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                                    Chapter 1
                                   The Bridge
It's another cold, wet November morning, here in the middle of nowhere, in this damned dump in England. It's not really that nice here, but I was born here, went to school here, and grew up here. My parents died quite early in a car accident, and I took over the house. So I'm staying here. It's on the outskirts of this small town, in a working-class neighborhood. We're considered middle class here, but everyone seems pretty content with their lives.
 
Today, there's nothing to see except fog. So thick you can barely see your hand in front of your face. I walk home across the bridge, like I do almost every day. The river is only vaguely visible, because somewhere below me, I hear the dull sound of a foghorn, which is getting farther and farther away.
 
Probably from a freighter, because there's a transshipment port not far away. Coal, gravel, sand, and other things are shipped here. Across the river, I faintly hear the bell of Saint Marie Church tolling six times. So I'll be home on time. The silence of the fog is suddenly interrupted by the cry of a crow. Who could have startled it? Somewhere ahead, I hear a few footsteps and some laughter. A couple seems to be coming toward me. I can't see them yet, though. The fog is just too thick. Suddenly, a loud bang. Was that a gunshot? I stop abruptly. A woman's shrill scream, and then a second gunshot. For a second or two, there's complete silence. But then everything happens very quickly. The roar of an engine, the squeal of tires, and a car speeds past me at high speed. I stand there, still shocked. Did I witness a murder? My heart is racing faster and faster. I want to escape, but I can't. I try to calm myself and take a deeper breath. Slowly, my heartbeat calms down. I have to help, I think to myself. I quickly walk to the scene where I think the crime happened. It was about 20 meters away; it could have hit me, too. Now there are two bodies lying in front of me. The man, perhaps in his early 30s, actually appears well-groomed, aside from the bullet that went through his head. He's wearing dark jeans, black lace-up shoes, and a sand-colored coat that's now splattered with blood. He's lying hunched over the bridge railing, the blood from his head wound running down his face, making it hard to see. Something is stuck to a bridge pillar about 1.80 meters above the ground. I recognize it immediately. This isn't ordinary dirt; this is brain matter. I've seen this sort of thing in movies before, so I've never seen it in real life. My stomach tightens and I feel nauseous. I have to be careful not to vomit, because I mustn't contaminate the crime scene under any circumstances. So I turn away slightly and take a few deep breaths. Then my eyes fall on the woman. She's lying across the sidewalk with a large hole in her chest. She's about the same age as the man, has medium-length blonde hair, and her face is lightly made up. She's also well-dressed. Except for the bloodstain, everything fits perfectly. A dark blue skirt, or maybe a dress, peeks out from under her beige coat. She's wearing black pumps. I wondered if she died instantly? In any case, there's nothing I can do here. I grab my smartphone and dial 112, the emergency services here in England. There, I'm immediately connected to the police. A Police Constable ("PC") Jones answers the call. I briefly describe what I'd experienced, and she promises to send the police immediately. I should wait there but not touch anything. Then I hang up and put my smartphone back in the inside pocket of my jacket. It was clear that I would wait, and it was also clear to me that I wouldn't touch anything. I really couldn't imagine touching a dead person. But Miss Jones couldn't have known that. She's just doing her duty. Now I'm waiting. The fact that I'm standing next to two corpses doesn't exactly make the situation pleasant. I keep looking at my watch. The minutes seem to pass very slowly. It seems like an eternity, but only five minutes have passed when I hear sirens approaching. A patrol car arrives at high speed and stops right next to me, tires screeching. I flinch, as the memory of the previous sounds immediately resonates. Two police officers quickly get out of their car. While one asks me if I'd called, pushing me aside, the other takes a piece of caution tape from the trunk and begins to cordon off the crime scene.
 
A short time later, an entire crime scene team arrives. It looks odd how they're squeezing into their overalls, but cleanliness is paramount. They quickly put shoe covers over their shoes, and then they can finally begin securing evidence. I hope I haven't contaminated the crime scene yet. Still, I thought I wasn't that close to the victims.
 
I'm watching the team very closely when another vehicle with its blue lights flashing roars up. The Skoda Kodiaq slams on its brakes and stops just behind the patrol cars. A man gets out of the vehicle from the passenger side and a woman from the driver's side. I know who they are because I've seen their photo in a newspaper several times.
 
> They are: ("DCI") Detective Chief Inspector Thomas Black and his partner ("DS") Detective Sergeant Anne Smith. As you've read in some reports, they seem to be a good team, even though they haven't been together very long. I think only two years. At that time, DCI Black had just lost his long-time partner in a shooting. He was devastated. To help him get back on his feet, he was given Anne Smith. She'd just graduated from police academy and still had a lot to learn. Everything pointed in favor of taking her under his wing, because he was the best. At first, he treated her like dirt. But one evening, while they were investigating in a shady bar, she was able to thwart a knife attack on the DCI at the last moment. From then on, he knew she was absolutely tough.<
 
The two of them go straight to the crime scene and look at the bodies. A brief conversation with the head of crime scene investigation and a brief conversation with the two patrol officers. From that, I can tell that it's about me. The officers' gestures say it all. Then the DCI and the DS come to me. "You called us," asks the DCI. "Yes, I did." "What can you tell us?" he continues. "Actually, not much," I say. "I didn't see anything. Like almost every morning, I'm walking home this way, over the bridge. I just finished my shift. In the fog ahead, I heard two voices talking and laughing. Then I hear a gunshot, a woman screams, and then a second gunshot. I stop in shock. My blood almost freezes in my veins. Suddenly, tires squeal and a car drives past me at high speed." "Did you recognize the driver?" the DS wants to know. "No, he was going much too fast," I reply. "Is there anything else you can tell us," the DCI asks. "Anything else that could help us in any way?" I think for a moment. "One more thing just occurred to me. The car is dark. Black, dark blue, or maybe dark green. It's hard to say in this fog." "Thank you," the DCI says. "That's a good start. If you think of anything else, please let us know. Here's my card. You can leave now. The officers will just take your personal details." I take the card and look at it for a moment while the DCI and the DS move away from me. After a few seconds, one of the officers arrives and takes my personal details. Then I can finally leave the crime scene and continue on my way home, not without taking one more look at the bodies. While the sight isn't pretty, it's still fascinating. To see a person who was alive 30 minutes ago. After all, that's not something you get to do every day.
 
When I get home, the corpses constantly haunt my mind. To calm down, I first go to the drinks cabinet. I don't have to look far, because just to my right, there's the bottle I need: a Port Charlotte 10-year-old. I love the strongly peaty taste and dark smoky aroma of this Scotch single malt whisky. Now I just need the right glass from the neighboring cabinet, and an ice cube is a must. I pour myself a long swig, pick up my glass and bottle, and head to my favorite armchair. To relax even more, I put my feet up on the small coffee table right in front of me. Only now do I notice that I'm still wearing my jacket and shoes. Whatever.
I raise my glass and drink it in one gulp. I have to have a second one.
Of course, this isn't the time of day I usually drink alcohol—after all, it's only 7:00 a.m.—but today I just had to.
 
I'm slowly getting tired, and my eyes keep falling shut. I pull myself up from my chair and try my best not to fall back. Then I stroll upstairs to my bedroom, undress, and fall onto my bed. Lovingly cradling the duvet, I fall asleep immediately.
 
Seven hours have passed when I wake up from a vivid dream. Completely confused, I look around. Thank God I'm in bed. I let myself fall back again and take a deep breath. I desperately need a coffee to clear my mind. Yes, I know, I'm not the typical English person. To wake up, I need coffee, not tea. Strong, black, and with two sugar cubes. Then the day starts well. But if I have time in the afternoon, I also like a good cup of Earl Grey tea with milk, of course, and a scone with cream. So, I get out of bed with a spring in my step, even if it's a bit difficult. 
I haven't slept very well in the last few hours. The situation from the morning has been haunting me in my dreams. But something has come back to me. Unfortunately, I usually forget my dreams, but I know there was something there that could help. Maybe I'll remember it after the coffee. I need to think hard. I clearly remember seeing the car, but something was different. What was it?
 
Now I notice the mess I left behind earlier. I must have been pretty worn out. It only looks like that when I've spent the whole night in some pub getting drunk. That can happen every now and then. What else can you do in this dump?
 
The coffee got me back on my feet, and yes, I've remembered. I'm going to go to the police right now, after I've showered and gotten myself roadworthy. A taxi is quickly ordered. "I direct the driver to the police station on Cat Street, please." He weaves through the traffic as quickly as possible, and 15 minutes later we arrive at the station.
 
Arriving there, I meet PC Jones. Now I at least know what this lady who was on the phone this morning looks like. She's still young, around 25. Very slim and rather petite, with curly dark hair, a pleasant smile, and a snub nose, on which she wears small, round glasses. I had imagined her to be different, as her dark voice doesn't really match her appearance.
 
After a friendly greeting, I get straight to my business. "I'd like to speak to Chief Inspector Black. My name is Tim Westgard, and I've remembered something about the murder on the bridge this morning." "Just a moment, sir, I'll pass it on to the DCI immediately," says PC Jones. "If you'd like to wait up here for a moment, I'll be right back." Then she disappears through the opaque glass door. Meanwhile, I sit down on one of the chairs up front. Their shape reminds me a bit of the German Bauhaus style. Bent steel and a black seat and backrest. No armrests. But I think they're from a discount store. They won't be able to afford designer furniture here.
 
Not even five minutes have passed when PC Jones returns. "Sir, if you'll follow me," she says. "The Chief Inspector would like to speak with you." I stand up and follow her through the glass door. Somehow, a bad feeling runs through me, even though I haven't done anything. Still, you never know what the police are thinking. Not that they suspect me, either. She knocks on the DCI's door. You can see the inspector at his desk through the glass panel. It seems as if he's engrossed in his files. PC Jones opens the door, and we enter. The DCI raises his head, looks at me, and greets me warmly. "Please take a seat," he says. Meanwhile, PC Jones leaves the room. "I hear you've thought of something else," says the DCI. "Yes," I reply. "It's only a small thing, but it might be helpful. It's about the car. There was a dent in the driver's door. Right there was a white sticker. The head of an animal, I'd say." "Can you describe the animal?" asks the DCI. I shake my head and shrug. "I'm not so sure. But it could have been a cat's head. Maybe a tiger." At that moment, DS Smith also arrives. "There's some news in the case," says the DCI, turning to DS Smith. She looks at him in surprise. The Chief Inspector shares the news with her. "That's great," she says. "That helps us a bit." "There's something else," I say. "The shooter was definitely a man. I saw the dark hair on his hand. But I really couldn't make out his face because he was wearing a black hoodie." "Do the names Cassandra Philipps or Henry Nois mean anything to you?" asks the DCI. "Were those the dead people?" I asked. The DCI just nodded. "No, I've never heard those names," I unfortunately have to answer. "Unfortunately, there's nothing we can do about it," said the DCI, and his partner just shrugged. "Then thank you for coming. If you think of anything else, just come back. This statement will certainly help us a bit." And so I leave the police station.
 
Luckily, I get a taxi straight away to take me home. On the way there, those two names keep popping into my head. I keep hearing them and then seeing the two bodies in my mind's eye. It's bothering me a lot. Where could they have come from? They certainly didn't look like they were going to work. Maybe they were at a private party or a club? A club, possible. But what club is open that late, especially in the middle of the week? I have to find out. Then the taxi stops in front of my door. This time it was only 13 minutes. Really fast.
I stand in front of my house for a moment and ponder. What should I do now?
 
The bus stop up ahead is just the right time. Taking another taxi to go downtown is too expensive for me. I'll get to the bottom of this, but the police can't find out about it. At least not for now. I'll set up an investigative office at home. I don't know exactly where yet, but I'll find the right place. But I needed some items for notes and a few other things. I know there was an office supplies store on Edmond Street. I saw it a few years ago. My route doesn't take me there often. But the next bus, Route 1, will. How long has it been since I took a bus? It's been months. Why should I have? Everything I needed is nearby and within easy walking distance. There are groceries three houses down, and a hairdresser next door. One of my favorite pubs was just around the corner, and I only had to cross the bridge to get to work. All in all, a simple life.
 
I look at my watch and then at the times on the timetable. The bus should be here in three minutes. Perfect timing. And there it is. Right on time. But it's no great feat, because the last stop is less than 500 meters from here, and this is the first stop towards the city center.
 
