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Here’s to you, Nick,
old friend. Last orders came too soon, but it was a pleasure and a
joy while it lasted.

 


 


 


 


 


It’s all English to
me

 


 


A word on the language
that’s used in this book, so you know what to expect. The version
of English that is used here is British. This ought not to present
much in the way of a problem for non-British readers. If you do
find the occasional word or phrase a little odd, then I hope you
still understand the essence of what is being said.

 


 


 


 


 


Ride a cock-horse to
Banbury Cross

 


 


Ride a cock-horse to
Banbury Cross,

To see a fine lady upon
a white horse;

With rings on her
fingers and bells on her toes,

She shall have music
wherever she goes.

 


 


 


This is a typical
modern version of the popular nursery rhyme. There are numerous
earlier recorded versions that start with the same opening
line.
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 Chapter One

 


 


Eleanor Golightly was a woman of noteworthy girth. One
who needed a tree of significant age and size if it was to pass
muster as a suitable hiding place. The challenge was all the
greater given the somewhat florid nature of her multi-coloured,
ankle-length summer dress, not something really designed with a
game of hide and seek in mind. Still, not being one to grumble
about such things and ever eager to enjoy the opportunity for a
little social engagement, she pressed on with a smile on her
face.

She had rather quickly
selected an enormous, spreading oak that resided in a corner of the
garden; a truly majestic specimen that was sure to be two or even
three hundred years old. In days gone by (by which she really meant
in decades gone by) Golightly, a widow of three years, wouldn’t
have hesitated to clamber her way up into the immense and
spectacular canopy, there to join the birds amongst the burgeoning
summer leaves and nascent nuts. Nonetheless, the tree’s still
expanding trunk could have hidden two or three of her from view, so
she considered it a respectable choice for concealment.

The sun had been out
and unobstructed by a single cloud since they’d emerged from the
house after breakfast, the temperature climbing steadily until it
reached the point where even the most undemanding of exercise
resulted in more than a little perspiration in all the usual places
and some embarrassing ones too. Eleanor retrieved an already damp
hanky from the cuff of one sleeve and dabbed lightly at her
temples.

From the bright and
burgeoning flower borders, close by the house, came the sound of
voices; several of them, excitable, male and female. It seemed that
a number of people must have already been found in their hiding
places and then joined the one original hunter in their quest to
unearth them all. With any luck the ruggedly handsome and
distinctly tall Richard Dipping would be the one to lay hands on
her, quite literally if he wished to. After all, there she was,
very middle-aged, single and, well, eager, whilst he was no more
than twenty years her junior, give or take a year or two, and
unattached, more or less; that is, if you overlooked the silly
little thing he’d brought with him for the weekend.

She had managed to
seat herself next to Dick at breakfast. He hadn’t exactly responded
enthusiastically to her friendly attempts at conversation, but then
how many men were properly human before noon. She had to admit,
she’d been rather naughty when she’d ensured her fulsome bosoms had
bobbled invitingly in front of his face as she’d risen from the
table, but the man needed to know where he stood.

Oh, the heat was just
too much, she contemplated wearily; so was the sun. She dabbed
again at her temples as she peeked round the side of the tree,
wondering how long it would be before someone came bounding across
to unmask her. There, disappearing round the far side of the house,
she caught a quick glimpse of Tamsin Spectacle and Richard, heading
for places unknown. She began to consider where the others might
have chosen to hide, but gave up seconds later, unequal to the
challenge. She was, though, confident their host, the Reverend
George Sixpence, would have sufficient home knowledge to ensure he
would be the last of them to be located. That is, unless he chose
to make it easy for the rest of them to find him.

Sixpence, was amiable
enough, in small doses, but far too feeble and uninspiring for her
tastes. Indeed, for most other people’s tastes, come to that.
Surely. Mrs Sprawling had even gone so far as to refuse to talk to
the man at all after the fiasco at her daughter’s wedding. The
vicar seemed to forget every other line in the service and twice
referred to the Sprawlings’s daughter, Violet, as Veronica. The
embarrassment had caused Mrs Sprawling to pass out, right there in
the church. All the same, you really couldn’t deny the man made an
effort to fit in and went to considerable lengths to tend his flock
in the appropriate manner. He wasn’t, and never had been, an
entirely hopeless case. He just needed a little regular guidance
and the occasional firm shove in the right direction.

