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Introduction 
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She was trying to breathe but as fast as she was sucking in air it was escaping out of the gash in her throat. She had winced when she’d felt the sharp tug of her hair and her head had involuntary jerked back, but she’d hardly felt the blade when it had sliced easily through her carotid artery and jugular vein. Yet when that same blade had plunged into her back, propelling her headlong forward along the hallway, she had opened her mouth to scream out in pain. That had been when she had tried to breathe.  

She stumbled towards a wall and put a hand out to try to balance herself, but it slipped on her own hot slick blood and she lurched into it like a drunk. As she bounced and reeled across the hallway from one wall to another she watched her life-blood spurt from her throat onto the floor and walls with a kind of detached fascination, as if she was somehow outside herself. 

She didn’t feel her arm break when her full weight fell on it after her legs had given way and she collapsed onto the carpet in her lounge. In life she had often dreamed that her dying words would be something profound or witty, but in her moment of death she couldn’t speak and her last conscious thought was nothing weightier than ‘what is happening to me?’ 


It took less than two minutes for her to die. 
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Chapter 1 
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Brian Thomas was sitting on his favourite bench in the peaceful grounds of St. Andrew’s Private Hospital, Northampton. Built in the early nineteenth century to serve lunatic paupers, the hospital boasted over a hundred acres of tranquil parkland and from where he sat he had a good view of the croquet lawns and beautiful sandstone Chapel which had been designed by the famous Victorian architect Sir Gilbert Scott. Scott had earlier designed St.Pancras Railway station and his son had once been a patient as had the Northampton born poet John Clare who found inspiration for many of his great works while strolling around the grounds. 

Thomas had a lot on his mind. He was wondering how he could balance the demands of his job with the ever increasing support his wife needed in nursing her father who was suffering from Alzheimer’s.  

It had begun innocently enough; he’d forgotten a few words, where he had put things, what he’d said only moments earlier. It had been a family joke, a few laughs about ‘senior moments’, but it soon turned to serious concern for his wellbeing. 

He began to lose his sense of time and space and often he would lash out when he didn’t know where he was. For someone in his mid-seventies he could be surprisingly aggressive and things had come to a head when one day Thomas’s wife Alice had found him sitting naked on his bed, sobbing pitifully. He had forgotten how to dress himself. Horrified she had dressed him as best she could and driven him straight to his doctor. His preliminary diagnosis had been confirmed after weeks of extensive tests and it had been as crushing as it had been certain. 

So, with his father-in-law slowly degenerating into fullblown dementia he had put in for a transfer from the Metropolitan Police to Northampton where he hoped he would find more time to help Alice. Before then he had been working quite happily as an on-call major crime Senior Investigating Officer. 

For a while the change had worked well; from regularly putting in a seventy hour week in the MET he found he could comfortably get away with about fifty, and he was home most evenings by around six. The job itself was fine too; although there was less major crime in Northampton than he had been used to, there was enough to keep him interested. 

But Bill, his father-in-law, was getting worse. He needed full time care and Alice had already quit her job so that she could look after him all day long. The problem Thomas was mulling over was what to do about Bill’s increasingly violent behaviour. His ability to recognise who he was with and where he was had begun to decline by the day and it was impossible to predict how he would be from one day to the next. Out of frustration he could kick and bite anyone close to him at any time without warning, and Alice was not strong enough to cope with his violent outbursts alone. She needed help but they could not afford full time private care. Despite that, from what he had been able to find out from the baffling NHS guidelines, he earned too much to qualify for government assistance. 

He was distracted from his thoughts when a pigeon fell from a nearby tree and thumped onto the grass directly in front of him. Clearly distressed it seemed to panic when two crows swooped in low and landed close by, settling either side of it. It tried to drag itself clear of them, puffing out its chest and flapping its wings in a feeble attempt to scare them away, but they were unimpressed and began to circle it, one to the right, and the other to the left.  

Fascinated, he watched as the pigeon dragged its injured body around in circles to ward off the attack it sensed was coming, but it was moving far too slowly to worry the crows. Instinctively knowing when to strike the crow to the left distracted it and the one to the right pecked out its right eye. Blinded, it screamed, blood pouring from the vacant eye socket, wings flailing helplessly. Quickly both crows moved in and pecked its throat until they were certain it was dead. Then they began to eat it. 

He shook his head in bewilderment. He’d been too absorbed in how the crows had worked as a pair and despatched their prey to shoo them away.  

Just then his air-raid siren ring-tone went off and he pulled his mobile out of his pocket and put it to his ear.  


‘DCI Thomas’  


‘Sir, we have a sudden death in Manfield Road; it sounds bad’ DI Sheila Grey announced, urgency in her voice. 

Thomas stood up quickly, took the full address from her, buttoned his coat and headed for his car.  
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Chapter 2 
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Thunder clouds were gathering over Northampton as Thomas steered his black Ford Focus through the tortuous late-morning traffic towards Manfield Road. Selecting shuffle on his IPOD as he drove he was treated first up to Pink Floyd’s Comfortably Numb, his favourite Floyd track. Ramping up the volume a few notches he had soon forgotten about the traffic as his mind was swept away on Gilmour’s soaring guitar solo and his hands began drumming out the beat on the steering wheel. 