I think the ride to the city center has never been so boring, even though there's never anything going on there. But the route also seems endless. Every few hundred meters, people stop. People get on, people get off. Is this always the case, or does it just seem that way to me because I'm desperate to get something done?
 
Twenty-five minutes have passed since I got on the bus, and the store comes into view. Luckily, the bus stops right in front of it. I enter the store and look around. Expensive desks and equally expensive office chairs are in my way. I don't need any of those. I have a table and a chair at home, and if I need an extra one, I think there's one in the attic. An older woman with slightly graying hair, wearing a dark blue suit, comes over, greets me, and asks what I need. "I need a portable flip chart with a pad and a magnetic board that I can write on and easily wipe clean at any time. Plus magnets, of course, and a matching pen and a sponge. I also mentioned a few other things." The woman nods her head. "Please come with me," she says. She showed me some things, and I chose the one that suited me. "I'll get the things for you from the storage room," she says and disappears to the back. After a short while, she reappears and brings everything up to the cash register. In the meantime, I've looked around a bit. There's a very good selection here. With a friendly smile, she asks if I need anything else. I say no. She writes me an invoice. It's already a large sum, but as a new customer, I also get a 5% discount. Then I pay everything with my Visa. "Would you order me a taxi?" I ask. "Of course," she says. She does so immediately, and less than five minutes later, the taxi is at the door. The taxi driver is amazed as we load his vehicle. Then he drives me home as quickly as possible. Once there, he even helps me unload. He even gets a nice tip for that.
 
Several packages are now in my small hallway, but where should I put them? I think for a moment, and then I remember the attic. That's where the table is, which I will definitely use. I could easily set up this room as an office or investigation room. Then I carry all the things upstairs. Before I unpack everything here, I first sweep and put anything I absolutely don't need to the side. The table is bigger than I thought. I remembered it completely differently. All the small stuff goes here first. Using the appropriate dowels and screws that come with the magnetic board, I attach it to the large wall. I assemble the flipchart and then place it to the left of the table. This way, I can take my notes there and also have a view of the magnetic board. I think I could use an office chair after all, but for now, one from the kitchen will do. A few little things are still needed to make the whole place a bit more homely. A lamp would be good, because currently there's only a single bulb in the socket, and it looks pretty bare. A houseplant that I can put under the skylight would also be nice.
 
All I'm missing now is the symbolic thread with which I can begin, around which everything revolves, and with which I can proceed step by step. I urgently need a photo of the victims and all the information the police have provided. That means I urgently need a daily newspaper. There will certainly be something in the evening edition. I'll have to buy it in the next few days, and I'll also search the internet for information about this case. It might be a lot of work, but I can already feel the urge to do it.
 
So I quickly go downstairs and over to the store. From a distance, I can already see the two bodies on the front page of the newspaper. How lucky, it was the last copy. I look around the store a bit. It occurs to me that I could also use a pair of scissors and, very importantly, a bar of chocolate, or maybe two. The cashier looks at me strangely. It's probably because I've never bought a newspaper before. There's always a first time.
 
Back at the apartment, my path leads me straight back upstairs. I'm really keen to find out something. Maybe I'll figure it out before the police do. First, I cut the picture and the accompanying text out of the newspaper and pin it to the magnetic board, right at the top center. I write the names on the flip chart. First, at the top, Cassandra Philipps, and after leaving some space, roughly in the middle, the name of the male corpse, Henry Nois. Now I look at my first steps. But that doesn't get me any closer to the solution. Something's missing. I need a sketch of the crime scene. It's a good thing there are enough sheets of paper on the flip chart for me to write on. So I tear off the first sheet and pin it to the wall to the right of the magnetic board with thumbtacks. I've never been very good at drawing, but only I need to know what's in the drawing. First, the bridge and the road, then a marker in the form of stick figures, indicating where the bodies were, and also my location. Finally, a dark blue car. I'm now certain it was dark blue. I'm not really getting anywhere here. It's already 8:00 p.m. I want to get something to eat, and at 9:30 p.m. I have to be back at work to start my shift as a security guard at a company that manufactures gas equipment.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                     Chapter 2
                                The Second Day
The night is finally over. Slowly and tiredly, I make my way home. Not much happened that night. Five deliveries that needed to be checked and a few rounds, that was all. Some nights are more stressful. Especially when goods are being shipped, several trucks arrive that need to be loaded, and I have to make sure everything runs smoothly.
 
I spent a lot of time thinking about the events of the previous day during the night. Even now, a bad feeling is creeping over me. I'm already back on the bridge and can hear the bell of Saint Marie Church ringing six times in the distance. But something is different this morning. The first light of the new day is slowly rising over the horizon. This looks like it's going to be a beautiful day. I've now reached the spot where the terrible crime took place yesterday. The crime scene cleaners weren't very thorough, as there's still some brain matter on the steel girder. I take a few photos of the crime scene. I can have them printed out later at home. But when I get home now, I'll sleep for a few hours. After I get up and have my coffee, I'll turn my attention to other things.
 
I slept for a little over six hours. I'm almost ready; now just the coffee and a piece of white bread. Then I can finally get started. I connect my phone to the printer and print out the photos from this morning.
 
I take a close look at the printed pictures. Was there anything to be seen here, even if the bodies were no longer there and the crime scene had already been cleaned up? At least it was clear where the man had been standing. I circled the spot in the photo where the brain matter was still located. Then I compared it with the other picture from the newspaper. Something didn't seem right to me. But what? Maybe the body had been moved before I arrived? But why? If so, who did it? Was it the woman, before she too died, because she wanted to hold him? Or was it perhaps the perpetrator, because he was looking for something? Questions upon questions arose. But would I find an answer? In any case, I would pursue all of them. First, I want to go back to the bridge. Perhaps in full daylight I can see a little more than I did this morning.
 
I slowly move toward the bridge. There's a lot of coming and going here. From a distance, I can see a few onlookers. Even though there's nothing left to see here. But that's exactly what I intend to do. When I arrive at the spot, I stop. I look closely, because I won't soon forget how they were lying there. Then I dare to look over the bridge railing. I'm not great with heights, but I have to go through there now, even if I don't know what I want to find or see there, because the river is beneath me. I feel a queasy feeling in the pit of my stomach, because it's at least 15 meters down. I look to my left, but all I can see is water. Then to my right, and I realize that we're still pretty close to the bank. So it's possible that there's something there somewhere the police haven't found yet. I have to find a path that will take me to the bank. I continue over the bridge. But how do I get down the embankment to the bushes that I could see from up there? Just jumping, that's too dangerous, and how am I supposed to get back up again? So I look for a path. About 20 meters further on, there actually is one. It's not really a path. Just trampled-down grass. But at least there's a possibility here. Still, I have to be careful not to break my legs. I take small steps, because you can't really see anything in the high grass and bushes. It takes me almost 15 minutes to walk the 20 meters. But then I've finally reached my destination. This is where I'll search. I turn over every blade of grass and every leaf twice. I feel the ground with my fingers in the dirt. I've already cut my fingers a couple of times on thorns, and I'm bleeding. It's wet and muddy here, and I have to be careful not to slip and fall into the river. One thing is already clear to me: when I get home, I can take a shower with all my clothes on. I've hoped so much that I'd find something here, but it seems hopeless. The police have probably already searched here. I'd like to be one step ahead of the police. I stand up and start my way back when I see something glowing out of the corner of my eye. I take a few more small steps to the right, bend down, and can't believe my eyes. There really is a cartridge here. If it's not related to the crime, then I don't know what is. I almost grabbed it with my fingers, but luckily I like watching crime shows. Of course, I don't have a bag with me, but a tissue will do. I carefully pack it, put everything in the outside pocket of my jacket, and zip it up so it can't get lost. I'll definitely take it to the police, but first I'm going home. There I'll take a photo of the cartridge so I have a photo for my records.
 
When I get home, I leave my shoes in the hallway and go upstairs to my office wearing only socks. I take the bundle out of my jacket and place it on the table. I then grab a pair of disposable gloves and carefully unwrap the bullet. I find this discovery incredibly interesting. I photograph the cartridge from all sides, wrap it back in the handkerchief, and put it back in my jacket. Afterward, I quickly go into the bedroom and change my clothes. And then I'm on my way to the police station in a taxi. I'm curious to see how the DCI reacts to my discovery.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                     Chapter 3
                                 The Handover
At the police station, I meet PC Jones again. She's standing here at the front desk again. "Hello," I say. "Could I perhaps speak to DCI Black?" Just like the day before, she greets me warmly. "What message can I give him?" she asks. "I've found something that may be useful in the murder on the bridge, and I'd like to hand it over personally." This time, instead of waiting at reception, I'm asked to come along immediately. Of course, I do and follow PC Jones through the glass door straight to the DCI's office. He's talking to his sergeant when I come in. He looks at me, somewhat puzzled. "Hello, Mr. Westgard," he says. "What can I do for you?" Without beating around the bush, I get straight to the point. "I've found something that may be relevant to the case," I say, handing him the handkerchief with the cartridge. He's quite astonished. "Where did you find the bullet?" he wants to know. "In the bushes below the bridge," I answer. "I went back to the crime scene because I couldn't get the image of the bodies out of my head. That's when I noticed the brain matter on the beam. Then I looked down and saw something shiny. I don't know if that bullet was related to the crime. I just gently picked it up with my handkerchief. There shouldn't be any trace of me on it, but of course they can take fingerprints and DNA from me." The DCI looks at me sharply. Then he says brusquely: "It was all just a coincidence that you found the bullet. After all, my people were already looking for it. Do you have anything to do with the case?" I just shake my head and vehemently deny it. "But we'll take your fingerprints and DNA just to be on the safe side. You've already agreed to this." "As I said, I have nothing to hide," I say. "Very well," says the DCI. "They'll take you straight to the identification service. Surely you still have some time?" I just nod.
 
At the same time, the DCI gets up from his desk, goes to the door, and calls another PC over. "Hey Lloyd, I need you here," echoes the voice from the corridor. A short time later, PC Steven Lloyd enters the office. "Here," says the DCI somewhat gruffly, and hands him the handkerchief with the bullet. "Just to the lab. It could be related to our murder on the bridge. They'll take Mr. Westgard right away with fingerprints and DNA, just for elimination. After that, take the gentleman back outside." "Sure," replies PC Lloyd. "Goodbye, Mr. Westgard," the DCI says to me somewhat cynically. He's probably annoyed that I found the bullet and not his team.
 
PC Lloyd is very nice, and on the way to the lab, he explains the procedure to me. Upon arrival at the lab, I fill out a questionnaire with my personal information. First, my address, then my weight and height, my gender, and my blood type. If I hadn't known this, it would have been identified as well. A photograph is also taken. I feel like a convict. All this just because I found this bullet. Then there's a mouth swab for DNA, and of course, my fingerprints are taken. After about 15 minutes, I finally manage it, and PC Lloyd takes me to the exit.
 
Now I'm outside, but unfortunately, something very important to me hasn't happened. I actually wanted to ask the inspector if they've found anything in this case yet. Maybe they've found the car. He certainly wouldn't have told me anything about the current status of the police investigation. Now I'll have to wait until I read about it in the newspaper.
 
To be able to think clearly, I've decided to walk home. I would have liked to find out more. I'm also frustrated because my fingers are still black. The ink from the fingerprints really sticks very well. I've already washed my hands at the police station, but it wasn't enough. The day is slowly drawing to a close, and I decide to call it a day.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                    Chapter 4
                                    Research
I start the day fit and well-rested. I have the next four days off, which means I have plenty of time. But I ask myself a question. Where did the victims actually live? Maybe then I'll find out where the two were going or where they came from. So I grab my laptop and enter the names. First, Henry Nois. Somehow, I have the feeling he alone should be the victim. Cassandra might have just been there by chance. I enter his name on Facebook. There's only one listed here. The location is the same, but the neighborhood is quite a distance away. Exactly on the other side of town. An upscale area, if I can tell. In any case, it's a district where ordinary workers don't spend much time. I write the name of the neighborhood next to his on the flipchart. There isn't much to find here on Facebook, and even the few people listed here don't really help me. It might be difficult to find the street and the house. Just to be on the safe side, I print out his profile and pin it to the wall. I also enter his name on Instagram. I get a hit there, too. I'm amazed at 3,248 followers and 516 posts. I have a lot to do. Of course, I pay attention to even the smallest detail here. Maybe I know someone or recognize something in the photos he's posted. But before I start, I quickly pour a large pot of coffee through my coffee machine. Concentration is everything now. I start with the profiles and click on each one. Then I look at a few more photos for each user to see if there might be any connection to the murder.
 