Golightly took another
look round the side of the tree, but this time there was no one at
all to be seen. She was all alone, just her, the tree and that
irritating, ever-present, deep-seated desire to be ravaged by any
man with the where-with-all to carry out the task. Good God, why
were they so frustratingly scarce? What had happened to that spirit
of adventure that had swept the country to such great heights of
enterprise? She dabbed once more at her temples and sighed.

Eleanor Golightly
never saw so much as a glimpse of the figure that moved up behind
her, swift and silent, from the cover of the shrubbery. Indeed, she
was only very briefly aware of the immense blow that came crashing
down on her head. Just for a second or two, the world seemed to
stop in silence, a peculiar sensation that she couldn’t quite get
to grips with before it had passed and she collapsed on to the
immaculately cut lawn, dead as a dodo.

 


*

 


The weather really had
turned out jolly nicely, contemplated the Reverend Sixpence from
his superior hiding place in the larger of the two garden sheds.
There could be absolutely no doubt that the Lord had looked down
kindly on him and had answered his prayers in a most fulsome
manner, delivering the most glorious summer sunshine, with just
sufficient breeze to lift away the worst of the heat. He must make
a note reminding himself to include a reference to this in his next
sermon. Indeed, he’d better scribble down something soon, otherwise
he’d be certain to forget it.

However, whilst the
breeze was jolly pleasant when you were outside in the open air, it
didn’t help in the slightest when you were cooped up in a tall
cupboard in the potting shed. The temperature seemed already to
have reached something more appropriate to the Mediterranean
region, rather than the northern Home Counties. In fact, if he
remained there much longer, there was a jolly good chance he would
pass out. It might be necessary to give himself up shortly, rather
than risk collapsing from heat exhaustion. Giving up such a fine
hiding place would be a shame, for sure, but there really were
limits to what he could be expected to put up with in the name of
fun.

Someone had, in fact,
nearly found him already. He’d not been able to see who it was, but
the shed had been subjected to a brief and ineffective search by
someone no more than five minutes after he’d tucked himself away in
the cupboard, squeezed in behind a pair of all-weather gardening
overalls that were hanging from an overhead bar. He had been
certain they would open the cupboard doors and find him there,
since it was surely the most obvious place to look, but he’d been
fortunate that whoever it was had not possessed the necessary
common sense and left without so much as rattling the cupboard
door.

His armpits had become
distinctly damp; you could even go so far as to say wet. But what
was he to do, when he was already down to his shirt and trousers?
He could hardly shed anything more, for fear of offending the
ladies in the party. Mind you, not all of them were really worthy
of being referred to as ladies. Women, yes, but ladies, most
definitely not. He may be a man of the cloth, but he was hardly
ignorant of the ways of the world. He most definitely could not be
accused of being wet behind the ears. All the same, there really
was a point beyond which a real lady would never step and someone
like Marie Macron really ought to know better, especially when you
took into account the education she had been blessed with. A
venomous woman, absolutely impossible to engage with beyond the
basic civilities. Really, why did he keep on inviting her to the
vicarage for such weekends?

He groaned to himself,
feeling feeble and inept. Who was he trying to fool? Only himself.
She was always the first name on the guest list and every time he
waited anxiously for her reply to arrive. But, damn it, why did the
woman keep rebuffing his advances? Surely, he offered enough to
elicit a positive response. She didn’t have to swoon into his arms,
not if she really didn’t want to. A grateful, tear-filled ‘yes’
would suffice. The good Lord seemed to have abandoned him in his
quest or, perhaps, it was a trial, a true test of belief. If it
was, then he was teetering on the precipice.

It was no good. If he
stood around in that cupboard for much longer, waiting to be found,
he was certain to collapse. The heat was unbearable. Five minutes
more, that was all, and then he was going to give himself up. He’d
take defeat on the chin, like a real man should.

