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			Prologue

			It had been a hot summer in Abbeyford and the trees and gardens of the town were looking parched. The great copper beech tree that grew by the bridge that spanned the river Avon, near where the swans built a nest every year, was visibly parched, its leaves wrinkled and drooping like scraps of bronze silk. The cygnets had long since grown up and departed for their own territories and their parents wisely kept to the cool, rippling waters of the river.

			Mrs Jackie Hatton was thankful for her car’s efficient air conditioning. She drove through the centre of Abbeyford, through the Old Town and out onto the by-pass that encircled the town. She headed for the suburb of Charlock, where the first of her cleaning jobs awaited her.

			

			Jackie had been cleaning for the Roxham family for several years now. She liked Mrs Roxham and the two children, although she rarely saw them as they were normally at school when she arrived at the house. She wasn’t quite so keen on Mr Roxham. Clever engineer he might be, but he could be more than a little patronising to her if he caught her wielding the vacuum cleaner or flapping one of her yellow dusters out of the window. So what if she hadn’t gone to university? Cleaning’s honest work, Nan, her eighteen year old granddaughter had said to her, herself at the University of Bath. Jackie thought of Natalie with a proud smile as she drew into the driveway of number 44, Lavender Street.

			The driveway seemed emptier than normal, just Mr Roxham’s sporty little car parked on it. After a moment, Jackie remembered that Mrs Roxham – Helena – had said that she was taking the children to her parents’ for a week. Sighing a little at the thought that she would have to deal with Mr Roxham – he had never become Jerry to her, as Mrs Roxham had become Helena – Jackie parked behind his car and began to unload her equipment.

			She had a key of course and used it, pushing open the front door and calling out “It’s just me.” There was no answer. Perhaps Mr Roxham had gone out. She knew he worked from home sometimes. It always surprised Jackie that the Roxhams had no dog – this was precisely the kind of house that almost demanded a dog, a Labrador Retriever, something like that, or one of those funny cross-breeds, a Cockapoo or a Labradoodle. Anyway, they didn’t have a dog. Jerry didn’t think it was wise, Helena had told Jackie once, rolling her eyes. So he couldn’t be out walking the dog.

			Oh well, best get on. Jackie had her routine down to a fine art by now. Dusting first, onto the carpet, working around the room in a clockwise fashion. Windows cleaned, the black screen of the television wiped over. The vacuuming up of whatever had fallen on the carpet.

			Jackie worked methodically through the ground floor of the house before lugging the vacuum cleaner upstairs. It was warm in the house now, motes of dust disturbed by her cleaning whirling and dancing in the beams of sunlight that slanted through the windows.

			It was hot and stuffy up here on the first floor, despite it being a large house. Jackie opened the windows on the landing; not that the air outside was much fresher but it helped a little, just having that tiny current of air streaming across the landing. The floors downstairs were polished wood or cool ceramic tiles in the vast kitchen but the upstairs was carpeted in a thick cream-coloured carpet. Jackie did what she always did when she was alone in the house and slipped off her shoes, flexing her toes against the luxuriousness of the carpet.

			The work up here was always lighter than it was downstairs, the bedrooms not being used so much. The kids’ bedrooms were their usual disaster zone but Jackie knew how to tackle the mess. She’d encouraged Helena to buy large wicker baskets and now she caught the handle of one up with one hand, scooping the various toys into them in double-quick time.

			She cleaned the main bathroom and then went to the master bedroom. The door was closed, which was slightly unusual but Jackie didn’t take much notice, pushing it open and walking into the dim room.

			The curtains were drawn across both sets of windows, one on the north wall, one on the east. It was hot and stuffy in here too, with a faint base note of something far ranker, something that made Jackie wrinkle her nose before striding towards the drawn curtains of the nearest window.

			She was almost there when she realised that there was someone in the bed. She shrieked, before laughing and blushing, realising it was Mr Roxham, apparently deeply asleep. His head was turned away from her and one arm was flung across the other pillow.

			Jackie was embarrassed, both by her silly reaction to his presence and also because she could see he was naked, at least from the waist up.

			“I’m so sorry, Mr Roxham, you just gave me a fright. I’ll leave you to sleep and I’ll do this room later, once I’ve put the sheets in to wash.”

			There was no answer from the man in the bed. Jackie frowned and moved a little closer to the bed.

			“Mr Roxham?”

			

			There was no answer. Jackie, feeling her heartbeat begin to speed up a little, looked over the white linen bedspread and then saw the blood, the dark spreading stain that had flowed out over the snowy white bedcover.

