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Chapter 1
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A few weeks ago 

––––––––
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How could I have been so stupid?

How could he have been so reckless?

––––––––
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She knew. She’d always known. But she had ignored it. He was just being a man. They’re all the bloody same. Always looking for someone prettier, skinnier, younger. 

And now...this! 

The nurse closed the door quietly and sat at her desk, her dark blue scrubs contrasting with the painfully white walls. She was friendly enough. Empathetic. Professional. And she had seen it all before. A million times. It was just routine to her. No big deal. 

“So the good news is that gonorrhoea is fairly easily treated in most cases these days.” 

Gonorrhoea. Fucking gonorrhoea! How irresponsible is that? He’s obviously not taking precautions. What if he has passed it on to one of them? Or gets one of them pregnant, for God’s sake? Then what? All hell will be let loose. 

The nurse’s slender fingers skipped effortlessly across her keyboard. “We’ll start your treatment straight away. I will give you an injection today, but you will also need to take a course of antibiotics. You can pick up the prescription at the hospital pharmacy, next to the main entrance. You probably saw it as you came in. You will need to come back for a check-up in six and twelve weeks’ time – I’ll give you an appointment card – and you should refrain from sex until you have been given the all clear. But you must finish the entire course of antibiotics. That is very important.” 

She heard the words but was not really paying attention. She thought back to the last time she and her husband were out together. It had been for lunch at one of the pavement cafés that had become increasingly popular since COVID. She had watched him. The way his eyes constantly wandered, seeking out girls. Young girls. Always young. 

She could have left him a long time ago. Should have left him. And yet, she’d stayed. Because it was easier. Because leaving him would mean uprooting her life. She stayed for the house. She stayed for the business. For the lifestyle she’d grown accustomed to. For a thousand little reasons she’d convinced herself were enough. She ignored the truth. The unspeakable truth. She knew she was in a rut, but it was a comfortable rut. 

The nurse administered the injection, which she barely noticed, and then typed something into her computer. The printer whirred and the nurse passed her the prescription. And a leaflet. 

“It’s important to speak to anyone who you have had sex with recently. You may find this leaflet useful, but we also have staff who can help.” 

Her hand was shaking as she took the paperwork. A cold wave of nausea swept over her, her head felt light, but it wasn’t the injection or the thought of the vile infection. Of where it had come from. It was from the realisation that, for years, she had been nothing more than a fool. He had used her. Going along with his perversions. “It’s just a game,” he would tell her. “Everyone does it.” But she knew that behind the game was something far more sinister. Something she would not dare admit even to herself, but something she could clearly see every time she looked in the mirror. And she had stupidly indulged him in his sickening fantasies. 

Not anymore. 

“Do you have any questions?” 

The query stumped her for a moment. “No. No, thank you. You’ve been really kind.” 

As she stood and headed for the door, a thought came to her, sharp and sudden. A flicker of something dark and dangerous sparked deep inside her mind. She wasn’t going to confront him. She wasn’t going to give him the chance to talk her around. No. Not this time. She had a plan now. A better plan. A deadly plan. 

She was going to murder the bastard.
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Chapter 2
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Tuesday, May 4th. Morning

––––––––
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Jessamine Hammad’s apartment was literally a ten second walk from her office at Saint Anastine’s International School for Girls. She had decided to start early to prepare a report for the Board and arrived in her office a little before 7 am. At this time on a May morning, the sun was well above the horizon and bathing her east-facing office in a rich, warm, orange glow. It was one of those days that made her feel great to be alive. The girls were asleep, mostly, and the school quiet. Her PA would not start work this morning until eight, giving her a good hour without any interruptions. 

Her office was exactly what you would expect for someone in her position. Two sets pf enormous windows faced south and east, while the remaining walls were covered in books, certificates, awards and photographs. It was a generous size for an office at 12 by 14 metres, but her 19th century walnut desk had the footprint of a double bed while a large round table, with eight chairs, occupied one corner of the room and two large, dark green Chesterfield sofas provided less formal seating in the other corner. Unlike some of the ancient boarding schools in which she had previously worked, St. Anastine’s was a comparatively young building having been erected in the mid-1800s for a newly-wealthy industrialist. A combination of the First World War and the ‘flu pandemic of 1918 had wiped out the family in its entirety and the building was subsequently used during the Second World War as a military hospital and then as a naval training college. In the 1970s it was abandoned until 1995 when it was converted to a school by the current owners. It was now in pretty good shape, the school fees having paid for all the necessary repairs, as well as providing a first class education for the 421 girls aged between 11 and 18, and in most years it returned a healthy profit. 

As she strode over to her desk a flashing blue light caught her attention out of the corner of her eye. The school was in the middle of substantial grounds, well away from any main road, and any vehicles that used the road that skirted around the grounds were usually completely absent from view from that wing of the building. She got as close to the window as she could, a large waist-high oak cabinet preventing her from approaching any closer, and shielded her eyes from the glare of the spring sun. Sure enough, intense blue lights were flashing at regular intervals from a light bar on top of a police car. It was only then that she noticed the blue and white police tape cordoning off a significant part of the grounds. 

What on earth? She watched for a little while longer before deciding to go down and find out what was going on. 

