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ONE

It was ten o’clock in the morning of Christmas Day when twenty-five-year-old Peter Shaw entered the car park at Heathrow Airport, hunched his shoulders and gazed around at the rows of parked vehicles. There were family cars in profusion, a number of four-by-fours, a fair number of Jaguars and a couple of Rolls Royce limousines. Not for the first time, he wished that he had gone where the owners of those cars had gone. But on the pay he was getting, there wasn’t much chance of that.

Anywhere would do. A sunny beach with a gorgeous girl, or a luxury cruise around the Caribbean; anywhere to get away from the cold of an English winter and this mind-numbing job. He didn’t really know why he carried on doing it; he wasn’t married and his on-off relationship with a girl who worked in one of the shops in Terminal Three was about to become permanently off.

With a sigh, he began his patrol. On five out of every seven days or nights, year in and year out, apart from his annual two weeks holiday, Shaw had walked this same car park at London’s Heathrow Airport. His mundane task was to check cars that had been there longer than they should have been, and to make sure that none had been broken into or vandalized. Occasionally, he had found unlocked vehicles containing quite valuable property that the owners had carelessly left behind.

The only bit of excitement was likely to be the sighting of a suspicious character loitering near the cars. Then he would call his control room and they would send for the police.

At first, he had passed the indigo blue Jaguar XJ, but then he stopped, realizing that there was someone in the driving seat. He retraced his steps, moved closer to the car and tapped on the window. Receiving no response, he tried the door and found it unlocked. He pulled it open, and the body of a woman fell towards him. She was an elegantly dressed blonde in a smart grey trouser suit. Her jacket was undone, and Shaw could not fail to see that the front of her stylish silk blouse was soaked in blood.

‘Bloody hell!’ exclaimed Shaw. Shaking almost uncontrollably, he took an involuntary step back. For a moment he stared transfixed at the body, now lying half out of the car, head almost touching the ground. In a grotesque image of death, the woman’s eyes were open, and her long blonde hair was hanging down.

Moving well away from the car, Shaw unclipped the personal radio from his waterproof jacket. ‘Hello, control,’ he said, and then muttered, almost incoherently, ‘I’ve just found a dead woman in a car.’

The operator at the control room asked for details, and Shaw, agitated by what he had found, eventually managed, somewhat disjointedly, to explain the circumstances of the grisly scene he had chanced upon.

‘Stay with it, Pete,’ said the operator. ‘I’ll call the police. Meanwhile, don’t let anyone near it.’

‘Yeah, right, mate.’ Shaw looked around, but the car park was deserted. There was no one to go near the body, just rows of silent vehicles, a dead woman and him. He moved as far away as possible and sat on one of the metal barriers.

Christmas should be a time of joy and understanding and Christian charity, or so we are told. It is a season of goodwill, of good things to all men, and all that sort of claptrap. So how come that there’s nearly always a murder on Christmas Day? Where, I ask you, is the goodwill in that?

Well, if there is to be a murder, fate being what it is, the investigation is bound to fall to Detective Chief Inspector Harry Brock of Homicide and Serious Crime Command. I know this because I am the said Harry Brock and I’m assigned to HSCC West, a Scotland Yard unit that takes in that segment of London that stretches, wedge-shaped, from Chelsea out to Hillingdon, and all the hotbeds of villainy in between. Unfortunately, it also includes Heathrow Airport, otherwise know to us of the CID as Thiefrow.

My girlfriend Gail Sutton and I had decided to spend this particular Christmas Day at her town house in Kingston. Although in a relationship for a number of years now, we had agreed not to get married, probably because we’d both been married before. And each of those marriages had ended with a measure of bitterness all round.

In my case, I had been married to Helga Büchner, a German girl who, at the time, was a physiotherapist at Westminster Hospital. She had pummelled my wrenched shoulder back to mobility following a somewhat violent disagreement with a group of yobs in Whitehall when I was a uniformed PC. It had been a whirlwind courtship, followed by a marriage that my colleagues at the nick said wouldn’t last, even though it had taken sixteen years for them to be proved right in their forecast.

It had effectively come to an end when our four-year-old son Robert had drowned in a pond. Helga had insisted on continuing to work after he was born, and had left the boy with a neighbour, as she had often done.

It had not been a happy marriage, but that tragedy had signalled an end to it. Adultery on both sides became the norm, followed inevitably by divorce when Helga announced that she wanted to marry a doctor at the hospital where she worked, and with whom she’d been having an affair for several months. The only advantage for me that had accrued from the match was that I’d learned to speak German fluently. On reflection it would have been better and cheaper had I gone to night school.

Matters improved significantly when I met Gail Sutton. Gail is an actress when she’s not resting, as thespians call unemployment in ‘the profession’. Her marriage had endured for far shorter a period than mine, but had ended for a similar reason. Her former husband, Gerald Andrews, was a theatre director. One day Gail, feeling unwell after the matinee, arrived home early and unexpectedly from the playhouse where she was appearing, to find her husband in the marital bed with a nude dancer. That was the end of the marriage, and Gail reverted to her maiden name of Sutton.

