks in such a short space of time, fear finally gripped her completely.
She passed out. 


Chapter Twenty Eight
"Okay, Ste. Keep me informed."
Mike hung up and sighed. The search of Alex's flat had uncovered pictures of an unknown female, taken apparently without the woman's knowledge. 
An attractive blond, who didn't give the impression of a working girl, was pictured as she left a supermarket, walking along a street, climbing into a red car. The most worrisome for the team had been a picture of a woman leaving a flat, maybe her own.
So, Alex had known where she lived.
The pictures were being sent to an expert who could blow them up and sharpen the focus. Hopefully, they would then find out the address and track down the woman.
The good news in their favour, Ste had said, was that they hadn't found any pictures of the stunning blond dead, as they had with Laura Melling.
A young female officer, new to the force, had taken a bad turn when looking through the photographs that depicted Laura Melling, alive and pleading, and dead. 
Mike hoped the blond woman wasn't a victim of Alex, just simply a woman he had stalked but had left physically unharmed.
"They're brutal pictures, Mike," Ste had told him, the big man's voice having an out-of-character edge to it. "The bastard took pictures of the girl just before, and halfway through carving the cross into her back when she's in agony. And like I said, the cross was only half done, so you know as soon as he put the camera down, he went right on carving the girl up some more."
Mike grimaced.
"We have more pictures of Laura in the boot of his car," Ste had continued "and pictures of her at the location where her body was found." Ste's voice had lowered, "he made her beg on her knees, Mike. We have a picture of her praying on her knees. The next image is of her dead after he strangled her."
Mike sat back in his chair and sighed. The
bastard can't do it again, he told himself. It didn't ease the heavy feeling in his gut as he thought of the girl's suffering. As an officer, he had to be content with the lives they had saved, not the ones lost that had aided the killer's capture.
"Bad news?" Lee asked, suddenly appearing beside him. "You're looking a little green around the gills."
Mike told him the details of the pictures. "We need to find that woman," Lee said sternly after listening closely. "Already on it," Mike said. "We've also found some diaries. Someone is preparing to go through them with a fine-tooth comb."
Lee nodded, then regarded Mike thoughtfully.
"What?"
"I asked Ellen about you, about the Turner case."
Ellen worked the front desk and had been there for 22 years. Many of the officers called her Nana. A plump woman with white hair always pulled back into a bun, there wasn't one officer that didn't come running when she brought in trays of her baked goodies.
"Why? What were you asking about?"
"That's not important, what she just told me, is." Mike frowned as Lee perched himself on the edge of the desk. 
"Well, the day you told me about the Turner case, I happened to ask Ellen that night. I mentioned your killer's new married name and she told me all about the case, what she knew of, and that you were put on leave and everything else. For what it's worth Mike, she believed in you. Anyway, your killer's new married name stuck in Ellen's mind, so when the call came in not ten minutes ago, she called for me."
Lee raised his eyebrows in such a way to make Mike think good news was coming, or some really bad news that he'd have to prepare himself to hear.
"Oh God," Mike muttered, thinking the worst. "Her new husband. She hasn't?..."
Lee shook his head, knowing instantly what Mike was thinking. "No. But there is a man laying in Derby hospital, the victim of a hit and run. Someone called regarding this accident, saying there is a witness. The victim is Bill Tompkins; he's Cheryl Underwood's father. The caller said that Cheryl's mother watched her daughter run down her father with her car before speeding away."
***
"We're here to see Mary Tompkins," Lee told the nurse, the catch in his throat sounding like he'd jogged all the way to the hospital.
Which wasn't far wrong.
"Jesus, Mike. Slow down before you send us into the future," he'd said multiple times as Mike sped to the hospital. This was it, the moment. Maybe he couldn't prove that Cheryl had murdered her first husband, but attempted murder of her own father would see a prison sentence, if of course, the claim was true. 
He'd waited 7 years for this. Okay, he hadn't been consumed with the case for the past 7 years, but Cheryl Turner had lurked in his mind, like a spider lurking in the far corner of a darkened room. Every now and then, she had jumped out at him, taunting him with memories of a murdered man and his killer who had walked free. 
So, Lee's pleas to Mike to slow the car down had fallen on deaf ears and Mike had all but ran to the ward on which Cheryl's father lay injured after being run over by his own daughter. 
The nurse nodded at Lee, her face taking on a coloured hue as she openly stared at the detective's handsome young features. "This way," she said. 
They followed her down a long corridor that seemed, to Mike, never-ending, before stopping outside a private room. The nurse knocked briefly before entering, Mike and Lee on her heels. 
A man lay on the bed, his head bandaged and both his eyes black with bruising. His left leg was extending in the air and covered from his heel to thigh in a white cast. His left arm was also in a cast and raised outwards. 
A small, frail woman clung to his right hand as she was comforted by the younger woman beside her.
"The police are here," the nurse said quietly. The small woman didn't look up and didn't relinquish her hold on the injured man's hand, but the younger woman by her side looked up.