She changed her sensible, low-heel work shoes for a flat pair of trainers to avoid any soil or dust marking her shoes, and left by a private door to which only she and her PA had access. As she approached the tape barrier, some four hundred metres from the school’s east wing, an officer spotted her and came across to meet her. 

“Morning ma’am,” he greeted her, “Can I help you?” He held a clipboard in one hand and a Biro in the other, poised to make some note or other. 

“Morning officer. I am the Principal of Saint Anastine’s,” she informed him. “May I enquire as to why some of our grounds have been taped off?” 

The officer gave a slight nod. “If you would just like to wait there a moment, ma’am, I will fetch the SIO.” He hesitated. “Sorry, the Senior Investigating Officer. Could I take your name please?” 

“Hammad,” she replied, then added “Jessamine Hammad.” 

“Thank you Miss Hammad. I’ll be right back.” He instinctively touched the peak of his cap in salute and strode off towards a group of men wearing suits huddled outside a white tent. They must be CID, Jessamine thought. 

In less than a minute he returned with one of the plain clothes officers, who introduced himself as Detective Chief Inspector Harry Cole. He peeled off his blue nitrile gloves and shook her hand. Jessamine Hammad was surprised at how gentle his handshake was. At a little over six foot, quite broad but certainly not noticeably overweight, and with a face that looked as though it belonged to a boxer who had lost too many fights, Cole was an imposing man with a strong, confident voice which left her in no doubt that he was in command. 

“Miss Hammad, pleased to meet you,” he began. “I am afraid that I have some bad news for you. Someone was found early this morning...” He didn’t get a chance to finish his sentence.

“Oh my God, no! Not one of my girls!” 

“No, no, no. It’s an adult male. And we’re pretty sure he was not a member of your staff,” the DCI reassured her. One of Cole’s officers had checked out the school’s website. There were only two male teachers listed, and neither resembled the victim. 

Hammad immediately picked up on the past tense. “He’s dead?” 

“I’m afraid so,” Cole confirmed, and continued, “He was found by a dog walker a short while ago.” 

The sun suddenly felt uncomfortably hot and Jessamine Hammad could feel a bead of sweat trickling down her neck. “Was it an accident?” It seemed the right question to ask, though she suspected she already knew the answer. 

“We can’t say at this stage, but I will keep you fully informed of any developments that you need to know about. Do your pupils normally use this part of the grounds?” he asked, turning to face the area that had been cordoned off. 

Jessica Hammad nodded. “Sometimes, during break. And they use the public footpath to visit the village. But I can instruct them to stay on the other side of the school.” 

“If you would please,” the DCI requested. “We’ll be as quick as we can but these things can take time, perhaps a couple of days. We’ve blocked the footpath at both ends of the grounds so can you also ask your pupils and staff to use only the main gates please?” 

The Principal looked along the public footpath that crossed the school grounds from the village at the north-east corner to the newer town towards the south-west. “Yes, of course. If there is anything I or the school can do, please speak to my PA.” Hammad’s initial shock had subsided and she was starting to think about the next couple of days and the impact it would have on the school. The girls would naturally be curious, but she did not want any wild rumours getting back to their parents, making a bad situation even worse. She would have to speak to the Chair of the Governors. 

“Thank you. There is one thing. That cottage over there,” the DCI pointed to a small but neat stone building. “Is it occupied, do you know?” 

“The Hunting Lodge? Yes, by our caretaker, David Foreman, and his wife Elizabeth,” she confirmed. “He’ll be starting his rounds soon, making sure everything is ready for the day.” 

“Good, I’ll speak to him before he gets started. We’ll try to cause as little disruption as possible, Miss Hammad.” The pair parted, again shaking hands, and the DCI watched as she returned to the school, her white trainers looking decidedly at odds with her more formal clothing. 

“I can’t remember any of my teachers looking that good,” the PC guarding the tape barrier commented. 

“Nor any of mine, son. Not that we had any female teachers in borstal.” 

The PC looked at him, unsure as to whether or not he was joking.

* * *
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Cole did not get a chance to visit the caretaker; he came marching up to the DCI a few moments after the Principal had left, and Cole wondered if he had deliberately waited until Jessamine Hammad had gone.

In Cole’s day, school caretakers were grumpy old men who moaned every time someone asked them to do something, and who always looked as though they were on their last legs. This particular incumbent certainly did not fit that stereotype. The DCI estimated his age as early- to mid-fifties. He walked bolt upright, no slouching like he was carrying the world on his shoulders, and he was muscular, his rolled-up sleeves revealing tanned skin, a long, thin silvery scar catching the sunlight on his right arm. He obviously spent as much time outdoors as he did inside the school. Looking at the extent of the grounds, however, Cole was not surprised. No sign of the obligatory brown overalls that were once standard caretaker uniform. 

“Morning, something wrong?” the caretaker enquired, looking past Cole to where a white tent had been erected. 

“And you are...?” 

“I’m the school caretaker, David Foreman.” He did not offer his hand but started to play with his wedding ring. 

Cole had guessed as much but needed confirmation from the horse’s mouth. “Ah, I’ve just been speaking to your head teacher, sorry, Principal, Miss Hammad. A body has been found in the grounds,” the DCI indicated with a nod of his head. “We think he’s been there since last night. May I ask if you saw or heard anything out of the ordinary either late last night or perhaps early this morning?” 