Alice had bought him the IPOD some months earlier together with a gadget that allowed him to tune it in to a channel on his car stereo. Fully expecting it not to work when he’d tried to install it, he had been ecstatic when it had begun pumping out music on the first attempt. Now what had once seemed to be a piece of mysterious modern technology was contemptuously easy for him to handle and he had recorded all his favourite music on it.  

All the houses in Manfield Road were basic red bricked terraced boxes yet when they had been built in the early twentieth century it had been strictly with middle class families in mind. The factory managers and directors of the nearby Manfield’s shoe factory had lived there. In those days people tended to live within walking distance of where they worked and Thomas pictured in his mind Manfield Road in the early mornings and evenings thronging with men in suits busily making their way back and forth to work, each with their own worries, their own families. 

Today it was bed-sit land; the large interior rooms and cellars, most of which had been converted to bedrooms, were magnets for students. The local college was within easy walking distance and the rooms were big enough to accommodate a bed and a sofa and TV or computer, and that’s all most students needed. Rents were attractive to landlords and tenants alike; less than one hundred a week per room with shared facilities. A few families still survived, but they were few and far between and as quickly as they moved out buy-to-let landlords moved in. 

When she had called earlier D.I. Grey’s tone had left Thomas in no doubt that what he was approaching was going to be serious. She had said the body of a young woman had been found earlier that morning; it looked like violent death. 

Northampton did not suffer many murders and Thomas reckoned to Grey this would be an exciting incident, she had certainly sounded pumped up on the phone.  He hoped it wasn’t for the wrong reasons. The discovery of a dead body was not something to feel excited about in his book, but he imagined Grey, with her overt ambition and limited experience of major crime, was the type that might see one as a career enhancing opportunity.  

He preferred to approach crime scenes on foot; it allowed him get a feel for the neighbourhood and become accustomed to the surrounding area. Approaching his destination he parked his car in an empty spot on the Wellingborough Road about one hundred yards west from the turning into Manfield Road and as he walked towards the address Grey had given him he could see that already there was a lot of activity; a crowd had gathered around the cordon she had had organised and uniformed officers were struggling to keep them at bay. As he closed in nearer he could see an ambulance, a few squad cars, and a Scientific Support Unit van parked nearby. Thomas expected the medical examiner would already be inside. 

He could see DI Grey approaching him as he showed a constable his card and ducked under the ‘Police No Entry’ tape. Grey always reminded him of a rugby prop forward. 

Aged around forty, she was a tall thick-set blonde with what he thought was a ridiculous habit of wearing designer label power suits, the trousers of which seemed to be forever on the verge of splitting open at the seams as they stretched precariously over her colossal thighs. He was sure she would have looked much more natural and feminine wearing a blouse and skirt, but then when he looked in the mirror it reminded him that he was no fashion guru either. 

Grey was suited up in a clear film overall, blue latex gloves, and pale blue plastic shoe covers. Beneath the overall Thomas could see that she was wearing her usual power two piece in charcoal, a blue blouse, and deeper blue tie. The suit was meant to look elegant, but in his eyes under the shrinkwrap it looked like something she’d bought in a hurry from The Red Cross. 

She noticed him approaching and greeted him  cheerfully ‘Morning Sir.’  

‘DI Grey.’ Thomas nodded. ‘What have we got?’ 

‘A female sir, in her early twenties from the look of her; her throat has been cut and a there’s a wound in her back. Probably done with a sharp instrument, a knife or something similar, but as yet we’ve found no weapon. Her body is in the lounge; there’s no evidence of forced entry.’ She had said it all without pausing for breath and Thomas deliberately spoke very quietly and slowly when he replied. 


‘Is the Medical Examiner here?’ 

‘Yes sir, inside now.’ 


‘In that case I’ll go and see what he can tell us and then you can give me more details when I’ve finished with him.’ 

‘Yes sir, I should have something for us to start with in the next half hour or so. By the way the M.E.’s a she.’ 

‘OK thanks, you carry on then. Oh, and extend that perimeter will you, I don’t want this to become a circus. Keep the crowd far enough back so they can’t see anything important. I’ll catch you once I’ve spoken to the M.E.’ 

‘Sir’ Grey replied, accepting Thomas’ implied criticism and striding off towards a group of uniformed constables. Thomas turned away and headed towards the house. On his way he pulled on a protective overall, gloves, and shoe protectors.  

Stepping into the hall he could tell immediately that it was not a college student’s house. A student pad would be stark and sparse, containing no more no less than what the landlord had to provide by law, but this place was tidy and homely, possibly a married couple’s home. The hall light had a lampshade, something absent in most bed-sits, and there were a couple of framed Constable Prints hanging on the wall. Recently someone had taken the trouble to put up ceiling coving, a job he knew from painful experience not to be undertaken by the faint-hearted. The walls looked freshly painted in eggshell, and judging by the spongy feel of it, there was a reasonably good quality plain green carpet covering the floor. Under other circumstances it would have been quite welcoming.  

