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It was a cold morning, and a shimmer of pretty frost was glistening across the whole sloping field in the heatless rays of the February sunshine. It sparkled on every blade of grass and every hair on the back of his head. There would have been a cloud of breath coming from his mouth if he had been breathing.

The blood had congealed around a knife in his back. It had pierced his coat then travelled on its deadly journey through his shirt, eased past his skin, crunched through a rib and then punctured his most vital organ. A dagger through the heart — a classic — not much murder imagination, but effective, none the less.

The insistent whine of the approaching quad bike went unheard by Colin Baxter who was past hearing anything ever again, but it stirred up some of the birds in the nearby hedgerow. From the bottom of the field the farmer had thought he was about to encounter yet another one of the bags of fly-tipped rubble that had become the bane of his life. The top hedge was next to a quiet road, and it was too easy for criminals to hoist rubbish over the top. However, now that he was closer, he could see exactly what the bulky outline was, and he stopped the bike. Damn, it was going to mean trouble. All kinds of police and officials would come charging over his land now. Police vans would churn up his field. It would probably be cordoned off, too, for how long, and then what? Would ghoulish tourists traipse over everything? Reporters? He sighed. What a pain. There was something he could do, though. It wasn’t pretty, but the guy was dead anyway, so what did it matter?
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‘The police gave up,’ said Mrs Baxter, the sombre, respectful widow’s tones of her clothing doing nothing to dampen her appealing glow. He knew he was going to like her. ‘They said they couldn’t find any evidence, so they just gave up.’ She raised her hands, palms open, and McQueen nodded. Spread before him on his desk were the police reports and newspaper clippings that detailed the violent and tragic death of her husband. ‘That’s why I want you to investigate,’ she continued. ‘I want you to find my Colin’s murderer.’

They were sitting opposite each other in McQueen’s small office, her in the uncomfortable guest seat back to the window, him on his high-backed swivel chair. The office was an expense he could do without, but he needed it to house his filing cabinets and for these client meetings if nothing else. It also gave him an official business address. He could keep the more unsavoury clients he sometimes acquired away from his home. His office was one of four in the building and he had the room they were in now, a toilet and tiny kitchen all on the ground floor. It was located on a road that led into Leeds city centre and there was always a steady stream of a people trudging by. “Good footfall,” the agent had said when he’d first come to view it, and he was right, although little of that people-traffic diverted to his door.

The main road was on a slight rise so, as passers-by on their way to the busy shops and trendy cafés lent forward against the hill, it gave them a sloping shape reminiscent of the figures in a Lowry painting. McQueen’s window looked out onto the street but he found it distracting so he kept his vertical blinds angled to almost closed most of the time. The shadows of the passing trade were rhythmically crossing the blinds behind Valerie Baxter even now as she sat telling him her story.

‘I can pay,’ added Mrs Baxter. ‘A little was left to me by Colin, and I think the best way I could use it would be to get him some justice. It’s what he’d want.’

McQueen studied the woman in front of him, looking for any discordant signs, anything that might mean in her grief she had lost her grip on reality. The overriding word that came to his mind was driven. She had come to him with a clear purpose, and it had ignited a passionate intensity in her dark eyes. She was both a defiant and an attractive forty- something woman, her shoulder-length hair a rich chestnut brown with some playful curls that were untamed by hairspray. She had a straight-shouldered confident posture, but her outward softness did not mask the fact that something tougher lay beneath. McQueen noticed she was wearing almost no make-up, no lipstick, but some colour had been applied to her cheeks, perhaps to disguise the pallor of grief. Some people are just born good-looking, he thought, and there isn’t much that detracted from that other than a long-term crack habit or bad plastic surgery. She had to be at least ten or fifteen years younger than her deceased husband, whose age at the time of death, he’d already seen in the clippings, was fifty-seven. He considered the age difference might have been interesting to find out more about, but it wasn’t time for that right now.

McQueen knew some of the tabloids would have their readers believe murders happened all the time, but in this country, for middle-aged men who weren’t involved in drug smuggling or some other form of organised crime, they were actually very rare. Like most things which are statistically improbable, when the rare thing happens to you or a loved one, statistics become meaningless. It reminded him the difference between an economic recession and a depression was that a recession was when your neighbour was out of work and a depression was when you’re out of work. Personal perspective had rendered the rarity of murder an irrelevance to the woman sitting in McQueen’s office. Justice had become Mrs Baxter’s mission in life, something to live for. She knew it wasn’t going to bring her husband back, but what else was she supposed to do, move on? It was one of those popular phrases that sounded great in a self-help book, but was hard to transfer into real life.

