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Detective Acting Inspector Bernard Downs stood outside the gated community of the retirement home complex in Port Douglas wondering what the hell he had let himself in for. Less than a year ago he was just an ordinary sergeant. Officially he was now Senior Sergeant Downs but had the previous evening been put in an acting inspector role because other officers had been temporarily transferred to Brisbane investigating a possible terrorist plot. However, he still went by his preferred nickname of Sarge. 

Nearly a year ago Sarge had been directed to move from his cushy job as an ordinary copper in Cairns, handed a promotion and found himself in the homicide section of criminal investigation. Years before he had been thwarted in his attempts to be promoted and become a detective because he had been a whistle-blower, so he supposed he should have been pleased when the deputy commissioner himself contacted him personally and had chartered a new career path for him. He had challenged the deputy commissioner as to why he had been chosen and only received a two-word answer, “Coober Pedy”. Sarge seriously contemplated his future and seriously contemplated the future of his bloody big mouthed mate who was in charge of the Coober Pedy police station if he ever caught up with him. He considered resigning or doing something that meant he would be eased out of the force as he had just received a sudden financial windfall, had met and now lived with his partner on a secluded beach south of Cairns, a place where he could indulge in his three favourite passions, fishing, sketching and doing nothing.

But in the end, he agreed to the directive and that is what led Sarge to be pushing the button on the wall near the closed entrance gate early on a Sunday morning. What had been a day for wearing board shorts and a t shirt was now one with a business shirt, ill-fitting suit and a tie that threatened to strangle him. Sarge was not a small man by any means. Svelte is not an adjective that came to the minds of anyone who met him. Built like rugby front rower, he carried no excess weight and just short of two metres in height, he was very imposing. The plain clothes he now wore as part of the homicide unit strained its seams trying to cover his torso. Sarah, his partner, had convinced him only last week to finally get a proper suit and one was being tailor made and would be ready soon. But soon was not today and he knew he would look quite out of place amongst this very affluent group of elderly residents; but then again so too would the naked corpse that had been discovered in the pond of the complex. By comparison he was better dressed for the occasion.

The security guard came down and politely told the would-be intruder to piss off, saying that journos and used car salesmen had sure dropped in their attire standards and the cars they drove. Sarge smiled pleasantly even though he was quite offended on behalf of his lovingly restored yellow Landy. He realised he looked more like Columbo than Poirot. He asked the security card if he could read and then flashed his metal QPS badge and identification card. Because the driveway sloped up, the security guard had not fully estimated the size of the man before him. He opened the gate and then found himself standing toe to toe with a giant of a man. Sarge looked down on him, patted his head and asked if he was carrying any weapon. Sarge whispered in his ear that he had better not be but if he commented any more about the Landrover, a full cavity search would be conducted at the Port Douglas Police Station just to make sure.

Much to the disdain and discomfort of residents the body was still in the pool. The scene was surrounded by police tape and a couple of uniformed officers were stationed nearby. The body had been in the water for hours and a very agitated manager was abusing the resident doctor for leaving it in the pool. Sarge wondered why the body was still there and ordered it taken out of the pool glaring at the senior constable who was in charge and who no doubt had been the one to ring him and ruin his day. An ambulance was in attendance and the paramedics loaded up the former resident and headed south to Cairns hospital and the morgue there.

Sarge had surveyed the scene on arrival and quickly made observations of the people there. He trusted in his initial perceptions and his judgements were rarely wrong. This was what had made him an outstanding, if rather reluctant lately, police officer. The manager of the complex was an officious snobby woman who was dressed in a full business suit even at eight o’clock on a Sunday morning. Her hectoring of the doctor ceased and she gave a death stare to Sarge and marched towards him.

“About time......” she began with an affected pompous tone and her nose wrinkling at the sight of what to her was an unkempt minion. Sarge brushed past her almost dismissing her completely and focused on the pool and surrounds. Mortified, she strutted after him, her heels clacking on the sandstone tiles. Sarge beckoned to one of the police officers to come over. He whispered in his ear and the constable escorted the manager beyond the taped off area and explained to her that she should not enter the crime scene.

“Crime scene! This can’t be a crime scene. The poor man just drowned.” She yelled and then quickly closed her mouth. Sarge was tempted to ask how she knew it wasn’t a crime. He also took exception to her choice of words. “Poor” – if this man was poor, he would not have been let in the gate, let alone been a resident here. She hadn’t even bothered to use the “poor” man’s name. Perhaps she merely viewed him as a number or just an asset that helped fund the complex and pay her salary. He knew why she had suddenly quietened down. The mere fact that it was potentially labelled a crime scene would demean the image of the Retirement complex. Sarge shook his head in disgust. It was so easy to identify the characteristics of shallow people.