Two rooms and a staircase led off of the hallway, but he could already see what he was looking for. A bloodstained foot, toes pointing towards the ceiling, was protruding from the room at the far end of the hall. He walked slowly towards it but stopped abruptly when he saw blood splashes directly in front of him and on the walls. He called out for the Medical Examiner, and a mid-thirties brunette clad in SOC overalls peered around the corner. 

‘DCI Thomas.’ He announced, smiling. ‘Are you the M.E.?’ 

‘Yes, Jane Edwards; I’ll come out, but you can have a look around if you like. It’s been cleared.’ 

‘Thanks, but I’ll wait.’ He decided. Often forensics were crucial to a case and he had always been wary of fouling scientific evidence at crime scenes, even after he’d been given the all clear. In his experience murder investigations could take weeks or even months of hard graft, and the last thing he needed after all that effort was some smart arsed lawyer destroying his case because he’d inadvertently managed to somehow corrupt damning forensic evidence through his own over-eagerness. With that in mind he decided to defer a decision whether to inspect the body here or at the morgue until after he had spoken to Jane Edwards. 

Edwards carefully stepped over the bloody foot and walked along the passage towards him, seemingly unaware that she was stepping in fresh blood as she walked. ‘Shall we go outside?’ She suggested. ‘I could do with some fresh air.’ 

‘Yes, of course.’ Thomas agreed, turning to walk towards the front door. 

Edwards followed him outside and took a deep breath. ‘Ah that’s better.’ She said exhaling loudly. 

‘Not wishing to hold you to anything but any preliminary thoughts?’ he asked. 

To his pleasant surprise Edwards did not hesitate; most pathologists he’d met had been very wary about giving offthe-cuff opinions. ‘Well, we will have to wait for the results of the autopsy to be certain, but I would say she hasn’t been dead very long, perhaps a couple of hours judging by her temperature. It’s about mid-day now so that would put time of death somewhere around ten or ten fifteen; definitely no earlier. There’s a deep gash across her throat and blood spatters from the hall into the lounge which runs off of the far end of the hall. The body is in the lounge as I think you could see. There’s also a wound to her back below the left shoulder, but I don’t think at the moment that it was fatal. My guess is she was slashed in the hallway, possibly from behind, and then stabbed. She probably staggered around a bit then collapsed in shock; blood would have been spraying about, and she would have lost consciousness from oxygen starvation fairly quickly. Death would have been within a few minutes. She probably bled to death. As I say all of that is preliminary and you’ll have to wait for the post-mortem to be sure.’ 

He had been listening intently and asked. ‘So you think she was attacked in the hallway?’ 

‘Judging from the splash patterns in the hall and the fact they appear to lead to where she’s lying in the lounge, it looks that way.’ 


‘Any defence wounds?’ 


‘None; hence why I think her attacker jumped her from behind without warning.’ 

‘That’s interesting; any idea of the type of weapon? I don’t suppose there’s one in there.’ 

‘Very sharp instrument, craft knife, scalpel, something like that; the wound is very deep, but clean; severed the carotid which looks like it’s recessed, and the jugular and larynx. To do that requires a very deep cut and something very sharp. I didn’t hear anything from any Scene-Of-Crime-

Officer about finding a weapon.’ 


‘Anything else?’ 


‘There are no signs of any struggle at all. No bruising, no defence cuts on the hands or arms as I’ve said. The assailant was probably right handed because the left carotid has suffered most damage.’ Edwards made as though pulling someone’s head back from behind with her left hand and slicing across the throat with her right. ‘I’ll have more after I’ve finished the autopsy. There are also some forensics; I found fibres possibly from the assailant’s clothes in the blood around her throat and I imagine there could be some transference on her clothes too. SOCO have everything bagged. They might be useful to you.’ 

‘Let’s hope so. Are you sure about the attack being from behind? Could it have been an unexpected slash from the front?’ 

Edwards sighed wearily. ‘No, I’m not sure but it’s my judgement as of now. You asked and I’m giving you my best opinion based on the preliminary examination I’ve carried out here. If it’s certainty you’re after DCI Thomas, you’ll have to wait until after I’ve had her on the slab.’ 

Thomas felt suitably chastised. ‘I’m sorry.’ He managed a rueful smile. ‘Listen, I’ll let you get on. You’ll give me a call?’ 

Edwards smiled, her irritation quickly gone. ‘Yes, of course.’ 

‘Thanks.’ He said giving her a warm smile. Edwards headed off towards the Scientific Support Van and he decided to head back inside. 

As he approached the lounge he could see blood-spray patterns on the walls and floor. To Thomas the blood on the walls, thick crimson streams that had dripped down to the skirting boards, looked like bitter tears of outrage. Blood had gushed from her throat and he could see finger marks and what looked like hand-prints where he imagined she had staggered from side to side and put out her hands to try to balance herself before she passed out. 