‘The person who did this needs to be caught and locked up,’ she continued, holding McQueen’s gaze. ‘In fact, if I had my way, they’d be hanged, or better still, boiled alive in oil.’ There it was, the first sign that emotion was ruling her thinking. She was very serious, and becoming quite animated, leaning forward like an impassioned Prime Minister at the dispatch box and tapping on the desk. ‘But they won’t do that these days, will they? A slap on the wrist is all they get and that’s it.’ Sensing a possible meltdown on its way, he decided to steer her away from the politics of modern verses medieval punishment.

‘That’s an understandable reaction, Mrs Baxter,’ he said, charitably. ‘But what makes you think I can do any better than the police? They do have enormous resources at their disposal and, as I understand it, they conducted a very thorough investigation.’

She snorted. ‘Thorough? The only suspect they looked at was the farmer, and it turned out all he did was move Colin’s body off his land. That’s why he had the blood in his trailer. They were convinced it was him, so they spent too long trying to prove it. Meanwhile the real murderer must have been laughing.’

McQueen sat back in his chair to assess how this case was panning out. He’d agreed to meet her because, to be honest, he met anyone who bothered to ring up and make an appointment. You never could tell what was going to unfold even from the most straightforward meetings, but this one was living up to his relatively low expectations. It was a stone-cold no-hoper, a dead-end police investigation where the juices of possibility had been well and truly sucked out of it. Frankly, it was a waste of time. A more cynical private investigator would take her money, make all the right noises, chase up some non-existent leads, build some hopes, and then regretfully dash them. But McQueen wasn’t in the business of ripping-off grieving widows. Business wasn’t great, but it wasn’t that bad yet. Still, Valerie Baxter needed some kind of positive noises to lift her day, and he didn’t want to send her off into the unscrupulous arms of his competition who would be more than ready to shake her money tree.

‘Okay,’ he said. ‘I’ll tell you what I’ll do, Mrs Baxter. I’ll keep all these documents with me if that’s okay and I’ll read through them properly? Then, if there’s something I think might be fruitful, I’ll take the case on, but if I think there’s nothing to be gained other than more pain for you and a hole in your bank account I’ll tell you and you can save your money. Is that fair?’

She nodded. ‘Okay, but all you need to do is go and speak to Harper.’

He’d been wrapping up and was about to shuffle her on out of the office and this threw him a little.

‘Who’s Harper?’

She pointed at the papers on the desk.

‘Martin Harper,’ she said as if he should already know. ‘Colin’s boss. He’s the man who killed him. I told the police that right at the beginning, but they did nothing. They were too focused on that stupid farmer and by the time they spoke to Harper he’d had time to cover his tracks.’

It wasn’t unusual for a grief-stricken relative to have a suspect in mind. Quite often it was someone they hated already, but he was sure the police would have eliminated from the inquiry an obvious suspect like the boss.

‘Why do you think it was this guy Harper?’

She pointed to one of the stapled sheets on the desk. ‘It’s all in my statement to the police, Mr McQueen. All you need to do is speak to him and you’ll see.’

Her point made, she stood up scraping the chair back with the backs of her knees and smoothed down the creases in her black skirt. She was very trim and fit-looking. McQueen found himself wondering if she was one of those running obsessives that seemed to be everywhere these days. As she was preparing to leave, as an afterthought, McQueen did his business market research.

‘So, just for my records, Mrs Baxter, can I ask what made you choose to bring this case to me?’ he asked. It was a question he didn’t much like, but he’d been told by a business advisor it would give him a valuable insight into how to attract more clients. More clients was the item at the top of his list of goals the advisor had made him write down.

‘Research,’ she answered. ‘I looked at a number of private investigators’ websites, and yours showed you were the only one that wasn’t an ex-policeman. It said you were an academic criminologist.’

‘Okay. And you liked the sound of that?’

‘To be honest, I don’t really know what it means, but I don’t trust the police, and an ex-policeman is only going to give me the same lies that the real ones did.’

Unsurprised, McQueen nodded. It was an argument he’d heard before and was the reason he mentioned it on the website.

After she’d gone, McQueen bundled up the papers to take home. Challenging murder cases were few and far between, but were exactly why he’d got into this business in the first place. Missing persons, divorce proceedings, and general lack of spousal trust made up the bulk of his routine work, so he should have been more excited about a case that offered a chance to get back to his field of expertise. But at the moment, all he could smell was frustration and disappointment. An unsolved murder had potential for glory, but also carried with it the weight of lack of police cooperation, even obstruction. They wouldn’t want to see an outsider get a result they themselves had failed at. It would be an embarrassment.