He called the doctor over and asked a few questions. The doctor was a genial old man probably hired because of his looks and manner rather than his skill. He offered a few short answers to Sarge’s questions and these all but confirmed Sarge’s perceptions of the man. Finally, Sarge spoke to the constable who was in charge of the scene. He was young and a little unsure of himself but as Sarge found out, not unsure of the facts and evidence that was around.

“Now Constable Johns, just need a bit of clarification on a few things. You spoke to me on the phone and spoiled a great fishing day so this had better be good.”

The young man with the surf blond hair opened up a note book and then quickly closed it. He spoke clearly and concisely without referring to his notes and this impressed Sarge who also had an eye for detail and a photographic memory. They were the only similarities between the two. The constable was far shorter and athletically slim. Sarge would have called him malnourished. His hair was full and what Sarge would have regarded as too long. Sarge’s was like the slowly ebbing tide that could be seen from the magnificent coastal view.

“I was called out here at 3:52 am because there was a man floating in the pool. The lights were on and the manager and resident doctor met me after I had been buzzed through the security gate. I dived in to rescue him but he was well and truly dead....”

“Why did you leave him in the pool? That was pretty odd,” interrupted Sarge.

“It may seem that way but there was something pretty odd about the whole thing. I sensed it when I arrived and it was confirmed when I looked at the body when it was in the pool. I got out and ushered all the onlookers away. I taped off the area, called for backup and rang the CID in Cairns direct. I took a whole lot of photos with my phone and after some help arrived, I bagged some evidence which is now locked in my car. I then called an ambulance more as a matter of form rather than anything else but I insisted that the body remain in the pool until someone from homicide turned up. It would have been hard to explain what I had noticed if the body had been removed. Tell me Inspector Downs, why did you remove the body straight away when you got here? I didn’t get a chance to explain..........”

“Because my friend you are not the only one with eyes and I didn’t want anyone else with eyes to see what we both had seen. By the way, you’ve had a long night, my partner makes a lovely late breakfast, bring your phone and follow me,” Sarge gently ordered.

“But aren’t you going to interview the residents and others around like the doctor and manager and security guards?”

“Later on. They will all have similar stories. They will either not have seen anything or have had their stories well-rehearsed by now. If we wait, they will forget and make a mistake. I will just assure them for now that the man accidentally drowned.”

The young constable was baffled. As laid back as he was, he personally did everything straight down the line and had heard that Downs did exactly the same. Perhaps there was more to this gentle giant than he initially thought.

“We can talk more over breakfast. I will square it with your boss. Here’s my address. I will see you in an hour and a half. If you don’t fish bring your surfboard. It is Sunday after all and too good a day to waste.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 2

[image: image]


“I’ve squared it with your boss and I have sort of squared it with mine,” Sarge said as he shook Constable Johns’ hand and pointed across the beach to where Sarah was standing with her arms crossed. Dressed in a halter neck top and a sarong that was flutter in the light onshore breeze, Nathan Johns, thought that the woman with the long flowing dark hair looked just as formidable as Acting Inspector Downs. He followed quietly behind Sarge and gave an apologetic smile as he approached Sarah.

“Constable Johns, this is Professor Sarah Blake who spends her time flitting between the James Cook University, her research lab at the Cairns hospital and various conferences all around the world,” Sarge stated in a very formal voice and genuflecting to his partner.

Sarah was in fact only an associate professor whose work in neuro toxins of box jellyfish and their application into modern medical approaches had won her as much international fame as the head of the research centre at the hospital had lost, when it was found that he had tried to claim all the credit for the idea and the work involved in her thesis. Right now, her look was poisonous but not directed at Sarge’s guest but at Sarge himself.

“If this big buffoon is intent on standing on ceremony, Constable Johns, I will give you so much background on him that you will be able to wrap him around your little finger just as I have. Please call me Sarah and for God’s sake call him Sarge or are you put off by his rank and so-called reputation. He has become a bit up himself since his quick promotion and it needs the likes of me and you to squeeze that large pimple he calls a head so that it doesn’t get too big and burst. Come up to the shack and enjoy a well-earned breakfast. You are not disturbing me in the slightest. The only one who is disturbed is BW which is my nickname for this fool. By the way BW, my mother is still coming for dinner tonight and nothing short of death will get you out of it. And when I say death, I am talking about your own and no-one else’s. If you are not here, may it be a long and painful one.” Sarah glared at Sarge and smiled beautifully at her visitor and asked, “Can I call you Nathan?”