Stepping over her upturned foot into the lounge, he knelt down beside the body. The head was turned to the right, eyes staring lifelessly at the rear window, face gripped in agonised shock. A bloody open wound, already cleaned by the M.E., had slit the throat from ear to ear; the chest was a mass of uncongealed blood, still warm. The right arm had been fractured when she had fallen he guessed; the snapped ulna was clearly visible where it had pierced the skin. The left arm was bent upwards, the fingers of the hand pointing towards her neck. One leg was stretched straight out, the other doubled under itself. Thomas reckoned that she had collapsed, possibly after losing consciousness; once the brain had been starved of oxygen loss of motor functions would have followed very quickly. He shuddered at the thought. She was wearing a blue skirt and white blouse both blood splattered; day clothes, he decided.  

He paid particular attention to the young woman’s hands. He was looking for any signs of defence marks but could see none. The M.E. had probably been right; it looked as though this woman had been attacked from behind. In cases he had seen where the attack had come from the front, invariably there had been cuts and abrasions on the hands and arms where the victim had tried to ward off the blows. Here there were none indicating she had probably been surprised from behind. Her arms likewise showed no signs of bruising, but he noticed some discolouration around the veins on her wrists and his experience made him immediately turn his attention to her face. Looking closely at her nose, he could see that the membranes were showing signs of wear, and the septum was unusually thin. A cocaine addict, he guessed. 

He searched around the area close to the body for a few minutes more but decided that SOCO had probably already covered everything so he backed out. Slowly treading back through the hallway, he examined the blood stains on the floor more closely. Bending to take a closer look, he noticed they first appeared about eight feet from the front door but just before they began he spotted a small tuft of hair. Kneeling to examine it more closely he could make out the blonde colour, similar in shade to the victim’s hair. He called for a Scene-Of-Crime- Officer and asked him to put it in an evidence bag. The officer gave him a look that said. ‘You must be joking if you think we haven’t already covered this’, but when Thomas didn’t smile he sighed and did as he was asked. 

Thomas considered the discovery of hair in the hallway possibly significant because he had a picture in his mind of what had happened. The victim had been heading towards the lounge with her back to the front door, the murderer behind her. Did she answer the door or was the killer already in the house, he asked himself? Then the murderer had grabbed her hair from behind, yanked back her head thus exposing her throat, and dragged the blade across, severing the carotid artery and jugular vein. In the action of grabbing her hair and yanking back her head, the assailant had pulled out a lock of hair. Or alternatively he was still holding onto her hair when he stabbed her in the back and the hair came out when she fell from the force of the blow. Either way, if his theory was right, and the hair he’d found did match the victim’s hair, then it would be useful evidence when the case came to trial. 

Stepping outside the house he looked around for DI Grey. He spotted her talking to two uniformed officers by the perimeter tape and walked over to her. He waited a short distance away until she had finished her conversation before approaching closer. 

‘So what have you found out?’ He asked without preamble. 

‘We think her name is Susan Reed, age 22, married to Alan Reed. He’s in custody. He says he found the body and so he’s an obvious suspect. We know he called it in at 10.22 this morning.’ 

‘It’s just past twelve now and the M.E. says she died just over two hours ago so he must have found her very shortly after death.’ 


‘Assuming he didn’t do her in.’ Grey added. 


‘Assuming that, yes; do we have any witnesses?’ 

‘A woman over the road says someone approached the house just after ten and rang the bell. She didn’t see him enter. Her description is vague; a white male, medium height, wearing a baseball cap and dark top, she thinks perhaps navy blue, dark trousers, again possibly navy or charcoal, and light coloured shoes.’ 

‘What was the husband wearing when you first saw him?’  

‘Baseball cap, navy blue jacket, navy corduroys, and white trainers. He’s five ten. Clothes are with forensics.’ Grey told him. 

‘So it could have been the husband she saw if he’d forgotten his key and she was still alive; any other witnesses?’ 

‘Not yet sir; we’re doing door to door now. Another possible useful source is CCTV.’ 

‘There’s CCTV in this road?’ Thomas asked, sounding surprised and looking around. 

‘No sir, but there are cameras on the Wellingborough Road at the bottom and Wantage Road at the top.’ Grey explained. 


‘No side roads or other means of approach?’ 

‘No sir, not by car nor on foot.’  


‘That is interesting; it could be significant. Make sure we get hold of the tapes.’ Thomas ordered, Grey thought unnecessarily. ‘Did our witness see from which direction the caller approached the house?’ 

‘She’s fairly certain he approached from the left which would be the Wellingborough Road end. Regarding the CCTV sir, it’s worth reminding ourselves that these are very busy roads. There will be a lot of traffic on film.’ 

‘Yes, but it’s worth a shot and there’s no guarantee that our murderer came in a vehicle; in any event there won’t be so many pedestrians.’ Thomas pointed out. ‘Where’s Mr. Reed?’ 