The caretaker took in a deep breath and shook his head. “No, can’t say I did. I went to bed around ten with a cup of tea and a book, but fell asleep about an hour later.”

“You didn’t hear any vehicles, anyone running, talking? Any sort of commotion?” 

Foreman shook his head. “No, sorry. It’s usually as quiet as a graveyard around here. We occasionally get a couple of drunks passing through on a Saturday night, you know, taking a shortcut from the Saracen’s Head to the town, but not often.” 

“What about your wife? Do you think she may have seen anything?” the DCI asked out of hope rather than expectation. 

“Not unless she’s got super-human eyesight. She’s visiting her mother in Billingham. Do you know who the body is?” 

“Not as yet, no. It’s not one of the pupils or teachers, I can tell you that.” Cole reached into his pocket and pulled out a business card. “If you do remember anything, regardless of how insignificant it may appear to have been, please do give me a call.” He handed the card over to the caretaker. 

“Yeah, sure, of course,” Foreman replied while he read the details on the card and then slipped it into the breast pocket on his shirt. “Will your lads need anything to drink? It’s promising to be another hot day. There’s an external tap on the side of the cottage.” 

“That’s very kind of you, Mr Foreman. I’ll make sure they know. Thank you.” 

School caretakers had definitely changed. 

* * *
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When Cole returned to the tent covering the victim’s body, the Principal Forensic Investigator had finished her examination of the immediate area inside the tent and was making notes. Scouring a murder site was a delicate, detailed, and lengthy process and Cole knew from experience that Dr Cassie McNally did not like to be interrupted unnecessarily while she was concentrating, so he had let the investigator get on with her work when he arrived on site. He now stood silently, waiting for her to finish her notetaking. Although the tent had air vents in the roof, it was still stiflingly hot and Cole could feel rivulets of sweat trickling down his spine. 

“Speak,” she said, still looking at her notes. 

“One of these days, Cassie, you’re going to upset my delicate nature,” Cole responded. 

“Yeah, that’ll be the day. I suppose you want to know what we found?” 

“It might help. I’m just guessing of course.” A broad smile spread across Cole’s face. He liked playing these games with Cassie: it was a way of breaking the tension that always hangs in the air at sudden deaths and murder scenes. 

“No footprints. Hasn’t rained for a couple of weeks so the ground is too hard. But we did find this.” She handed him a small zip lock polythene evidence bag. Cole held it up to the light. 

“A partial fingernail. Clear nail polish, and the size and shape suggests it’s from a female, you think?” Cole handed it back to her, looking for confirmation. 

“More than likely. It’s been manicured,” Cassie McNally confirmed, “but you can’t be too sure nowadays. I’d say that, judging from its width, it’s likely to be a thumbnail. The assailant was probably grasping the weapon’s handle quite firmly and as the weapon hit the victim, the jolt split the nail. On the other hand, it may have nothing to do with the murder, of course.” 

“No sign of a weapon, I take it?” Cole asked, more out of hope than expectation. 

“Not yet, and we are not really sure what we are looking for. He may have been hit over the back of the head with something heavy. Probably sharp, rather than blunt. An axe, maybe? There’s a lot of damage. But we need to roll him over. He could equally have been shot in the face and what we are looking at is an exit wound, but I have my doubts. It’s all a bit messy, and the local wildlife have been having a feast, so some of the evidence is missing. Can’t really do anything until the Home Office Forensic Pathologist gets here. She’s held up in traffic, but called to say she should not be too long.” 

“Who is it?” the DCI asked. 

“Avril Walton. She’s just back from her world cruise.” 

“Ah! Avril’s very good,” Cole said. “Never misses a thing. Always on the ball.” 

“You trying to imply something, Detective Chief Inspector?” But Cole knew that, even behind the mask that covered her nose and mouth, Cassie McNally was smiling. “Now Harry, do you want to know who he is?” she teased. 

“You’ve found his wallet?” 

“I think so. There’s a bulge in his back pocket. Do you want me to get it out?” 

“Please,” the DCI replied, eager to discover who the unfortunate soul was. 

Dr McNally carefully undid the single button on the victim’s trouser pocket and slid the wallet out, then felt inside the pocket in case there was anything else. She handed it over to Cole. 

The black leather wallet contained eighty pounds in cash, an American Express credit card and a Barclays debit card. There were three trade cards for various building materials suppliers – the victim was obviously in the construction industry – a Tesco loyalty card, an Esso fuel card, and a receipt for the Siam Bay Thai restaurant, time-stamped at 9:52 pm the previous evening. There was also a single head shot of a young girl, probably his daughter, Cole thought, and finally his driving licence announcing that the deceased was one Keith Harlow Maxwell. 

* * *
[image: ]


Jessamine Hammad changed back into her work shoes and sat at her desk, all thoughts of a quiet start to the day having dissipated into the ether. The school had an operational risk management manual and she quickly checked it to see if this sort of eventuality had been anticipated and the procedure documented. It had not, of course, and she decided the best course of action would be to call the governors, starting with the Chair, Karl Graves. The call was answered after just a few rings. 

“Jessamine! How are you?” The Chair always answered his calls in the same way. Always friendly, always sounding enthusiastic. 