For a second, Mike was stunned. 
Cheryl's sister. Has to be.
She looked younger than Cheryl, and was far more beautiful. Though Cheryl was stunning, this woman's beauty was natural and pure. Dark hair fell around her shoulders in tousled waves and her face had very little make-up on it, where Cheryl's hair was bleached a bright blond colour and she wore excessive make-up. 
Mike wondered if the women were close, whether the knowledge that her sister had hurt her father had caused this woman the pain and anguish of choosing a side.
Suddenly, Mary Tompkins; at least, that's who Mike presumed the older woman was, began to cry.
"I'm very sorry for what you're going through," Mike told her. And he was sorry. As delighted as he was at the prospect of finally bringing Cheryl Turner down, he didn't like this part of her hurting people in order for him to do that. "But we're here to discuss information and an eye witness account regarding a hit and run accident."
The nurse hurried from the room and returned seconds later with 2 folded chairs, which she immediately set out for Mike and Lee. 
Both men thanked her and, casting a sympathetic glance at the two women, she turned and left the room, gently closing the door behind her.
Mike appreciated her professionalism.
"I believe you witnessed the whole incident. Do you feel that you can tell us?"
From the corner of his eye, Mike saw Lee prepare his pen over his pad, ready to jot notes and leaving Mike to answer the questions.
"Mum is in a terrible state over all this, as you can imagine. I made the phone call."
"And you are?"
"I'm Tess."
"You're Mrs Turner's sister?"
Tess's face darkened immediately and she lowered her head. 
No, Mike thought, they aren't close.
"By blood only," Tess answered, looking over at her father. 
"Can you tell us what happened?" Mike asked sympathetically, hoping he didn't sound as eager as he felt. 
"Well—" Tess began before her mother cut in.
"It was my birthday meal last night; we all went out," she said, her voice heavy with grief.
"Where did you eat?"
"Mario and Louigi's," Tess told him. Mike nodded. 
"It was a disaster," Tess added and once again looked over at her father. "Dad and Cheryl got into it."
"Got into it how?"
Tess sighed. "About 6 weeks ago, Cheryl's husband went to see dad about her. He said he'd heard a rumour that Cheryl was having an affair, wanted to know if my dad knew anything of it. Dad assured him he didn't and Harold went to pieces. He left claiming that he would fix whatever it was that had drove Cheryl to stray, vowing to change his job if that's what it took, just to spend more time with her. Then, it all blew up at a party a week ago."
Tess leaned towards her mother and pulled her in tight to her side, the woman's crying becoming more anguished. Mike waited patiently, trying to give them time, though a part of him felt like shaking the story out of the young woman. 
"Whilst at a party, it came out that Cheryl had been sleeping with Harold's friend's son."
"So she continued to see the man after Harold tried to fix the marriage?"
Tess shook her head as her mother leaned her head on her chest. "No. This was a different man. Harold was so humiliated. He's since found out that Cheryl's had many lovers, both before and after they were married. Cheryl's the juicy gossip at the moment and dad was so ashamed. He told Harold that he should leave her, that no man should have to put up with that. At the restaurant last night, dad told Cheryl exactly that and said she wouldn't be welcome at their house when Harold left her as penniless as she was when he found her."
Mike nodded, thinking he could see where this was going, when Mrs Tompkins suddenly blurted "her own father! I have to turn in my own daughter to the police."
"Mum, we talked about this. We're not doing dad any favours by keeping quiet."
"Mrs Tompkins," Mike said softly. She looked at him and his throat constricted at the raw pain that was stunningly clear in those tear-filled eyes. "This is a very serious matter. If your daughter can do this to her own father, she's capable of hurting others. You couldn't have seen this coming, therefore, you couldn't have prevented it. But you can prevent anyone else getting hurt."
Mrs Tompkins lowered her head and sagged in her seat. "There was a knock at the door around 10.20pm. Everyone knows I go to bed at 10pm every night without fail. I...I take tablets, you see. They always knock me out. Bill was awake though. It was Bill getting out of bed that woke me. He was concerned about someone knocking so late and was worried there'd been an accident or something. I listened to him go downstairs and open the door, but I didn't hear anything else until the door shut again. I thought it strange that no-one had come inside, so I got up and looked out of our bedroom window. The first thing I spotted was Cheryl's 4x4, parked just down from our house. I was surprised to see her there, happy too, thinking she'd come to make peace with her father. They had said some horrible things to each other. Bill walked out of our front garden and headed towards her car as he put his coat on. And then...and then..."
"And then?" Mike asked gently as Mrs Tompkins began to sob. "And then Cheryl revved the engine and her car shot forward, heading straight for Bill. It happened so fast, but yet it seemed to happen in slow motion too. The look of disbelief and fear on Bill's face as the car headed straight for him. He didn't even have time to move. The car...hit him so hard he folded and went over the hood, then he fell sideways as she turned the wheel. I...I don't remember going downstairs, but the next thing I remember was kneeling beside him. His head was bleeding and his eyes were closed; I thought he was dead." 