Andrews, however, had held an unreasonable and spiteful grudge against Gail, as though that unsavoury incident had been her fault rather than his, and he did his best to prevent her getting any decent parts thereafter. When I’d met her at the Granville theatre, she was hoofing it in the chorus line of a second-rate review called Scatterbrain, and I was investigating the murder of one of her colleagues.

Not that Gail has to work. Her father George is a rich property developer who lives in Nottingham with his wife Sally, herself a former dancer. George’s two obsessions are Formula One motor racing and the land speed record, both of which he talks about incessantly. Until his wife tells him to shut up. But he gives his daughter a substantial allowance, and that is why Gail doesn’t have to work. But, loving Gail as I do, I’m willing to listen to his land speed stories for as long as he’s prepared to bore me with them.

On this particular Christmas morning George was in full flow. He and Sally had arrived the previous day to enjoy Christmas dinner with Gail and me. Gail and Sally were in the kitchen preparing the meal, and my only chore was to keep their glasses constantly topped up with champagne, and George’s with whisky.

Gail had decorated the sitting room tastefully, but minimally. There was none of the paper chains that my late father favoured. I still remember spending hours as a child sticking the damned things together before my father strung them from each corner of the room to the central light fitting. But Gail had put up just a few sprigs of holly, a number of bells and, of course, the obligatory Christmas tree.

Under the tree were parcels of varying sizes in colourful paper, including my gift to Gail and her gift to me. There was one from me to George, two bottles of malt whisky, and another from me to Gail’s mother. Being useless when it came to selecting gifts for ladies of mature years, I’d left that one to Gail, and she’d purchased ‘something suitable’ on my behalf. It would’ve been a doubly difficult choice on my part because Sally didn’t look much older than her daughter, was vivacious and always stylishly dressed.

My reverie on the subject of Christmas decorations and gifts was interrupted by George banging on about men in fast cars.

‘And one of the finest drivers ever to attempt the land speed record, Harry,’ he continued, sipping at his Scotch, ‘was Frank Lockhart, an American engineer.’

‘Really?’ I said, realizing that I had missed the first, and probably most important, part of his monologue.

‘He had a wonderful car called the Stutz Black Hawk Special with a three-eighty horsepower engine. In test runs at Daytona Beach in Florida, he got over two hundred miles an hour out of her. And that was back in nineteen twenty-eight.’ An expression of admiration crossed George’s face, and he shook his head in wonderment.

‘Did he break the record, though?’ I asked, feigning interest.

‘No, he broke his bloody neck,’ said George mournfully. ‘He did three runs, all at over two hundred. But then he burst a tyre and skidded for a couple of hundred yards before the car leaped into the air and turned upside down. Lockhart was thrown clear, but died instantly. He was only twenty-five.’ He held up his empty glass. ‘Any more Scotch, Harry?’

I refilled his glass and mine with Laphroaig malt and settled down expecting the next instalment. But then George threw me a question that came in right under my guard.

‘Are you going to marry my girl, Harry?’

‘Well, I, er...’ But at that moment my mobile rang. I glanced at the little window and saw that it was my office calling. It was probably the first time I’d ever been pleased to get a call from work. ‘Brock,’ I said.

‘It’s Don Keegan at the incident room, sir.’ Detective Sergeant Keegan was one of the skippers in my team who was standing in as incident room manager for Colin Wilberforce, the permanent manager, who was on leave.

‘What is it, Don?’

‘A murder, sir, at Heathrow Airport. DCS Cleaver’s acting commander, and directs that you take it on.’

‘What’s the SP?’ I asked. SP is racing terminology for ‘starting price’, but when a CID officer uses it, he means he wants the full story.

‘One of the security staff was doing a routine patrol of a car park when he came across the body of a woman in a Jag, sir. First reports are that she’d been stabbed.’

‘Terrific! What have you done so far?’

‘I’ve alerted DS Poole and Dr Mortlock, sir. Both are on their way as I speak.’

‘Good. Track down DI Ebdon and ask her to assemble a team, Don.’

‘Already done, sir, and I’ve taken the liberty of sending a traffic car to pick you up. Are you at home?’

‘No.’ I gave him Gail’s address.

‘I’ll give them a call on the air, sir.’ Keegan paused. ‘And a Merry Christmas, sir.’

‘Get stuffed, Keegan.’

‘Trouble?’ asked George Sutton, once I’d terminated the call.

‘You could say that, George,’ I said. ‘I’ve just had a call-out to a murder at Heathrow.’ I sighed, stood up and made my way to the kitchen to break the news that I would be missing out on Christmas dinner.

‘I expect you can get a sandwich at the airport, darling,’ was Gail’s somewhat dry response. She had grown accustomed to my disappearing at the most inopportune moments.

‘This zone of the car park’s closed, sir.’ The speaker was a uniformed jobsworth who, all puffed up with piss and importance, was strutting back and forth across the entrance. There was a policeman standing nearby, but he didn’t seem to be doing anything in particular.

‘You may not have noticed,’ I said, waving my warrant card under his nose, ‘but this car has the word POLICE plastered all over it, and there are blue lights on its roof.’ By now I was in a thoroughly pissed-off mood, and this guy was doing nothing to alleviate it. Just to emphasize the point, my driver gave the attendant an ear-splitting blast on the siren.