			“Mr Roxham?” she whispered, her mouth dry.

			But there was no answer.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			“Now, what do you think of these, then?” asked Detective Sergeant Chloe Wapping, a triumphant note in her voice.

			Detective Inspector Kate Redman looked down at the glossy magazines that her friend and colleague had just slapped down in front of her. “Are we still doing wedding magazines now? Seriously? I thought it was all Instagram and TikTok.”

			“Huh. Not for me. I’ve marked some of the ones I like, have a look, let me know what you think.”

			Kate gave her a wry look as Chloe headed off to her own desk. Her friend had got engaged earlier in the year and it had been non-stop wedding discussions and plans and dramas since. I mean, I’m happy for her, Kate told herself, and she honestly was – Chloe had had an awful few years over the last decade – but there did come a limit... Kate looked up and over at her friend and boss’s glass-walled office. Detective Chief Inspector Mark Olbeck had been married to his husband Jeff for well over a decade but Kate could well remember the stress and fuss of their wedding.

			She pushed the magazines to the side as diplomatically as she could and turned her attention to her emails.

			The office was busy. As well as Kate and Chloe, DC Adrian Chivers, DS Theo Marsh and DC Rav Cheetham were present, working away on various tasks. No, Rav had recently passed his sergeant exams, Kate reminded herself. DS Cheetham now. She caught his eye across the office and exchanged a smile with him.

			Rav’s phone rang and, dropping his eye contact with Kate, he answered it. Kate, still watching him from across the room could see by the frown on his face as he talked to whoever it was at the end of the line that something had happened. It was almost a sixth sense, born of years of similar situations. She waited, tensely, for him to put the phone down and then got up, making her way over to his desk.

			“What’s happened?”

			Rav gave her a strained smile. “Are you a witch or something, mate?”

			“Possibly. What’s happened?”

			

			“Murder scene, most probably. No, actually, it’s looking like stab wounds so almost definitely. A middle-aged man, found stabbed to death in his bed.”

			Kate pulled a chair across to sit down. “In his bed?”

			“That’s what uniform say. Found by his cleaning lady.”

			“Do we know who he is yet?”

			Rav nodded, looking down at his notepad. “Jerry Roxham, fifty-two years old, married with two young children.”

			Kate caught sight of DCI Olbeck, Mark to her, entering his office. “Come with me and let’s tell Mark.”

			She put the thought of all the paperwork and other cases she had to deal with to the back of her mind. She sometimes thought, rather guiltily, that this was her worst failing as a police officer – the temptation to chase the shiny, new cases rather than plod on with the ones that were taking forever to be resolved.

			She hoped that Olbeck would have forgotten about some of them too and would let her attend the scene.

			Kate waited while Rav explained the situation.

			“Stabbed in his bed?” Olbeck said, echoing Kate’s earlier surprise. “How very gothic.”

			“That’s what I thought,” piped up Kate.

			“Well, you’d better get over there, then. Not you, Rav, I want you to carry on with that assault case.”

			Kate risked a glance sideways at her colleague but he didn’t look too disappointed to be regulated to the office. Like Kate, Rav had young children and she knew that he liked to get home in time to put them to bed. Immediately on the back of that thought came the knowledge that she had young children, the twins, and she should really be heading home at a suitable time to do likewise.

			Kate stamped down on the thought and leant forward. “I’ll take Theo or Chloe, then?”

			Olbeck looked up from his keyboard. “Take Adrian. He’s still learning the ropes and he needs the experience.”

			Kate smiled and nodded, gritting her teeth behind the smile. Adrian Chivers was the colleague she liked the least in the office. Always attempting to be fair, she told herself that was because she just didn’t know him as well as she did the others. They had all worked together for years, had seen each other through all sorts of life experiences, good and bad. It wasn’t fair of her to judge the man on the basis of him being the office newbie.

			She felt guilty enough about her feelings that she sounded enthusiastic about the case when she went to Adrian’s desk.

			Adrian Chivers had an odd smile, lightning quick across his face. He seemed quick and intelligent, and soon grasped the facts that Kate presented to him.

			“Shall I drive?” he asked.

			Kate thought quickly. She really should make an attempt to get home at some point and if he was driving that would make life a lot harder. But then, if she drove she’d probably have to drop him somewhere after they were finished...

			“Actually, I think we should take our own cars. These sort of cases never turn out as you expect them to, time-wise.”