With that, Mrs Tompkins completely fell apart. She brought her husband's hand to her face and held it against her cheek as she cried.
The high-pitched sounds she emitted somehow made Mike think of a puppy being kicked. He lowered his head and Tess spoke.
"The next door neighbour heard everything, though she didn't see it. The were also a couple of other neighbours who heard it and one came out saying he had the licence number of the car. Mrs Collins, Mum and dad's next door neighbour, took mum inside and rang me whilst the other neighbours tended to dad before the ambulance came."
"I told the nurses to keep Cheryl out of here, not thinking she would come anyway. But she did," Mrs Tompkins muttered, still crying but also sounding aghast.
"Why have you only now contacted the police?" Mike's question was aimed at Mrs Tompkins, but it was Tess who spoke.
"Mum told me literally 10 minutes before I called the police. She only told me the truth because I saw her drag Cheryl out of here yesterday. Mum even slapped her." From the shocked tone Tess used to describe the slap, Mike guessed Mrs Tompkins wasn't, and never had been, slap-happy with her girls'.
"She was acting so innocent," Mrs Tompkins said. "Like I was out to get her, when she'd done nothing wrong. I...I was so angry. How could she do this? How could she do this to her own father?"
"Do either of you know if Cheryl is in the habit of lending her car to other people?" Mike asked, running all possibilities through his mind. He hated to do it, but he had to look at all angles.
"Her hair," Mrs Tompkins muttered and Tess lowered her head and began to cry, as if the full horror of the situation had just hit her.
"Pardon, Mrs Tompkins?"
"Her hair. Lovely long blond hair. I saw her hair as she was driving away." Mrs Tompkins looked at him. "I saw my daughter run down my husband with her car; she didn't even take the pink flag off the Ariel. I know it was her car, and I know it was her. She tried to kill my husband, her own father."
Mike nodded and stood, hearing all he needed to hear. "I'm very sorry," he told the women. "We'll get on this immediately, I promise you."
Mike and Lee left the room and were about to walk away, when Tess suddenly called out to them. She had rushed from her father's room to catch them.
"May I have a word with you, detective?" she asked Mike. Lee nodded and walked away, telling Mike he would wait for him in the entrance lobby.
"When you came into the room," Tess said, frowning, "you asked me if I was Cheryl Turner's sister." 
Mike nodded, unable to see what her point was. "Well," Tess continued, "her name is Cheryl Underwood. She was called Turner, but that was a long time ago."
She raised her eyebrows, clearing wanting an answer. Mike wondered how he should work this, then decided on the truth. "I was the investigating officer at the scene of her first husband's accident."
"Accident," Tess scoffed. She looked at Mike then raised her eyebrows. "Are you the one who accused her of murder?"
"I'm sorry, but I really shouldn't be discussing this. I'll get straight to work on this statement you and your mother gave us."
He squeezed her shoulder, then turned and started to walk away. But her next words stopped him in his tracks and he turned to look at her. 
"For what it's worth, detective, I think she killed him too. I always have."
Without another word, Tess turned away and entered her father's hospital room.


Chapter Twenty Nine
Mike and Lee got into their car. "Jesus," Lee muttered. "She sounds as if she's lost it."
"Her husband may have decided to leave her," Mike said thoughtfully. "Perhaps it's tipped her over the edge."
"Her father advised the husband to leave her," Lee agreed. "Sounds like that's the motive for running him down, don't you think."
"Definitely. We need to pull her in before she does something to the husband."
"Seeing a man laying on a hospital bed, wrapped in bandages and knowing his own daughter did it; that's awful. Poor bloke will be crushed when he opens his eyes." Lee turned to Mike. "How could anyone do that to her own father, just for advising the husband to leave after he's found out about numerous affairs?"
"This woman burned her first husband alive while he slept," Mike replied bluntly. "I shudder to think what she's capable of."
"We've got enough to bring her in for questioning."
"I want her car," Mike said. "This woman is clever; she's probably had it fixed and cleaned by now, but hopefully she's missed some evidence we can use."
Lee nodded and reached for his radio to call it in, when it suddenly crackled to life and Ellen's voice came through.
"Car 21," she said urgently. "Come in, car 21."
Their car.
"Car 21," Lee answered.
"Lee. Got and assault and robbery victim you need to go see."
"Send someone else," Lee said. "Mike and I are on our way to bring someone in for questioning."
"No, Lee. You and Mike need to go. We have a young female, victim of a mugging late last night. She's claiming to know her attacker. It's the same woman, Lee. This woman claims Cheryl Underwood is her attacker."
***
Mike and Lee arrived at Sallie's Salon. Mike was thoroughly disappointed; he'd wanted to be the arresting officer. He'd wanted to look in Cheryl's eyes and see the fear as she realised her game was up.
He'd had to call some blues in to bring her to the station, he needed this statement and in spite of his disappointment, he was also excited.