‘Ah! Of course, sir. Very good, sir.’ The official crossed to the control box, managing to combine haste with obsequiousness, and raised the barrier. ‘Your chaps are already in there, sir,’ he added helpfully.

An unnecessarily large area of the car park had been cordoned off with the familiar blue and white tapes. I got out of the traffic car and walked towards my latest investigation.

I was intercepted by a uniformed inspector who carefully recorded my name on his clipboard.

‘Merry Christmas, guv,’ said Dave Poole, striding towards me with a huge grin on his face.

Detective Sergeant Poole is my right hand; what I don’t think of, he does. The grandson of a Bethnal Green doctor who arrived from the Caribbean in the nineteen-fifties, Dave graduated in English from London University, and it shows. When it suits him. Shunning the professional calling of his grandfather, and indeed of his chartered accountant father, Dave decided to join the Metropolitan Police. He often claimed, to the embarrassment of those who worry about diversity, that this made him the black sheep of the family.

‘What’s the SP, Dave?’ I asked, even though Don Keegan had given me the broad picture.

‘That guy over there, guv,’ said Dave, pointing to a white-faced individual, ‘is some sort of security dogsbody. At ten o’clock this morning, he was doing a routine patrol and came across the victim in a Jaguar XJ.’ He pointed to the canvas screens now surrounding the crime scene. ‘Doctor Mortlock’s in there somewhere, working his magic.’

I opened the flap and found Henry Mortlock in the act of packing his ghoulish instruments into a small black bag.

‘Merry Christmas, Henry,’ I said.

‘What’s bloody merry about it?’ muttered Mortlock. ‘And before you ask, as far as I can tell without carving her up, she was killed by a number of knife wounds to the chest and abdomen. Quite deep, I should think. I’ll be able to give you further and better particulars after the post-mortem.’

‘When are you proposing to do the PM, Henry?’

Mortlock gave me a sour look. ‘This afternoon, I suppose,’ he said grudgingly. ‘What a way to spend Christmas.’ And belying that pithy comment, he went on his way, humming an extract from Good King Wenceslas.

I cast a cursory glance over the car that still contained the body of our murder victim. The dead woman had been a good-looking blonde, probably in her early thirties, and the quality of her outfit implied wealth.

Linda Mitchell, who enjoyed the title of senior forensic practitioner, was already standing by. Beyond the tapes was a van emblazoned with the words EVIDENCE RECOVERY UNIT. This, presumably, was another snazzy slogan to emanate from the funny names and total confusion squad at Scotland Yard. This unit is staffed by boy superintendents whose aim in life is to reach the very top of the constabulary tree without actually doing any police duty. But they’re an absolute whizz at changing things that don’t need to be changed and offering advice to officers who have no need of it.

‘OK to make a start, Mr Brock?’ asked Linda.

‘Yes, carry on. Dr Mortlock’s finished in there.’

‘D’you want a word with Mr Shaw, guv?’ asked Dave, as Linda disappeared behind the screens.

‘Shaw?’ I was becoming confused already.

‘He’s the car park guy who found the body.’

‘Ah, right. Got it.’ I crossed to where the pale-faced one was perched on a steel barrier, constantly sipping water from a plastic bottle. He looked as though he was about to be sick.

‘I’m DCI Brock,’ I said. ‘And you’re Mr Shaw are you?’

‘That’s me, guv’nor, Peter Shaw.’

‘What time did you come on duty this morning?’

‘Seven o’clock.’

‘And at what time did you do your first patrol of this zone of the car park?’

Shaw looked decidedly shifty. ‘Well, it must’ve been about, um...’

‘Mr Shaw,’ I said, ‘I don’t give a toss when you were supposed to have started patrolling, and I don’t care what company regulations you might’ve broken by not being where you should’ve been when you should’ve been. I’m not going to run off and tell your boss, so just answer the question.’

‘A couple of minutes before ten, guv’nor. You see, the lads in the control room, being as how it’s Christmas, had put on a bit of—’

‘Enough,’ said Dave. ‘Just answer the chief inspector’s questions, otherwise he could get very nasty. And I should know,’ he added. He was lying, of course. I hoped.

‘Just before ten, sir,’ said Shaw again.

‘And tell me exactly what you found, Mr Shaw,’ I said.

‘I spotted this car, and saw that there was someone in it. That’s against the regulations, you see. People are not allowed to—’ Shaw noticed my frown, and returned to the facts. ‘I tapped on the window, but the passenger didn’t move. So, I opened the door and this woman fell out, all covered in blood. It gave me a nasty turn, guv’nor, I can tell you.’

‘Must’ve been very upsetting for you,’ murmured Dave.

‘What did you do then?’ I asked.

‘I got in touch with the control room, and they sent for the police.’

‘Are you able to tell me when this car came into this section of the car park?’ I asked.

‘Already done, guv,’ said Dave. ‘The car entered at exactly three minutes to seven yesterday evening.’

‘That means that the body had probably been here since then,’ I said.

‘Looks like it, guv.’

‘But surely there must’ve been other patrols through the night.’ I found it difficult to believe that the body had lain undiscovered for that long.