‘At Campbell Square station sir. In view of the timeline and description I’ve put him under caution’ 

‘Good; I’ll go and talk to him. You finish up here and we’ll meet up later in my office.’ 

Sounding slightly put out DI Grey said ‘Yes sir.’ and headed back to the uniformed officers.  
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Chapter 3 
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Thomas looked around for a few more minutes, taking in the scene. SOCO were still busy pouring over every nook and cranny, and uniformed officers were doing door to door, controlling residential traffic and keeping the gathering curious behind the tapes. Inside the house, the ambulance crew was preparing to remove the body and take it to Jane Edwards to perform her autopsy. It would be at least another day before forensics would finish with the house and much longer before anyone other than authorised police was allowed inside it. 

Thomas decided he had what he needed and headed back towards his car. On the way he thought about how murder disrupted everyday life. Manfield Road would be closed for at least a day, which meant that residents would have to find somewhere else to park their cars and parking in this part of town was already problem enough. He chuckled inwardly; the wardens round about would have a field day. Innocent residents would be plagued by police undertaking door to door enquiries, not once but probably two or even three times over the next few days.  Some of them would be pulled in for further questioning.  

Then there would be the goons; the morbidly curious who would see nothing distasteful in walking around the area, knocking on doors, questioning already tired and frightened residents, taking photographs, so that they could take them back to their sad homes and add a bit of excitement to their sad lives. 

The press would be professional but nevertheless intrusive. For a few days, at least while police activity was still visible, they would pitch camp in the street and take opinions from householders and passers by at every opportunity. 

And there would be fear amongst residents. He tried to imagine what it would be like living in a street where a murder had just been committed; an unsolved murder, he reminded himself. Surely the first instinct would be shock, followed quickly by incredulity, then fear that the murderer was still out there and maybe you would be next. 

He reached his car, pressed the remote central locking, opened the door and slid inside. He started the engine and switched on his IPOD. The shuffle selected Freaker’s Ball by Dr.Hook and as he drove this was followed by Dire Staits’ Telegraph Road.  

So smiled Thomas, I’m Comfortably Numb from the Freaker’s Ball driving along Telegraph Road. Okay.  








The sun broke through the clouds as he drove across The Mounts towards Campbell Square Station. He parked his car around the back and went inside to see the Duty Sergeant who would know where Alan Reed was being held. He hated this part of the station even though he spent a lot of his time here. It was the area where suspects were searched and charged and it contained the holding cells which stank of stale urine and body sweat. 

The walls in the cells were defaced with abusive graffiti, some of which had been there for years because nobody had bothered to clean it off. Inside each one was a cold metal bench on which prisoners could sit and wait until they were called. Sometimes they had to wait for a day or more. There were male and female toilets across from the Duty Desk which were used as much for suspects to throw up in after they’d been arrested as for calls of nature, and the combined stench from the cells and the toilets were enough to make Thomas retch every time he came down here. Throwing up was common after arrest and charge; it was the combination of shock and fear that did it and you could never quite get rid of the stench of stale vomit no matter how much disinfectant you used. 

The interview rooms were just away from the Duty Desk and the one in which he waited for the Duty Sergeant to bring Reed was furnished with a teak desk and four low backed blue office chairs. Two windows on the far side away from the door saved it from being too claustrophobic and a single fluorescent lamp in the ceiling threw down enough harsh light to make him screw up his eyes for a few seconds. The floor was covered with worn beige cord carpet heavily stained with a variety of unmentionable substances from what looked like years of use. The standard dual tape deck was to the left of where he was sitting.  

A uniformed constable stood at ease in the corner with his hands behind his back as the Duty Sergeant brought Reed out from the holding cells. Thomas stood and motioned for Reed to sit down and the Duty Sergeant closed the door behind him as he left, leaving Thomas and the uniformed constable alone with Reed. 

Reed looked dishevelled and stressed. The duty doctor had already extracted DNA and the clothes he had been wearing before his arrest had been taken away for forensic examination. He was wearing a grimy police-issue boiler suit that looked two sizes too big and old vomit stains were clearly visible on the chest. He hadn’t shaved and judging by the state of his eyes and hair, he didn’t look as though he’d showered either. His hair, fairly long and thick and surprisingly grey for such a young man, was sticking out in all directions like some caricature of a manic professor. His eyes were bloodshot through either crying or lack of sleep, Thomas couldn’t tell which. He guessed he was around twenty five, possibly five ten and two hundred pounds. He looked fit but pale, his cheeks a ghostly white. 

Thomas switched on the tapes and recorded the time before introducing himself. ‘You know why you’re here?’ He began. 

‘They told me I’m being held on suspicion of murdering my wife.’ Reed said looking straight at Thomas.  

Thomas rarely sat during criminal interviews; he liked to tower over suspects so that the guilty would feel intimidated, and at this moment he was leaning against the back wall, arms crossed. ‘As I understand it, you found her. Is that correct?’ 