After three hours, my eyes are starting to hurt and I'm getting tired. But it will take a while to look through them all. First, though, I need a break. My stomach is growling, and I desperately need something to drink. I've been out of coffee for over two and a half hours. After I've fortified myself, I go back to my laptop and try to look at the remaining profiles. Then, after another three hours, I finally manage it. Unfortunately, it didn't lead to anything. I didn't know a single person, and there was nothing noteworthy in their posts either.
 
I'll also look at the posts from his Instagram profile. Many of the photos are meaningless. His face keeps popping up. He was totally self-absorbed. Nothing more was ever seen. There were no photos with Cassandra in them either. Had they perhaps only met that day? After about 200 pictures, I seemed to have had some luck. He had posted a series of seven photos. Here, at least fragments of a house could be seen. Was it his own house or his parents'? In one photo, he was lying on a lounger in the garden, and in the background was a terrace with round columns. In another, there appeared to be a large entrance that could be considered a villa, and in a third, a stained-glass window was visible. It was impossible to determine which side of the house it was on. I print out the photos and pin them to the wall. I just skim through all the other photos. There's nothing there that I could use.
 
It's already late. The bell of Saint Marie Church, which I can also hear from where I'm sitting, strikes once. Time to go to bed. I'll continue after breakfast.
 
My night was very restless. I probably drank too much coffee to stay awake. But I still need one to get back on my feet.
 
Cassandra still needs to be checked out. Maybe I'll find something about her through social media. I'll start on Facebook. Luckily, there are only a few with that name. I know what she looks like, and that's how I can find her. I look closely at her profile. She hasn't listed an address on Facebook, except for her hometown and the neighborhood. That's right on the other side of the bridge. I find that very interesting. So I look at her friends. BINGO! I have something here. I know this person. Her name is Melanie York.
 
I also look at Cassandra's photos on Facebook and notice that she loves to travel. Photos of palm trees and white beaches keep popping up. Other than that, there isn't much here. But Instagram might also be important. I'll see if she has a profile there, too. Here, too, I find what I'm looking for, and I don't even need to look at her followers' profiles. The very first photos show a couple completely in love. Cassandra is pictured with Henry. So they were together. Upon further inspection, I even find a date. They met exactly three weeks before the day she died. I look at more photos, and hey presto, Melanie York suddenly appears again. The last photos with her are from about three and a half weeks ago. So they knew each other. They were probably even good friends.
 
                                    Chapter 5
                                  Melanie York
I've known Melanie York for a few years now. She lives nearby. I often meet her while shopping, and sometimes we chat. Every Saturday, she gets fish and chips at the harbor, around 1 p.m. I can meet her there anyway. I'll try later. Melanie is about the same age as Cassandra. She's between 5'5" and 5'7" tall and rather petite. She has long, naturally curly brown hair, which she usually wears loose. Occasionally, she ties it back in a ponytail. She also wears small, round glasses with black frames. Whenever I see her, she's always very smartly dressed. I guess you could call it casually elegant. I think she works in an office downtown. She's also always very friendly, not just to me, but to everyone around her. She greets everyone she sees, or holds the door open for others, and things like that. I write her name on the flipchart, right below Cassandra's, and the district next to Cassandra's name, just like I did with Henry Nois. I feel like I might have better luck with Cassandra. How did these two ever meet? After all, two worlds are colliding here.
 
Maybe I'll learn something about Melanie if I meet her at the harbor. Then it's about time; I have to go down to the harbor. Hopefully, Melanie will come and get her fish and chips.
 
I can't see her from a distance. But maybe I'll get there before her and she'll come too. I order a portion and stand at a table, a little away from the snack bar, so I can observe everything. Then she suddenly appears from Harbor Street and walks toward the food truck. Before she even arrives, I call out to her: "Hello Melanie." She turns to me and waves. "I'll be right there with you," she calls out. After getting her fish and chips, she joins me. "Hello Melanie, nice to see you. We haven't met in a while. Are you okay?" Somewhat hesitantly, she replies, "Yes, quite okay." "You've surely heard about the murder on the bridge. Isn't that terrible?" "Yes, I have," she replies. She doesn't say anything else and bites into her fish. I notice she doesn't want to talk about it anymore, but I continue anyway. "I was on the bridge that morning too," I say. "My shift just ended." Startled and almost afraid, she stares at me. "Did you see anything?" she asks me. "No, not really. The fog was much too thick. But I found the bodies and notified the police." "Oh, yeah, that's fine," she says in a calm tone, as if finding a body were the most normal thing in the world. Suddenly she comes to her senses and says, "By the way, I knew that woman." I look at her in total surprise. Of course I already knew that, but I have to reveal everything right away. "Really," I ask. "How? Were you friends?"
"Not really," she replied. "We only knew each other from school." I just nod understandingly and continue eating. "Do you know where she lived?" She shrugs. Then she said, "I think on Hancock Street. But I can't tell you the house number." She should know, I'm quite sure of it. But why was she lying to me? After all, I wasn't a cop from whom one might have to hide something. I was just Tim from the neighborhood, whom one occasionally met while shopping. What was she hiding? What was her secret? I have to get to the bottom of this. I'd ask a few more questions at the right time. But for now, I wanted to leave it at that. Then we'd be done eating. "I have to go now," Melanie said. "I have a date tonight. I need to pick up something. I'll probably see you soon. See you then." "Have fun tonight," I say. She's already walking back down Harbor Street the way she came, and I'm heading home now.
 
Back home, I realize I've eaten too much, I'm tired, and I can't concentrate on the case. I'll take a nap first and then try to concentrate on the case again later.
 
After three hours, my nap is over. I arm myself with a coffee and go to my office. I have to take another close look at the pictures on Cassandra's Instagram account. Maybe I'll find some clues about the house where she lived. After two hours, I finally manage to do it. Unfortunately, I couldn't find anything. It's already too late to do anything about the case today. I'll continue tomorrow, fully refreshed. For now, I'll just sit in the living room, watch something on TV, and treat myself to a Scotch. Maybe two.
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                     Chapter 6
                               The Hiding Place
I'm still lying in bed, but I know exactly what time it is without looking at the clock. The bells of Saint Marie Church have been ringing for five minutes now. They'll continue ringing for another ten minutes, because it's Sunday. They're the bells for church service. The service begins at 9:00 a.m. I'll get up and get ready. I'll use the time from the service to leave my house. At this time of day, the streets are usually quiet.
 
About thirty minutes have passed since I got up, and now I slip into my good shoes, put on my trench coat, and a wide-brimmed hat. I don't want everyone to recognize me right away, even though I don't know many people. Do I have everything I need? A pair of gloves, a small plastic bag, and a small, thin wire. I hope these things are enough for what I have planned. Then I leave the house.
 
My path leads me back over the bridge. The night before, I printed out a section of the city map, showing the street layout on the other side. That's where Cassandra Phillips lived. I hope I can find the house, too. Hancock Street doesn't seem all that long. The further I venture into the area, the more uncomfortable I feel. This really isn't a nice neighborhood. I always thought my neighborhood was the worst in this place, but here it looks even worse. Industrial buildings abound, interspersed with multi-story apartment buildings. It makes me wonder why this beautiful woman lived here. The way she was dressed, she didn't really belong here. That must be Hancock Street, ahead on the left. I'm curious. The houses here are a bit better, and the streetscape is nicer, too. There's even the occasional tree. Each house has about three stories, and they're all lined up in a row. House to house. Now I just have to figure out where she lived. I start on the left and look at the doorbells. It's not the first house, and it's not the second either. But then I notice something. Five houses away, there's a police van and a car that I saw at the crime scene. It was the inspector's car. It could be there. I wonder why the police are only at the house now. It's been a few days since the murder. I'll slowly approach it. Suddenly, I spot the inspector. I don't want him to see me, so I hide behind the nearest tree. I have to figure out how to get into the house somehow. But I have to wait a moment, because there are two police officers standing outside.
 
Finally, they go in, and I follow slowly. I'm just before the entrance when suddenly a police officer approaches me. I hold my breath, greet him briefly, but don't look directly at him. But he looks familiar. I probably saw him at the police station. I walk past him, into the house, and up the stairs. On the second floor, the door is open, and I hear voices. A police officer is also walking through the hallway in the apartment. To pretend I live in the building, I go up one more floor. But I stay halfway up the stairs so no one can see me. I listen downstairs and occasionally glance in the direction of the front door. The police officers go in and out, but I feel too unsafe to go into the apartment. What if I'm seen?
 
But I'm still curious. I go back downstairs and take a closer look. Opposite the entrance, the door is slightly open. That seems to be the bathroom, because I can see a sink. I could try to get in there, hoping no one is coming in or has perhaps already been inside. The hallway is empty; now is the only time it can work. I take two big steps, quickly open the door, and slip inside. Just as quickly, I close it again, leaving only the gap that was there before. I look around. There's only one place here where I won't be noticed right away. Behind the shower curtain. I just have to try.
 
I keep hearing footsteps in the hallway, and I hold my breath every time. Luckily, everyone passes by. Then suddenly the front door closes and I hear it being locked. Am I really alone now? I wait a moment, but then I finally dare to step out from behind the curtain.
 
I take the disposable gloves out of my coat pocket and put them on. Then I look around the bathroom. There doesn't seem to be anything really important here. I hope the police haven't taken everything and that I'll find something. I head into the living room, although I think it will be difficult to find anything here. The drawers have already been rummaged through quite a bit. Nevertheless, I'll try my luck.
 
Perhaps the police missed something. A photo album catches my eye. Some photos are missing from some pages. They were simply ripped out. But why? I'll take a few photos with my phone just to be safe. Maybe I'll spot something upon closer inspection. Otherwise, all I can find is an empty picture frame. Everything else is irrelevant. Now there are two rooms left: the bedroom and the kitchen. I immediately notice that the closet in the bedroom has been ransacked. Even if one had tried to leave as neatly as possible, a piece of clothing still got caught when closing the closet door. That wouldn't have happened to a woman like Cassandra. She seemed very tidy to me. On the nightstand is a small box decorated with pink flowers. I look at the contents. It's just jewelry. Costume jewelry, I'd say, so nothing valuable. But I'll empty the box onto the bed anyway, just to be absolutely sure. There is, in fact, something else inside. A small box with two engagement rings shining through the transparent lid. I take them out and take a closer look. Both have something engraved on them. A name and a date. One says Cassandra, and the other says Edward, with the same date. This means that Cassandra was engaged until three weeks before her death. But who is this Edward? Why isn't there a photo of him? Did the police take all the photos, or did Cassandra destroy them all? Will I ever find out? I leave the rings there, too. I just take a few photos for my records. Then I put everything back in the container so it won't be noticed. I leave the bedroom and take another look into the kitchen. But this place also seems pretty uninteresting. Before I leave, I take another look in the trash can. You never know. The smell is so awful, so I quickly close it and refrain from rummaging around in there. Someone should empty it urgently. Now I just have to get out of the apartment without damaging anything. I saw a small key cabinet next to the apartment door earlier. Maybe there's another front door key in there. I open it and find several different keys. Then I try one after the other. The third one fits. I unlock the door. Then I pull the key out of the lock and hang it back in the key box. Then I leave the apartment and close the door behind me. Now I go down the stairs two flights of stairs. Hoping no one sees me, I leave the house. On the way down, I take the disposable gloves off my hands and put them in my coat pocket. Now I go home the same way I came. I occasionally meet people on the way to my house, but I don't know them.
 
Once I get home, I immediately connect my phone to the printer and print out the photos I took earlier. Armed with a magnifying glass, I examine each individual image closely. The photos from the photo album are extremely important here. I look for reflections and try to find even the slightest clue as to who this Edward could be. But I can't find anything. But I have an idea for the next day. I'll take the photos of the engagement rings to the local jewelers tomorrow. There can't be that many in our town. Maybe then I'll find out who this Edward is. But that's enough for today. I'm going to have a nice evening.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                     Chapter 7
                                      The Fire
The morning begins like every other morning. My plan for today is already set. While I'm having breakfast, I'm already looking online to see where there are jewelers in my city. After all, I want my day to move along quickly and accomplish something, after all. There seem to be only five jewelers. That's manageable.
 