One glance at his
watch. A second glance. Then a third. Five minutes were up.
Sixpence swept open the cupboard doors and flopped forward in to
the main part of the shed, filling his lungs with something
approaching fresh air. He propped himself up on the hefty worktop
that ran along one side, underneath the windows, and looked out
across his splendid garden, listening to the birds twittering away
madly and the wind blowing through the upper branches of the
tallest trees. Ah, nature at its finest. His own Earthly Paradise,
for sure. He really couldn’t have asked for more, except for a wife
with which to share it all.

It was tempting, very
tempting, to remain there, but that was hardly the thing for a host
to do. The game was still afoot and he was yet to be discovered. He
really ought to make some kind of effort to remain undiscovered and
to give the others a run for their money, so to speak.

Deciding to keep well
clear of the house, he set off around the edge of the garden,
making the most of whatever cover he found, all the while heading
in the general direction of the big oak tree that dominated the far
side of the garden. It was a truly magnificent specimen, one he had
noticed as soon as he’d set foot on the premises for the very first
time, and it must be two or maybe even three hundred years old.
Imagine, he often thought, the sights and the sounds it had
witnessed over the years. Two world wars, Victoria’s reign from
beginning to end, the coming of the steam engine and the emptying
of the countryside as the Industrial Revolution did its thing.

Indeed, it had done
well to survive the mass tree cutting of the Napoleonic period, no
doubt because it happened to reside in a garden rather than the
open countryside. Yes, he would give the tree a rather generous
fondling when he reached it. If only that frigid Marie Macron would
let him fondle her in the same way, he muttered to himself as he
slipped behind the cover of a large hydrangea. The silly woman
knew, deep down, she wanted to be with him, so why wouldn’t she do
the inevitable and give way gracefully to his wooing? Yes, he was
right to think the good Lord above was testing his resolve, his
staying power; in which case he wouldn’t disappoint. His commitment
was total and he would see it through, come what may.

It was as he first
stepped out from behind an overly large weigela, clearly in need of
a major pruning come the autumn, that he first saw Eleanor
Golightly on the lawn alongside the oak tree. She was, it appeared,
either taking a little nap, carrying out an excessively close
inspection of the grass or, more alarmingly, had passed out, most
likely from heat exhaustion. The poor woman was, after all, getting
on a bit and it really was jolly warm in the open air.

Still keen to avoid
detection, the vicar took a careful look in the direction of the
house before covering the ground between himself and his prostrate
guest. He moved, by his standards, at a fair clip.

“Eleanor, dear, what on earth are you doing down there?”
Sixpence announced himself as he pulled up short alongside his
friend. “A little early for a nap, don’t you think?”

There being no
response forthcoming from his motionless friend, Sixpence bent down
and gave the woman a firm shake. “Wakey, wakey, Eleanor. Time to
get up.”

It was as he took hold
of her shoulder that he noticed the rather unsettling sight of a
substantial dent in the top of her head and a large pool of blood
on the grass around it. For a moment, he froze, struggling to
comprehend the sight before him. True, he’d seen many a dead body
before, though not, let it be said, in his garden. There was, and
always would be, a considerable difference between seeing someone
dead on a battlefield, on the one hand, and in his garden, on the
other.

“Eleanor, dear. Are you still with us?” He again shook his
friend, this time with a more little force. “Eleanor?”

He stepped round the
motionless body, bent down close once more, then placed a finger on
her neck. No pulse. Not good. Very definitely not good. He pulled
open her right eyelid. The diagnosis was no different.

“Oh,
Eleanor, sweetheart,” he whispered, cupping a hand around her podgy
face. “Who on earth would want to do such a thing to you? Why?” He
slumped on to the grass, his shaking head in his hands.

At the back of the
house, where a large, paved courtyard ran right up to the building,
a pair of French doors clicked closed, observed by no one other
than an inquisitive blackbird, who stood on the rim of a flower
pot, tilting its head to one side as it sought out a little
afternoon snack.