Mrs Baxter had seen the fact that McQueen wasn’t an ex- cop as an advantage, but in truth, in his line of work, it was much more of a hindrance. The police tended to look after their own. He couldn’t rely on cosy chats and information leaked by old pals over a pint in the pub for his leads. There were no favours from old mates he could rely on. No, he had to do it all himself, often pushing against a wall of official silence he had to eke out his own information and pick up his own leads. Usually, that was the part of the job which ignited his interest, the man-alone challenge of it, but at other times the strain of it could turn a simple investigation into a frustrating odyssey of dead-ends and slamming doors. Still, you never know with a murder, he thought. There was always potential for glory. Besides, he liked Valerie Baxter, and he wanted to help her. He had to wonder if there was anyone who would be prepared to fight for his justice once he was dead. There was certainly no one who would have the dedication that she had.
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Since his divorce, McQueen had lived alone in a small, unremarkable two-bedroom flat within walking distance of his office. It suited him fine. It was easy to keep clean, the neighbours were quiet, and he didn’t have to bother dragging a lawnmower round a garden every week. When he’d lived in the suburban semi-detached with his wife, Julie, the dreaded but unavoidable downbeat of his life during the summer months had been the weekly lawn duty. It was usually done on a Sunday while he was battling a Saturday hangover.

There were other advantages to his single life. He had the freedom to eat, drink, and do exactly what he wanted, and when he wanted. And it far outweighed any sneaking feelings he had of isolation. His work times were erratic, and he no longer had to apologise for the phone ringing in the early hours, or for not being back to eat when he’d said he would be. He no longer had to suffer the judgmental looks and comments as he opened another bottle of wine, either.

He was sure his ex-wife was enjoying her new life just as much as he was. She had her own successful career, which McQueen sometimes saw on LinkedIn, and she’d recently been promoted to Marketing Director of a large online retailer. She’d never been a stranger to a few late work nights herself, but that had never bothered him. In fact, he’d seen them as small freedoms. He knew he’d been a pain to live with and he didn’t blame her for calling it quits. In his mind he rationalised it as the best thing for her, although he knew she’d suffered at the time. In his job he’d seen a lot of marriages break down due to infidelity, and at least there hadn’t been any of that mess to clean up. They’d both been too tired from fighting to be bothered with the added complications of anyone else. Unblessed by kids, they now had a good relationship built on the firm foundations of never speaking to one another.

McQueen slouched on the sofa with his evening meal, a large glass of red wine, and a king-sized bag of salt and vinegar crisps. He could imagine the look of distain it would have elicited from Julie. He raised his glass in a silent ‘up yours’ salute.

McQueen had been told he was very tall when he was at school, but somewhere along the line, while he hadn’t been paying attention, height assessment standards had changed. Nutrition was better these days perhaps, and tall kids had become even taller. Now you didn’t seem to be considered tall unless you were at least six-four, so at six feet exactly, McQueen never felt as awkwardly lanky as he had in his youth. He had done his upward growing early and then just stopped. And with the weight he’d slowly accumulated over the years, he was better proportioned than his teenaged self. Recently, however, he’d had to take a few half-hearted steps towards making sure the gains didn’t get out of hand. The steps hadn’t got him all the way to the gym, though, and he wasn’t doing well on the pizza and drink, either.

In one of those unexplained genetic quirks, just like his father, McQueen’s hair had gone grey while he was still in his twenties. It hadn’t bothered him that much, and kind women had often said it suited him. It hadn’t shown any signs of falling out, at least. In some ways, the premature greying had kept him young in the eyes of his friends, because year after year his hair looked the way it always had. From time to time since his break-up he had brought some very attractive women back to his home, lovely people who invariably shuddered at the sight of his man-cave, depending on how much they’d had to drink. Although the sex was always welcome, the couplings rarely lasted longer than mere one-night stands. In the early post-divorce days, well-meaning friends, seemingly unhappier about his single status than he was, had been keen to set him up with someone new. It was over dinner with one of these perfectly acceptable semi-girlfriends that McQueen had hit on a revelation. She, too, was a psychologist, but had taken the more worthy career path to clinical psychology. They had been talking about the bas emotions of jealousy, suspicion, disappointment, and anxiety that often surfaced in partnerships, and McQueen suddenly realised he had never been more miserable than when he’d been in any in- depth relationship. Clearly he was cut-out to be single, and he tactlessly voiced this to his companion only to see her face freeze into a mixed look of sympathy and horror. There was no sex that night.

With relationships it was all about compatibility, and for now, the single life was turning out to be the one that was most compatible with McQueen’s emotional and practical needs.