Immediately after breakfast, I head over to the bus stop. The jewelers are all located fairly centrally in the city center. I can easily reach them on foot. About 30 minutes later, I arrive at the first one. I show him the photos, but he just shakes his head. The second one isn't far. Only two doors down. I pull and push on the door, but it doesn't open. I look at my watch and compare the time with the posted opening hours. The store should actually be open, and I can see staff. So why is it closed? I'm about to knock on the door, but then I notice the small sign on the doorframe that says "Please Ring Bell" and the small button next to it. So I follow the instructions and ring the bell. Almost simultaneously, the woman and the man from the salesroom look at the door. Then they look at each other as if to say, "Should we let this man in?" I can already tell that this is a place for upscale customers. I definitely don't fit in. The man approaches the door hesitantly. He puts the chain in front of him and opens the door just a crack. "What can I do for you?" he asks me in a haughty and condescending tone. "I just have one question," I reply. "If you could please take a look at these photos and tell me if these rings were purchased here." I hold the photos out to him, hoping he'll take a look. "Why do you want to know?" he asks me. "I'm a private detective investigating a case," I simply reply. "Unfortunately, I forgot my ID." He still looks at me condescendingly, but I don't let him bother me. Hesitantly, he takes the photos from me and glances at them briefly. "We don't sell anything that cheap. You must be insulting us," he adds. As he says this, he presses the photos back into my hand. "If you'd please go away now," he growls at me. "You're scaring away all our customers." He closes the door, opens the chain again, and disappears behind the counter.
 
Customers? What customers did he mean? The whole time I've been standing here in front of the store, not a single person has been around. You can't really call them customers. But I'm also amazed at myself. Claiming I'm a detective wasn't so bad. So at least I got an answer. Even if it didn't get me where I was going, it wasn't in vain. The next jeweler is three streets away. I enter the store and immediately feel more at ease. I'm also served very friendly here. I'm not the only customer in the shop. But when I show them the photos, they can't help me any further. They even apologize. Again, I have to leave empty-handed.
 
I have to walk a bit to the fourth store. It's on Kent Street. It takes me a little over 10 minutes, and I wasn't exactly slow. I take a deep breath in front of the store. Then I enter the store, and a saleswoman comes out of a back room. Here, too, I'm greeted very friendly. I show her the photos, and I'm in luck. The saleswoman recognizes the rings. "Could you perhaps tell me who bought these rings?" I ask her. "Why do you want to know?" she counters. I've had success lying before, so I try it here as well and tell the detective story. I feel a little sorry for her, but I still have to try. She seems to believe me and gets a folder from the back room. "I'll check who bought the rings," she says. "We already have them here," she continues. "The rings were bought by a Cassandra Phillips. I'll write down the address for you." She does so right away and then hands me the slip of paper. I thank her, put the slip of paper in my pocket, say goodbye, and leave the store.
 
I stand outside for a moment and consider how to proceed. I already had Cassandra's address. I was actually hoping to get Edward's address. I have to get it another way. At that moment, someone bumps into me. I turn toward the person, and the person also turns to me and apologizes. I notice that this person is wearing a black hoodie and that this person is a man. But how likely is it that this person is the murderer? Surely, younger people often wear hoodies. He's already disappeared down the next alley. Still, I'm curious, so I follow him. But when I get to the alley, he's already gone. I I ponder for a moment, but it's no use ringing every doorbell. So I head back toward the bus stop to go home. I stop at the next street I have to cross because the pedestrian light is red. Already thinking about my home and how to continue working on the case, I suddenly jump. A car drives past me, squealing tires and moving quite quickly. I'm amazed. This is exactly the car I saw on the bridge. I recognize it by the dent in the door and the sticker there. Now I can make it out clearly. It's a tiger head. But this time I only see the driver from behind. But I recognize the black hoodie. It must be the same person who bumped into me a moment ago in front of the jewelry store. Immediately, adrenaline hits me. I have to know where the car is going. I look around. Then I shout "TAXI" at the top of my lungs. Within seconds, one stops. Luckily, that happens very quickly here in the city center. I rip open the back door and jump in. "Quickly, follow the car," I bark at the driver. He turns to me. "Please, not in that tone," the driver of Indian descent demands, speaking with a strong accent. But I don't react to what he says. I continue speaking in the same demanding tone. "Now drive." Now the driver gets angry. "Please get out," he demands. Only then do I realize I was too forward. "Sorry," I say. Of course, I can do things differently. "Please follow the dark blue car. I need to know where it's going because I work for the police." This was another lie, but a little white lie is okay. It worked here too, as the taxi finally starts moving. "You're a police officer," the driver wants to know. "No," I reply. "I'm only assisting the police with a murder case. You've probably heard about the double murder." "Yes, I have. It was in the newspaper," I get as my reply. "That's why I absolutely need to know where the car is going and who's driving it. The car was seen at the crime scene. The police have been looking for it for days. As I said, we can't lose it, but we can't follow it too closely either, so we don't attract attention." The driver nods a few times. But is it for the reason I just told him, or is he simply bobbing his head to the rhythm of the Indian-sounding music coming from his cell phone and playing over the speakers?
 
But he seems to have heard my words, because he's driving admirably. Not too close, not too far. I stare behind the vehicle, spellbound. The pursued man is leading us out of the city center. Further and further toward the outskirts, where I live. Then we cross the bridge and then he turns left and drives a bit along the river. Here, by the river, it's already quite foggy again. But I can still see a little bit. I'm curious to see where he's going. We're almost at the loading port. But then he suddenly turns right. At first, I have a bad feeling. Has he noticed he's being followed? But he doesn't drive back into the residential area. He continues straight ahead. The asphalt ends here. And if I remember correctly, there's a gravel pit in about a kilometer. From there, there aren't many options. I tell the driver to stop. If we follow now, he'll see us immediately. I pay for the fare, thank the driver, and get out. "You're really managing," he asks me. "Yes," I simply reply, nodding at him again. Then the taxi starts moving again and drives back.
 
In the meantime, it has started to drizzle. I follow the path, and the mud soils my shoes and pants. But my destination is not far away. Suddenly, there's a loud bang. I run the last 50-70 meters to the gravel pit. The car is completely engulfed in flames. There's nothing anyone can do here. At the end of the gravel pit, I see a figure climbing the embankment. Then it turns around and looks back. I can't recognize the person, but I know it sees me too. Immediately, it disappears into the distance. There's nothing I can do here. The only thing I can do is call the inspector and possibly the fire department.
 
The phone rings and the inspector answers. "Hello, Inspector Black, this is Tim Westgard. I've found the car you're looking for. The one from the murder on the bridge." Somewhat puzzled and slightly irritated, the inspector answers after a while. "Yes, Inspector Black here. Where did you find the car, and where are you now? Don't touch anything and wait for us." "I'm at the Southwest Gravel Pit. That's where you'll find the car, and no, I won't touch anything here. By the way, you should bring the fire department. The car is on fire. I'll wait for you here."
 
After I hang up, it takes a maximum of 10 minutes for the police and fire department to arrive on the scene. They immediately begin extinguishing the fire. The inspector and his sergeant approach me quickly. "What are you doing here and why is the car on fire?" the inspector wants to know. "Was there anyone else in the car? What do you have to do with this?" Sergeant Smith asks almost simultaneously. "First of all, I had nothing to do with it, and secondly, as far as I know, there was no one else in the car. The perpetrator disappeared over there over the embankment. I was too far away to follow him." "It was a man," asks Sergeant Smith. "Yes," I reply. "The same one who fired the shots." "How do you know that for sure?" asks the inspector. "I saw him earlier in the city center." "You didn't call us then? This is police work, not for amateur detectives," the DCI snaps at me. "You're right," I admit meekly. "Nevertheless, I've found out a few things you probably don't know." "What's that supposed to mean?" the DCI now wants to know. "Did you know that Cassandra Phillips was about to get married? Not to Henry Nois, but to a certain Edward." "How do you know that?" asks the sergeant. "I happened to find the wedding rings." The DCI is slowly getting angry. "Where was that? Don't let them drag everything out of you." "In Cassandra's apartment, of course. In a box in the bedroom." The DCI snaps at me indignantly: "You broke in?" "No, I didn't. The door was open. After all, you were there." Shaking his head, the inspector stands in front of me. "What am I supposed to do with you? First, you come with us to the station. There you tell us the whole story. Everything you know. Get in our vehicle. We'll be right back." I do as I'm told. At least this way I don't have to run back. I see the DCI and the sergeant talking with the fire department and crime scene investigators. A short time later, they're in the car, and we drive to the police station.
 
When we get there, the inspector and his sergeant immediately invite me into their office. "Sit down. Would you like a coffee or tea?" "Coffee, that would be nice. Black with two sugars, please," I reply. The inspector signals to his sergeant to get the coffee, adding, "I'll have coffee as usual." The sergeant immediately follows the order and returns less than five minutes later with three hot coffees. The inspector sits opposite me, with Sergeant Smith sitting to the side. "So tell me, what did you find out?" Then I begin: "The case hasn't let me rest. After I found the bullet here, I wanted to know more. So I searched social media to find out anything about the victims. I noticed someone I know among Cassandra Phillips' followers." "Who do you know?" "Melanie York. She lives near me, on Harbor Street." Sergeant Smith immediately types the name into her computer. "Melanie also told me the name of the street where Cassandra lived. So I just went there. As luck would have it, you were there too. I waited a moment and watched everything from one floor up. When I was sure I could get in, I went into the bathroom and hid behind the curtain until the door was closed. Then I came out and looked around a bit. That's when I found the rings in the box in the bedroom. I have a photograph here." I hand the photos to the inspector, and he looks at them. "Where are the rings now?" he wants to know. "Still at the location. I put them back in the box the way I found them. Right at the bottom, and put the costume jewelry back on top." The inspector looks at his DS and is a bit annoyed. "Who searched the bedroom?" She just shrugs and then says, "It must have been one of the PCs."
 
"Further, what else do you know?" the DCI says in a somewhat gruff tone. He's probably angry that his team didn't find the rings, but he should yell at them. So I continue to tell him about today. "On Kent Street, I found the jeweler where the rings were bought. However, Miss Phillips bought them. So I still don't know who this Edward is. As I was coming out of the shop, someone wearing a black hoodie bumped into me. He apologized and then disappeared down the next alley." "Did you know the man?" the DCI interrupts. "No, unfortunately I didn't. I also realized too late that this could have been the murderer." The inspector looks at me thoughtfully. "There's nothing we can do," he says. Then I continue. "As I was standing at the traffic light, the car suddenly drove past me. I recognized it immediately by the dent in the door and the sticker. Before you ask, no, I didn't recognize the driver either. I immediately hailed a taxi and followed him. You know the rest." The inspector takes a deep breath. Then he says, "At least we have the car. Maybe we'll find some leads after all, although that will be difficult. First, though, we'll take a look at this Melanie York. Hopefully, she can tell us a bit more." Then he looks at me really seriously and says, "What am I supposed to do with you? You can't just interfere in police investigations. What if something happens to you? What kind of shadow will that cast on our police work? I don't want you to investigate any further." The only thing missing was for him to slam his fist on the table. Then he calms down and becomes friendlier. "Thanks for the information, though. If you hadn't found the rings, we wouldn't know there was an Edward there. We'll find that person too. Just take care. If you hear anything important, please let us know." "I promise I will." I get up and say goodbye. This has really been a very exciting day. It's started to rain heavily. I was supposed to take the bus home, but I don't feel like waiting another quarter of an hour in the rain for the bus. So I call a taxi. Luckily, they keep passing by, and I'm home in no time. My stomach is growling, and I realize I have almost nothing left in the fridge. So I go out again. Luckily, the nearest store is only a few meters away. As luck would have it, I run into Melanie. Naturally, we get talking again, and so I casually ask her a question about Cassandra. "You knew Cassandra. When I found her, she was very smartly dressed. Do you have any idea where she might have been? The police asked me today, whether I knew where in the area it was possible to stay out that late. I couldn't think of anything. If it had been the weekend, then maybe. But in the middle of the week?" Melanie just shrugs. But do I believe her? Then she answers somewhat hesitantly: "Maybe she was at the pub. She probably went to the Little Mill a lot." "But the pubs all close at 11:00 p.m. After all, there's a curfew. But she didn't go home until between 5 and 6:00 a.m. Where could she have been after that?" Melanie then answers me somewhat rudely: "How should I know? I didn't know her that well." Then she turns on her heel and leaves the store without buying anything. I stand there, wondering why she lied to me again. I grab my few things and go to the checkout, then head straight home.
 