“I’m fine, thank you, Karl, and how are you?” She had only seen him two weeks ago but it always paid to go through the usual pleasantries. 

“Great, just about to head off to chambers.” Karl was a barrister, mostly criminal law, but he could always be relied on to offer sound advice on a wide range of issues. And if he did not know what the best course of action was, he invariably knew someone who did. 

“There’s been an incident in the school grounds,” she told him. “A man’s body has been found. Apparently a dog walker discovered it earlier this morning.” 

“By body I assume you mean he’s dead? Have the police advised you as to whether it was an accident, natural causes or foul play?” The barrister already knew the answer. 

“No, they wouldn’t say,” Jessamine confirmed. “They have a large section of the grounds cordoned off and blocked the public footpath. From where everyone was working I got the impression the body was found near the old stables.” 

“So away from the main building then? Presumably they will not disturb the school’s daily activities?” Graves asked. 

Jessamine shook her head even though he obviously could not see her. “No, not at all. The officer in charge said that it would take perhaps a couple of days before they were finished, so I will instruct all the staff and pupils to stay away from that side of the school. The police are going to keep me informed.” 

“Good, good,” he repeated. “Did you get the name of the Senior Investigating Officer?”

“Yes. A DCI Cole.” 

“Ah, Harry! Yes, know him well. Good man, great detective, gets results. He’s a bit of a bruiser, and he has faced endless disciplinaries for some of his, shall we say, unconventional approaches to solving crimes, but nothing that has ever resulted in sanctions, as far as I’m aware.” The barrister’s testimonial gave the Principal some confidence that this matter might soon be resolved, but she was a bit concerned about the ‘unconventional’ label. Still, it was unlikely that she would have to deal with him other than for updates. 

“What are your next steps?” Graves asked. 

“I intend to meet with all teachers and advise them of the situation, ask them to keep the children away from the area. I will ask my PA to draft a short message that we can send to all parents, assuring them that it will be school as normal, and that there is nothing to be concerned about, and I will call each of the governors to put them in the picture.” Jessamine knew that some parents would undoubtedly phone for more details as soon as they heard about the incident, but she will deal with them as the calls come in. Fortunately, most of the girls were boarders and more than three-quarters were from mainland Europe, so it was unlikely word would reach their parents immediately, although with text and social media, news travelled much faster these days. Still, she reckoned she had a couple of hours before the news leaked out. 

“And you’ll keep us appraised of the situation on the Governors’ WhatsApp group?” 

“Certainly, Karl,” she responded. “As soon as I hear anything.” 

Jessamine Hammad’s personal assistant, Susan Blenkinsop, arrived as she was half-way through the list of governors. She had seen the police activity as she arrived at the school and parked up. At twenty-seven, she was a decade younger than Jessamine, and she had been the Principal’s first appointment, having outshone the six other candidates by a significant margin.

“Morning, Jessamine. What’s happening out there?” She strode over to the window hoping the first floor elevation would give her a better view. 

“A dog walker found the body of a man this morning. Could you call all the staff together for a meeting in ten minutes? I need to brief them and tell them the area is off-limits to pupils and staff.” 

“Of course. What about Mr Foreman?” 

The Principal thought a moment. “I believe the police were going to have a word with him, but can you call him and also invite him to the meeting? Best to make sure everyone gets exactly the same message at exactly the same time. Avoids any confusion.” 

“Yes, good idea.” Susan Blenkinsop disappeared into her own office to message all the staff. 

Jessamine Hammad sat back in her chair giving herself a few moments to get her head together. Most of the children’s’ parents avoided publicity like the bubonic plague, and events like this can be very unsettling, but provided the unfortunate soul who was now lying dead in the grounds had nothing to do with the school, then they should be able to reassure any worried parents and keep a lid on things. 

Little did the Principal realise how quickly a situation could spiral out of control.
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Chapter 3
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Tuesday, May 4th. Afternoon.

––––––––
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It took several hours before Dr Cassie McNally and Prof Avril Dean had exhausted their investigations of the body and the immediate area within the tent. Meanwhile, Detective Sergeant Kashani – ‘Kash’ for short – had arrived and began organising the uniformed officers, giving them the task of doing a systematic search of the grounds and, of more immediate concern, sending someone to the nearby village to buy chilled soft drinks before everyone became dehydrated under the increasingly hot sun. With the site investigation likely to last several days, a refreshments van would eventually arrive on site, but not until later that afternoon. 

Having gathered as much useful information from the crime scene as he could, Cole returned to Divisional Command Headquarters with DS Kashani, a reliable uniformed sergeant having been left in charge of the search team. Cole had phoned ahead and told his number two, Detective Inspector Bill Worsnip, that the Home Office Forensic Pathologist had confirmed murder and asked him to start assembling the Murder Investigation Team, or MIT. He also requested Bill to brief a new member of the team, Detective Constable Eileen McLean, and ask her to find out as much as she could about the victim. Cole and McLean would then break the bad news to the victim’s family. The DCI could have taken any one of several experienced officers with him to deliver the bad news, but DC McLean had only joined his team the day before and he wanted to learn more about her. 