 


 


 


 



 Chapter Two

 


 


Detective Inspector Leslie Dykeman and his Sergeant,
Stanley Shapes, had been enjoying the benefits of a game of stud
poker, with a couple of gentlemen taking a sojourn in one of the
police station’s cells, when news of the events at the Lower
Itchingbaum vicarage came through. The timing could not have been
worse. The officers of the law had invested the best part of half
an hour setting up the two crooks, encouraging them to conclude,
quite erroneously, that their opponents were total novices when it
came to playing poker. Mere moments before being interrupted,
Dykeman and Shapes had begun the subsequent process of taking their
victims to the cleaners. They were already a couple of quid up,
their opponents having not yet clocked what was going on, and the
hand in progress held out the promise of five quid more. A rather
useful addition to the officers’ spending money.

It took a lot of
practice to pull a fast one like that, something Dykeman and Shapes
were now highly proficient at. On the other hand, opportunities to
make the most of said skills were sadly few and far between. Most
of the criminal fraternity for miles around had already fallen
victim to the officers’ skilful and opportunistic money-making
scheme and Banbury police station had thereby acquired something of
a reputation as being an expensive place for an honest crook to
find himself spending time.

“We’ll just finish this hand,” Dykeman told the constable who
had brought them their summons.

“Chief Inspector’s insisting on right away, sir,” replied the
hesitant newbie.

“Lanky,” said Dykeman, glancing briefly at the young
policeman. “There’s right away and then there’s right away. In this
case, that means long enough to finish this hand.”

“As
you say, sir,” replied ‘Lanky’ George Bunch.

Dykeman called for
another card from the stubble-chinned felon sitting opposite him in
the brightly-lit interrogation room. A card was dealt from the
pack.

Dykeman smiled, a
sickening, blood curdling smile that didn’t promise a happy outcome
for the two prisoners. Both instantly got an unpleasant feeling
they were about to find themselves financially worse off. Fleeced
was the word that came to mind.

“I’ll raise you a quid,” said Dykeman, going straight for the
maximum they’d agreed on at the outset.

The two crooks looked
at each other. They’d just been beaten three hands in a row and
were in danger of taking a heavy loss. Anyone looking on would
never have guessed that one of the crooks held a rather decent
hand, but what he didn’t have was the strength of character to
stick to his guns; something Dykeman and Shapes had spotted some
time before. The two hapless villains might just as well have
handed over their cash right at the start.

“Too
hot for me,” groaned the prisoner with the stubble, who promptly
dumped his cards on the table.

The other felon
hesitated for a second or two, he being the one with the decent
hand to play. He’d been waiting for a hand like that, one he could
really make the most of; it would be a shame to give it up without
a fight. He’d more or less decided to stick to his guns when he
felt a heel driven into his shin, the pain winging its way at once
up his leg, along his spine into his head and, finally, out through
his open mouth, “Ouch!”

“Can’t make your mind up, my friend?” asked Dykeman, well
aware the first criminal had just delivered a clear message to his
associate.

With just the briefest
further moment of hesitation, the man dropped his cards on the
table. “Yeah, it’s too hot for me, too.” He glanced unhappily at
his friend.

“Go
on then, boss,” chirped Shapes, throwing a pound note into the pot,
knowing full well he’d be getting his money back, with interest,
after the game was over. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”

“That’s more like it,” replied a cheery Dykeman, spreading his
cards on the wooden table. “King flush,” he announced.

“Beats my pair of queens,” sighed Shapes. “Well played, sir.
Didn’t know you had it in you to play like that.”

“Nor
did I, Sergeant. But always a keen learner. You know what they say
about having an open mind and a happy life.”

The two prisoners
looked at each other, heads shaking, as it began to dawn on them
they had been taken to the proverbial cleaners by a pair of
unscrupulous coppers. The humiliation was almost too much to
bear.

“Well, gentlemen, it seems we’ll have to leave it at that for
today, otherwise PC Lanky here is going to come out in a nasty
rash,” quipped Dykeman as he got to his feet, shoving his winnings
into a trouser pocket. “Would be happy to pick things up again
later on, if you fancy it?”

Both prisoners shook
their heads vigorously and mumbled something about it being too
expensive and cheaper to book food and lodgings at the Ritz. Shapes
smiled, a broad self-satisfied look of triumph spreading across his
face.

“Come on then, Lanky,” announced Dykeman as he set off for the
corridor. “Let’s not have you slowing us down. The chief will be
most upset with you if we’re late.”