But since I don't really feel like doing much cooking, I just fry three eggs and eat some toast. I spend the rest of the evening on the sofa with a glass of my favorite single malt. Tomorrow I'll pay a visit to the "Little Mill." I know where it is, but I've never been inside myself. I've always preferred the "Old Oak" and the "Dark Water."
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                     Chapter 8
                                  The Little Mill
The rain hasn't stopped since yesterday. It's a good thing I don't have to go outside. I won't go to the Little Mill until this afternoon. We'll see what awaits me there. First, though, I need to get my house back in order. Everything has suffered a bit from all the investigations. Even the flowers look sad.
 
Time is passing faster than I thought. It's just after 
4:00 p.m. The pub probably won't be very busy yet, but maybe this will give me a better chance of striking up a conversation with the landlord or one of the employees. Luckily, the rain has stopped. Now there's just thick fog. But it's November, and I'm not complaining. My path takes me a bit along Harbor Street, past the house where Melanie lives. I can't see her anywhere, though. Maybe she's still at work. Whenever I run into her, it's always a bit later. I turn left onto Mills Way. It's not very long, and at the end of the path I can already see the "Little Mill." In earlier times, it was a mill, but not much of it remains. Only the old mill wheel can still be seen next to the house. However, it's no longer in use. It's a very old house. At some point, the owners died and there were no heirs. So the house and the land fell to the city council. They never took care of it, and the house grew old and unsightly by the day. About six years ago, it was sold for a ridiculously low price. However, the new owner had to invest a large sum to make the building habitable. Today, the pub is located downstairs, and the owner's apartment is on the first floor. Now I'm standing in front of it, and I have to say, I quite like it. I'm curious to see what it's furnished inside.
 
After I walked in, the first thing that catches my eye is the large bar. It's at least four meters long on a flat surface. Then the bar bends, adding another 2 meters. A lot of wood was used here, or perhaps it was left as it was originally. In any case, there are beams under the ceiling, and the half-timbering is clearly visible everywhere. Lots of pictures hang on the walls, even from the time when this was a mill. Something else catches my eye. The pub's name is entirely fitting.
 
There are ashtrays all over the tables, and the smell of smoke hangs in the air. Perhaps not the most pleasant for a non-smoker. But the pub has charm. I go to the bar and sit down on a stool. The landlord immediately comes over and asks me what I'd like. I order an ale and promptly get it. After a hearty swig, I look around a bit. There's not much going on here yet. A couple is sitting in a booth, constantly exchanging loving glances. At another table, four young men are sitting, playing cards somewhat loudly. Two other older men are sitting at the bar, chatting. I even know one of them. It's Arthur. He lives near me. When he notices, he calls out to me: "Hey Tim, what are you doing here? I've never seen you around before." "Yeah, you're right. I wanted to try something new," I reply. Then he nods at me again with a smile and continues talking to the person sitting opposite him. The bartender has obviously overheard the brief conversation and comes over to me. Curious as he is, he wants to know a lot about me. I go along with it for a bit, but I'll also have the opportunity to ask my questions. 
"I see your name is Tim. I'm John." As he greets me, he extends his hand. "Hello John," I say, and do the same. "You've never been here before. Did you just move to this area?" he wants to know. I want to be honest with him, so I speak openly. "No, I've lived in this neighborhood forever. On River Street. Two doors down from Arthur. When I go out, it's either the Old Oak or the Dark Water." "How come you came here now?" John wants to know. Now I have to tell a white lie. "A friend recommended this pub to me," I say. "So? Who?" he wants to know. "That was Melanie from Harbor Street, Melanie York." "Oh, dear Melanie, she's really sweet," he says right away. "Yes, I like her quite a bit too," I reply. "How do you know each other?" "Every now and then we meet while shopping or at the snack bar by the harbor. At some point we got chatting. It all just happened that way."
Then the proprietor continues: "Melanie has been a regular here since day one. She was here right from the opening. And her best friend was always there too, but that's over now." He looks down a bit sadly. But then he immediately gets back to what he's doing. "Here," he says. As he does so, he turns around and picks up a photo from the shelf. "Here's Melanie and her best friend." I take the photo and look at it closely. "Isn't that the other one the woman who was recently shot?" I ask curiously, as if I didn't already know the answer. "Yes, that's her. Poor thing. She didn't deserve that," the landlord replies. "Who is the man in the photo?" I want to know. "That's Edward Bell, Cassandra's boyfriend. They even wanted to get married. The three of them were always together, for bingo night or the pub quiz, and definitely every second Tuesday of the month. We always have live music then. Usually folk or blues. "That sounds good," I say. "I'll have to come next time." Somewhat thoughtfully, John continues: "Last Tuesday, Cassandra was here too. Melanie and Edward weren't there, though. However, I think Cassandra and Edward broke up because another man was with her. I think that was her new boyfriend. But he's dead now, too." Then John starts chatting. "On the nights we have live music, it's always very busy here. Cassandra, Melanie, and Edward always helped clean up afterward." Then he gently nudges me and says, "I can tell you, you're not a police officer. Are you?" "No, I'm not. I work as a night watchman at a company on the other side of the bridge." "Then that's fine. So listen. When everything was tidied up here, we always met in the back room and chatted, played cards, and of course had a drink. That was the three of them, Ruby and me. Of course, no one can know that." "I certainly won't say anything," I assure him. "Was it like that last time too?" I ask. "It's always been like that," says John. "The three of them always took the next day off." "Didn't Melanie actually have a boyfriend?" I want to know. "I can't say that. There was never anyone here. Wait a minute, I think Ruby might know." Then he turns toward the back room and calls, "Ruby, come up front for a minute." "Wait," echoes from there. Shortly afterwards, a short, plump older lady appears at the bar. I'd guess she's in her early 60s and about 5 feet tall. She has messy chestnut-red hair and glasses with colorful stripes and rather thick lenses. She's wearing a red T-shirt, dark blue leggings, and flat shoes. Over her clothes, she's wearing a white dishwashing apron. "Ruby, tell me," says the bartender. "Do you know if Melanie has a boyfriend? We're talking about Melanie and Cassandra." "Oh, poor Cassandra," Ruby begins. "I think she does, but he's never been here. He probably hasn't been interested in going to a pub. I think he was something better. Not from around here either. As far as I know, they met at work." "Where does Melanie actually work?" I ask. "Let me think," says Ruby. What's the name of the company again? Anyway, she works in the office there. Oh, now I remember. It's Eastpack Ltd. Cassandra worked there too. I have to go back and get back to work. I hope to see you again sometime. "Sure," I say. "It's very nice here."
 
The landlord has served other customers in the meantime, and the pub has filled up a bit. I also order a second ale. I'm getting hungry, so I order two sandwiches: one with bologna and one with cheddar. Ruby is in charge of this, too, and she brings it to the bar. The atmosphere here is really good, and I get chatting with a few other guests. Of course, there's a third and fourth ale as well. I actually stay until closing time. But then I go home, slightly tipsy. On the way there, I feel like clockwork is rattling in my head. I have to process so much information I learned this evening. But not today. There's plenty of time for that tomorrow. When I get home, I go straight to bed. I really should take a shower, because everything on me stinks of cigarette smoke. But I'm just too lazy for that right now.
 
 
 
 
 
                                    Chapter 9
                                  Sandy Finch
Today has been a tough day. When I just looked at the alarm clock, I was immediately shocked. I slept in far too long, because it's already 2:00 a.m. Even though it wasn't too late yesterday, I don't feel so good today. I've had quite a bit of alcohol, so my head hurts so much. Coffee is important, and I'll try to eat something. And a strong headache pill is a must. A simple aspirin won't help. It takes at least a tablet with a 600 mg active ingredient to get you back on track.
 
The last day has brought a lot of new things. I wasn't aware that Cassandra, Melanie, and Edward were so close friends. Melanie also expressed a different opinion. But why did she lie to me? What is she hiding from me, and how does Henry fit into this? Sure, he was Cassandra's new boyfriend, but why did he have to die too? I have to take this day a little slower and postpone what I originally planned until tomorrow.
 
After taking the right pill, my headache is slowly disappearing. I urgently need to do some shopping. Just before I get to the store entrance, I meet Melanie. As is my way, I greet her warmly and then want to tell her about my day yesterday. But before I can say anything, she yells at me. "Thank you, my dear, for calling the police on me. I thought you were a friend. Since when do you start meddling in other people's business? You're not a police officer, so stop that shit." Before I can even register everything and comment, she turns on her heel and disappears. The other people still on the street just look at me in astonishment. A neighbor who's just arrived with his wife says, "What was that?" I just shrug and say nothing.
 
While I'm doing my shopping, I start to think a little about what just happened. I don't feel guilty about anything. After all, I only told the police that I knew Melanie from Cassandra's friends list. How much the police might have put her through is truly beyond my knowledge. I simply let the day end relaxing on the couch.
 
New day, new luck. Today I feel in top shape again. After breakfast, I'm going to visit Cassandra's workplace. I'll take the number 1 bus again, this time going to the train station. There I'll have to change, and the number 22 bus will take me to Arnold Street. That's where Eastpack Ltd. is located. Hopefully, I'll meet someone who can answer my questions about Cassandra. The bus stops on Arnold Street. Now it's about 50 meters to Eastpack Ltd. The building is striking even from afar. It's one of the few skyscrapers in our city. With 15 stories, it rises into the air. It's quite wide at the bottom and then tapers gradually upwards. The facade is made entirely of glass, and the surrounding buildings are reflected in it. I enter the entrance area and find myself in a huge lobby. There are several flower pots to the right and left of the entrance. Two large ones, each with a fishtail palm about 5 m tall. In front of each are two smaller pots containing various green and flowering plants. I head straight to the reception desk. This, too, is framed on both sides by a pot containing a smaller fishtail palm. Behind the counter is a woman with long blonde hair, bright red lips, and blue eye makeup. Quite striking, I'd say. She's wearing a dark blue blazer, which must be part of a suit, with a silver nameplate attached. When she sees me, she smiles at me friendly. From now on, I have to use all my charm. I look at the nameplate and immediately address her by name. "Good afternoon, Ms. Finch, my name is Westgard, Tim Westgard." "Good afternoon, Mr. Westgard, how can I help you?" "You've surely heard about the murder on the bridge? Perhaps you can help me?" She pricks up her ears. She immediately starts talking, and I'm all ears. "Yes, of course I can tell you something. I knew the little girl quite well. Poor Cassandra. I was quite shocked. She always had a kind word for me. You know, seeing the others like that. They're not all that friendly. But Cassandra was really special." Suddenly, the phone at the reception desk rings. She interrupts our conversation and turns to the phone. I wait and look around a bit. At that moment, one of the elevators opens, and Melanie York enters the lobby. She sees me, gives me a nasty look, and quickly disappears outside. Meanwhile, Miss Finch has reappeared. "She gave her a nasty look," she says. "Do you know Mrs. York?" "Yes, slightly," I reply. "You know," she continues. "Melanie was friends with Cassandra. I could tell you a lot more about that. But unfortunately, I have to get back to work and gather some documents." “That’s a real shame,” I simply reply. Then something else occurs to me how I might be able to find out some details. I didn't see a ring on her hand, so I assume she's not married. "Do you have any plans for this evening, or would you like to go out to dinner with me? We could have a more in-depth conversation then." She beams at me and then says, "I'd love to go out to dinner with you, she says." "Where would you like to go? Do you perhaps have a favorite place?" She thinks for a moment and then says, "There's a pizzeria nearby." I look at her in surprise. "Pizza? Okay, if you say so. Then I'll pick you up here after work, if that's okay." "Yes, that's fine. I finish work at 5:30 p.m." "I'll wait for you outside then. What does the S on the name tag actually stand for?" I want to know. "It stands for Sandy. My name is Sandy, and I'm looking forward to this evening." "See you later, Sandy." Then I turn around and leave the company building. I think it went quite well, and the evening will certainly bring a lot more.
 
