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	Chapter I.


	 


	Cambridgeshire, 2013.


	A Suspicious Death.


	“His name’s Priestly, sir, James Bernard Priestly,” said the uniformed policeman at the bathroom doorway moving to one side to allow the detectives entry.


	The two well-dressed men looked down at the body curled up in the bathtub its knees drawn up, arms half folded across its chest, hands claw-like.


	“What do you think, Constable,” said the taller of the two.


	The other pursed his lips then said, “Looks like he drowned sir. The body is wet.”


	 The other said, after looking at the drain outlet, “But the plug is out.” 


	“He could have slipped, sir” Then he pointed to the plug chain caught between the dead man’s toes. “That must have happened after he lost his balance and er, submerged.”


	The tall one said, with raised eyebrows, “You mean it wasn’t foul play. There’s a bruise on the left side of his head, take a look.”


	The other looked closely. “Yes sir, he probably slipped and hit his head on the edge of the bath on the way down, causing him to lose consciousness, after which he drowned.”


	“You mean if the blow didn’t kill him.”


	“What other options are there, sir?”


	“It could be that somebody hit him and held him down underwater.”


	The other looked up and pointed. “The shower head is dripping, sir,” he said, watching the dribble from the overhead faucet as it spattered softly on the man’s hip.


	The tall one nodded. “So, maybe he had a shower before he slipped, meaning he didn’t drown; so what killed him.”


	They turned to a noise at the doorway and another man joined them. 


	“Excuse me, gentlemen may I see the body.”


	They moved to one side. “And you are, sir,” said the tall one.


	Short, fat and balding, the man said, “Doctor Adams MD. I’m Mr Priestley’s doctor, he asked me to call round yesterday afternoon, but I was delayed, heavy traffic on the carriageway due to a traffic accident, it turned out to be a pregnant woman giving birth, blocked both lanes for a while.” 


	“And were you involved,” said the tall one.


	“Yes, the ambulance arrived too late, it was twins, ruined a good suit, but both were well.”


	The tall one said after glancing down, “He’s dead.”


	Adams looked at the corpse, glanced back at the tall one and said, “Oh, really… Well, that’s new.”


	“We suspect foul play.”


	He leaned farther over the body and said, after his examination, “It wasn’t foul play, it was his heart. Look at his pallor, purple-hued skin, which means oxygen deprivation. He had heart problems, he wouldn’t take my advice, in fact he refused stenting point-blank, said it was against nature. Bloody fool.”


	“Time of death, doctor.”


	“Oh, round about ten o’clock yesterday evening. He’s as stiff as a board.”


	The two men left the cottage and walked to their car.


	The tall one said, “So much for murder. I should have known about the pallor, never seen a heart attack victim before today.”


	“So much for our murder in a bathtub, sir,”


	“Bloody cardiac arrest, it was a natural death, wasting our time.”


	“Never mind, sir. Better luck next time.”


	*


	Detective Constable Ethan Clarke and myself, Detective Inspector William Taylor, found ourselves facing an old building, something left over from the late nineteenth century, built out of granite with leaded windows, standing on a stretch of ground in the loop of a small river. I could imagine a gathering of red-coated nincompoops mounted on thoroughbreds ready to hunt Ferdinand, milling around, surrounded by a pack of dumb dogs. 


	On our way back from a suspected ‘murder by drowning in a bathtub’, as Clarke daftly put it, until the local doctor pointed out it was natural causes, HQ called over the two-way about a dead body discovered at a children’s home. It was a child who reported it. As we were just minutes away we were asked to go along and contain the scene until the pathologist, who was stuck in a traffic jam on the motorway, arrived.


	We were met by the local plod standing in the main doorway, complete with bicycle clips round his ankles. We introduced ourselves and listened to his report. 


	“PC Stanley, sir. I heard the interchange on my two-way as I was passing. I rode up to the doorway and a young girl approached me and said, ‘It’s the professor, in his study, Nurse Watts has unlocked the door for you, first one on your left’. She led me to the room and I saw a body. I donned my overshoes and gloves, entered and checked thoroughly for a pulse but found none and left the scene.”