‘It was Christmas Eve, guv,’ said Dave, assuming that to be a sufficient explanation for neglect of duty on the part of the car park authority. ‘But Miss Ebdon is checking that now. She went straight to their office; she’ll be up shortly.’

Kate Ebdon is one of my detective inspectors. A flame-haired Australian, she came to us on promotion from the Flying Squad where, it is rumoured, she gave pleasure to a number of its officers. Male ones, of course. She usually dresses in tight-fitting jeans and a man’s white shirt, something that upsets our beloved commander. When Kate first arrived in HSCC, he suggested that I speak to her about her mode of dress, not wishing to do so himself. I pointed out that such an approach might be interpreted as sexism or even racism, Kate being Australian. As the commander is keen on diversity, that was the last I heard about it.

One of Kate’s great assets is that she is a tenacious interrogator. I was already beginning to feel sorry for those officials who had failed to notice, until this morning, the presence of a dead body in an expensive car that, ostensibly, was under their protection.

‘Do we know the identity of the dead woman, Dave?’ I asked.

‘Yes, guv. She had credit cards, a driver’s licence and a passport on her. She’s Kerry Hammond and according to her driver’s licence she lives at Elite Drive, Barnes. The next of kin is shown in her passport as Nicholas Hammond, same address, presumably her husband. Oh, and she had a mobile phone with her.’

‘Any cash?

‘Yeah, about two hundred pounds sterling and five hundred US dollars.’

‘It doesn’t look as though robbery was the motive, then,’ I said, stating the obvious. ‘Does the car belong to her?’

‘Possibly,’ said Dave. ‘It’s registered to a company called Kerry Trucking Limited with offices at Scarman Street, Chiswick.’

‘I wonder if that’s a coincidence, it being Kerry Trucking and that the victim’s first name is Kerry.’

‘No doubt we shall find out in due course, sir.’ From Dave’s tone, I gathered that he didn’t think it mattered; he always called me ‘sir’ when he thought I’d made a fatuous remark. And he always called me ‘sir’ in the presence of members of the public.

‘Better put a stop on this Nicholas Hammond with the Border Agency, Dave, in case he’s abroad and returns in the next day or two.’

‘Already done, guv,’ said Dave. ‘Although there’s nothing to suggest that he’s gone anywhere.’

‘I’ve checked the deceased’s fingerprints, Mr Brock,’ said Linda, emerging from the tent. ‘No record.’

‘That was quick,’ I said.

‘One of the miracles of modern science, Mr Brock.’ Linda held up a small machine that looked to me like a mobile phone. ‘But it’ll take longer to examine the vehicle to see if anyone else has left their dabs.’ And with that, she disappeared behind the screens once more.

Dave and I turned as Kate Ebdon approached the tapes, but the uniformed inspector with the clipboard stopped her.

‘This zone’s closed, miss,’ said the inspector. ‘Do you have a car here?’

‘Yes,’ said Kate, ‘that one.’ She pointed to the traffic car that was still parked outside the tapes. ‘DI Ebdon, HSCC.’

‘Oh, sorry, love,’ said the inspector, not realizing that he was making a grievous mistake.

‘I’m not accustomed to being called “love” by some uniformed idiot who’s just standing around making a bloody nuisance of himself, mate,’ she snapped back, and ducked under the tape. Aussies one – Brits nil.

‘Good afternoon, Kate,’ I said.

‘Merry Christmas, guv.’ Kate flicked open her pocketbook. ‘They’re a load of bloody drongos down in that control room,’ she said.

‘Go on.’ By now I was beginning to get the hang of the Australian language, and gathered that the members of staff to whom she referred were idiots.

‘The short answer is that no one did a patrol after about three o’clock yesterday afternoon. They were doubtless getting a few tinnies under their belts on account of it being Christmas. I told them I’d be taking it up with higher authority, just for the hell of it. That should’ve poured cold water on their festivities. I left Sheila Armitage to take statements, for what use they’ll be.’

‘Thanks, Kate, and perhaps you’d get someone to take a statement from Shaw over there, he of the pasty countenance.’

‘Incidentally, guv, there’s a bloke from our Press Bureau just turned up. He’s in a lather about how much to release to the press.’

This was always a problem. I didn’t want anything going out until we’d at least made some preliminary enquiries. We frequently needed the help of the media, but it had to be carefully controlled to avoid telling the murderer something that might help him to evade capture.

‘Tell him I don’t want anything released at this stage, Kate. And while you’re about it, have a word with the car park staff and emphasize that they’re to say nothing to the press.’

‘Don’t worry, guv, I’ll persuade them that it wouldn’t be in their best interest to speak to anyone.’

Once again, I felt a certain sympathy for the occupants of the control room; Kate in a persuasive mood can be terrifyingly intimidating.

‘We’ve completed our preliminary search of the car, Mr Brock,’ said Linda Mitchell, as she emerged once again from the tent. ‘I’ve arranged for a low-loader to take it to Lambeth, and then we can start on a scientific examination, including any stray fingerprints and anything else we can find.’

‘What about the contents of the vehicle, Linda?’ I asked.