Now, first of all, I'm going home. I don't have much time, but I should freshen up and shave, too. A little aftershave and some deodorant are a must today. I also got a white shirt and clean jeans out of the closet, and the dark blue jacket always looks good. But I'll put my coat on over it. After all, it's the end of November, and it's a bit too cold wearing just a jacket. I'll leave my hat here, though. Then it's almost time. I call a taxi, and a short time later, I'm on my way to Sandy's. I arrive a few minutes before she finishes work. I get out of the taxi and wait in front of the company door. I instructed the taxi driver to wait. Hopefully she'll leave the office on time, otherwise it could get quite expensive. Time passes quickly, and Miss Finch comes through the door almost exactly on time. She comes towards me with a broad smile on her face. "Hello Mr. Westgard, nice to see you," she says. I greet her just as warmly, also with a smile on my face. "Hello Miss Finch, I'm very pleased," I reply. As we get into the taxi, Melanie York comes out of the building. Again, she casts a nasty look in my direction and then walks to the bus stop. Miss Finch also noticed Melanie's look. "Now she doesn't like me anymore either," she says. "Is that so important?" I want to know. "Well, you know, Melanie is one of the few people who is friendly to me. Most people think they're better than me just because they work in an office and I'm just at the reception." "In my opinion, these people who think they're better than me are pretty stupid." You simply fail to recognize how important the women and men at the reception desk are. They're not your subordinates, even though some people think so. Even at the reception desk, you can control a lot, I say." Miss Finch looks at me thoughtfully. Then she nods and says, "You're right." "Tell me, Miss Finch, Sandy, weren't we already on first name terms?" She thinks for a moment. Then she says, "Were we?" "Tim, right?" I just give her a quick nod and a smile.
 
We've now arrived at the pizzeria with the classic name Di Roma. I open the door for her and let her go ahead. When one of the waiters sees her, he immediately comes over and greets her by name. She seems to be a frequent visitor. "Alfredo, I've reserved a table for two," she says to the waiter. "Just a minute, I'll check," the waiter says. He immediately returns and leads us to our table. I don't comment on what's going on, but simply follow behind. He takes us to a table in a booth. There, we're less disturbed and can have a better conversation. He immediately hands us the menu and then leaves. A short while later, he returns. After thoroughly leafing through it, we've decided what we'd like. "I'd like spaghetti, frutti di mare," says Sandy. Then the waiter turns to me. "Bring me a calzone, please," I say. "What would you like to drink with that?" asks the waiter. We look at each other and then I say, "How about a bottle of rosé?" "Yes, we can do that," replies Sandy. So we order that.
 
Then Sandy starts talking: "You wanted to know about Cassandra." "Yes, I'm really excited to hear what you have to tell me." "As I said before, Cassandra was a real sweetheart. At least I can't say anything bad about her. She was always very friendly to me, and whenever she had some time, we chatted for a few minutes. Not just her, but also Melanie York. Often, both of them stood with me at the bar, because they always arrived here together. Most of the time, it was about women's everyday problems. Men were also always a good topic, even though they both had boyfriends. But when other good-looking business partners arrived at the company every now and then and the two happened to be with me, 
I could always see them looking behind me. Especially if they had a nice bottom." Then our ordered wine finally arrives. We pick up our glasses and raise our glasses. "To a lovely evening," I say. "Yes, to a lovely evening," Sandy agrees. Then she continues. "After work, each of them was always picked up by their boyfriend. Cassandra by her Edward, and Melanie by her Henry." I look at her, puzzled. "Do you mean Henry Nois?" "Yes, that's who I mean. He was Melanie's boyfriend, but he's dead now too." All the wheels are starting to turn in my head. I suspect it's all connected to Edward and Melanie. "Did you tell the police?" I want to know. "No, they didn't ask me about it. Should I have done that?" "I think it would have been a good idea. But you can still do that."
 
Then she continues: "Three or four weeks before the incident, a lot of things changed. Cassandra and Melanie suddenly arrived at the office at different times. The first time, I didn't think anything of it. It could have been that she overslept, or maybe she was sick. But that thought vanished when she showed up about 10 minutes later. The same thing happened again the next day. I found the whole thing strange. Cassandra talked to me as before. But when I asked her about Melanie, she always avoided the question. I assumed they had argued, so I didn't ask again. When Melanie came, she said hello, but then immediately disappeared to the elevators and into the office." "What did Cassandra actually do?" I want to know. "Cassandra worked in accounting, and Melanie is responsible for customer sales." "What exactly does Eastpack Ltd. produce?" I want to know. "The company produces packaging and packaging materials for all kinds of things, in a variety of materials. Whether the customer needs cardboard, plastic, or Styrofoam. We produce everything." "That's interesting," I simply say. "But I haven't finished yet," says Sandy. "What I also noticed is that at the end of the day, they both left the company separately, and neither of them was picked up. Yet Cassandra always went home cheerfully. Melanie, on the other hand, was more grumpy or sad. In any case, she never seemed to be in a good mood. "I think I can tell you something about that," I say. "Cassandra split up with Edward and started dating Henry about three weeks ago." Sandy looks at me, completely puzzled. "I didn't know that. Neither of them said anything about it. So that's why Henry was with Cassandra at the time of the murder," Sandy says. I just nod. "That's how it looks," I add. Suddenly, Sandy becomes a little suspicious. "Why are you so interested in all this?" she wants to know. Now I should be honest. I start by telling her that I was a witness and that the case has captivated me more and more, and I also tell her everything that happened. "So you're a detective," she says. "No, not yet," I admit. "But I can imagine it in the future." Sandy smiles at me and then says, "You're getting more and more interesting." Then we toast each other again. By now, we've also enjoyed our meal and decide to end the evening. After all, Sandy has to go back to work the next morning. We call a taxi and I accompany her home. After that, I also head home.
 
When I get home, I go into my living room, go to the cupboard, and pour myself a glass of my favorite whiskey. With my glass in hand, I sit down in my armchair and reflect a little on the evening. I hadn't thought it would be such a lovely evening. I had expected Sandy to tell me a few things, but I hadn't imagined it would be so harmonious. When I first met her at the office that morning, I thought she was pretty superficial. Her initial appearance told me something like that. But everything turned out completely differently. I completely misjudged her, and I think I like her. And that she likes me a little too. Maybe I can meet with her again privately. I'll call her tomorrow.
                                  Chapter 10
                                        Shot
Friday means the weekend. At least for Sandy. I have the weekend every day at the moment, so to speak. After all, I've taken time off from work. My interest at the moment is entirely in the murder. If I'm honest, in Sandy too. I really like her, and since I know she's single, I might have a chance with her.
 
So I picked up the phone and called Eastpack Ltd. Hopefully, she's at the reception. I'm a little nervous. I hear the ringing on the other end and can hardly wait. Then she answers: "Eastpack Ltd. Good afternoon, this is Miss Finch. How can I help you?" "Hello Sandy, it's Tim. From yesterday." "Hello Tim," she says. She sounds a little puzzled after all. "I really wasn't expecting you. But it's nice of you to call. Do you have any more questions?" Before I answer, I take another deep breath. "Actually, I only have one," I say. "Okay," she says. "Then go ahead." "I was wondering if you'd like to go to the pub with me tonight? If you don't have anything else planned, of course." "I'd love to go to the pub with you. A specific one? "The Little Mill is near me. There's a pub quiz there tonight. If you'd like to come. I'd love to." "Sure, I'm in. I like quizzes. Is this a date?" she asks with a smile. With a smile in my voice, I say, "Maybe." "I'd love to," she says. "Where should I come and when?" "I'd say meet at my place, around 6:00 p.m. We can walk to the pub. It'll take 10 minutes at the most." Then I give her my address, and she promises to come.
 
For me, that means I have to tidy up and clean up a bit. Afterwards, I'll do a few more shopping. A bottle of champagne and some snacks. Who knows what the evening will bring.
 
Then the time has come. I'm starting to get nervous. It's just after 6:00 p.m. when the doorbell rings. I open it, and Sandy is standing there. "Please come in," I say. She does promptly. "Would you like something to drink, or should we leave right away?" I ask her. "You know," she says. "I haven't been on a date in a really long time." I smile at her. "Then it's about time. But let me tell you something, I haven't been on a date in a really long time either. I'm glad you came, though."
"Do you often go to this pub?" she wants to know. "Actually, this is only the second time. But I quite liked it last time, and I met some really nice people."
"Then let's go," she says. I put on my coat and we leave the house.
 
We walk a little way down the street and then turn right onto Harbor Street. After about 50 meters, an ambulance is parked. My heart starts beating faster and I'm becoming increasingly nervous.
 
I look at Sandy and then say, "Melanie York lives in that house. I hope she's okay." Sandy looks at me, slightly horrified. "Let's go and take a look," she says. DCI Thomas Black and his partner, DS Anne Smith, suddenly appear right next to the ambulance. We head straight for it. Since I know the two of them, I speak to them. Hello Inspector, what's going on here? I hope nothing's happened to Ms. York. Sandy is amazed when she sees that I know the inspector. He turns to me and then simply says, "What are you doing here?" "We just happened to be passing by," and I point to my companion. "We're on our way to The Little Mill pub. It's right here on the left down Mills Way." "Then I hope you have fun," says the DCI and turns away from us. We stand there for a moment to see what's going on. We hear some clattering from the stairwell. Two paramedics come out of the house with a stretcher carrying Melanie. I can see that her shoulder has been put under pressure.
 
She's also wearing a breathing mask, which is providing her with oxygen. We both run towards her and almost simultaneously ask the question: "Melanie, what's going on?" She looks at us, startled. The paramedics try to push us aside so they can get Melanie into the ambulance. Before she even disappears into the ambulance, she pulls her mask off her face and says, "I was shot and it's your fault." I stand there, stunned, staring into space. Sandy looks at me, unable to believe what she just heard. Meanwhile, the DCI has also arrived. "What does she mean by that?" he wants to know. I just shrug. Then he turns to Sandy. "You know Ms. York too?" "Yes, we work for the same company," she says. With a sharp tone in his voice, the DCI then turns to us, "Could you both please come to the police station tomorrow at 12:00. We certainly have a lot to discuss." We nod at him at the same time. "Now get out of here," the DCI says. Without saying anything, we follow the order. "Do we want to go to the pub? The quiz has probably already started," I ask Sandy. "Absolutely," she says. "I need to calm down and urgently need a whiskey." "Okay, let's go then. I like you more and more," I say, smiling at her.
 
We enter the pub. It's busy today. The quiz is already in full swing. We won't be able to get a seat for the time being, so we stand near the bar. John is standing behind it again, and Ruby is also there. When he sees us, he calls over: "Hey Tim, what would you like?" Before I can answer, Sandy answers. "A Port Charlotte, please. A double." Confused, John looks at Sandy and then at me. "Me too, please," I reply. "By the way, this is Sandy." John nods at her and then says, "Coming right up." And so it is. I really like Sandy more and more. I think we could be a good match.
 
"I'd like to know more about you and your case. What did Melanie actually mean when she said you were guilty?" "If only I knew," I reply. "Maybe it's because I told the police that Cassandra and Melanie knew each other. I found Melanie's photo on Cassandra's social media and was able to help the police a bit." Then Sandy spots the photo of Cassandra, Melanie, and Edward hanging on the wall behind the counter. John notices this too. He comes over and speaks to Sandy. "You know the three in the photo?" he wants to know. "Yes, quite well," Sandy replies. "Do you know that Melanie was shot?" she asks John. He looks at her in surprise. "When did that happen?" he wants to know. "Just before we got here," she says. "They were just putting her in the ambulance when we got there," I add. Of course, John wants to know more details, but we can't tell him too much. Only that it must have happened in the apartment. This topic, of course, spreads quickly. John tells Ruby. Ruby tells Arthur, who tells his friend, and so on.
 
Right on time for closing time, we leave the pub and walk slowly toward my house. The few whiskeys we've had are noticeable in the fresh air. The whole way, the topic of Melanie never leaves us. We constantly wonder how it all went down. But we can't give a suitable answer. When we arrive at the house, Sandy orders a taxi. She could have stayed overnight with me, but she didn't want to. "Then I'll see each other tomorrow at just before 12:00 in front of the police station on Cat Street," I say. Sandy just nods at me. Meanwhile, the taxi has arrived. We hug again and then Sandy gets in. "Have a safe trip home," I call after her. Then the taxi starts moving and I stand there for a moment. When I can no longer see the taxi, I go into the house and the evening is over for me.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                  Chapter 11
                               The Statement
I had a restless night. It took a long time before I could finally fall asleep. So much was going through my head. First, of course, the shooting of Melanie. Second, there was Sandy, whom I actually liked a lot, although that only became clear over the course of the previous day. Of course, all that whiskey had contributed to that. But now it was time to finally get up. After all, I had an appointment with the police that had to be kept.
 