Seems Cheryl had gone on some sort of rampage last night. Though what this woman had to do with anything remained to be seen.
Observing the 'closed' sign on the door, Mike knocked. A stunningly attractive brunette hurried to the door and both Mike and Lee showed her their badges.
"Hello," Lee said suggestively, but quietly so the woman wouldn't hear. Apparently, he liked what he saw. The woman nodded at their badges and unlocked the door. "I'm Sallie," she said, smiling at Mike, then Lee. Her smile lingered on Lee, a smile he gave back warmly, before she turned aside to let them in.
"I've closed early today because of this," she told them. She gestured for them to follow and led them to a door marked 'office'.
In spite of everything, Mike realised he wasn't completely out of touch when he found himself more than slightly interested in Sallie's rather spectacular behind. Lee also appeared to be enjoying the view.
Entering the office they found a pretty young blond seated in one of the chairs across from the large office desk. She had a nasty looking scratch on her forehead and a bruised cheekbone.
Seeing Mike, she immediately smiled in a flirtatious way and glanced down. It took Mike a second to figure out what she was looking at.
His wedding ring.
When she raised her eyes back to his, her smile had disappeared to be replaced with a blank expression. This changed again just as suddenly when she looked at Lee, who had entered the room behind him. She immediately straightened her back, causing her breasts to strain against her tight top as she slowly crossed her legs. 
"This is Sarah," Sallie said. "She has something to tell you."
"Cheryl Underwood attacked me last night. I have no proof but I smelt her."
"You smelled her?" Lee asked, his eyebrows raised. 
"She always wears the same perfume. I don't think she's heard of the saying 'a little goes a long way'. It's like she bathes in it."
Mike nodded. "So, what exactly happened?"
Sarah told her story of the mugging. Though Mike was asking the questions, she looked at Lee throughout.
She explained how, on her way home from a club, she was pulled into an alley. Her assailant roughed her up some, just to subdue her before taking her purse and her wedding ring. "Bitch rammed me into some dustbins," Sarah said. She gestured to her face. "That's how I got these."
"And why would Mrs Underwood assault you?" Mike asked. 
Looking straight at him with a smug look on her face, she said "jealousy."
Before Mike could ask her to elaborate, Sallie said "Sarah and Cheryl despise one another, they always have. I can't make them like each other, but I have had words with them both on occasion about their clashes in the work place."
"Cheryl's jealous of me because I had 2 men at the same time; 2 young gorgeous men who both wanted to be with me. If you've ever seen her husband, you'll know why she was jealous."
Mike decided that though easy on the eyes, he didn't care for this girl at all.
"And," Sarah continued, "she threatened me, told me to be careful because," she quoted the air with her fingers, " 'I have no idea what she's capable of'. Then, I get mugged that night. Coincidence? I think not."
"She actually said that to you?" Lee asked. "Those exact words were spoken to you by her just yesterday?"
"Those were Cheryl's exact words,"Sallie verified. "She said it in the staff room in front of everyone."
Mike nodded. "And what started the row between you two?"
Sarah shrugged. "Jealousy, what else. I was showing my engagement ring off and Cheryl gets all bent out of shape over it. I ask her how it feels to know that I've got two men who both love and want to be with me, when she's just an easy screw. None of the men she cheats with give her a second thought afterwards. And she knows that."
"And how do you know that Cheryl has affairs with other men?"
"Well, one look at her husband for one," Sarah replied meanly. "Plus, it all came out a little while back. Something about Cheryl playing away from her husband with different men. I mean, I like variety, but I don't sleep with fellas' on a one-night-stand. I wanna know it's gonna turn into something first, even if it doesn't last. Apparently, Cheryl gives it up to anyone, anywhere. There's rumours about pictures of Cheryl giving some bloke head in an alley near a club."
"Sarah," Sallie said, her face red. "We don't need all the gory details."
"They asked why Cheryl would want to attack me," Sarah said unembarrassed. "I'm simply filling them in."
"Pictures?" Mike asked and Sarah looked at him. "Like I said, rumours. I haven't seen them. Not that I'd want to."
"And you believe this is the reason for her attack, in your words, on you last night?"
"Definitely." Sarah's eyes darkened. "Bitch got what she wanted, too. Paul and Scott want nothing to do with me now, they both found out about the other because of the mugging. Whatever, anyway." She shrugged nonchalantly but her eyes were still troubled.
"Anyway," Sarah continued. "I wasn't gonna say anything since I have no proof, but if she can run her own father over with a car—"
"How do you know about that?" Mike asked quickly as Lee stiffened. 
"A Mrs Collins came into the Salon this morning," Sallie said. "She came in yesterday to tell Cheryl the news about her father. She'd left Cheryl a message on her answering machine, but because Cheryl hadn't gone to the hospital, Mrs Collins assumed she hadn't received the message. Mrs Collins was really disgusted, as were we all. Anyway, she came in this morning and said that Cheryl's mother watched Cheryl run her father over with her car."