‘There was a handbag, a cabin carry-on bag, a faux fur coat, matching hat, and a pair of gloves. And a suitcase in the boot. She was wearing an expensive necklace, earrings, and wedding and engagement rings. I’ve bagged those. In the glove box I found a packet of sweets and an unpaid parking ticket.’

‘All right to move the body, guv?’ asked Detective Sergeant ‘Shiner’ Wright. Wright was the laboratory liaison officer whose task was to accompany the body in order to preserve continuity of evidence.

‘Yes, go ahead, Shiner.’ I looked around for a spare officer. ‘John,’ I said, setting eyes on DC Appleby, ‘go with Linda to the lab, and list everything she unpacks.’ I spotted a number of closed-circuit television cameras around the parking area. ‘Seize the tapes from those, Dave, and then we can get back to Curtis Green, via Henry Mortlock’s carvery, of course.’

Curtis Green is where we have our offices. Once a part of New Scotland Yard, it’s in a turning off Whitehall, and very few people – including the police – know where it is. Right now, I was wishing I’d never set eyes on the place. All I could think of was Gail and her parents tucking into a sumptuous Christmas dinner.


TWO

We went straight from the airport to Horseferry Road, only to find that Henry Mortlock had already completed his post-mortem examination of Kerry Hammond.

‘Nothing much to add to what I told you at the scene, Harry,’ said Mortlock, as he peeled off his latex gloves and tossed them into the medical waste bin. ‘Death resulted from five stab wounds, one of which penetrated the heart. The entry wounds were made by a broad-bladed weapon, at least four centimetres in width, I should think, and she’d been dead for between ten and sixteen hours. Best I can do.’

‘Thanks, Henry. Enjoy the rest of your Christmas.’

‘Fat chance of that,’ muttered Mortlock. ‘The damned house is overflowing with relatives.’

It was almost seven o’clock by the time we arrived at Curtis Green. The only redeeming feature of being there on Christmas Day was that there was no chance of our beloved commander showing up and faffing about with bits of paper. The commander loves paper. But today, I tried to visualize him wearing a paper hat and enjoying Christmas dinner with his harridan of a wife, a photograph of whom adorns his desk. Presumably it’s been placed there as an awful warning to anyone contemplating matrimony.

‘There is little we can do today,’ I said, gathering my small team around me in the incident room. ‘However, a number of questions need to be answered. Firstly, why was Mrs Hammond at Heathrow Airport? She didn’t have an airline ticket with her. Secondly, did she arrive at the airport with someone else? If that was the case, we need to know who it was, and whether he, or she, took a flight somewhere.’ I glanced at Detective Sergeant Flynn. As an officer who had previously served on the Fraud Squad, he knew his way around paper. ‘Charlie, make a few enquiries at the airport, and see what you can find out.’

‘Right, guv.’

‘I’ve listed the property taken from the car, sir,’ said DC Appleby.

‘Anything interesting, John?’

‘Nothing unusual, sir. The suitcase contained a selection of women’s expensive clothing, and what looked like a couple of gifts, probably for her husband by the look of them. There was a pair of gold cufflinks and a leather briefcase. I reckon that together they’re worth about two and a half grand.’

‘Rich lady,’ I said.

‘I reckon so, sir. She had a bottle of Estée Lauder perfume in her handbag that Linda said retails for about two hundred quid. And her jewellery box contained some very pricey stuff: a gold and diamond necklace, earrings and a ruby bracelet. She was wearing a diamond engagement ring that was probably worth ten grand, and a platinum wedding ring.’

‘Rich husband as well. Thanks for that, John,’ I said. ‘In the meantime, Sergeant Poole and I will go out to Barnes and break the news to Mrs Hammond’s family, if she’s got any.’

‘And if they haven’t gone away for Christmas,’ commented Dave.

‘A possibility, of course, but if there’s anyone there they might be able to answer some of the questions I’ve posed already. Bring the house keys that Linda found in Mrs Hammond’s handbag, Dave.’

Elite Drive proved to be a secure estate in Barnes. The uniformed custody guard examined our warrant cards carefully before opening the electrically-operated ornamental gates and allowing us to drive through.

Number seventeen, a large, square, double-fronted, detached modern house, stood some way back from the road. A path across a lawn, beautifully tended even for the depths of midwinter, led up to the front door. There was garaging for two cars to one side of the house, and the property itself, needless to say, was in good repair. I took a private bet with myself that there would be a swimming pool in the basement or in a specially built chalet behind. At a guess I reckoned the market value to be somewhere around a couple of million, give or take a few hundred thousand.

I pressed the bell push and heard chimes sounding somewhere inside the house. But there was no reply.

‘Open up, Dave.’

‘Are you sure, guv? We don’t have a warrant.’ Dave was always at pains to prevent me from doing anything rash or unlawful, probably because a complaint would, inevitably, involve him too.

‘It’s justified because I have reason to believe that the person who murdered Mrs Hammond might be on the premises, Dave,’ I said blithely, citing one reason that might justify our entry. I, too, was thinking ahead to any complaint that might turn up. I’d been on the wrong end of a complaint on more than one occasion in the past, and it wasn’t a pleasant experience. Any suggestion that the police whitewash complaints is a fiction, believe me. ‘Sure as hell, I’m not going to look for a magistrate to sign a warrant on Christmas Day.’