“Prefer Nat, if you wouldn’t mind. I only got called Nathan by my mum when I was in trouble,” Constable Johns smiled in return and cast a grin towards Sarge who looked suitably chastened.

“My mother and I will be calling BW something else too if he isn’t here for dinner tonight.” She put her arm through Nat’s and escorted him up the steps onto the veranda followed meekly by Sarge. Sarah disappeared inside as the two men sat at the table on the veranda.

“Isn’t she wonderful?” Sarge sighed.

Completely missing Sarge’s sarcasm, Nat said that Sarge was truly a lucky man.

“Luck had nothing to do with it. Fate perhaps, or even misfortune. But she’s right here, I am Sarge, she is Sarah and her mum is............. well I don’t want to insult dragons but..........” Sarge was interrupted by Sarah’s return with plates of toast, eggs and freshly cooked bacon.

“I was just saying,” Sarge began as he winked at Nat, “That we share no secrets, Sarah and I, and she is a right proper little detective in her own special way.” Sarge ignored Sarah’s open-mouthed gape and blundered on, “I mean tell her what you noticed about the body and your concerns. She is discreet and does know her stuff, so explain away.”

Nat quickly glanced backwards and forwards between the two and noticed the strange lifting they both had of their right eyebrow as the expectantly waited for him to begin. He had to look away in case he laughed.

“When I dived in the water, I found the body to have signs of rigor mortis setting in. Some parts were stiff and others not. I would have expected that a body in a pool to be rag doll like at worst and if not still alive. This one was neither. There was a coldness to the touch which was very strange as the pool was quite warm. It was very odd.”

“Did you notice the slight discoloration of the water around as well?” Sarge asked.

Nat felt he had obviously missed something. “No, my first reaction was to dive in and see if the man was alive. I guess I disturbed the evidence there. I’m sorry.” Nat apologised.

“No need Nat. You weren’t to know he was already dead.” Sarge replied, “What else did you notice?”

“It was odd, I mean the body. Perhaps the man had a liking for swimming in the nude but some of the things I saw were out of place.” He reached for his phone. Sarge took it from him and plugged it into his laptop and began scrolling through the photos.

“Nice looking girl,” Sarge quipped.

“BW don’t tease,” Sarah rounded on Sarge.

“That’s my girlfriend. I’m pretty lucky. She’s as nice as she looks.” Nat said proudly.

“Geez, some people have all the luck,” Sarge managed to say before a piece of toast bounced off his cheek. “Ouch. I’d better scroll forward.”

“If you look there around the edge of the pool, he has his sandals placed at the edge of the pool very neatly together but facing away from the pool. There is no towel anywhere and he had bathers crumpled near the pool as well, but the bathers were far too big for him. Unless he lost a hell of a lot of weight recently, he never wore them out there. They would have fallen off; so why did he have them out there?”

“Well Sarah,” Sarge asked as he turned to her, “What do you think?”

“Need a bit more info if you don’t mind. BW tell me about the discoloration.”

“Well I noticed that all around the body just out from it there was almost a film like ring. The water was clearer within the ring. One thing young Nat missed was the way the body was angled. It was floating but not evenly. It was on an angle and one of the legs was twisted subtly but in a painful angle if the victim had had been alive when the twist happened. Does that help, dear.”

“Don’t ‘dear’ me in an attempt to show how intelligent you are in comparison to me. We have played that game and you have never won. There are a number of possibilities but one obvious one. The man didn’t die in the pool that night. Perhaps not in that pool at all. Instead he was placed in the pool. Nat, the coldness you felt was probably because he had been kept in cold storage possibly a freezer room and thrown in to the pool to resemble a drowning. The ice on his body would have thawed out eventually but would have taken a fair time to do so. If he was a largish man, they would have twisted his body to fit it in a freezer so I am thinking that it wouldn’t have been a freezer room but a large chest freezer instead. As the ice melts there would have been a slow mixing of the frozen water and the pool water which would account for the discolouration. As for the angle he was on, I think that the contents of his lungs, which would hold a fair bit, were probably the last parts to thaw and so the weight of his lungs would change the angle of his body. I think an autopsy will show that he did in fact drown but not then and there. So gentlemen, my job here is done, I made breakfast; who is making coffee?”