Showered, breakfast, and a large pot of coffee. A good start to the day. Now I ordered a taxi and headed off to the police station. I'll finally see Sandy again. That after so many years of being alone, I'd long for a woman again. I hadn't expected that.
 
As I arrive in the taxi, I see Sandy standing in front of the station. My heart suddenly starts beating faster. Beaming with joy, I walk up to her. "Hello Sandy," I say. "Have you been waiting long?" Before she can say anything, I hug her and kiss her on the cheek. She beams at me, not averse to it. "Hello Tim," she says. "No, I just got here." She also insists on giving me a kiss on the cheek. "What do the police want from me anyway? I can't say anything about the murder," says Sandy. "The inspector only heard that you know Melanie York. They probably just want to know how well. Just tell me everything you know. You have nothing to fear. I think the police are still looking for a straw to cling to. You know what I mean? Besides, I'm with you." Sandy just nodded at me and then said, "Okay, let's go in."
 
PC Jones is once again at the station by reception. "Hello Miss Jones. We have an appointment with DCI Black. Would you please let him know we're here. Westgard and Finch." "Yes, of course, Mr. Westgard and Mrs. Finch. The DCI already informed me. Come right along." She opens the frosted glass door for us, and we follow her. The DCI and his sergeant are already waiting for us. After a friendly greeting, we take a seat at the desk opposite the DCI. After a brief, trivial small talk, the DCI says, "We'd like to question you separately. Mr. Westgard, please go into the next room with my sergeant. Then I can talk to Miss Finch here." I get up from my seat and follow DS Smith into the next room. First, she wants to know how I know Sandy and why she also knows Melanie York. I have nothing to hide and tell her how I met her. I also tell her about the pub, the photo, and the information I received there. Of course, I can't resist suggesting I pay a visit to Little Mill sometime. After about half an hour of questioning, I'm released, and we go back to the DCI. He, too, has finished his questioning. "Is everything okay?" I ask Sandy. "Yes, it is," she says, standing up from her seat. We're almost at the door to leave the room when something else occurs to me. I still have to ask that question. My gaze fixed on the DCI, I ask, "Was the same weapon actually used?" At first, they don't want to tell me, but I press on. "Tell me. You've also received some information from us. Surely you didn't know about the great friendship between Melanie, Cassandra, Edward, and Henry. Perhaps we should support each other a little. If we learn anything new, we'll be happy to share." "Okay," says the DCI. "The bullets match." "How did it even happen?" I want to know. "Mrs. York was probably standing on the balcony when the shot was fired. The bullet then lodged in her shoulder." "Is that even possible? After all, she lives on the first floor?" "It must have been a good shot," says DS Smith. "Do you suspect anyone yet?" I want to know. "We still have a few things to check," the DCI evades. I don't want to ask him any more questions, so I leave it at that.
 
We then leave the police station and go outside. "How was your interrogation?" I ask Sandy. "It was fine," she says. Then she continues: "At first, I felt like a felon. Like I'd shot Melanie. But then the DCI became friendlier, but still assertive." "Yeah, I know that," I reply. "When they're in the office together and questioning you, one of them is always the good cop and the other the bad cop." Sandy just looks at me. "What are we going to do with the rest of the day?" I ask her. She thinks for a moment and then says, "I'm hungry." I just smile and say, "Okay. Let's go get something to eat. Did you have anything in mind?" "Pizza." That's all she says. "At your favorite pizzeria?" Sandy just nods. "Okay, let's go."
 
Alfredo greets us immediately as we enter the pizzeria. Then he takes us back to a table in a booth where we can sit in some privacy. Sandy is a bit withdrawn, and I notice she's pondering.
"What's going on?" I want to know. "I'm wondering if I did everything right. I hope I didn't say anything wrong," she says. "Why would you have said anything wrong? If you told me what you know and didn't make anything up, then everything's fine." No one will be able to take your anger away. You've already done everything right. I'm absolutely sure of that." "You think so?" she asks. I nod at her with a smile, and she smiles back. Afterwards, we enjoy our meal and chat happily about all sorts of things. When we're finished, we leave the restaurant and go for a short walk in the small nearby city park. The fog slowly rolls in, and I take her to the bus stop, as she has plans with friends that evening. I wait until her bus has left, and then a short time later, I get on the bus heading in my direction.
 
Early Sunday evening, around 6:00 p.m., my phone rings. Sandy is on the other end, and she greets me with a smile. She tells me about her evening yesterday and how she was sorry I couldn't be there. Of course, that flatters me, so I tell her that I missed her. But I don't just say it, I mean it. Then she asks if we want to meet up. I would love to, but unfortunately I have to decline. I notice her smiling face turn into a sad one. How I would love to take her in my arms and comfort her. "I have to get back to work," I say. She understands after all. "I'll get in touch with you when I've had enough sleep. I know when you're off work and back home," I tell her. "Okay, we'll do that. I look forward to your call," she says. Then we say goodbye with a kiss over the phone and hang up. I eat a little something and then get ready for my shift that evening.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                  Chapter 12
                              The Floating Body
This week isn't really my cup of tea, and it's not until Wednesday. I'm longing for the weekend because then I'll see Sandy again. We've spoken on the phone every day, but looking each other in the eye is something else. I'll have to wait until the weekend for this one, though.
 
What's also getting me down a bit is the damn fog. It's been here constantly since Sunday evening. When I leave the house in the evening, it's already there, and when I come home in the morning, it's still there. It seems just as thick as it did the day the murder happened. It's a bit creepy walking across the bridge.
 
I have a few errands to run and will have to make my way through this fog. I'm just leaving the grocery store when a figure emerges from the fog in front of me. When I see it's Melanie, I'm very pleased. "Hello Melanie, how are you?" I want to know. "Actually, I didn't want to talk to you anymore," she says. "But thanks for asking, I'm feeling better." "I'm glad to hear that," I reply. "But why didn't you want to talk to me anymore? I still don't understand. And why am I to blame for you getting shot?" She looks at me accusingly. "Because you talked to the police and they questioned me about Cassandra and me." "I understand. I'm sorry. So you think the perpetrator noticed this? Or is he after you too?" "I don't know," she says. "But it's good that you're feeling better," I say. Now she also smiles and says quietly, "Thank you." I didn't want to say anything more, and I also have the feeling Melanie can do without it. So I change the subject. We chat about a few other trivial things and then we say our goodbyes. Melanie goes into the store I just left, and I continue on my way to get some other things.
 
After this conversation, I'm constantly thinking about only one thing. Is the murderer targeting this group of four people? Cassandra and Henry have already been murdered. Melanie was shot. Fortunately, she was only injured. I actually know almost nothing about Edward. Will the murderer try to kill Melanie a second time? Shouldn't the police be protecting Melanie and Edward? But where was he? Before I could think about anything else, I had to do the rest of my errands. I want to call Sandy later, and I also have to get to work.
Saturday:
The last few days have gone smoothly at work. There have been no unusual incidents. Nothing else has changed either. There's still that thick fog out there. It's been like this all week, and it doesn't look like it's going to change in the next few days. The only bright spot I have every day is the phone call with Sandy. It always lasts at least two hours. I'm so glad it's Saturday again and I have the weekend off. Besides, Sandy is coming in the afternoon and wants to bring home-baked cake. We're planning to go back to the pub in the evening. But first, I'm going to the harbor. I'm in the mood for fish and chips again, and maybe I'll see Melanie again.
 
So I leave the house and head for the harbor. After all, I'm hungry, too. When I get to the snack bar, there are hardly any people there. But in this fog, it's no wonder. I see Arthur there with his wife, laden with shopping bags. As I approach, we exchange a quick greeting. Paul, the snack bar owner, is packing two portions of fish and chips for Arthur and his wife. They take their food, nod to me once more, and then head toward their house. Then it's my turn and I can place my order. I casually ask him if Melanie has been there yet. He denies my question and then adds that he hasn't seen her since the attack. I take my food, stand to the side of the snack bar, and let my gaze wander. 
 
Out of the corner of my eye, I see something floating in the river. At first, I don't think anything of it, because it's not uncommon for a piece of wood or something else to float there. But then I get a bad feeling and look more closely. What I see looks like a body. I can make out an arm. I drop my fork into my food. Within seconds, I realize there's a corpse floating there. I take off my coat and shoes and throw my hat on the ground. "Call the police!" 
I shout to Paul and jump into the 5°C water. The current isn't to be underestimated either. But I manage to grab the corpse by the leg. Meanwhile, two more men have arrived. They help me out of the water and pull the body onto land. I'm completely out of breath and have to catch my breath. Many thoughts run through my head, and I hope it isn't Melanie. Judging by her size and build, it could be. I couldn't see the face yet. "Who is it?" I hear from other passersby. I just stare at the body. Should I really dare to turn it over and look at its face? I can already hear police sirens in the distance. So I decide not to move the body any further. Then the police arrive. A patrol car stops with a screech. And two police officers get out. They're the same ones from the murder on the bridge. The second police car also stops with an equally screeching sound. It's DCI Black and his partner, 
DS Smith. The two stride towards me while the patrol officers cordon off the area. "Have you found the body?" 
DS Smith wants to know. "Yes," I simply say. "Purely by chance, I saw something floating in the water. When I saw it was a body, I immediately jumped in and pulled it out." "Do you know who it is yet?" asks the DCI. "No, I wanted to wait until you arrived." At that moment, the coroner's team arrives. "Turn the body over," the DCI asks the coroner. She does so immediately. Before us lies a man. We can clearly see the cause of death. There's a hole in his forehead. He was shot. At first, I'm relieved. I was afraid it was Melanie York. But I know this body too. "Do you know this man?" the DCI wants to know. I just nod and then answer, "It's Edward Bell. I saw his photo in the pub. He was Cassandra Philipps's ex-boyfriend." "It seems strange to me that you, of all people, found him. Whenever a murder happens, you show up." I just shrug. "It's not my fault that so many murders happen here," I say in a sharper tone. Shocked by my reaction, the DCI and the DS look at me. "It's okay. I didn't mean it like that," says the inspector. "First go home and put on some dry clothes. Don't get yourself killed. We might come back later if we have any more questions." I nod to them both and then start to leave the crime scene when Melanie York approaches me. "What's going on here and why are you so wet?" she wants to know. "There was another body, and I pulled it out of the water." "Who is it?" she asks. I briefly consider how to break it to her gently. After all, they were friends. "I don't have good news for you," I tell her. "It's Edward Bell. He's been shot." I've prepared myself for any reaction from her, but not this one. "Aha," she simply says. Then she continues walking, and I look after her. At first, she heads in the direction of the body, but just before that, she changes direction and goes straight to the snack bar.
 
When I finally get home, I'm completely frozen. I open the front door and immediately feel a pleasant warmth. Luckily, the heating is on in my house. I walk through to the living room and take off my wet clothes. I put my shoes on the radiator. Luckily, they're only a little damp. 
I hang my coat over a chair and place it close to the radiator. Luckily, it isn't that wet either. I take the other clothes to the laundry room and put them straight into the washing machine. Then I go into the bathroom and finally get into the shower for 10 minutes, maybe 15. I lose all track of time and just let the warm water run over me. After my body has warmed up again, I leave the bathroom and get dressed. After all, Sandy wants to come soon. Then the doorbell rings. "Hello Tim," she says. "I'm a little earlier than agreed. I hope that's okay?" I let her in and hug her. "It's great that you're already here," I tell her. Actually, I don't want to let her go. She looks at me and then just says, "You look kind of worn out." "Come in first, then you'll find out everything." We go into the living room and she sees the shoes on the radiator and the coat in front of it. "What happened?" she asks. "I was just swimming in the river," I reply. She looks at me in surprise. "There was another body, and I pulled it out of the river. Edward Bell was shot. Now she's a bit shocked. "Are you okay?" she wants to know. "Yes, thank you." "Let's have coffee. What kind of cake did you bake?" "Nothing special," she says. Just a sponge cake with nuts, almonds, and chocolate chips. I hope you like it?" "I certainly will." As I say this, I smile at her.
 
We go into the kitchen together. She sets the table and I make the coffee. As we sit at the table, enjoying the cake and coffee, the doorbell rings. "Who could that be?" Sandy wants to know. "I think it's the police. They probably wanted to come by again." I open the door, and the DCI and DS are standing there. "Come in," I say to them. "Would you like a coffee?" "No, thank you," says the DCI, and DS Smith just shakes his head. We go into the living room and sit down.
 