Mike and Lee glanced at each other.
"Have you had contact with Cheryl today?" Mike asked. Both women shook their heads. 
"Thank you, ladies."
Both men turned to leave. "Are you gonna get my stuff back?" Sarah demanded.
Mike hesitated. He looked at Sallie. "You mentioned being disgusted when Mrs Collins came in yesterday, what did you mean?"
"Cheryl was being rather malicious regarding Sarah's mugging, saying it was probably her own fault." Sarah looked at Sallie, a furious expression on her face. It appeared this was the first Sarah had heard of it. "Then, Mrs Collins comes rushing in to tell Cheryl about her dad, but Cheryl tells her she already knows. She did hear the phone message but came into work anyway. Cheryl claimed that she didn't know it was serious, even though the message did state that her dad had been rushed in via ambulance. She said she'd intended to go straight to the hospital after work. It's like she just didn't care. Didn't care at all about her own dad."
***
"She's not been pulled in yet. And no-one's picked her up."
Mike resisted the urge to thump the car. "Her husband safe?" 
Lee had just spoken with an officer at the station regarding Cheryl Underwood as Mike headed into a shop to buy sandwiches and drinks. "He's apparently very shocked, but he's safe. He said he hasn't heard from her since he told her he wants a divorce last night. He's said she's never led him to believe she'd hurt him, or anyone, for that matter."
"Tell that to her dad and Sarah. Warrant on her car go through yet?"
"Not yet. Soon Mike."
"What the hell is she doing?" Mike asked, comparing Cheryl's actions to the woman who had killed her husband 7 years earlier and got away with it. "And where the hell is she?"


Chapter Thirty 
Cheryl shivered, both from the cold and nerves. She'd been waiting outside the derelict building since 11am with £2000 as instructed.
She shivered again, remembering waking up sprawled on the floor in the living room. She had fallen in such a way that blocked the door with her body. For that reason, she assured herself that the man had not entered the room after she had fainted. 
How can you be sure?, a voice whispered. 
He couldn't have, Cheryl told herself for easily the 100th time since waking that morning. Unable to find the nerve to open the living room door, sure that the man was waiting on the other side, she had slept on the sofa. But it had been a restless sleep as she imagined the man bursting in at any moment, dragging her out of the house and throwing her into the boot of a car. Then, he would drive her someplace secluded where he could torture her to his black heart's content with no-one around to hear her screams.
I have to get a grip, Cheryl told herself. Peters would be here any moment. 
She shuddered in fear. 
Either way you looked at it, this was really dangerous. This Peters could be him, the man who was threatening to kill her. He'd asked her to meet him in a secluded area so he could kidnap her with no witness's. 
Cheryl dismissed the thought, telling herself he could have taken her last night if he'd wanted to. But you didn't have £2000 on you, in cash, the voice whispered again. 
And even if this Peters wasn't him, he was a hitman. A hired killer who made murder his career. What if he took her money and killer her, right here and now?
Cheryl knew there were many ways she could get hurt, even killed, today.
She shook her head again. What was the saying? Something about killing the goose that lays the golden eggs? The intruder had told her last night that the £2000 was a down payment, meaning that more money was expected when the job was complete. 
Hopefully, that meant the man wouldn't be hurting her today at least. Her fear was so real to her right then, she wondered if people could physically see it, standing by her side holding her arm in a death grip.
Her time for worrying was over, Cheryl realised, as a red car suddenly pulled into the abandoned car park and stopped in front of her. 
The first thing she noticed about the man was his size. Broad and barrel chested, his large hands gripped the steering wheel tightly. 
A red baseball cap covered much of his face as he kept his head down.
It's him. Oh God, it's really him.
The window buzzed down and Cheryl leaned forward. "Peters?" she asked, trying to sound cold and confident, like a woman hiring a man to commit murder. 
The man nodded. "Underwood?"
"Yes."
"Get in the car."
Her legs felt like jelly, her stomach rolled and seat popped from her brow. But, she did as she was told and climbed into the passenger seat. 
Unsure of what to say, she stared out of the window. What if it's him. What if he drives away with me right now and—
"So. You got business for me, or what?"
Cheryl cleared her throat. "Yes. What is it that you, erm, do?"
"Whatever you pay for."
"My husband is divorcing me, but he won't give me what I'm fully entitled to as his wife. He's also threatened to taint my name." Though afraid, Cheryl heard genuine anger creep into her voice as she spoke the words. 
Peters nodded, though he still kept his head down. He hadn't looked at her once.
"And you want him...taken care of."
It was said like a statement, not a question, so Cheryl said nothing. "Look, lady," Peters said gruffly, "I don't do subtle. Do you understand what I do?"
Cheryl's heart hammered in her chest.
"If I go see your husband over this little lovers' spat you're having, he won't be alive when I walk away. You get that?"
"Yes," Cheryl whispered.
"So, you're paying me to kill your husband. That correct?"