By the time Cole had arrived at the station, the young DC had discovered that Keith Maxwell had lived in a small village a few miles outside of the town with his wife, Heather Maxwell. There was no information regarding any children. Although the deceased was 46 years of age, his wife, Heather Maxwell, was somewhat younger at 34 years. They had married 16 years previously when Heather Maxwell, née French, was just eighteen. The couple were joint-owners of a construction business, Maxwell Design and Build Ltd, which covered both domestic and commercial property, and which was quite profitable, according to the accounts lodged with Companies House. Strangely, it was Heather Maxwell who was the majority shareholder with a three-quarters stake in the business. Other than a few parking tickets, and one speeding ticket against Mrs Maxwell, there were no other records on the PNC, the Police National Computer, and no records of County Court Judgements against either of the Maxwells or their company. 

DC McLean was just logging out of her computer when Cole approached her. “How do you feel about delivering the bad news to the victim’s spouse?” 

“Not a problem, sir. Wouldn’t be the first time.” She grabbed her dark blue jacket off the back of the chair. 

“You can leave that behind, if you wish. The Chief Constable has relaxed the dress policy during the heatwave.”

The DC had seen the memo but was not too sure if it applied to plain clothes officers. “Thanks, sir. I’ll leave it in the car, if I may? I’ve got all my bits and bobs in the pockets.” 

It took just a short while for Cole and McLean to drive to the Maxwell’s home, the DCI electing to take his own car. On the way, Cole learned that McLean had gained a double first at university in Criminology and Forensic Investigation, had graduated from Police Training College at the age of twenty-two and then spent two years as a uniformed PC. She described herself as ambitious and competitive, and wants to be a DCI ‘one day.’ Cole laughed. “Be careful what you wish for!” 

The house was imposing and stood in its own grounds, a good hundred metres from the quiet country lane. As with most of the properties in this affluent part of the county, the property was surrounded by a high wall and a double gate, although the gates were open and the DCI did not hesitate to drive straight in and park next to a scarlet red BMW convertible. Cole had always considered convertibles to be a huge waste of money, considering the UK’s abysmal weather, but at that precise moment he’d give his eye teeth to be able to fold down the top of his own car and to make the most of the unseasonably hot weather. 

“Do you ever get used to delivering bad news, sir?” the young DC asked. 

“Actually, I quite look forward to it,” replied Cole, which got him a surprised look from his colleague. “Watching how someone reacts can often speak volumes, and can save us a lot of time. It’s never easy, I wouldn’t say that, but it’s always revealing.” With that he exited the car, closely followed by the DC, and made his way to the front door. 

Cole rang the bell once and waited for the large oak door to open. He immediately recognised the girl from the photograph found in Keith Maxwell’s wallet. He produced his warrant card and introduced both himself and his junior officer. “Is your mother home?” he asked, trying to sound as unthreatening as possible. 

“I’m Mrs Maxwell,” she announced to both Cole’s and McLean’s surprise. 

Heather Maxwell was barely five-foot tall and slightly built, and Cole had thought that she was about fourteen. “Oh, sorry!” Cole did not get easily embarrassed but on this occasion he could feel his face going red. “I should have realised. Everyone looks younger to people of my age.” 

If Mrs Maxwell was offended by Cole’s remark, she certainly did not show it. “That’s okay. How may I help you?” 

It was Eileen McLean who responded. “Do you think we might come in, Mrs Maxwell. I’m afraid we have some bad news.” The officers were keen to make sure she was seated. The last thing they wanted was her passing out on the doorstep and cracking her head. 

Heather Maxwell momentarily froze but quickly gathered her thoughts. “Yes, please come in.” She led them to a large room to the left. Three sofas were strategically placed in front of a large wall-mounted TV underneath of which was a very modern fireplace. A chunk of coloured glass, which possibly contained the image of a face, stood on the mantelpiece. Mrs Maxwell indicated for them to sit but began questioning them before she herself had sat down. “Is it about my husband, Keith? Has he been involved in an accident?” She was looking nervously at DC McLean, and the officers noticed she was trembling a little. It was a reasonable assumption, given that the construction industry has a high accident rate compared to most other businesses. 

Eileen McLean had been designated to give the bad news. “I am afraid there is no easy way to say this, Mrs Maxwell, but a body was found early this morning in the grounds of Saint Anastine’s School, and we believe it to be that of your husband, Keith.” 

Heather Maxwell did not respond. She just looked at the DC like she was speaking a foreign language. 

“You will need to formally identify your husband, of course, but I’m afraid that all the ID in his wallet indicates it is Keith.” 

The young woman stared at the floor and began breathing heavily, her hands shaking more noticeably now. Cole quickly recognised the early signs of shock which he had seen so many times before. “Please, Mrs Maxwell, take a seat. Eileen, could you get Mrs Maxwell a drink, please?” 

“Would you like a tea or coffee, Mrs Maxwell?” asked the DC in what she hoped was her most sympathetic voice. 

“Erm, sorry, yes, just water please. The kitchen is at the end of the hall. Thank you.” She tried to force a smile but it didn’t really work. It was clear that Heather Maxwell was struggling to come to terms with the news of her husband’s sudden death. “How? How did he die?” she asked the DCI once the constable had left the room. 

Cole looked her in the eye. There was no way to sugar-coat this particular pill, and anything less than an honest answer had the potential to cause misunderstanding. “We believe he was murdered,” he said in a soft but firm voice. 