 


*

 


It took them 25
minutes to drive out to Lower Itchingbaum in the police Morris
Minor, Shapes at the wheel, while Dykeman puffed with care on a
Rothmans and watched the countryside bounce by. All they knew
before setting off was that some overweight old biddy, who had
nothing better to do than flounce around other people’s houses, had
got her head stoved in at the vicarage. As the station’s best team,
they had, of course, duly been assigned to make investigations.

“Not
the kind of thing you’d expect at a vicar’s tea party, is it?”
prompted Dykeman, in a deeply philosophical moment as he observed a
long, slender cloud drift slowly across the top of a nearby
hillock.

“Certainly not, sir,” replied his speeding sergeant, whose
hands were glued limpet-like to the steering wheel, except when
changing gear, which was more often than strictly necessary, and
whose right foot spent most of the time pressed hard to the floor.
“You could even go so far as to say it’s downright
rude.”

“Wonder what kind of church he runs, the vicar? Maybe they go
in for human sacrifice, orgies and the like.”

“Don’t know about the human sacrifice bit, sir, but I have it
on good authority some of these villagers go in for orgies,
specially on a full moon. Goes back to olden times when we was all
pagans and wild men of the woods, so they say.”

They crashed through
an isolated crossroads, the signage propped up against an uncut
hedge, scared the living daylights out of a group of crows who’d
been sitting undisturbed for ages on a telephone line adjacent to
the road and hammered on along the paper-thin tarmacadam.

“Ah,
there it is, up ahead,” pointed out Dykeman as the first few
buildings on the outskirts of the village came into view. They had
about a mile left to go. “Vicarage is on the other side of the
village,” he reminded Shapes, who ignored his boss, already fully
aware exactly where they were heading.

As they reached the
edge of the village, Shapes, not wishing to seem inconsiderate,
halved his speed to 30 miles per hour and took a more relaxed
approach to his driving, leaving just the one hand on the
steering-wheel while he used the other to fiddle with the rear-view
mirror. They rumbled their way past a mishmash of old houses, their
limestone walls taking on a pleasingly warm hue in the early
afternoon sunlight.

“Jolly nice looking place,” observed Dykeman. “Not that I’d
fancy living in such a backwater myself, but looks nice on a day
like this, all the same.”

“Not
safe in a place like this, sir,” replied Shapes. “Too much
in-breeding. Makes ’em all funny in the head.”

“Used to think I’d like to retire somewhere like this,” went
on Dykeman. “Always seemed so… well, so damned pretty and charming.
They don’t tell you about all the bad things until you get here and
then it’s too late, you’re trapped, no way out. No, it’s the town
for me, Shapes, ’til the day I die.”

A bicycle, moving at
some speed, swept out of a side road and on to the main street
immediately in front of them; the rider’s hair and skirt flying
about all over the place. The woman seemed oblivious to their
presence.

“Bloody idiot,” barked Shapes, blasting out a long, squealing
complaint on the Morris’s horn. Without looking round, the woman
cyclist raised her right arm and directed two fingers towards the
car, before turning off left and running quickly down a dirt track
towards a small group of buildings. “Bloody cheek of the woman,”
stammered Shapes, disappointed not to get the chance to knock the
woman off her bike and, preferably, into a hedge.

“I
don’t know,” chimed in Dykeman. “She looked pretty nice to me. You
don’t get too many women with calves like that.”

The vicarage was the
archetypal Victorian mini-mansion. Sitting on the northern
outskirts of the village, it was set back a hundred yards or so
from the road and surrounded by what looked like acres of gardens.
To less well off members of society, like the two approaching
police officers, it looked for all the world like the kind of place
a well-heeled member of the aristocracy would have as their country
retreat. It was certainly the sort of property they themselves
could only ever dream of being able to afford, even taking into
account their illicit poker winnings. Unfortunately for those
inside, it also triggered deep within the two of them a total and
utter dislike for the kind of people who resided at such places,
vicars included.

Shapes turned the
Morris off the road and in through the large gateway, between two
imposing stone towers. The car created a rather attractive
crunching sound as it made its way across the gravel driveway,
coming to a halt under the shade of a group of chestnut trees on
one side of the house.