Hoping to be able to quickly dismiss the Baxter case and get on with the mountain of paperwork left over from other cases, he started to read through the reports she’d left.

The case had suffered a bad start and had never recovered. All physical crime scene evidence had been destroyed by the hapless farmer. The police had easily traced the dumped body back to him because he’d been seen in the woods with his trailer and reported by a birdwatcher who’d even helpfully taken a picture of him in full digital clarity. Initially, the police had jumped to the conclusion that he was their man, and they had thrown their full investigative weight behind proving it. Eventually, however, when no possible connection emerged between the two men, strangers who had never met, let alone a motive for murder emerge, it all began to unravel. Then, crucially, the official time of death of between nine and ten in the morning on Wednesday 11th placed the suspect out of town, and their investigation eventually fell apart. The fledgling case collapsed, the only verdict being the farmer had been a selfish idiot. He’d eventually been charged with obstruction and failing to report a crime, but he wasn’t the murderer. By then, any useful forensic evidence from the actual crime scene had been contaminated and was useless.

On examination of the diagrams, descriptions, and photographs, McQueen’s first thoughts were that it was a showy murder. A knife, which had turned out to be a standard supermarket carving knife available almost everywhere, was left in his back, and the body had been dumped in plain sight, not buried, hidden, or chopped up. The killer blow had taken some strength and probably wasn’t from a woman. Although not impossible, it was unlikely. The stab wound showed some precision. Even though it was dumped over a hedge in a field, the body was bound to be discovered at some point. It was almost a statement, a message, perhaps. McQueen browsed the documents and wrote down the timeline, making notes along the way.

According to Mrs Baxter, Colin had set off to walk to the station as usual to go to work on the Wednesday morning and she had kissed him goodbye. She said he hadn’t seemed any different than normal, not worried or distracted in any way. Valerie worked from home at her computer, so she was in all day. Colin never arrived at work, so after a couple of hours someone from the firm had first tried to call his mobile phone, and then when they had no luck they had rung the house to see if he was coming in. The business owner, Mr Martin Harper, was away on business that day and they had expected Colin Baxter to cover for him. That’s when Mrs Baxter had started to worry, and by evening when he didn’t come home, she tried to report him missing. The police told her that a grown man not coming home for one night didn’t count as missing and told her to ring back after another day.

The next day she still hadn’t heard anything and frantically she called the police again explaining how out of character it was for her calm, steady husband to not come home. It had never happened before, she said, and her panic broke through the official indifference so the police told her they would look into it.

On Thursday morning the farmer returned from an agricultural show he’d been at the previous day and went to check on his fields. That’s when he’d spotted the dead body of Colin Baxter and tried to move it off his land. By Friday morning he was in custody.

McQueen pushed aside the report, refilled his glass, and picked up Mrs Baxter’s statement. He’d expected to read an emotional outpouring of disjointed accusations and gibberish, maybe even some detailed descriptions of culprit torture but as he read on it was with a growing sense of unease and a feeling this wasn’t something he was going to easily ignore. By the second page he had resigned himself to the idea that she was right. He needed to speak to Martin Harper. He put the statement aside and went back to the accumulated information Mrs Baxter had managed to get from the police. It was 2am when he finally lifted his feet onto the sofa and closed his eyes.
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Waking in your clothes with a pounding headache and an aching neck is never the best start to any day, but it wasn’t an unusual feeling for McQueen, and at least some things can be helped, if not fixed, by a hot shower.

There was absolutely no reason Martin Harper should have agreed to talk to him, and McQueen knew he had to handle the call delicately. Harper was the owner and Managing Director of a busy engineering firm, and the deceased had been his right-hand man for twelve and a half years, right up until he had decided to leave to join a rival company. According to Mrs Baxter’s statement, something had gone on between them, and her husband had been reluctant to talk about it. She felt Harper was a ruthless and calculating businessman. ‘Bastard’ was the word she actually used in the statement, who didn’t want his secrets going to a competitor and that’s why he’d killed Colin. It wasn’t much, but people had been killed for less, and it did depend on what kind of secrets Colin had been keeping.

What was more intriguing to McQueen was why the police had failed to follow up on Harper. The grieving wife was right, they didn’t seem to have done very much to chase him up, and he hadn’t even been questioned as far as McQueen could see. He dug down the side of the sofa on which he’d fallen asleep and retrieved his phone. He blinked his blurry eyes and sent a text to Mrs Baxter saying that after reading her documents he had decided to take on the case and start with a week of his time before reviewing. He told her how much it would cost and to let him know if she still wanted him to continue.