			He said nothing else but nodded and began collecting his things. Kate scooted back to her desk and put on her voicemail and her out-of-office message. She was relieved that she would be able to have a few minutes of peace and quiet on her own, driving alone.

			She gave Adrian the address details and waved at Chloe before heading towards the door.

			“I’ll see you there,” she said to Adrian, over her shoulder as she left the room.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Kate knew the suburb of Charlock well. It had a mixture of architecture, like so much of Abbeyford. There were elegant Georgian houses, built of the local honey-coloured stone. Interspersed with these desirable residences were the rather more down-at-heel Victorian cottages and terraces and the odd nineteen thirties semi. Kate rather liked those, particularly the ones that had been restored to their Art Deco glory.

			She found the Roxham residence with no trouble. The house was a modern one but built in sympathetic style to the older houses on the street. It had, most unusually for Abbeyford, a double driveway in the front garden but this was taken up completely by the white vans of the Scene of Crime officers, not to mention the snazzy little sports car that must have belonged to one of the Roxham family. Unless one of the doctors from the pathology lab had splashed out on one in some sort of mid-life crisis. Kate grinned at the thought, knowing the doctors as she did – crises weren’t really their style.

			She found a parking spot just down the street and as she turned off the engine, she saw Adrian’s car draw in behind her. He drove a fussy little Fiat, black and highly polished. Just the sight of it annoyed Kate. This time she did stamp down on herself for being unfair. Really, Kate, getting annoyed by someone’s perfectly reasonable choice of car...

			Adjusting her face and setting her inner switch to ‘work mode’, Kate got out of the car. She could see Sarah Hervey, the Scene of Crime supervisor, on the driveway, talking to one of the white-overall-clad workers. Kate liked her; Sarah was brisk and efficient but warm with it. Ms Hervey was most definitely less odd than her predecessor, Stephen Smithfield, who was great at his job but not so good at the social aspects of it, being rather worryingly keen on forensics.

			“Come on,” Kate said to Adrian. “Let’s see what we’ve got.”

			They stopped by Sarah to get her thoughts on the scene. Kate repeated what she’d just said to Adrian in the form of a question.

			“Oh, unquestionably murder,” said Sarah. Her previously cropped black hair had grown out a little, framing her face becomingly, although Her heavy-framed black spectacles were unchanged. “Stabbed twice, the first looks to have gone directly into the heart, the other into the lung.”

			Kate raised her eyebrows. “That’s pretty brutal.”

			“Indeed. There’s also no sign of a struggle, presumably the victim was fast asleep when he was attacked.”

			“Do we know how long he’s been dead?”

			Sarah shrugged. “I’d hazard a guess that it was after midnight. Don’t quote me on that, though, Kate, we’ll have to make sure.”

			“I never quote you,” said Kate, smiling. She looked across at Adrian. “Is there anything you’d like to ask, DC Chivers?”

			He shook his head. “I suppose we ought to go and take a look.”

			Knowing that Adrian didn’t cope very well with crime scenes, particularly gory ones, Kate wondered anew at Olbeck insisting that Kate take her colleague along to one. But if he didn’t face his fears, he was never going to get used to them and that was part and parcel of being a detective. It wasn’t as if anyone enjoyed crime scenes, for goodness sake... Shaking off the thought, Kate thanked Sarah and indicated to Adrian that they should go inside.

			The outside of the house looked like the Georgian cottages that were dotted about the street, but the interior was unquestionably modern. The hallway was large, the floor wooden and polished, uplighters on both walls. A staircase led upwards, the corridor running alongside it leading down to the kitchen. A door ajar showed a large sitting room, with a huge modular sofa in grey cord facing an almost ridiculously big television. Kate saw all this with a quick glance.

			“Let’s head upstairs straight away,” she said to Adrian, noting with unfair sadistic glee that he was growing paler.

			They had to squeeze past several white-suited SOC workers on the stairs. The wall was hung with a variety of family pictures and portraits, rather a cliché in decoration, but one that Kate quite enjoyed. She looked at a posed studio portrait of the whole family; Jerry Roxham, a handsome man of middle age, his wife, tall, blonde and elegant. Two children, a boy and a girl. Kate estimated their ages at about eight for the boy and six for the girl, but she didn’t know when this photo had been taken.

			

			“Has the family been told?” she asked Adrian. “Why aren’t they here?”

			He looked awkward. “I don’t know.”

			“We’ll have to talk to the cleaner. The one who found him. Could you check if she’s still here?”

			Adrian seemed to jump at the chance. “I would think she’s in the kitchen, if she’s anywhere. I’ll go and check.”