“What? Murdered? No. No, that can’t be right. Who would want to murder Keith?” she asked. She leant forwards and placed her forearms on her thighs. 

“I was rather hoping you might have some idea.” 

Heather Maxwell just gave him a blank look. 

“Did he have any enemies?” the DCI asked. 

“No, no, of course not,” came the immediate reply, shaking her head. She turned to the DC, who had just returned from the kitchen, and took the glass of water that was offered. 

“Was he in dispute with anyone? Business rivals, neighbours perhaps?” 

She shook her head again. “No, Keith is the sort of person who gets on with everyone,” she answered, and then corrected herself. “Was the sort of person.” A second passed. “Oh, Jesus.” Tears started to trickle down Mrs Maxwell’s face. 

“I’m sorry to have to ask you all these questions, Mrs Maxwell. I know it is a shock to you. But the first twenty-four hours are crucial in these types of investigation,” Cole explained. He deliberately avoided the word murder again. 

Mrs Maxwell tried to pull herself together as best she could, sitting upright and giving Cole her full attention. Her mouth and throat suddenly felt very dry and restricted. She took a large gulp of water. “Yes. Yes, of course. It’s fine. Please, carry on.” 

“Has your husband ever received any threatening emails, or maybe letters? Did he mention if anyone had demanded money from him? Was anyone trying to blackmail him for any reason?” 

Heather Maxwell shook her head vigorously at every one of Cole’s suggestions. “No, nothing like that. With Keith, everything was above board.” 

“Would he have told you if someone was causing him problems? Did you have that sort of relationship, or did he try to protect you from such things?” 

“No. He would have told me. I’m sure he would.” She took another drink of water. 

“Was anything worrying him recently? Had his mood changed? Did he seem troubled?” 

“Keith? Troubled?” She gave out a short laugh. “He was one of the happiest, calmest people you could ever meet, Inspector.” 

“Had he been receiving any medical treatment? Had he seen a doctor?” 

“No. He was always healthy. Didn’t worry. Did not get anxious. Very normal.” 

Although the DC’s search did not reveal any children, Cole was curious as to whether there were any as they could be used as leverage by criminals. “Do you have any children, Mrs Maxwell?” 

“No, none,” she replied, then added by way of justification, “We never really wanted any.” She corrected herself. “Well, Keith did, but I’m not really the motherly sort. I can’t even look after a cat.” 

Cole nodded and decided to change tact. “May I ask where you were yesterday evening?” 

The question momentarily threw her, but Heather Maxwell quickly recovered. “We went to that new Thai restaurant in Rotherby Road. We tend to go out on a Monday night. It’s usually quiet and Keith isn’t exhausted, like he is at the end of the week.” 

“And what time did you get home?” 

Heather thought for a moment. “Probably about ten, or ten-thirty? We tend to have dinner about eight-ish, and it only takes an hour or two at most.” 

“Did your husband have anything to drink at the restaurant?” Builders have a reputation for being heavy drinkers and Cole was aware that alcohol could easily impair a victim’s senses so they became unaware of anyone in their vicinity. It can also slow down their reaction time even if they did sense danger. 

“He had a pint of lager and some sparkling water. He never drinks much when he’s driving.” 

“Then what happened?” the DCI asked. He gave Eileen McLean a quick glance to make sure she was taking notes. 

“He dropped me off here then went to the office.” 

“At ten-thirty at night?” the DCI asked, a sliver of doubt creeping into his question. 

“Look around, Inspector,” Heather waved her free hand. “You don’t get this working nine-to-five. Keith had some paperwork to prepare for the following day. He didn’t want to delay the men getting to their jobs. Preferred to see them at work, not hanging around the office waiting for him to give them instructions.” 

“And that was the last you saw of him?” 

“Yes. God, yes.” 

“Did he call you at all?” 

“No. I...I wish he had.” The young DC handed Heather Maxwell a tissue as tears flowed freely down her reddening cheeks.

“Did you not think it strange that he did not come back last night?” Cole pressed on. 

“I didn’t know. I thought he had come back late, saw me asleep, and went to bed in one of the spare rooms. And then left early this morning before I got up. That’s not unusual.” 

“And can anyone confirm that you were at home all night? 

“No. I was on my own.” Then a thought occurred to her. “You can check the CCTV, if you wish.” 

Cole thought about this for a moment and decided not to pursue the issue at this stage. It was unlikely that she would voluntarily offer up the CCTV footage if it incriminated her in any way. 

“I’m sure there is no need, but if you could copy it to a USB we’ll take it with us when we leave, just so we can say that we’ve ticked all the right boxes. Any idea what your husband was doing in the grounds of Saint Anastine’s?” he asked. 

“No, not really. He does spend a lot of time at the school. Minor repair work, improvements, that sort of thing.” She dabbed her eyes with the tissue. 

“So, Saint Anastine’s is a client of yours?” 

“Not as such. Keith was a school governor there. Had been for years. He helped them in various ways. Undertook repairs at cost. Sponsored sports trophies and the like.” 

Mrs Maxwell’s revelation took the DCI by surprise. He had not considered that Keith Maxwell could be a school governor or in any way associated with the school. Looks like he would have to pay the School Principal, Jessamine Hammad, a visit much sooner than he had anticipated.