	I glanced around, we were alone. “Where is she,” I said.


	       “Sorry sir, when I came out of the room she’d gone.”


	“Did you get her name,” said Clarke.


	“Sorry, no.”


	“Who else did you speak to?”


	“Nobody, sir. I haven’t seen another soul since I arrived here, and nobody has entered the room while I’ve been here.


	“Thank you Constable Stanley, you acted correctly,” I said and with Clarke, I entered the building. 


	At the room’s doorway I slipped my overshoes on and told him, “Don’t let anybody in, Clarkey, no matter whom,” and entered the room, pulling on my latex gloves.


	He lay there face down, his hands by his side, eyes staring into nothingness, pupils fully dilated. His mouth was open and he’d dribbled on the carpet, also his lips were slate blue and his skin had a purple hue. I checked his pulse and found none, the body was still warm, but so was the room. I heard someone enter behind me, assuming it was Clarke. The voice though, wasn’t his, it was a girl’s. I turned as she spoke, “He’s dead, isn’t he.” 


	She was about twelve-years-old; she wore a pink, patterned frock beneath a white, woollen cardigan, white socks and matching plimsolls, she stood a few metres inside the doorway, eyes downcast, as if afraid to come nearer, or to gaze upon the fallen man. 


	“I’m Detective Inspector Taylor; and you are,” I said, as pleasant as possible, approaching her slowly, saving my ire for Clarke.


	She looked up at me as I stopped several paces away from her, feeling this was what she expected. “Madigan, sir, Claire Madigan,” she said, as if by way of an apology which she then gave. “I’m sorry for disturbing you, but the others wanted to know.”


	“The others!” I said, glancing behind her.


	“The other children, they said I should ask the detective if Professor Briar was really dead.”


	I came nearer to her and placed my fingertips on her shoulder, she flinched, and her eyes widened and a gasp escaped her lips, then she relaxed and turned around as I passed her and approached the doorway. 


	Clarke was nowhere to be seen, the dark corridors, smelling of Johnson’s wax, were still and bare.


	Claire looked up at me in silence as I turned back to her, but I knew the question written all over her features was still the same. I told her, “Yes, I’m afraid Professor Briar has passed on.”


	She nodded. “Thank you, Inspector,” she said and walked off to the stairway and made her way up.


	I inspected the room, neat and tidy desk, no dust. Bookshelves packed with volumes of well-read volumes. I let the conversation with the girl run through my mind. The light was bad at the doorway, and I wasn’t sure about the voice, but the tiny glimpse I caught of her left eye gave lie to the sad tone of her voice. It seemed to indicate satisfaction of the pleasant sort and I remembered -.


	I turned to the noise of running footsteps in the hallway. It was Clarke, who was just past twenty-six, but sometimes acted ten years younger. He clattered to a halt at the doorway. 


	“Where the bloody hell were you,” I said. 


	“Sorry, sir, I was making enquiries and I had to take a leak, I think I have a bladder infection.”


	Bladder infection, a stomach bug, laryngitis, headaches, indigestion, it seemed to me that he was collecting complaints; but he never had a day off sick in the three months out of the six he was allotted to me on probation as a detective. “If you want to be a detective you have to be on call all the time, I couldn’t care less about your pet ailments, just keep them to yourself, understand?”


	“Yes, sir.”


	“So, what have we here, what did you find out about this place.”


	He took out his electric notebook with a flourish, flipping it open as if he was J.T. Kirk on the Enterprise. “It’s known as the Lord Carlton Home for underprivileged children. It’s an orphanage, sir, and a private school, supported by contributions to a private fund, annually by anonymous contributors, funds that are depleting slowly. This place will close eventually,” he added. “Or so it says here, in the, er, newspaper on the internet.”


	“Really, well, tell me, who runs this place,” I said.


	He indicated with his thumb. “I imagine he did, sir, if he’s Professor Briar. He is the director and history teacher.”


	“He was,” I said. “Are they all teachers here, what about the cooks and bottle-washers?”
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