By now, Sandy has joined us. They look at her but say nothing. "Tell us the whole story again. How did it all happen?" says DS Smith. So I tell it all again from the beginning. Why I was there, how I noticed the body, why I pulled it out of the water, and also about the brief incident with Melanie York. The DS makes a few notes on a small pad. "What do you think?" the inspector wants to know. Who could have something against the four of them? What might they have done? Will there be another attempt on Mrs. York's life? Should we perhaps put her under protection?" These were all questions I couldn't answer.
"Perhaps you should question Mrs. York." Sandy can't think of anything either. Then the DCI and the DS say their goodbyes. I accompany them to the door.
 
When I get back into the living room, Sandy is sitting in the armchair with a very thoughtful expression. "What's going on?" I want to know. Then she looks at me and says, "Do we even want to go to the pub tonight?" "Of course," I say. "We've been looking forward to it all week." "Okay, let's do it then," she says.
 
We want to be at the pub by 8 p.m. because we want to play bingo. We leave in time, hoping there won't be another incident. As we enter the pub, we notice that it's very loud today. When Arthur, who's at the bar again, sees us, he immediately shouts over. "There's our hero!" His wife, who's also there today, nudges him gently and then says, "Don't shout like that." Sandy and I just look at each other. I couldn't really believe I was supposed to be a hero. Of course, at that moment, a lot of the other guests turned in my direction. I didn't really feel comfortable. Now it was clear what they were talking about. I was bombarded with a lot of questions. Of course, some stupid ones, like whether the water was cold. I answered every question. But when I told them that the dead man was Edward Bell, I saw a few shocked faces. After all, many people here knew him from the pub. Now there was a lot of whispering and speculation. So Sandy and I could finally enjoy our well-earned whiskey. The evening turned out to be quite nice after all, and we stayed until closing time. Sandy came with me and stayed overnight for the first time. It felt good to fall asleep with such a beautiful woman in my arms. The next day, everything was still wonderful, and we spent a quiet day together. Only when she left my apartment that evening did I feel a little sad and thoughtful.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                   Chapter 13
                                The Confession
My last night wasn't so good. I was missing something, missing someone. So I lay awake almost half the night, brooding. I kept seeing the body in the water and the situation as it unfolded in my mind's eye. Something didn't quite add up. So I got up quite early, made myself a coffee, and went upstairs to my office. I stared at my wall with my notes and flip chart for a while.
 
After three hours of more notes and connections, I finally had an inspiration. But I had to ask a few more questions and hope I got the right answers. But I had to wait until the afternoon to meet the person. Finally, it was 4:00 p.m., and I set off. He was supposed to lead me to Harbour Street. But on the way there, I met Melanie in front of the grocery store. "Hello Melanie," I said politely. "Hello Tim," she replies. "Nice to see you. How are you?" I ask. She answers with only a few short words: "Thanks, fine. Why?" "I just thought it was because Edward was killed too. Aren't you afraid it could happen to you too?" "Oh, you mean that. No, everything's fine," she says. She's just finished her sentence when she starts to walk past me. The whole situation seems very strange to me, and that's why I don't want to leave it at that. I turn to her and speak to her again. "I noticed you were pretty calm when you saw his body." She stops and looks at me. "What do you want?" she replies briskly. "The truth," 
I snap back. "You knew him. You were friends," I continue, a desperate tone in my voice. "It doesn't matter," she screams. "He was an idiot." I can hardly believe what I'm hearing. "You can't be talking about him like that. Tell me the truth." "It's none of your damn business," she screams. I scream back, "Did you have something to do with the murder?" She looks at me in fury and screams back, "Yes, damn it, I did it. I killed him. He deserved it." Then she bursts into tears. Her legs go weak and she collapses onto the cold, wet ground. Several people have turned around to look at us. I sit down next to her on the cold ground and hug her. What about Cassandra and Henry, I want to know. "I didn't do that," she sobs. "I'm calling the police now. And if you want, I'll stay with you," I say. She nods just slightly. I grab my smartphone and dial DCI Black's number. He picks up the phone and, hearing that I'm on the other end, answers in a slightly irritated tone: 
"Hello Mr. Westgard, what can I do for you this time?" I answer curtly: "I've found your murderer." For a moment, the phone is silent. Then he stammers: "How, where? Keep your distance and don't do anything rash. We'll be right there." I give him my location, and then the line goes silent. But I still have one question for Melanie. "Who shot you? Was it Edward?" "No, she says, it was me." At that moment, I hear the sirens of the police car. They arrive at a speed as if they were racing. With an abrupt brake, they stop. The tires squeal, and the car slides a few more meters. The officers get out of their car and immediately draw their pistols. I try to calm them down so that no further accident happens. At that moment, the DCI and his sergeant arrive and park directly behind the patrol car. They quickly get out of their cars as well, but more to defuse the situation. The DCI immediately gives orders to put away their weapons, because he sees there is no danger. He orders the patrol officers to arrest Melanie York and take her to the station. Then he comes to me. "Can you come with us?" he asks. "We have a few questions for you too." "Of course. If I could ride with you. I wanted to be there to support Melanie anyway." 
The DCI nods at me. Then I get into her car and we drive to the police station.
 
Once there, Melanie is taken to an interrogation room, and I go into the office with the DCI and the DS. I report what I know and how I found out about Melanie. "That could have turned out badly for you, too," says the inspector. "You're probably right, but I didn't think that far ahead. I've known Ms. York for several years, and when I suspected she had something to do with it, I assumed nothing would happen to me." "Will Ms. York tell us everything now?" he asks me. "I think she intends to. But she'd like me to be there," I say. "You can't come into the interrogation room with her. But you can go into the next room. There you can observe everything through the window and listen in on the intercom. We'll tell Ms. York." "Thank you for that," I say. The sergeant calls a police constable. Just like the time I was taken to the identification unit, this time it's PC Steven Lloyd. I give him a quick nod, and he takes me to the room next to the interrogation room. The DCI and DS enter the interrogation room and turn on a recording device. Melanie is asked for a lawyer, but she doesn't want one. Then she asks for me. The DCI tells her that I'm in the next room and would also hear everything. Melanie is asked for her personal details, which she immediately provides. "Then tell me the whole story. Preferably from the beginning. How did the murders happen?" says the DCI. With tears in her eyes, Melanie begins to tell her story.
 
>"Cassandra and I have always been best friends. We were already best friends at school. We even did the same apprenticeship and started working at the same company together. Although in different departments. We even went on vacation together. Eventually, we met our friends. She met Edward Bell, and I met Henry Nois. At first, we did a few things together, but our relationships began to drift apart. The only thing left for us was the pub quiz at The Little Mill. However, there were only three of us there. My friend Henry didn't feel like it. Those were always very nice and long evenings. The next day, we always took the day off from work. One day, Cassandra told me that she and Edward were getting married. I was incredibly happy for them both. I, too, had been toying with the idea of ​​marrying my Henry in the near future. But at some point, I noticed Cassandra talking to Henry as he was picking me up from work. At first, I didn't think anything of it because they knew each other. Yes. Still, it looked like they were flirting with each other. But when they noticed me, Cassandra said goodbye, wished us a nice day, and disappeared back toward the offices. 
I didn't think much of it, and everything was as usual. But the encounters with those loving glances became more frequent. Maybe I should have said something to Cassandra or Henry, but I didn't. Four weeks before the incident, things ended between Cassandra and Edward, and between Henry and me. They were both very proud that they were now a couple and showed it to the whole world. Edward and I stood there like wet poodles. We just felt like we'd been made fun of. Our anger grew stronger and stronger, and we decided on the following plan: They would die. We both had the opportunity to get a gun, because we were both in the shooting club. Edward then took his gun with him, and we waited on the bridge until they came out of the pub. Edward was driving and had the gun. I was in the passenger seat. Then they suddenly appeared. Man I could hear them talking. The car was running because everything had to happen quickly. Edward shot and hit Henry in the head. He immediately collapsed. Cassandra screamed and opened her eyes wide. I think she recognized us. Then the second shot came, and the bullet hit Cassandra in the heart. We accelerated and drove off with screeching tires. Then we saw the person who was also on the bridge, but we didn't recognize him. When I heard from Tim that he had seen the car, it was clear that he was the person on the bridge. So the car had to leave. I then gave instructions for Edward to drive the car into the gravel pit and set it on fire. As luck would have it, Tim saw the car and followed it in a taxi. But he was too late and couldn't recognize Edward. Lucky for Edward. At least for the moment. 
After that, Edward started to get on my nerves. He became afraid that he might have been recognized and became more and more stressed. I also felt more and more pressure. Tim kept asking questions, and then you were there too. my door. It seemed as if we had made a mistake, but I couldn't find it. Nevertheless, the thought of diverting any possible connection from us occurred to me. So I decided to shoot myself. It was supposed to look like an outsider had a grudge against the four 
of us.”<
Suddenly, the DCI interrupts. "Please tell us exactly how you did it and what happened to the weapon."
 
Melanie continues.
> "It was all quite simple, since I know a bit about guns. Of course, I knew it would hurt like hell, but I accepted that. I opened the balcony door so the shot could be heard. Then I took the gun, put it to my shoulder, and pulled the trigger. I'll never forget that pain. The shot and the scream were probably loud enough to be heard in the neighborhood. It took a moment for me to gather my thoughts. I put the gun in the top drawer of the dresser and then called the police. By then, neighbors had rung my doorbell, and this is where my acting talent came in. You see, I once acted in a summer theater. That came in handy here. Then the police arrived. I was sure they wouldn't search my apartment, because the shot seemed to have come from outside. So I stayed calm and let myself be taken to the hospital. After I got home, Edward came to visit me. At first, he was concerned and wanted to know how I was doing. But then he started fussing again and accused me of saying that all the evidence now points in his direction. I hadn't thought of it that way, and it wasn't my intention. But I told him we'd talk about it again another time, but not in my apartment. I needed a little rest now and would get back to him. Then Edward left again. I thought about what I could do to keep everything out of his head. Two days later, I called him and wanted to meet him at the gravel pit. I had the gun with me, though, and the solution was clear. Edward had to die, too. At first, we talked normally, but then everything erupted again and he blamed me. Then I pulled out the gun and shot him. Unfortunately, he fell into the river. I wanted to leave him in the gravel pit. He would be found eventually. But not so soon. It was just bad luck that his body floated past the harbor. Tim, of all people, had to be there to realize that it was a body and not a tree trunk or similar. Then I made my biggest mistake. When I arrived at the snack bar, the body had already been pulled out of the water. I took a look, but remained unmoved. None of this should have concerned me. It would have been better if I had acted shocked. After all, Edward and I were friends. Tim had noticed this, of course, and it seemed strange to him. So he spoke to me today. You know the rest." 
 
For a moment the interrogation room is completely silent. Then the DCI says: "Thank you for the confession. You will now be taken to a cell and tomorrow you will go to the magistrate." Again, it is the DS who summons a PC. PC Jones enters the room and handcuffs Melanie. Then she is led out of the room. I also leave the room, where I could overhear everything. In the corridor, I meet Melanie again. I look at her with sad eyes. Then I nod to her again. I can't say anything more. I watch for a moment as Melanie is led down the corridor. Detective Chief Inspector Thomas Black and Detective Sergeant Anne Smith approach me again, shake my hand, and thank me for my help. Then I leave the police station, get into a taxi, and head straight home. Somehow, I can't think straight. I actually feel sorry for Melanie.
 
The journey goes very quickly, and I'm already standing in front of my front door. I unlock it and follow the stairs up. Then I stand in my office and look around. The first case is closed. I take all the photos and notes from the wall and the flip chart and put them in a folder. I label them with the name Melanie York and file them under the letter "Y" in the filing cabinet. The cabinet is still empty, but I hope to have more cases in the near future. I'm going to open a detective agency, that much I already know. At that moment, the doorbell rings. I go downstairs and open it. Sandy is standing in front of me. "Hi," she says. "I already found out." She comes in, hugs me, and gives me a kiss. Then we go into the living room and talk a bit more about the case. We enjoy a glass of single malt whiskey, "Port Charlotte" 10 years old.
 
                                    THE END
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Feel free to leave your review and opinion about this book at the email address below. I will endeavor to respond to your email as quickly as possible.
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