The two men climbed
out of the car, Shapes stretching as he yawned, Dykeman casting an
eye over the well maintained front garden; someone clearly had a
passion for a spot of gardening.

“Can’t see the squad car or ambulance, sir. Don’t reckon
they’ve gone already, do you?” asked Shapes, looking around for
places where it might be possible to hide at least another two
vehicles.

“No,
they’ll be round the back somewhere,” answered Dykeman, having
already noticed the driveway divided into two; one part heading
down the left side of the house, towards a small group of
outbuildings. “My money’s on the vicar. What about you?”

“Already? We haven’t even seen who’s staying here yet. How can
you work out that the vicar did it?” Shapes blew his large nose
into an enormous and not exactly clean hankie, causing several
birds to take flight.

“The
victim probably upset him, so he did the only reasonable thing he
reckoned he could and bumped her off,” quipped Dykeman as he
straightened his tie and rubbed the toes of his shoes on the back
of his trouser legs. “I do, however, reserve the right to change my
mind.”

“Thought you might. I’m not making any guesses yet. Want to
see the suspects ugly faces before I go having a stab at who did
it.”

The two men walked up
to the large, Gothic styled porch at the front of the house. Shapes
pulled with gusto on the cord for the door bell.

“Ought to get a decent cup of tea in a place like this,”
observed Dykeman, casting an inquisitive eye over the old fashioned
external décor.

The door was opened,
almost a full minute later, by a burly, sour-faced woman. Dykeman
judged her to be in her early fifties and the apron she was
wearing, along with the tea towel she held in her left hand, told
him she was most likely staff. How the better half lived.

“Yes? Can I help you?” she demanded, folding the tea towel
into neat quarters.

“Yes,” replied Dykeman, stepping forward so as to assert his
authority. “And you can start by letting us in. Inspector Dykeman
and Sergeant Shapes from Banbury police station. We’re expected.”
He shoved his warrant card under the woman’s angular
nose.

Dykeman had expected
to make his way directly into the house, but the way turned out to
be blocked, by the immobile, rock-like figure of the woman in front
of him. She looked stony-faced at the police officer and announced
in a stiff, no nonsense tone, “Maybe you are who you say, but
you’ll be so good as to wait right here while I ask one of the
police officers outside to confirm that’s the case.”

The woman, whose name,
Dykeman realised, had not been forthcoming, stepped back into the
house, closed and locked the inner front door, then disappeared
from view as she walked off down the hallway.

“Nice pair of welly boots she’s got on there,” observed
Shapes.

Dykeman lifted an
eyebrow and sniffed, “Looked cheap to me.”

“Bossy type. Bet she’s the housekeeper. Probably tells the
vicar when to blow his nose, how to hold his knife and fork and
wot-not. I hate people like that. Reminds me of school.”

“Admirable qualities in a woman, determination and authority,”
replied Dykeman. “So long as it’s the right woman.”

A few minutes later
the woman and a uniformed policeman appeared on the other side of
the door, their confused shapes observable through the patterned
glass panel. A key turned in the lock and the door swung open. The
officer recognised Dykeman at once.

“Sorry, sir,” mumbled the uniformed policeman. “Didn’t think
you’d get here so soon. Mrs Itchington here is the housekeeper. She
thought you might be imposters.”

“Where’s the body?” asked Dykeman, ignoring the bleating of
the junior officer.

“This way, sir.”

As the three men
marched off through the house, the housekeeper closed the door with
care, wiping the handle and the glass panels until every hint of a
smudge was gone, then turned, took a deep breath and told herself,
“Well, no point in worrying about things, Florence. You might as
well get on. There’s lots to be done.” With that, she walked off in
the direction of the kitchen, thinking it a good idea to put the
kettle on, for the umpteenth time that day.

 


*

 


The body of Eleanor
Golightly was covered from head to foot with a single white sheet.
It made quite a considerable mound. It was watched over by a second
uniformed policeman. He was young, inexperienced and had never
previously seen a murder victim, let alone one that involved the
spilling of so much blood. All that had been on his mind for the
previous half an hour or so was the overwhelming desire to keep
himself together long enough to be able to leave the scene without
having made a fool of himself. Now that Dykeman and his sergeant
were there, that time was almost at hand. He sighed with relief and
straightened up.