			He hurried down the stairs. Kate fought the impulse to roll her eyes and continued climbing upwards.

			There were three bedrooms and a bathroom on this floor. Kate headed for the room at the front of the house, where the SOCOs were thickest.

			“Hi Anne,” she said, recognising one of the workers despite her mask and suit. “Not a very nice start to the day.”

			Anne agreed. “No, indeed. Come on through, Kate.”

			Kate took the steadying breath that she always took when confronting a crime scene for the first time. She thought simultaneously that she should be a bit more sympathetic to Adrian’s squeamishness. God knew, it was hard seeing some of the things that you saw in this job. She thought of a few past cases with an inner shudder.

			This one wasn’t too bad. The officers had peeled back the white duvet from the body and one was in the process of bagging it. It looked like a simplified Jackson Pollock painting; white canvas splattered with red paint.

			The pathologist attending the body was Ivor Gatkiss, who Kate knew well. He was losing his hair and had swapped his little round glasses for a more stylish black-framed pair, but he still looked avuncular and cuddly.

			“Morning, Kate,” he said, giving her his shy smile.

			“Morning. What can you tell me?”

			They both regarded the body. Jerry Roxham was very pale, not unusual in someone who’d lost so much blood. Kate could clearly see the knife wounds on his chest.

			“The first blow killed him, I would say,” said Ivor. “A powerful blow from a very sharp and large knife, from the looks of it straight to his heart.”

			Kate moved a little closer. “I can see two stab wounds.”

			Ivor followed her gaze. “Yes.”

			“Well, if the first blow killed him, why bother stabbing him again?”

			Ivor shrugged. “I’m not sure. It could be that the perpetrator didn’t know that he’d killed him with the first blow.”

			Kate threw a glance at him. “’He?’”

			Ivor shrugged again. “Oh, Kate, I don’t know that any more than you do. But you know as well as I do that most violent crimes are committed by men.”

			“Ninety-eight percent, isn’t it?” murmured Kate. She moved closer to the body. There were two distinct wounds in the chest, the edges of each blackening as the blood had dried.

			“The PM will throw a few more answers up, of course,” said Ivor.

			Kate looked at the corpse again. She felt a sudden shiver at the thought that the man had been sleeping when he was attacked.

			She said nothing more but moved closer to the bed, looking down at the dead body.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Whilst Kate and Ivor were looking at the body, Adrian Chivers appeared at the bedroom door, hovering in the door space.

			“Oh, Adrian, I’m not sure that you’ve met Ivor Gatkiss, one of the pathologists.”

			Kate introduced them. Adrian shook hands with him, his gaze rather determinedly averted from the body. Kate felt at once a jab of contempt and then another of pity.

			“Did you speak to the cleaner?” she asked.

			

			Adrian swallowed. “Yes, she’s waiting in the kitchen.”

			“I’ll speak to her now.” Kate felt a slightly sadistic surge of pleasure at Adrian having to remain in this bedroom with the corpse. But really, she was doing him a favour, wasn’t she? He would never get used to these sort of crime scenes unless he confronted his fear.

			Kate went downstairs, thinking that someone would have to contact the erstwhile Mr Roxham’s family. Was the fact that they were away from the family home on the night of the murder significant? Or was it coincidence?

			The kitchen was very modern, in keeping with the general aesthetic. The floor was polished slate and the kitchen cupboards powder-blue, the top made of marble or a marble-like substance. There was the obligatory hot water tap (Kate wasn’t a fan of these. The water for tea and coffee was never quite hot enough, in her opinion). The kitchen windowsill had several orchid plants, all blooming white flowers along their whippy stems.

			The cleaner who had found the body was sitting at the kitchen table, pleating a disintegrating tissue in her hand and dabbing tears from her face. One of the PCs was sitting by her, keeping a steadying hand on her arm. Kate recognised the officer, without being able to put a name to her face. She gave her a nod and a smile.

			

			“Mrs Hatton? Are you okay for me to sit down and talk to you? I realised you’ve had a terrible shock.”

			“I’m okay,” said Mrs Hatton, in a voice that belied her words.

			The other officer sat back. Kate drew up a chair.

			“You worked—“

			Almost as soon as she started talking, Mrs Hatton interrupted her. “Does she know? Mrs Roxham?”

			Kate was silenced. She looked across at the other officer with her eyebrows raised.

			“We’re trying to contact them,” said the woman. “It’s a bit tricky as they’re abroad.”

			Kate nodded and thanked her colleague. “Do you know where they are, Mrs Hatton? That would help us.”