Reed was silent for a few moments, seemingly remembering the moment he had found his wife. He appeared to picture something in his mind and his eyes began to well with tears; it took him a few moments to gather himself and answer. ‘I, I had been to the shop to buy a paper and some cigarettes.’ He began unsteadily. ‘I had been gone maybe twenty minutes. When I got back home she was on the floor in the lounge, blood everywhere.’  

Thomas gave Reed a few moments to settle before continuing then asked ‘Other than you and your wife, did anybody else have a key to the house? Could anybody else 

have got in without your permission?’ 


‘No.’  

‘Can you say what time it was when you left?’ 


Reed thought for a moment. ‘I don’t know, around ten maybe.’ 


‘And how long before you returned?’ 


‘I’m not sure exactly; but as I said twenty minutes maybe. I walked to the shop at the bottom of the street, bought a paper and some cigarettes and walked back.’ 

‘And can you describe what you saw when you returned home?’ 

Reed tried to hide his tears by shielding his eyes with his hands, but Thomas could see his shoulders shaking as he silently sobbed and it was a few minutes before he had pulled himself together. ‘She was such a mess. Blood was everywhere, on the floor, on the walls, over her chest, her hands and arms. And her face, that look, that ghastly expression. Inspector I’ll never forget that look on her face.’ Reed said raising his eyes to look directly at Thomas; they were spread wide in horror as he pictured the nightmare scene. ‘As soon as I opened the front door I could see one of her feet from the hall. I remember for a brief second thinking she must have fallen, but then I saw the blood. I ran into the lounge and that’s when I saw her, saw her face.’  

Reed broke down again and Thomas passed him a paper tissue. He blew his nose and dabbed his eyes, trying to calm himself. Thomas again waited until he had stopped crying before continuing. ‘Did you touch her at all?’ He probed. 


‘No. No I was too frightened.’ 


‘Are you sure? It is important.’ Thomas persisted. 

‘Yes, yes I’m sure.’ Reed recalled. ‘I remember being so scared. I didn’t know what to do. I thought she was dead but I remember running upstairs into the bathroom to fetch a mirror and putting it against her mouth. There was no breath. 


I think that was when I called the ambulance.’ ‘Why didn’t you call the police?’ Thomas asked.  


‘I didn’t know what had happened. I could see her throat was a mess but I just wanted help and calling the ambulance seemed the right thing to do. I didn’t know what else to do.’ 

‘Wasn’t it obvious to you she had been attacked?’ 

‘Not at first.’ Reed explained and then suddenly became impatient. ‘Look, I wasn’t thinking straight, alright? I was in shock. She was lying there covered in blood; there was blood on the floor and walls and she looked dead. She wasn’t breathing but I didn’t know what had happened. I was scared to death and that’s the truth. I had no idea what to think.’ Thomas decided to change tack. ‘OK let’s talk about earlier, before you went out to buy your paper. What happened?’ 

Reed lifted his head from his hands and looked sharply at Thomas. ‘How do you mean?’ 

‘I mean tell me what happened between you and your wife before you went to the shop?’ 

‘Nothing happened. I’m sorry I don’t understand what you’re getting at?’ 


‘Did you argue?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Did you ever argue?’ 


‘Well yes of course we did. What kind of a question is that?’ 


‘When was the last time you argued?’ 


‘I don’t know!’ Reed shouted, letting his irritation at Thomas’ questions show. 

‘Try to remember. Was it this morning?’ Thomas persisted, picking up the pace of his questions. In his experience quick fire questioning often produced damning answers from the guilty. 


‘No, I’ve already told you!’ 

‘Was it last night?’ 


Reed appeared incredulous that Thomas should be asking such questions. Clearly rattled he shouted. ‘No! Look, where’s all this leading? I’ve told you, I went out to buy a paper. I came back home and she was dead on the floor in the 

lounge. She was covered in blood; that’s all I know.’ 


‘Did you kill your wife Mr. Reed?’ 


‘What? No; why are you asking me this?’ Reed cried disbelief that Thomas could even ask him such a question etched in his expression. 

‘Did you have an argument, cut her throat, stab her, and then leave the house to dispose of the weapon?’ 


‘No! What weapon? What are you talking about?’ 

‘Was it a knife? Where have you hidden it?’ 


‘There was no knife! Will you stop this? I did not kill her. I loved her.’ 

Thomas pushed away from the wall and leaned on the desk, his face close to Reed’s. ‘Are you seriously asking me to believe that when you left her everything was normal yet when you returned twenty minutes later she was dead? According to you, in that short time your wife just happened to invite a murderer into your house who then cut her throat, and made an escape. Are you seriously asking me to believe that? Why would anyone do that? And why in that precise twenty minute period when you were out of the house? Are you seriously asking me to believe that someone knew you were going out? Do you go out for a paper and cigarettes at that time every morning?’ Thomas’ tone was scathing. 