As Dykeman and his
small entourage made their way across the final few yards of sun
drenched lawn, the two men who made up the ambulance crew watched
every step from the relative comfort of a wooden bench sited in the
shade of a sizeable copper beech. They were in no hurry to get on
with the business of loading the woman’s body into their ambulance,
thoroughly enjoying the afternoon sun.

“It’s a bit of a mess, sir,” warned the uniformed
policeman.

“I’m
sure we’ve seen worse,” replied Dykeman as they stopped next to the
large, white mound. “Let’s have a look, then.”

The sheet was pulled
from the body, exposing it in all its gory glory. The two new
arrivals dropped down on their haunches to take a closer look.

“Big
old bird,” said Shapes, as much to himself as to his boss. “And
that’s a nasty looking hole she’s got in her head.”

“She’d have died instantly, I reckon,” observed Dykeman.
“Would have taken a pretty ferocious blow to make a dent like that.
And would have taken a pretty beefy weapon.”

Shapes lifted
Golightly’s left hand, it being the one nearest to him, and
inspected it at close quarters. “No signs of skin or hair under her
fingernails. Doesn’t look like she got a chance to defend
herself.”

“Could have been someone she knew. They’d be able to get right
up close before delivering a blow. Either that or someone used all
this cover to sneak up on her unawares.”

“Well, from what I’ve heard, we’ve got plenty of suspects
here. And I bet half of them aren’t as squeaky clean as they like
to make out. Can’t trust these sort of people one inch.”

“Has
this part of the garden been searched, Fry?” Dykeman asked the
nearer of the two uniformed policemen.

“Yes, sir. We didn’t find anything. No murder weapon and no
clues. We were waiting for you before we spread the net
wider.”

“Well, you’d best get on with it then,” ordered Dykeman, as he
clambered back to his feet. “Leave it any longer and it’ll be dark
as Hades by the time you finish. Off you go. Take a look at the
rest of the grounds. Any outbuildings and wot-not. Then get
yourselves inside the house. Start with the bedrooms. Oh, and chase
all the residents, guests and staff into one of the downstairs
rooms while you’re about it. I’ll be needing to speak to
them.”

“Come on, Fry” ordered Shapes, clapping his hands
energetically. “I’ll help you out.”

Turning to face the
two waiting ambulance men, Dykeman gave them their own
instructions. “You two will have to wait for the pathologist. Might
as well get yourself a nice cup of tea.”

The two men did as
they were told and made for the house, happy to waste away their
hours of paid employment doing absolutely nothing in
particular.

Dykeman took a long,
careful look around the section of the vast, impressive garden he
was standing in. It really wouldn’t have taken very much at all for
someone with just half a brain to work their way into a suitably
well-hidden position amongst the shrubbery and then launch their
attack when the opportunity presented itself. All they would have
needed to do was wait until they’d seen the direction the victim
had taken, then creep unseen into place. There were most likely
other entry and exit points into the garden, which would make the
job even easier.

A little patience,
along she comes, then wallop! They’d be in and out in a moment,
minimal chance of being seen. After all, given what they’d been
told before leaving the station, everyone was supposed to be hiding
and just one of them seeking. Only, for the dead woman, it had
turned out to be less a case of seeking and more like one of
hunting. But now he was to become the hunter. The tables were about
to be turned.

Dykeman smiled and
reached inside his coat to a pocket where he kept a small packet of
cigarettes and a lighter. As he lit up, a large crow landed on the
lawn some twenty feet away. It squawked, its beady eyes trained on
the substantial carcass it had spotted from its look-out point.

“Nothing here for you, sunshine. This is Oxfordshire, not the
Serengeti.”
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Rounding up the various parties staying at the vicarage
took rather longer than Dykeman was happy with, but at last the
task was accomplished and he made his way back inside the house,
slipping on an authoritative persona as he did so. He needed to
make an impact; make it clear who was in charge. Get off on the
wrong foot and their job would end up twice as difficult as it was
already likely to be. People of the sort they would be dealing with
needed firm handling.