"I...I guess so."
"You guess so. Tell me lady, you want your husband dead? Coz if you don't, I suggest you get out of the car now and nothing more will come of it." He chuckled meanly. "Plenty more where you come from."
Cheryl felt sick. What the hell am I doing? About to get out of the car, she hesitated. The intruder's threat echoed in her ears and she imagined being burned alive. Peters voice didn't sound familiar to her, but he could be disguising it. He could be her intruder. If she backed now, he might kill her. She imagined being burned alive slowly and a tear slid down her face.
"Yes. I want my husband killed."
Peters nodded. "Okay. So, what're we going for here; an accidental death? Or a brutal death, something to make him suffer?"
Cheryl winced at the thought of Harold hurting and suffering. Yes, he was a bastard for walking out on her, but the mental image still hurt somewhere deep inside her. "Something quick," she muttered. Trying to separate herself from this awful conversation, she pictured lying on a beach somewhere, the sub beating down on her bikini-clad body. A young gorgeous man would come along and offer to rub oil on her back. She would turn over and—
"Something quick. Like a car accident?" Peters nodded. "I can do that, but it'd be tricky. I'd have to hit his car with enough force to kill him. Plus, it's pretty public too. There is a chance he could survive also. I could run him over with my car, make it look like a hit and run?"
His words sent a cold feeling through Cheryl as she thought of her father. Oh God, this is him! He was the one who hurt her father.
"Well?" Peters demanded. "What do you think?"
"People survive that too," Cheryl muttered.
Cheryl warned herself to begin acting like a wife hiring a man to kill her husband. Only now did it dawn on her that there was a very good chance this guy was her intruder. If he was, she was not putting on a good act like he'd told her to. 
"You know what," she said, forcing her tone to harden, "just kill him any way. Make it quick, but make sure he's dead."
Peters nodded. "I want £2000 now. Then I want £1000 when it's done. If you fall under suspicion, that's your problem. Once I've killed your husband, I'll disappear. I trust you're smart enough to cover yourself?"
"I've done it before," Cheryl said, hoping the admittance may give her a little credibility with a hired killer in the event that he wasn't her intruder. For the first time, Peters looked at her. 
He looked surprised.
Cheryl smiled coldly, pleased that she'd managed to shock a man who seemed hard to startle. 
"You've hired someone to kill for you before?"
"I did it myself. Killed my first husband. Made sure he drank too much then set fire to the room as he slept."
Peters looked impressed, maybe even excited for a second. Then his expression hardened and he looked back at the steering wheel, still clutched in his hands.
"So you understand that your husband's days are now marked?"
"Yes."
Peters raised his head and stared straight forward. "I won't contact you before I do it, it'll make your surprise more genuine for the cops. I'll contact you afterwards for the rest of my money."
Cheryl nodded and Peters held out his hand, so she shook it. He pushed her hand away. "The money," he said bluntly.
"Oh, of course." Blushing, Cheryl reached into her handbag and pulled out the wad of bills, handing them to Peters. Without even counting them, he placed the money into his shirt pocket and gripped the steering wheel once again.
"Last chance, Underwood. Say the word and the deal is off. Leave the car now and your husband will be killed within the next fortnight."
Cheryl got out of the car and walked away.
Once around the back of the derelict building, she checked to make sure Peters couldn't see her, then doubled over and vomited.
***
Peters pulled over and pulled his cap off with a shaking hand. He felt an overwhelming urge for a hot shower.
Jesus Christ.
12 years he'd been a private investigator, and for 12 years it was always the same thing. Cheating spouses, benefit cheats; nothing to get the blood pumping.
Harold Underwood had hired him to watch his young wife, Cheryl, 5 weeks earlier, just after he'd found out about an affair. In that time, Peters had observed, and photographed her with 5 different men.
Unfortunately for Mr Underwood, one of his wife's affairs had been exposed at a party before he'd conducted his full investigation based on the payment for 7 weeks that Mr Underwood had paid in advance for.
He'd spoken to Mr Underwood a week ago over the phone; the man was distressed because his wife's affair had just been made public at a party. Peters had felt bad that it'd happened that way before he could get the man alone and show him all the pictures. 
During that conversation, they had realised that the man his wife had been busted with was not one of the men that Peters had pictured her with. Just yesterday, he'd met with Mr Underwood and shown him all the pictures. The man had been distraught, as would any man being presented with pictures of his wife having sex with one man in a car, giving oral sex to another in an alley.
And many more.
Perhaps the hardest thing for Mr Underwood was that all were different men and appeared to have no other relationship with Cheryl apart from casual sex.
Mr Underwood had left Peters saying that his marriage was over and he was filing for divorce.
Then, last night and completely out of the blue, Peters receives an anonymous phone call claiming Cheryl Underwood is seeking a hitman to kill her husband.
The man told Peters to meet Cheryl and pretend to be the hitman, to record the conversation and hand her in.
In addition to having her voice on tape, Peters had also filmed the entire meeting, the camera on the wife the whole time. 