Reed had been listening with a look of disbelief on his face, but slowly the logic of Thomas’ line of questioning seemed to dawn on him. His shoulders slumped, and his head dropped. When he replied it was in a quiet, resigned voice. ‘No.’ 

‘No, exactly;’ Thomas echoed, ‘how would anyone know you were out or likely to be out?’ 

‘I have no idea.’ Reed replied his voice almost a whisper. 

Thomas ploughed on in his scornful tone, hoping Reed would crack. ‘You have no idea because there was no-one else was there? You argued before you went out. You stabbed her, slit her throat, and then disposed of the weapon. Isn’t that what happened?’ 

‘No! I’ve told you, she was fine when I left her but when I got back she was dead.’ Reed insisted his voice trembling. 

Thomas pressed on, straightening to his full height, towering above Reed. ‘You grabbed her round the neck, from 

behind, and slit her throat. Isn’t that true?’ 

Reed shot up out of his chair and wagged a finger at Thomas. ‘No. It’s not true and I’ve had just about enough of this crap! If you think I killed her then you prove it, otherwise you can keep your wild theories to yourself. You have no right to accuse me like this and you can be bloody sure I’ll be making a complaint against you Thomas. Who the hell do you think you are?’ 

‘Sit down!’ Thomas thundered and the uniformed officer quickly sprung into action, moving in towards Reed who sat quickly when he saw the officer hurrying towards him 

There was a moment’s pause before Thomas sighed  theatrically. ‘I’m sure you have heard of forensic science.’ 


‘Of course I have, everybody has.’ 


‘Then you won’t be surprised to know that fibres from shirts, jackets, trousers, in fact any clothing or part of the body easily transfer from one person to another in the course of a violent attack. Now what do you think might have happened to fibres from your wife’s attacker’s clothes? What do you think we will find when we analyse your clothes?’ 

‘You’ll find nothing from me or my clothes.’ Reed declared firmly. 


‘Are you so sure?’ 


‘Certain because I didn’t kill her. Please do check.’ Reed said challengingly. 

‘Oh, have no doubt.’ Thomas replied in a matter of fact tone. ‘As far as you are aware, did your wife have any enemies?’ He asked. 

Reed thought for a few seconds. ‘Not that I can think of.’ It was the usual response in Thomas’ experience. Rarely in murder investigations did witnesses suggest someone disliked the victim enough to commit murder; victims were invariably popular with no enemies. Yet they were dead. 

‘Did she have a habit?’ He asked although he already knew the answer. 

Reed fidgeted around in the chair. ‘Habit? I don’t understand.’ He murmured evasively. 

‘Oh I think you do. Did your wife, to your knowledge, have a cocaine habit?’ Thomas repeated louder. 


‘Not that I’m aware of.’ 


‘It will come out in the toxicology tests from the autopsy, so don’t lie to me. I’ll ask you one last time. Did she have a habit?’ Thomas asked again sounding tired of Reed’s play acting. 

‘Well it was more of a social thing I’d say.’ Reed admitted. 


‘What are we talking about, once a day, twice a day?’ 


‘I don’t know.’ Reed shrugged and Thomas speared him with disbelieving eyes. ‘No really, I don’t.’ Reed continued. ‘She didn’t shoot up when I was around; she wouldn’t dare in my presence.’ 


‘Do you have a habit?’ 

‘No, I don’t touch drugs.’ Reed answered emphatically. ‘Very wise; who was her supplier?’ 


‘How would I know?’ Reed challenged, sitting back and putting his hands in his pockets. 

‘Well somebody was. Why wouldn’t you know? She was your wife.’ Thomas persisted. 


‘Well I don’t know.’ 

‘Did you argue about it?’ 

‘Sometimes.’ 

‘Why, didn’t you approve of it? 

‘No I didn’t,’ He agreed, adding bitterly, ‘and she 


couldn’t afford it.’  


‘Where do you work?’ 


‘Uh, I don’t at the moment. I’m between jobs.’ Reed muttered, seemingly embarrassed to admit it and averting his eyes from Thomas. 

‘You’re between jobs. Did your wife pester you for money to feed her habit?’ 


‘Yes, all the time.’ He said bitterly as if remembering.  


‘Is that why you killed her? She was pestering you for money you didn’t have?’ 


‘I’ve told you I didn’t kill her.’ 


‘I think she got fired up, knowing she couldn’t afford her next fix and blamed you. You argued, you fought, and you killed her in a fit of rage, is that it?’ 


‘No!’ 


‘Oh come on! Stop spinning me a line. Tell me something sensible instead of trying to make me believe this ridiculous story. Look, for what it’s worth, what you’ve done is understandable; perfectly understandable. You lose control for that split second. You’re arguing, she’s telling you how useless you are because you’re out of work and can’t keep her in cocaine. You snap, you fight, she walks away, dismisses you. You feel useless, disrespected, and in a frenzy you grab her and slit her with the knife.’ 


‘No! I didn’t kill her.’ 