The answer came back within minutes. The costs were fine, but had he a chance to speak to Harper yet? He shook his head and threw the phone back onto the couch. He’d never been a big fan of micro-management. If he was going to pursue any case it was at his own pace and in his own order and, right now, a shower and coffee were his priorities. He needed to look and feel slick if he was going to face Martin Harper. He might only get the one chance, so had to make the best of it. Someone like Harper was unlikely to be impressed by a half-shaven, red-eyed man in a creased shirt who still smelled of the day before. Pride, he thought. Show some pride.

Ever since McQueen moved to Leeds with Julie all those years ago to pursue his career after completing his doctorate at UCL in London, he found the people there to be achingly proud. They were proud of their city, proud of their football team, and insanely proud of being proud. It was an added layer on top of the underlying birth-right pride in being from Yorkshire. It was odd, though, they often made a loud virtue of being mean with money, when in fact McQueen had experienced warmth, kindness, and generosity that far outstripped the anonymous coldness of London. However, being a southerner had not always helped McQueen to be accepted. He knew he would have to tread carefully with Martin Harper or risk a blunt and final rebuff.
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‘So you’re looking into Colin Baxter’s estate?’ asked Harper, checking out the business card McQueen had handed him and smiling pleasantly.

‘Yes, that’s right. Just tying up some loose financial ends, finding people who might be owed money, that kind of thing. It’s all just paperwork for probate.’

Harper had agreed to meet after McQueen had vaguely dangled the carrot of a possible pay-out of some kind but, even so, he’d only granted him ten minutes from his busy calendar. It had been arranged by Harper’s P.A. who, oblivious to the sad cliché of the phrase she’d used, had actually said it was more than her job was worth to give him more time than that.

‘Well, I can’t imagine there’s anything in the will for me,’ grinned Harper.

‘Okay, but did you have any personal loans? Anything that might not show up on any official records?’ The older man thought about it for a second, perhaps wondering if it was worth making something up, but in the end shook his head.

‘No, I think me and Colin were all square. All debts paid, you could say.’

McQueen had expected to find a well-fed heavy man basking in the success of his company, but Harper was trim and sleek and looked at least ten years younger than his sixty years. He was every inch the charming salesman, salesmanship being the key component of every successful businessman McQueen had ever met. He looked like the kind of guy who kept himself in shape with exercise and healthy living, and he exuded energy. There was probably a lesson for McQueen, whose head had only just stopped throbbing.

‘You were good friends, though, weren’t you, for many years?’

‘Yes, I suppose we were. But I like to keep my business and social life separate. We didn’t spend any time together out of the office. There were no golf bets to pay off or anything, if that’s what you’re thinking.’ He checked his watch and McQueen could sense his window of access was rapidly closing. Harper could already see there was nothing in this for him, and he wasn’t about to waste any more time. McQueen had no choice but to try to shake him up.

‘It was an odd thing, though, wasn’t it, Colin’s murder? I mean, they never caught anyone. Who do you think did it? Were you ever questioned by the police?’ He had tried to make it sound like no more than idle curiosity, but the business shark was not fooled.

Harper narrowed his eyes, sat a little straighter in his chair, and pursed his lips.

‘Right,’ he said, tapping the business card. ‘Now I get it. Private investigator. Makes sense now. Who do you work for, dear old Valerie?’

‘I can’t disclose who my clients are, Mr Harper, but I can assure you I’m just filling in some missing paperwork.’

‘Course you are,’ said Harper quite nastily. ‘And it’s time to take your paperwork, shove it up your backside, and head out of the door. I know she thinks I had something to do with Colin’s death, but the police don’t, and that’s all that matters.’ Busted. There was no point continuing the charade. McQueen had been rumbled, he went for broke so he could at least see the reaction.

‘He was leaving, though, wasn’t he, going to a competitor? That couldn’t have been comfortable for you.’ Harper was standing now and there was no trace of the charming host left in his face.

‘Out,’ he barked, pointing at the door. ‘Out before I get a couple of lads from the warehouse to throw you out.’

McQueen shrugged and unhurriedly stood.

‘Fair enough, Mr Harper. Interesting response to an innocent question, but thanks for your time.’

‘If you have any more questions pass them on to my solicitor, because he’s the one you’re going to be dealing with if you continue to harass me.’

McQueen turned and opened the door, and then Harper spoke in his loud and commanding M.D voice. ‘And for your information, he wasn’t leaving, I’d given him a raise and he’d changed his mind. I bet Valerie didn’t tell you that, did she? If you want to hassle anyone, you should be talking to her weird brother. That’s all I’m going



d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/image001.jpg
SRL PUBLISHING





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg
SRL PUBLISHING





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