Somewhat reluctantly, I thought, Dave found the appropriate key, and we were in. Sadly, there was no fleeing felon on the premises, but I didn’t really expect there to be.

The spacious sitting room was comfortably and expensively furnished and richly carpeted, and contained the usual possessions of the well off: a plasma-screen television, a music centre, an iPod player, expensive ornaments, and one or two original paintings. There was also a silver-framed photograph of a wedding couple taken outside Caxton Hall register office. I recognized the woman as Kerry Hammond, and therefore assumed the man to be her husband. But, in an era of constantly changing spouses, one could never be certain if it was her current husband. Marriage these days tends to be like a Paul Jones dance: when the music stops you change partners.

‘I’ve found an address book, guv,’ said Dave.

‘Might be helpful,’ I said. ‘Bring it with you, along with that wedding photo.’

‘And I’ve checked the answering machine,’ added Dave. ‘There are no messages on it.’

‘We’ll have a quick look round upstairs, and then have a chat with the people next door, Dave,’ I said.

The king-sized bed in the large main bedroom was made up, and there were no clothes scattered about on the thick pile carpet. A quick examination of the sweep of built-in wardrobes revealed apparel for both sexes: expensive bespoke suits and casual wear, and haute couture dresses. In a compartment at the bottom there were at least twenty-five pairs of women’s shoes.

On the wall opposite the windows was yet another original painting. On closer examination, I noticed that the frame stood away from the wall, perhaps by a sixteenth of an inch. I pressed the right-hand side, releasing a magnetic catch, and the picture opened on a hinge. Inside, there was a small safe set into the wall. However, despite what crime writers would have you believe, there was no way of getting into it without knowing the combination. It is a fallacy to imagine that it’s possible to hear the click of the tumblers as the ridged knob is turned. A stethoscope doesn’t help either; I’ve tried.

But there were no signs anywhere of a hurried departure; everything pointed to the house having been meticulously tidied before the occupants went on holiday. It looked as though Mrs Hammond employed a cleaner. I doubted that a woman with an engagement ring worth ten grand would do her own household chores.

The man who answered the door of the nearest house was about forty. He looked to be a stuffy sort of fellow with his toothbrush moustache and rimless glasses. There was an incongruous paper hat on his head and he held a glass of wine in his hand.

‘Sorry to bother you on Christmas Day, sir,’ I said. ‘We’re police officers. I’m Detective Chief Inspector Brock of New Scotland Yard, and this is Detective Sergeant Poole.’

‘Good heavens, this sounds serious.’ The man swept off his paper hat. ‘You’d better come in. We were just finishing our Christmas dinner.’

‘I apologize for the intrusion, sir, but it is important. And you are?’

‘Oh, sorry, I’m Peter Maitland.’

We followed Maitland into his huge dining room. Eleven people were seated around a long table, all wearing silly paper hats. The diners looked up enquiringly at our entry, their expressions indicating irritation that we’d just interrupted that stage of the meal where the host was about to commit arson on the Christmas pudding.

‘These gentlemen are from the police at Scotland Yard,’ announced Maitland to his guests, a statement that produced an immediate buzz of conversation.

‘If it’s a strippergram shouldn’t they be in uniform?’ queried one silly young woman, an alcoholic slur taking the edge off her consonants.

‘Perhaps we could have a word with you and your wife in private, sir,’ I suggested.

‘Of course,’ said Maitland. ‘This is my wife, Janet,’ he added, as a plain woman in a full-length red gown stood up at the far end of the table, and made her way towards us.

‘I hope this won’t take long,’ said Janet Maitland curtly, clearly annoyed at having her dinner interrupted, and led the way into the sitting room on the front of the house.

‘Do sit down, gentlemen,’ said Maitland. ‘Can I offer you a drink?’

‘No, thank you.’ Once we were all seated, I got straight to the point of our visit. ‘We’re making enquiries into the death of Mrs Kerry Hammond, your neighbour.’ It was an announcement guaranteed to rivet the Maitlands’ attention, and it did.

‘Good God!’ exclaimed Maitland, his jaw dropping.

‘Oh, surely not,’ said Mrs Maitland, her face paling significantly. Realizing that this was not an occasion for paper hats, she promptly removed the one she was wearing.

‘What happened?’ asked Maitland. ‘Was it a car accident?’

‘I’m sorry to have to tell you that she was found murdered in her car at Heathrow Airport earlier today.’

Mrs Maitland leaned back in her chair. ‘Oh, how awful,’ she muttered. ‘But she was supposed to be going to New York to spend Christmas there with her husband. She was very excited about it.’

‘D’you know if they left here together, Mr Maitland?’ asked Dave.

‘No, I don’t know, I’m afraid. I was playing golf yesterday afternoon.’

‘No, they didn’t,’ said Janet Maitland. ‘Kerry said that she was going to meet Nick at the airport.’

‘I take it that Nicholas Hammond is Kerry’s husband,’ I asked, wishing to confirm the entry in the dead woman’s passport.