“Would you mind if we have a look through Mr Maxwell’s things? There may be something in a drawer, a notebook or in a jacket pocket, that could help us.” Cole started to get to his feet. 

“No, no, go ahead. Our bedroom is the door at the top of the staircase. Please, help yourself.” 

“Did Keith have a laptop or a PC?” asked the DC. 

“A laptop. There’s a small office upstairs. Take anything you think may help.” 

“And do you have a password for the laptop?” the DC enquired. 

“Yes, I’ll write it down for you. It’s quite long. Keith’s obsessed with security. Sorry, was obsessed.” 

“I will ask one of our officers to take you to see Keith, to formally identify him, but I am afraid it is likely to be later tomorrow,” Cole explained. “We will have to do a post mortem first. I am afraid it is always necessary in cases like this.” 

“It’s all right, Inspector. I understand. Anything to help find out who killed my husband.” 

* * *
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The search took a little more than half an hour but did not turn up anything that was obviously directly connected to Keith Maxwell’s murder. They thanked Mrs Maxwell, assured her that someone would be in touch regarding the identification of the body, and then left her to her grief. As they set off to return to the station Cole was keen to get his colleague’s feedback. 

“So, Eileen, we didn’t find any incriminating evidence, but did anything seem odd to you? Perhaps a bit off or out of kilter?” This was a chance for Cole to see how observant his new recruit was. He had heard good things about her, and was hoping they were all true. 

“Well, sir, I entered the password into his laptop to make sure it worked, and had a quick look around. Nearly all his files are on the cloud, including what seem to be all his work files. So if he could access them from home, why did he go to the office, if indeed, he did go?” 

“Good point, Detective Constable. Anything else?” 

“I’m not sure,” the DC hesitated. 

“Not sure? Come on, spit it out.” The DCI was well aware that new staff could be a bit overcautious, but as far as he was concerned, all views and feelings were valid. It was the only way anyone developed a copper’s nose. 

“Okay. The first wardrobe I opened was hers. As I was closing it to find his wardrobe, I notice that she had a Saint Anastine’s school uniform hanging up. You know, light grey plaid skirt and white blouse, complete with a school tie. Now I know some people are into – what’s it called? Cosplay? – and it’s quite harmless but...” Her voice trailed off. 

Cole took over. “But getting your wife to dress up as a schoolgirl in the uniform of the school for which you are a governor is a bit disconcerting?” 

“Yes, sir, quite. And she looks so young. I was like you. I thought it was his daughter when I first saw her. She’s very petit. She’s, what? Five foot tall?” 

“Some paedophiles have been known to marry women who are small and who look very young, as a substitute for a child. It’s sickening. And the fact that he was a governor of a girls’ school meant he had at least some access to the pupils. So perhaps he had an unhealthy interest in children and that is the reason he was murdered?”

Eileen McLean nodded. “It’s a bit speculative, at this stage, but I think it is something that we must consider, sir. Did you find anything?” 

“I did. In Mrs Maxwell’s bedside cabinet, I found a note from the hospital indicating she had received an injection of Ceftriaxone three weeks ago, together with a packet of azithromycin, and an appointment card for further visits in three and nine weeks’ time. Could you look it up for me? See if it is what I think it is?” 

The DC got out her phone and searched for the drug. “Ah, here it is.” She took a few seconds to read the information. “Azithromycin has quite a wide range of uses including respiratory, skin and ear infections, but is used in combination with Ceftriaxone to treat...” 

“Syphilis, by any chance?” 

“Gonorrhoea, sir.” 

“And should I tell you what we did not find, Detective Constable?” the DCI teased. 

“I’m all ears, sir.” 

“Any medication in his name.” 

The DC thought about this. “So, she is being treated for gonorrhoea but he wasn’t. That’s really odd, isn’t it? Perhaps his medication is at his office?” 

“Could be. We’ll be applying for a warrant to search the premises, so we will know soon enough.” 

“And if it isn’t there, sir?” 

“If there is no medication in his name, then that opens up a whole new range of questions. Perhaps they did not have a sexual relationship? Did he know he had gonorrhoea? Did she give it to him but did not tell him? Perhaps she was too scared to tell him for fear of how he’d react? And if she did infect him, who did she contract it from? Or maybe he was the one playing away from home? How would his wife react? Would she be so upset she would want to murder him?”

Murder investigations were rarely straightforward, but what the two detectives had discovered during their search could easily open up the proverbial can of worms.
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Chapter 4
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Wednesday, May 5th. Morning.

––––––––
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DCI Harry Cole stood silently in the mortuary for what seemed like the millionth time. As the force’s most experienced murder detective, he was first on call to any incident where foul play was suspected. Suspected didn’t really apply in this case, but until the Home Office Forensic Pathologist confirmed the cause of death, it wasn’t officially murder. 

Cole would normally attend the post mortem with Detective Sergeant Kelly Calder, but as she was on annual leave his companion on this occasion was the newly recruited Detective Constable Eileen McLean. Cole knew she had an excellent record, and everyone spoke highly of her, so he was confident that she would quickly settle into her new role. And his chat with her the previous day only reinforced his views. At the moment, however, she looked a bit anxious, scared even. This was her first autopsy and it was obvious that she was not looking forward to it. Then again, who would? Seeing a once living, breathing, happy human being sliced apart and turned inside out was never something to look forward to. 

