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“Hard to believe that this is really London,” Detective Inspector Helen Shepherd remarked, as the black BMW passed the ornate wrought iron gates.

“Well, it is Hounslow,” Detective Chief Inspector Simon Westmoreland pointed out, as he manoeuvred the car across the crunchy gravel of the driveway.

“Still doesn’t look like it,” Helen said.

The Hounslow she knew was an ethnically diverse neighbourhood and home to the largest Sikh community in Europe. It consisted of semi-detached suburban homes and Art Deco tube stations, Indian restaurants and a high street with all the usual chains and discount stores.

The beautiful Georgian mansion which came into view as Simon’s BMW rounded a hedge certainly did not fit into the Hounslow Helen knew. In fact, it looked like something out of Midsomer Murders. 

“Honeydew House is one of the few surviving country houses in the greater London area,” Simon explained, “Along with Osterley Park, Syon House and Chiswick House. All of which happen to be located in the Borough of Hounslow.”

“Oh, so you’re Wikipedia now?”

“No, I just happen to be interested in our architectural heritage,” Simon countered, “Though I rarely get to see this side of Hounslow either. The last time I was here, some two months ago, I arrested two would-be terrorists who were plotting a ricin attack in the flat above a pharmacy on Hounslow High Street.”

Simon worked for the Counter Terrorism Command, so hunting terrorists was his job. He and Helen had been dating for a few months now, ever since they met on a case.

“Why a flat above a pharmacy on Hounslow High Street of all places?” Helen wondered, “Did the would-be terrorists hope to nab some supplies from the store room?”

Simon shook his head. “No, the would-be terrorists were the pharmacist and his brother. Which made these blokes a threat that was serious for once, because they actually had the means and knowledge to carry out their grandiose plans, which puts them ahead of ninety percent of the would-be terrorists that we nab.”

Simon brought the car to a halt, parking directly in front of the portico with its ionic columns. Though to be honest, the only reason Helen knew the columns were ionic was because Simon told her.

A uniformed constable started towards them as soon as Simon had parked the car, probably to chase them off for unauthorised parking at a crime scene.

In response, Helen waved to him from the passenger side window. The man, Police Constable Martin Jackson, recognised her and relaxed.

“Your people are certainly eager tonight,” Simon remarked. He turned off the engine and undid his seatbelt. “I’ll wait here.”

Helen clicked open her own seatbelt. She put her hand on the door handle and hesitated. There’d be gossip anyway, since she’d arrived in a car not her own and in the company of a man, too. So why not make the most of it?

“You can come along if you like. An extra pair of eyes is always welcome.”

In response, Simon’s face lit up. “If you don’t mind. Cause to be honest, I’d love to get a look at the interior of this beauty.”

It took Helen a few seconds to grasp that he was talking about the house. “You’ve never been here before?”

Simon shook his head. “Honeydew House is not open to the public, since it’s privately owned.”

Helen opened the door and got out of the car, only for her heels to immediately sink into the gravel of the driveway.

“Good thing we’re not the public then.”

PC Jackson met them at the front door. “Good evening, ma’am.” He nodded to Simon. “Chief Inspector.”

Jackson returned his attention to Helen, giving her the once over. “You’re looking very fine tonight, if I may say so, ma’am,” he remarked.

“Thank you.”

Helen self-consciously smoothed down her skirt. High heels and a snazzy black dress with rhinestone highlights had seemed like a good idea while having dinner with Simon at a very nice restaurant in Hampstead. But at a crime scene, her attire seemed woefully inappropriate.

“The Inspector and I had dinner together,” Simon explained to Jackson.

“Tried to have dinner,” Helen corrected.

In fact, her stomach was grumbling, since Simon and she had only got as far as the starter, roasted quail breast with cherry gingerbread sauce, when the call came. And while quails were many things, nourishing was not one of them.

“Uhm, what happened?” PC Jackson asked. It seemed to Helen as if he’d blushed, too, but it was difficult to tell with the bad light and his dark skin.

Helen sighed. “People keep getting killed at the most inopportune of times.”

“Ain’t that the truth? Me and Costello…” PC Jackson nodded towards the other uniform who was guarding the door. “…were just about to get ourselves a kebab, when the call came in.”

“Well, it can’t be changed now,” Helen said, “So where’s the rest of the gang?”

“Already inside, with the victim. And by the looks of them, they were no more pleased about the interruption of their evening plans than the rest of us. As for the witnesses…”

Helen’s ears pricked up. “There are witnesses? Plural?”

“There were six other people on the grounds at the time the victim was killed,” PC Jackson explained, “They’re all gathered in the library, waiting to be interviewed.”

“There is a library?” Goodness, this really was like an episode of Midsomer Murders.

“There is and it looks like something out of a Jane Austen adaption,” PC Jackson confirmed, “We sent all the witnesses there to keep them out of the way and also stationed two constables inside the library to keep them from killing each other.”

“The witnesses were about to kill each other?”

PC Jackson rolled his eyes. “I personally had to bodily restrain one of them from attacking another, ma’am.”

“This is getting better and better,” Helen remarked, “So let’s take a look at what we have here.”

“Do you want the witnesses or the victim first?” PC Jackson inquired.