‘Yes, that’s correct. Just before she left, Kerry dropped in to leave her spare set of house keys with me. It’s something she always does whenever she and her husband are away, just in case anything happens. We’re quite good friends, Kerry and me.’

‘What time would that have been?’ I asked.

‘It was between five and six, I suppose. Yes, I remember now because Kerry glanced at her watch and said that it was twenty past five and she’d have to run. She said she didn’t want to be late checking in. Apparently the airport can get very busy on Christmas Eve, and so can the roads leading to it.’

‘Have you any idea why Kerry and her husband should’ve travelled to the airport separately?’

‘She told me that Nick had a last minute meeting in London. He runs his own estate agency business in Mayfair, and apparently he was near to closing a deal on some expensive property.’

‘On Christmas Eve?’ I wondered about that. It seemed strange for an estate agent to be clinching a deal on the day before Christmas, especially as he was apparently due to fly to New York with his wife.

‘Well, that’s what Kerry said,’ confirmed Janet Maitland.

‘And does Mrs Hammond pursue a career?’ asked Dave.

‘Indeed she does. She’s involved with a haulage business in Chiswick, and from what I’ve heard, it’s a pretty big concern. I believe they do quite a lot of carrying to and from Europe and beyond,’ said Maitland. ‘Kerry Trucking, I think it’s called.’

That tallied with the registration details of the car in which Kerry Hammond had been found.

‘D’you mean she owns the company?’

‘She does now. Her husband started it. Her first husband, that is. His name was...’ Maitland paused, and turned to his wife. ‘What was his name, darling?’

‘Richard Lucas,’ said Janet. ‘He was killed in a car accident about seven years ago,’ she continued. ‘It was a terrible tragedy, him being so young. He was on his way home from Sheffield in December and got involved in one of those awful pile-ups in the fog on the M1. The company became Kerry’s when he died, and she’s continued to run it ever since. Very successfully, I believe.’

‘They certainly weren’t short of money, if that’s anything to go by,’ said Maitland, and received a nod of agreement from his wife.

‘Were there any children?’ asked Dave, who was an inveterate collector of inconsequential bits of information.

‘No, I don’t think so,’ said Janet. ‘In fact, I’m certain.’

‘But then she remarried,’ I said, taking the wedding photograph from Dave and showing it to Mrs Maitland. ‘Is this her second husband or her first?’

Janet Maitland put on a pair of spectacles, but needed only to glance briefly at the photograph. ‘No, that’s Nick, her second husband. I think they were married about five years ago. It was a couple of years after Dick died, I seem to recall. But she’s only a young woman, early thirties, I suppose, so you can’t really blame her for finding someone else.’

‘Did they get on, Kerry and her husband?’ asked Dave, just beating me to the question. ‘Were there any rows, fights or disagreements, for instance?’

Janet Maitland looked shocked at that. ‘No, they were a perfect couple,’ she said, in a rather tart manner, as though it were impertinent for Dave to have posed such a query.

‘It’s a question we have to ask,’ I said. ‘You’d be surprised how often a woman is murdered by her husband. Or a husband by his wife,’ I added as an afterthought.

‘Really?’ Mrs Maitland did not seem at all mollified by that particular statistic of the crime of murder. ‘Well, I very much doubt that in this case you’ll find that Nick has murdered Kerry. He’s not the type.’

Don’t you just love armchair detectives?

‘Did Kerry enjoy a busy social life?’ I asked. It was a question designed to prompt any revelations about extramarital affairs; not that I expected Janet Maitland to tell me even if there had been. She seemed very defensive of her friend Kerry Hammond’s reputation.

‘She was always on the go.’ As I’d anticipated, Mrs Maitland declined to read between the lines of my question. ‘And she and Nick enjoyed themselves socially. Well, they had the money, so why not?’ she added. ‘At one time, she was involved in charity work, too. Of course, I don’t mean that she worked in a charity shop in the high street; it was more a case of charity balls in big West End hotels, and dinners at five hundred pounds a plate, that sort of thing.’

‘D’you know which charity it was?’ asked Dave.

‘No, I don’t, other than to say it had something to do with starving children in Africa.’

‘The Hammonds had a pretty full life, then,’ I said. ‘I imagine they had a lot of friends.’

‘Oh yes,’ put in Peter Maitland. ‘Dinner parties and drinks parties, but nothing rowdy, of course. No loud music. They’ve got a swimming pool in the basement, too. Well, all of us round here have, but we don’t use ours much. But the Hammonds used to hold parties in theirs. We went to one or two. They were very generous hosts.’

‘Thank you for your help,’ I said, ‘and my apologies for interrupting your festivities. If and when Mr Hammond returns,’ I continued, addressing myself to both the Maitlands, ‘perhaps you’d ask him to contact me as a matter of urgency.’ I handed Peter Maitland one of my cards, but sincerely hoped that the arrangements to intercept Nicholas Hammond at Heathrow on his return, assuming he’d actually gone, would obviate the necessity of Maitland breaking the news to him.

There was a good reason for that. It’s of invaluable assistance to a detective to watch the reaction of a man when he’s told of the murder of his wife, particularly when he’s suspected of that murder. And in the absence of any firm evidence, and based on the history of homicide, right now Nicholas Hammond had to be a front runner. Wife-killers are devious people. It’s surprising how often a bereaved man is keen to appear on television, appealing for information about his partner’s murder, only for police eventually to discover that he’s the guilty party.