Thomas gave him a withering look. ‘Well it’s easier to imagine than someone just walking in off the street at the precise moment you were out. Frankly that story beggars belief, and if that’s not enough, you’re asking me to also accept that your wife let her killer in. Well I don’t believe you and I don’t think a jury will either, do you?’  

‘I don’t care what it sounds like; I didn’t kill her.’ Reed maintained. 

Thomas ignored him and persevered with his attack. ‘I’ll tell you what I do believe. I believe that you had ample opportunity and motive. You were with her earlier and you had argued about money; she had a habit and she needed her next fix but you couldn’t afford it. When she told you that you were a waste of time, useless, you killed her. Now that makes sense to me.’ 


‘I didn’t kill her!’ Reed shouted. 


‘Oh come on! Get real! I know you haven’t had much time to come up with anything better but frankly what you’re suggesting is a fantasy. Either you killed her or she happened 

to invite her murderer in. Which do you think is more likely?’ 


‘I didn’t kill her!’  


‘So you keep on saying, but I think you need to listen to yourself. I’m not stupid and neither will the jury be. Better if you admit it now.’ 


‘How many times do I have to tell you? I didn’t kill 


her.’ 


‘Which shop did you go to for your paper?’ 

‘Threshers on the corner.’ 

‘Did you go straight to it, no diversions?’ 

‘Yes of course. Why would I take a diversion?’ 

Thomas gave him another sarcastic look. ‘Oh, I see.’ 


Reed said. ‘No I went straight there.’ 


‘Did anyone see you or speak to you on the way?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘On the way back?’ 

‘No’ 

‘Are you sure; no one at all?’ 

‘I didn’t speak to anyone; but the checkout girls at 


Threshers all know me.’ 


‘Did you pass anyone on the way or on the way back?’ 

‘I don’t think so.’ 


‘What about on the other side of the road. Did you see anybody?’ 


‘Not that I noticed.’  


‘We’ll take a break now for an hour.’ Thomas said switching off the tapes. He stood up and left the room leaving Reed alone with the uniformed officer. In fact he had no intention of speaking to Reed again that day. He had decided to let him sweat in the cells overnight before trying again in the morning. Reed had been unconvincing and the longer the interview had lasted the more he believed Reed had probably murdered his wife. He’d had motive and opportunity and Thomas suspected he had disposed of the weapon somewhere earlier that morning. Reed’s confidence when he had threatened him with forensics had created a nagging doubt in the back of his mind but that could have simply been bravado. 

Time would tell. 
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Chapter 4 
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Out of the interview room and heading for the exit, Thomas called Grey on his mobile. 


‘How are things?’ he asked. 


Grey summarised. ‘Uniforms are continuing house to house sir and there have been what could be a couple of sightings of the mystery person in the dark clothing. Conflicting information though; one witness says our suspect was heading up the street towards the house, the other down the street. The good news is the CCTV tapes are available and we’ve taken them in for inspection.’ 

‘Good, well done. It sounds like there could have been two callers. I’ve spoken to Reed and he says he went to Threshers on the corner to buy a paper and cigarettes. I’d like you to check. Ask them if they know Alan Reed, if they can remember whether he was in there between ten and twenty past this morning. Check there hasn’t been a change of shift; if there has track down who was on the tills and go and see them. We need to establish if he was in that shop as he says.’  

‘Will do sir.’ Grey obeyed. A wave of pride had washed over her when Thomas had said ‘well done’. In her opinion Thomas was quick, if not sometimes too quick to criticise her, and a ‘well done’ from him was like praise from Caesar. She sometimes wondered why she didn’t feel rebellious against him but somehow she didn’t; the more he picked on her faults the harder she wanted to impress him, and when he did throw her a morsel of approval, a warm glow of satisfaction spread over her. 


‘Now here’s the bad news.’ 

‘Sir?’ 


‘If Reed murdered her then he must have disposed of the weapon somewhere close. I want a full search of that whole street, front and back gardens, fingertips, drains up, the lot.’ 

‘I’ll need clearance for the uniforms sir.’ Grey pointed out, knowing that a fingertip search would cost the earth in uniformed manpower and ruin the budget. 

‘I know’, Thomas sighed not relishing the conversation he was going to have with his Chief Superintendent. Budgets were already stretched. ‘I’ll get it.’ ‘Sir.’ Grey said. 

‘Ok, anything significant call me, otherwise I’ll see you at Campbell Square at nine in the morning.’  


‘Yes sir.’ 


Thomas rang off and called Chief Superintendent Judd, his direct boss. After ten minutes of what he put down to haggling, Judd agreed to the allocation of uniformed officers to conduct the search Thomas wanted. 

Having closed his call to the Chief he headed for his car. Settling into the driver’s seat he switched on the IPOD and the shuffle surprised him with the second movement of Beethoven’s Emperor Piano Concerto in E Flat major. Written for Beethoven’s Patron Archduke Rudolf in about 1810, this was one of his favourite classical pieces. His recording had been performed by Vladimir Ashkenazy in the early seventies, and the
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