“The victim. Let the witnesses stew for a while to keep them off balance.”

“I don’t think it needs much effort to keep the witnesses off balance, considering they seemed rather unbalanced to begin with,” PC Jackson remarked.

Helen began to mount the staircase that led up to the main door, careful because the granite looked slippery and her shoes were less than practical. From the corner of her eye, she noticed a red light and turned towards the source only to spot a CCTV camera mounted discretely on the wall a few metres away.

“We’ll need the footage from that camera,” she said to PC Jackson, “As well as of any other camera on the estate.”

Jackson nodded. “On it, ma’am.”
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Helen and Simon found the rest of the team as well as the victim in a gloomy corridor with a flagstone floor and wooden panels on the wall.

Detective Constable Kevin Walker came forward to meet them. Instead of his customary suit and tie, he was dressed in jeans, trainers and a Star Wars t-shirt, all of which suggested that he had been called away from more pleasurable activities as well.

“Good evening, boss.” He noticed Simon and crashed to an abrupt halt. “Uhm, Chief Inspector. I didn’t know Counter Terrorism Command was involved in this case.”

“They’re not,” Helen said, “Chief Inspector Westmoreland is merely here to admire the architecture and lend us an extra pair of eyes.”

“I happened to be with Inspector Shepherd when the call came in and took her here,” Simon added in his smooth Oxbridge lilt.

“We had dinner,” Helen explained, “Though we didn’t get any further than the starter, unfortunately.”

“I… I see,” DC Walker stammered, while his pale, freckled cheeks took on the colour of Darth Vader’s lightsabre, as depicted on his t-shirt.

“That’s nothing compared to what happened to us,” scene of the crime officer Charlotte Wong said from where she was kneeling on the floor, dusting for fingerprints and bagging evidence. She was dressed in her customary white coverall, but the two lumps on either side of her head — as if she were wearing earmuffs or headphones — and the glittery make-up on her face or rather what was visible of it suggested that her plans for the evening hadn’t involved a suspicious death either.

“Kevin and I had tickets for The Force Awakens,” Charlotte explained, while DC Walker blushed, “The first showing that’s not for celebrities and so on, but for regular fans. And then, twenty minutes in — bam — my phone vibrates. As does his.”

That explained DC Walker’s rather unconventional attire. Though given that he’d been talking about nothing else but that movie for the past two months, Helen supposed she should count herself lucky that DC Walker hadn’t shown up in Jedi robes or Stormtrooper armour.

“All right, so what do we have here?” Helen wanted to know.

“That…” DC Walker pointed at the body that was lying sprawled on the floor, quite obviously dead, “…is or rather was Edgar Asheford-Browne, aged fifty-eight, owner of Honeydew House.”

Edgar Asheford-Browne had a sharp nose and equally sharp blue eyes that were in the process of milking over. He was clad in tweed trousers and a cardigan. His hair was snow white and slightly matted with blood that had seeped from a wound on his forehead. In life, he would probably have looked distinguished, surrounded by the aura of old money. Now, however, as his twisted body lay sprawled on the floor of his own mansion next to a bloody fire poker, he merely looked dead.

“Tonight, Edgar Asheford-Browne was having dinner with his wife, daughter, soon-to-be son-in-law and a friend of the family,” DC Walker continued, “There was also another guest who showed up later, not exactly invited. Dinner…” DC Walker cleared his throat. “…well, it didn’t go exactly well.”

“Because of the uninvited guest?” Helen suggested.

“Among other things”, DC Walker said, “It also turns out that the parents disapprove of the daughter’s fiancé, plus I suspect that Mrs. Asheford-Browne is having an affair with the family friend. It’s quite the soap opera, really.”

“More like a mystery series,” Helen remarked, “So do we know what happened?”

“Edgar Asheford-Browne left the library where the party had retired after dinner,” DC Walker explained, “A few minutes later, the family hears a scream, comes running and finds him like this.” He pointed at the dead body on the floor.

“He died maybe an hour or two ago, that is shortly before he was found,” Dr. Rajiv, the forensic medical examiner, added, “The cause of death was probably a blunt force trauma to the head. We’ll have to wait for the post-mortem to be sure, of course, but at the moment it looks very likely.”

Helen nodded in agreement. “The wound on his forehead and the bloody fire poker are rather obvious clues.”

Dr. Rajiv looked up, dark eyes twinkling behind gold-rimmed glasses. “In that case, you’d be mistaken, Inspector, for the wound on the victim’s forehead is merely a scratch. Messy and bloody, to be sure, but hardly lethal. Unlike the nasty wound at the back of the victim’s head.”

“At the back of his head?” Helen repeated. “Why is he lying on his back then? Shouldn’t he rather be lying facedown, if someone bludgeoned him from behind?”

“Maybe he was attacked from the front, stumbled, bumped his head and received the fatal head trauma,” Simon suggested.

“Possible,” Helen said, “Or maybe he was bludgeoned from behind and didn’t collapse right away, so the killer hit him again from the front, most likely with the fire poker…”

“…and the victim finally goes



















































































































































































































































































































































































cover.jpeg





vignette_lamp.png





pegasus_logo_klein.png
bpdt

Peg sus

Pulp





vignette.png
) e
,1 #¥ i