Having obtained all the information that we could, we left the Maitlands to enjoy their Christmas pudding, although I suspected that our visit had put a damper on the celebrations.

Back at Curtis Green, DS Flynn was waiting with news.

‘Both Nicholas and Kerry Hammond were booked on the flight to New York’s JFK Airport that left Heathrow at twenty-hundred hours on Christmas Eve, sir. But only Nicholas Hammond turned up. He asked the passenger service agent to page his wife, but there was no response. The man I spoke to said that Hammond seemed extremely fraught that his wife hadn’t arrived.’

‘I wonder if he was covering his tracks,’ I suggested. ‘He could’ve been making a fuss so that his concern about his missing wife would be remembered. It wouldn’t be the first time it’d happened.’

‘Wouldn’t surprise me, guv,’ said Flynn, who shared most CID officers’ suspicions of the husbands of murdered wives. ‘However, when she failed to show, Hammond left his wife’s ticket at the airline desk, and asked the agent to tell her he’d gone on ahead. He said to tell her he’d meet her in New York, and that she knew the hotel they would be staying at.’

‘Par for the course.’ I was beginning to move Nicholas Hammond to the top of my suspect list; leaving the airport without knowing what had happened to his wife did not gel in my book. ‘Did you find out which hotel they were staying at, Charlie?’

‘No, guv. The man I spoke to didn’t know and he said that Hammond hadn’t mentioned it.’

‘If the flight left at eight o’clock, what time would it arrive in New York?’

‘About nine o’clock that evening local time, guv. New York is five hours behind GMT.’

‘Just in time for a late-night dinner à deux at Cipriani’s on Forty-Second Street.’ On one occasion in the distant past, I’d sampled that famous restaurant’s cuisine, and having seen the prices I was extremely grateful that the NYPD had picked up the tab.

‘We could ask the New York police to try and track him down, guv,’ suggested Dave. ‘Shouldn’t be too difficult as we know he was due to arrive at JFK at about nine o’clock New York time.’

‘What, and alert him to our interest? If we did that, he might never come back, Dave, and then we’d be into extradition. Assuming, of course that he had murdered his wife. Not that we’ve got any evidence. Yet!’

‘We won’t have long to wait, sir,’ said Flynn. ‘Hammond’s ticket was a return. He’s due back the day after tomorrow, the twenty-seventh, and, as you suggested, Dave has already lodged his details with the Border Agency to intercept him on his return and notify police.’

‘Excellent,’ I said. ‘Dave and I will be there to greet him. What time’s he due in?’

‘According to his return ticket, sir, he should be touching down at Heathrow at three in the afternoon, our time.’

It was now past midnight and very little had been achieved. Admittedly, we knew the identity of the dead woman, and had obtained a few sparse background details from the Maitlands. The next two important steps would be to interview Nicholas Hammond on his return from New York, and to visit the offices of Kerry Trucking. DS Flynn had said that Hammond would not be back until the twenty-seventh, but there was a chance that Kerry Trucking would be operating on Boxing Day, particularly if it had the international commitments that Peter Maitland had suggested it had.

I sent the team home, but told them that I expected to see them the following day. There were a few groans, but a general acceptance that murder enquiries rarely fitted in with detectives’ social arrangements. It was not the first time my Christmas had been ruined, and I don’t suppose that it will be the last.

I arranged for a duty car from the Yard to take me home to my flat in Surbiton. I’d decided that it would be most unwise to return to Gail’s house, not that I would have shared her bed in any event; Gail is a little shy of sleeping with me when her parents are staying with her. Apart from anything else, George and Sally Sutton were travelling back to Nottingham later on Boxing Day, and that would avoid my having to answer George’s question about whether I intended to marry his daughter. It also meant that I would miss out on further gripping yarns about the land speed record and Formula One motor racing. But I could live with that.

I was in the office by nine o’clock. Dave was already there, as were Kate Ebdon and the rest of the team.

‘Kerry Trucking is operating today, guv,’ said Dave. ‘It seems they don’t recognize Boxing Day. Bit like us.’

‘In that case, we’ll get out there.’ I glanced at Kate. ‘Anything for me?’ I asked.

‘I’ve been checking on Kerry Hammond’s mobile, guv. There were several unanswered calls from Nick Hammond on Christmas Eve at about the time he discovered she wasn’t at the airport. And over the past few days there have also been calls from a mobile that goes out to a Gary Dixon. There were quite a few calls from him over the preceding weeks, the last one being at about three thirty on Christmas Eve. There were also a few from Kerry to a Miguel Rodriguez. So far I don’t know who Dixon or Rodriguez are, but I’m working on it.’

‘Well done, Kate, and thanks.’

‘There’s one other thing, guv,’ said Dave. ‘The CCTV tapes from the airport car park.’

‘Yes?’ I asked hopefully.

‘They were duff, guv. Half of them weren’t working, and those that were operative weren’t focused on the area we’re interested in.’

‘Terrific!’ I said. But it was no more than I’d expected.
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