			Mrs Hatton sat up a little, clearly trying to pull herself together. “They – they’re at her parents, I think – no, they are, of course they are. Sorry, I don’t know what I’m saying—“

			“It’s fine,” said Kate, in a soothing voice. “Just take your time.”

			Mrs Hatton gave her a watery smile. “Her parents live in France, in the South, I think but I’m not sure. I don’t – I don’t have their number or anything.”

			“Please don’t worry, we can find it. Mrs Hatton, I’d like you to go to the station with officer—“ Kate faltered, realising again that she didn’t know the name of the woman sitting with them at the table. “With, er, this officer here and make a statement. Very straightforward, nothing to worry about.”

			Mrs Hatton nodded shakily. She got up, probably desperate to leave this house and its macabre contents.

			“Come this way, madam,” said the officer, ushering her towards the hallway.

			Kate watched them go. She –or more probably one of the admin staff or a junior officer – would run a background check on the cleaner, just to see if there was anything in her background that might put her under suspicion. Kate didn’t think so, though. That kind of shock and distress was very difficult to fake convincingly.

			She moved out of the way of a SOCO and paused, hands on hips and starting around the kitchen. Nothing too jarring jumped out at her. There were the usual jumble of family photos and snaps stuck on the fridge door with various magnets. Kate moved closer, looking at them.

			A handsome family. The woman in most of the photos, clearly Mrs Roxham, was tall, thin and blonde. The two children, girl and boy, took after her, although the boy had his father’s firm chin and dark eyes. Kate felt a qualm at the task that awaited her – well, if not her, then some subordinate – the task of telling the remaining members of this family that the patriarch was dead. And so brutally too.

			Kate thought back to past cases. Was it at all possible that Mrs Roxham could be guilty of her husband’s murder? The fact that she was out of the country didn’t proclaim her innocence. Kate had known of several cases where accomplices had carried out the evil deed, providing an unbreakable alibi for the murderer-by-proxy at the same time.

			Oh well, they would be delving into the family’s bank accounts and financial dealings, as well as the relationship between husband and wife. Things would be revealed, possibly.

			Kate’s mobile chimed and she pulled it from her pocket. It was Anderton’s daily update on her children, her twin babies. She smiled. The twins were pictured in their matching high chairs, faces smeared with what looked like tomato soup but could have been ketchup, although unlikely to be as both Kate and Anderton were of the opinion that it was way too high in sugar.

			In spite of her intrigue with this case, and her eagerness to start examining the evidence, Kate couldn’t help a sharp pang of longing for her babies. God knew what time she would get home tonight so she wouldn’t even be able to do bed and bath. If she had been alone, she would have kissed the photographic rendition of their adored little faces. But as she was surrounded by SOC officers, she compromised by texting Anderton back a string of heart emojis. Then she put her phone away again and turned her attention back to the investigation.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			The body of Jerry Roxham had been removed to the pathology labs and the white-suited SOC officers continued their work. Kate met Adrian coming down the stairs as she was ascending them. He’d regained some colour in his face and seemed calm enough now. Kate wondered if it was because of Ivor. He was a comforting presence in a crime scene, as odd as that sounded.

			“What do we have?” asked Kate.

			“Nothing more than we knew before, at the moment. Ivor said that they’d know more at the PM.”

			Of course they would. Kate fought not to roll her eyes. Out loud, she said, “The cleaner’s been taken to the station to make her statement.”

			“Right.”

			Adrian was looking at her inquisitively. Did he expect her to tell him what to do next? She supposed she was his superior officer...

			“Let’s have a look around the bedroom, if SOCO have finished in there.”

			They were already wearing gloves, head-caps and shoe covers, standard for those officers first on the scene. Kate went back up to the bedroom, now devoid of the body and stood for a moment, regarding it. The sheets and pillowcases had been taken from the bed, sent on to the labs for testing.

			Kate tried to tune out Adrian’s presence in the hope of getting something more from the room. She started with a slow sweep of her gaze around the entire room. Sometimes that would mean that something hitherto unseen would leap into view. Kate remembered the case with the little female statue that had been left at various crime scenes and how only a second glance had revealed it to her eyes. That was a while ago now, she thought, hands on hips and turning her head to move her gaze back the opposite direction. Should she mention something to her colleague? He was standing by her shoulder, rather limply, as if waiting for the next thought to come along.

			What a wet lettuce he was. Kate cleared her throat and nudged him. “Start going through the wardrobe, see if there’s anything significant.”
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