The autopsy room always seemed painfully bright, the lights reflecting off the white walls and various metallic equipment and fittings. Add to this the smell of bleach, formalin and the decomposition of the bodies, and it made for an altogether unpleasant environment. Cole had never grown use to it, and he wondered how people did. In front of them were two stainless steel examination tables, about waist height, both with a body covered by a white sheet. Cole saw the young DC staring at the metal boxes attached to the underside of the tables and the pipe that drained into the floor. 

“It’s a filter,” he explained. 

The DC gave him a puzzled look. 

“The drain from the table carries away any fluids but the filter stops any solid matter, which could be evidence. Bits of metal, fragments of bone, things like that.” 

“Oh, right.” She looked over her shoulder. “I thought Sergeant Kashani was going to be here?” she said, changing the subject. 

“Running late,” Cole lied. 

At that moment Professor Avril Walton appeared from her office. She was similar in age to Cole, perhaps a bit older, but the years had been kinder. She had kept them waiting for about ten minutes but Cole knew better than to interrupt her. Avril was meticulous, focussed, and commanded the respect of all who met her. You did not enter Avril’s office unless invited. 

“And who do we have here?” she asked, smiling at the latest addition to the Murder Investigation Team, and holding out her hand. 

“DC Eileen McLean,” replied the officer. She was half expecting the pathologist’s hand to be icy cold, given the room temperature, but it was as warm and as welcoming as her West Country accent.

“Pleased to meet you, Eileen. Nice to see a new face.” 

“This is DC McLean’s first post mortem, Avril,” her boss explained. 

“Right” said the pathologist, thoughtfully. “In that case, we had better start at the beginning.” She looked the young DC in the eye. “First, you might feel a bit queasy. People do, and not just at their first post mortem. It’s quite normal. If you think you are going to throw up, the loo is just outside the door, to the left. If you don’t think you are going to make it, there’s a bucket over there,” the pathologist pointed to the door. 

Eileen nodded, hoping she would not have to use it. Her uncle was a farmer, and she had spent many a happy summer holiday on the farm and, as she got older, helping out to earn some money. Death was nothing new to her, and she had seen some horrendous things on visits to the abattoir. But humans were a different ballgame altogether, and she did not feel fully confident that she could cope with what was about to happen. 

“If you start to feel a bit light-headed, lean into the DCI, if you can,” Avril went on. “He’ll know what’s happening and will catch you before you faint, won’t you Harry?” 

“Yes, absolutely.” He tried to give the DC a reassuring smile. “Don’t want you banging your head on the floor.” 

“Right,” Avril continued. “Come a bit closer to the table.” The two officers took a couple of steps forward. 

“Now, there are only two types of people in the world, Detective Constable: the living and the dead.” 

The DC screamed as the corpse suddenly sat bolt upright, the white sheet falling away to reveal...

“Kashani! You stupid bastard!” Eileen cried out, right hand flat against her chest as though she was having a heart attack. “You could have killed me!” 

“Very immature,” tutted the pathologist. “I told them not to do it.” Avril seemed genuine enough, but Eileen knew that the learned professor was in on it all along. 

Kashani jumped down from the table. “You all right?” he asked. “Just thought we’d get your heart pumping for the main event.” 

“Pumping? You damn nearly stopped it!” protested the DC, but couldn’t help a slight smile creep across her lips. She gave him a playful punch to the arm. 

“Okaaay. Perhaps we should continue?” The pathologist turned to the other examination table and slowly pulled back the sheet, handing it to an assistant who had suddenly appeared from a side room. “Mike, this is DC Eileen McLean. Eileen, this is my invaluable assistant, Mike. Eileen has very good lungs, Mike,” she informed him. 

“So I heard, professor.” Mike placed the sheet in a laundry basket and then pushed it out of the way. 

“Do we have an identity for the deceased?” Avril enquired. 

“Keith Harlow Maxwell,” replied the DCI. “He was carrying his driving licence.”

“Good.” The pathologist turned on the microphone to record her notes. “The deceased, who we believe to be a Keith Harlow Maxwell, is an IC1 white male, approximately 40 to 50 years of age, well nourished, good muscle tone, with no external signs of substance abuse. He is...” the pathologist paused while she checked the measure fixed to the examination table, “...one hundred and eighty centimetres tall.” Cole did a quick calculation in his head: five-eleven. “We received him at?” she turned to her assistant. 

“Nineteen-twenty, yesterday. May the fourth.” Mike did not need to check his notes. He knew what the professor would ask and had already committed the details to memory. 

“Nineteen-twenty BST on May fourth,” she repeated into the overhead mic. “When I initially examined him at the scene where his body was discovered, I placed his demise at some time before midnight on May third, based on rigor. I should be able to provide a more accurate time by the end of this autopsy. Apart from a couple of old bruises, there are no signs of injury, no defence wounds, suggesting that he was attacked from behind and was probably unaware of the presence of his attacker. That would explain the severe trauma to the rear of the skull. Mike, give me a hand to turn over the body.” 

Until that point the DC had not noticed anything untoward about the dead man, other than his insipid pale colour and bruising where blood had pooled due to gravity. It was only when he was laid on his front that the wound became obvious. She gave
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