She'd also confessed to murdering her first husband.
Peters was shaking when he reached for his mobile phone. This is gonna do wonders for my career. 
Picturing the headlines, Peters called the police. 


Chapter Thirty One
Mike startled when Lee's phone rang. For the past hour, both men had sat in silence as they waited outside Cheryl's house.
She had to come home sooner or later, right?
Mike worried that she had run, run away to another country maybe, and it would take years to catch her again.
Lee answered his phone. Within seconds his expression changed; his eyebrows shot up, his face went slack. He looked at Mike then leaned forward, adjusting his jacket. "Yes, sir."
Lee hung the phone up. "She hasn't hurt someone else, has she?"
Lee shook his head. "Not for lack of trying, Mike." Suddenly, Lee grinned. "We have her on tape, there's no way she'll get out of this one. Solicitation of Murder, Mike. That's where she's been all day. She's been hiring a hitman to kill her husband."
***
Cheryl got out of the taxi, weary, tearful and aching for a shower. Her thoughts were so dark and distorted that she felt trapped in a dream.
She was so out of it that when Jamison approached her she thought she'd fainted dead away again and he was merely a figment of her imagination.
The cuffs snapped on her wrist and she looked into Jamison's eyes; his triumphant eyes. 
Cheryl found that she only had a little room left within her for shock.
"Cheryl Underwood," Jamison said, "you are under arrest. You have the right to remain silent..."
His words drifted away and Cheryl began to cry as the horror dawned on her. 
She was being arrested. Jamison had finally proven that she had killed Dave and he'd come for her. She was placed in the back of a police car and she bowed her head as she wept.
This isn't happening. I'm trapped in a nightmare. Please, please let me be trapped in a nightmare.
***
Mike re-entered the interview room.
They had her now.
For the past hour, Cheryl had been telling a bizarre story of harassment. She said a man had been calling and following her, the same person she reported to the police. 
She claimed the man had told her to hire a hitman to kill Harold, or he would kill her. When asked why a man should do something like that to her and what was his motive, she claimed she didn't know.
They questioned her about her father's hit and run. They questioned her about her colleague's mugging. She claimed not to know anything about the incidents. 
Cheryl looked at Mike as he walked into the room and her face paled. She saw the glee on his face. 
The search of her house had uncovered everything they needed to secure an arrest. 
In addition to the tape and video handed in by the P.I, they had uncovered her colleague Sarah's handbag and engagement ring along with a disposable mobile phone. Records indicated that this was the same number as the one Cheryl claimed was from an unknown. 
She had been calling herself.
They had also found newspapers and magazines with letters cut out. The letters that had been cut out matched the letters Cheryl claimed had been sent to her by the unknown.
Her 4x4 had also been seized, complete with a large dent in the front bumper and blood and hair, hair that matched her father's clinging to the blood. 
She hadn't even bothered to wash the car after she'd hit her own father with it.
Cheryl Underwood was to be charged with solicitation of murder, the attempted murder of her father and assault and robbery of her colleague.
There was also talk of re-opening her first husband's death based on her confession to the P.I.
Mike told her stand and formally arrested her whilst reading out the charges.
Cheryl didn't say a word, her sobbing was too violent.
She was escorted to jail, and, after sorting the paperwork and turning a celebratory drink down with Lee, Mike headed to his car. 
He pulled over halfway to his home, and for no other reason than relief and happiness, he began to laugh giddily.


Chapter Thirty Two 
Sixteen months later.
 
Cheryl watched the jury as they filed back in. She felt sick and swayed as she stood. 
She thought of the overwhelming evidence against her. He had got her good, whoever he was, he'd got her good. 
Her recorded voice had echoed around the courtroom, clearly stating that she wanted her husband dead. The video showed her face, showed her handing over the money. 
Harold had bowed his head and cried as he was comforted by his new wife.
Her father had shook his head repeatedly throughout the trial as her mother and Tess simply sat emotionless. 
Her father was the only one who believed her, even though DNA proved that it was indeed his hair and blood that was found on the front of her car. 
Sarah sat in the courtroom, smug and delighted. Cheryl knew that Jamison was there too. She kept her head down, unable to take the expression on their faces. 
She had told the truth. She had told them about the man and that he'd threatened her. Unfortunately, they found the phone that had been used to text her hidden in her bedroom with other incriminating evidence. The dirty pictures were still on there and had been presented for all to see.
The prosecution painted Cheryl as an egotistical, cold and cruel woman. Her husband was leaving her, and to her, this was unacceptable. She had formed the plan to create a stalker who was so infatuated with her that he would kill her husband in order to get her.
She had attacked her father because he had admitted that he'd advised her husband to leave her. She had attacked and robbed Sarah out of jealousy because her own marriage was failing. She had hired a hitman to kill Harold because he'd denied her more money in a divorce and had threatened to expose her affairs. 
The pictures the P.I had gathered for Harold were also shown as evidence. Cheryl had never felt so desolate in her life. 