The room that Dykeman
entered, without fuss or announcement, was a substantial affair,
about the size of the entire ground floor of his own house. He took
a look around. It was furnished in the usual putrid middle-class
fashion, none of the furniture matching and floral decoration on
every surface, whilst the ugly rose patterned paper that covered
every inch of the walls was broken up here and there by various
boring paintings, some landscapes, others portraits. It felt like
someone had tried to bring the place up to date but didn’t have
much of a clue and had cocked up the job good and proper. You’d
have thought they’d have the money to bring in someone with proper
skills to do it for them.

Clustered round a
large, unlit fireplace was a group of settees and armchairs, every
one of which was occupied. Excellent. It seemed Shapes and Fry had
done their job well.

Shapes was already
present and correct, standing with his arms folded a little way in
from the doorway, as if he wished to make it clear no one was going
anywhere, not for the time being. He gave a little nod as his boss
entered the room, as if to suggest they were all ready and waiting
for him. The little sparkle in his eyes did not escape Dykeman’s
attention. The man took great satisfaction in his work, especially
when it involved inconveniencing people he didn’t much care for,
which included the sort clustered around the fire-place.

Dykeman stepped into
the middle of the room and gave a deep, bass-heavy cough, which
elicited a pleasing response, as eyes turned towards him and an
expectant air of silence fell over the room.

“Well, quite a party we have here,” observed Dykeman, looking
from one face to another as he spoke. “I’m Inspector Dykeman and,
as of now, I’m in charge round here. As you’ll no doubt already be
aware, there appears to have been a murder on the premises. One
Eleanor Golightly has been boshed over the head and the best part
of her brains are spread all over that nice lawn out there,” he
nodded in the direction of the garden. “We don’t like to jump to
conclusions, of course, but I think we can safely say she didn’t
smash her own brains in and, personally, I can’t see any of the
wildlife managing such a feat.”

He paused, conscious
he’d made an assertive start to proceedings, as intended. There
were several open mouths, though, disappointingly, no one had the
nerve to say anything. Perhaps they realised that any list of
suspects would include each and every one of them. It was, though,
probably best to make that clear, just in case anyone present
hadn’t worked it out yet.

“All
of which means that someone else did it and that, ladies and
gentlemen, makes all of you suspects, until I say otherwise. I
imagine that doesn’t come as a shock to you all but I wanted to
make it clear, all the same, just so you know where you
stand.”

Another pause, to soak
up the pleasing ripple of apprehension and mild shock. Some parts
of the job were always more satisfying than others. Toffs got up
his nose, with their jumped-up sense of superiority and
entitlement, and their lack of respect for the ordinary folk of the
world. Here he was now, standing in a room full of ‘em, with a dead
woman lying on the lawn outside. Irritation bubbled away inside
him.

“Surely not, Inspector,” piped up a brown-haired, slender
woman sitting on one of the settees. “I can hardly see why anyone
here would want to bump off Eleanor. It must have been someone
else. A thief, perhaps.”

Dykeman looked at the
woman, trying to work out where the remnants of her accent came
from and whether the dishevelled and tired-looking man next to her
might be her husband. She appeared to be in her mid-forties and the
accent seemed to be Scottish, though it was hard to be certain as
she seemed to be doing her level best to hide it. As she sat there,
waiting for him to reply, Dykeman couldn’t help noticing that her
long, blue, no doubt expensive dress showed off an attractive, if
rather pale-skinned, pair of calves.

“We’ll be looking into all the options,” replied Dykeman,
careful to address the room as a whole, rather than the individual
who’d asked the question, concerned she might otherwise feel
emboldened enough to come back with a further enquiry. “But, in my
opinion, casual murders of that sort by passers-by are rare. In the
majority of cases I’ve investigated there’s been an element of
premeditation, even if plans have needed to be changed to fit in
with events. Which means there’s a very good chance, ladies and
gentlemen, it was one of you who killed Eleanor Golightly. And, be
under absolutely no illusions, we will identify you and you will
pay for your crime.”

Again, Dykeman paused
so his message could sink in. He found the resulting murmurs of
concern and fidgeting most satisfying. A little casual intimidation
often went a long way to unsettling the guilty party in these
cases. Yes, things were off to a sound start. A little too much,
perhaps, to expect someone to
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