Someone began to speak and Cheryl raised her head. Her life rested on this moment. She would either walk away a free woman, or she would go to jail for the rest of her life.
"We, the jury, find the defendant..."
***
Mike watched the jury walk back into the room. There really was only one way this could go. The evidence against her was overwhelming, that word had been used numerous times throughout the trial. And it was overwhelming.
And Mike was concerned.
Cheryl had got away with the murder of her first husband. Though the case remained closed due to lack of evidence an only Cheryl's admittance to the P.I, and admittance she claimed was based on fear and a need to impress the man she thought was a hired killer, they had nothing else to go on.
Not that they needed it.
And that is what bothered Mike.
The evidence found in her home had not been well hidden; the car she supposedly used to hit her father with had been left in the garage without so much as one cleaning; the phone she claimed had belonged to her stalker had been found under her bed with Sarah's handbag and ring. 
It was too...easy. Almost anticlimactic in a way.
And Mike was astonished to realise, he believed Cheryl.
These were not the same actions of the woman who had planned her first husband's murder with precision and attention to every detail.
She claimed that someone had set her up, and Mike believed her. But who had set her up, and why?
Not that he was going to do anything about it; she more than deserved what she was getting. 
Still, he knew it would be something he'd wonder about for the rest of his life.
He sat up in his chair as the foreman began to read the verdict.
***
He watched Cheryl as she swooned. Her solicitor had rested his hand upon her shoulder to steady her.
He glanced around him. No-one thought it strange that he was there, and many people recognized him. James and Nicole sat clutching each other's hands, Mike Jamison stared at Cheryl, a thoughtful, troubled expression on his face.
He knew that Mike had figured some of it out. But, he'd done nothing. Of course he hadn't; Mike Jamison was probably the only person, beside him, who wanted her sent down as much as he did. 
He felt like jumping up and screaming; he felt so good! Instead, he mirrored the expressions around him and tried to stay calm.
And Cheryl looked absolutely awful. Her hair had been dyed dark, her face was pale and haggard with black circles around her eyes. She'd lost so much weight, weight she hadn't needed to lose, and he was reminded of a corpse as he looked at her.
Oh God, he had waited for this moment for so long. She had taken everything from him, she'd changed the course of his life. It was only right he did the same. He remembered wondering about Fate. Well, based on the way everything worked out, it seemed Fate was happy with him. 
Cheryl had played her part so perfectly; choosing to sacrifice Harold to save herself. That her husband had hired a P.I to follow her around made things easier. If he had to admit it, he'd hoped to get Cheryl done for the murder of her first husband, but getting her sent down for the attempted murder of her second was just as great.
The foreman began to read the verdict.
He held his breath.
***
Cheryl wailed and began to fall as the word guilty echoed around her. The solicitor grabbed her to stop her from falling. Talking and clapping and whoops of joy rang out from behind her.
Oh God. Please someone help me.
"I didn't do it," she wailed as she was led away. "I didn't do it."
She was taken away. 
I'm going to jail. Oh God, I'm going to jail.
What did I do to deserve this.
"We'll appeal," her solicitor had whispered in her ear. "Stay strong."
He'll get me out of here, Cheryl told herself. He will. He won't rest till he gets me out.
But what if he can't. 
Cheryl sagged again and the two officers holding her arms all but dragged her to the vehicle that would escort her to jail.
***
Mike stood in the middle of the chaos and began to make his way towards the door. He'd seen what he needed to see. He didn't believe Cheryl was guilty of what she'd been sentenced for today, but she was guilty of a crime committed years earlier.
He had fulfilled the promise he made to Dave Turner as he'd stood in the burnt bedroom nearly 9 years earlier.
He was almost to the door when he caught sight of a man watching him. His breath caught in his chest and he gaped. The man nodded, winked, then left. 
Was that...? That was...
Mike pushed his way through the crowd of excited people and followed the man, nearly losing him.
Catching sight of him again, Mike followed and left the courthouse just after the man, who headed to a parked black car. Mike stopped and watched the man open the door to his vehicle.
It made sense. It all made sense. 
The man was a living image of his late father, so much so that it was like seeing a ghost.
Just then, Dave Turner's son stopped and turned around. Seeing Mike, he winked again and made a 'ssshhh' motion with his fingers. 
Mike nodded and watched him drive away.
I can't do anything about it now anyway, Mike thought as he headed to his own vehicle. Since I'm not an officer anymore.
For the past year, Mike had been running his father's garage, fixing broken cars instead of broken lives. 
He climbed into his car and smiled. He began to whistle as he drove home to Mandy who was preparing a large meal tonight since they were having company.
His old partner, and now good friend Lee, was coming for dinner with the lovely Sallie whom he'd started to date in spite of investigating on of her former staff members.
Picturing Mandy bent over the cooker in her tight jeans, he grinned lecherously. He wondered if Alfie was still with her, and he drove faster.
 
The End. 
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