Both Sarge and Nat went inside. Nat had quickly volunteered to make coffee. Sarge had said he’d help, but in reality, it was to avoid Sarah’s smug grin and even then, it was burning in his back.

As they returned, Sarah stretched her legs and said, “You know any competent detective would have collected a water sample to compare it with the water that will be found in the lungs of the victim and possibly any other pools around.”

“Um Sarah, I did get a sample and it is in my car in a bottle in an evidence bag.” Nat conceded.

Sarge looked at Nat with a look of annoyance, not wanting to look at Sarah as she would be staring at him with one eyebrow cocked as far as it would go.

“I got the body off to the morgue as quickly as possible so that the lung contents would still be intact.” Sarge said limply. He quickly drank his coffee.

“Time for a spot of fishing Nat,” he commanded.

As they rose to go, Sarah heard Sarge say to Nat, “You know as attractive and intelligent as Sarah is, there are so many other aspects where she is just like her mother.” Sarge flinched as the coffee cup went flying past his ear but then quickly recovered and said, “I think we’ll fish down the other end of the beach. It looks calmer and safer down there.”
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Nat left just after lunch. Much to Sarge’s annoyance they had dined on the fish that Nat had caught. Sarah had passed the comment about just having salad if they were going to have Sarge’s catch of the day. Nat went home for a well-earned rest as he had another night shift later. Sarge and Sarah talked about the murder and also about their visitor and then finally Sarge made two phone calls. The first one was to his boss in Cairns to seek approval and the second was to Nat to see if he would approve of the idea. Sarge needed someone who knew the local community in Port Douglas, someone who didn’t miss small details, someone who was open to different possibilities rather than having fixed ideas; in short someone like Nat. It turned out Nat was only too pleased to be seconded as support to Sarge, partly because his girlfriend worked on the day trip boats that went out to the reef and his night shift work was messing with their love life; but mainly because he was the sort of person who just wanted to learn everything to know. His response to Sarge made Sarge smile and realise that he had chosen wisely. Nat had answered yes but had asked whether this wasn’t just a cheap way for Sarge to get some fishing lessons.

Monday morning saw them at the morgue for the autopsy. Sarge had asked on the Sunday that the autopsy receive priority as the death was suspicious. Knowing the pathologist personally made a difference. Sarge was the sort of person who made friends easily but didn’t suffer fools the same way. The pathologist in charge of the morgue was a friend with a similar attitude. They told it like it was and had bonded early on when as a younger constable Sarge had brought relations or friends of victims of road accidents in to identify bodies. The doctor had seen the compassion that was shown to these people by Sarge and the concern that the right answers were given in a way that was accurate but also treated the dead person with dignity. This was important in the case of drink drivers who had written themselves off and sometimes others in the most horrible of circumstances.

Sarge had asked Nat whether he could handle the morgue situation as he knew it was a difficult situation for anyone to be in especially for the first time. Nat had said that he had already seen the body and indeed he had been in a morgue before. Nat explained he was the son of a funeral director and although his dad didn’t bring his work home, he had taught his son a lot about human anatomy and death and dying. Sarge was taken aback a little with Nat’s response and wondered whether he was the right person for the job. Would he be cold and strictly forensic in his approach because that would be only part of what was needed? Nat would need to be able to look at and interpret human responses and not just cut and dried physical evidence. Time would tell through this investigation if they were a suitable pair to work together to achieve a result.

Sarge had been well advised to ask for a high priority autopsy as a request was made by the family via the retirement home to have the body taken to a funeral home. That request was turned down as the autopsy was still underway. However, it merely heightened Sarge’s suspicions and made him realise that he had to work fast.

The autopsy showed just how right Sarah had been. The water in the lungs had been collected and when compared to the water from the pool that Nat had sampled, major differences occurred. The water in the lungs indicated that it had come from a chlorinated pool that had not been cleaned or re-chlorinated for a while. There was slight bruising just above the hair line that the forensic pathologist had nearly missed. However, when the water tests came back, he decided to make a more thorough examination. He initially had believed it was just a simple case of an old man drowning in a pool, but told Sarge that the bruising on either side of the back of the head where the spine and skull joined were each about the size of a large man’s thumb. Sufficient pressure had been brought to bear which may have stopped nerves from functioning properly and perhaps causing loss of consciousness. Alternatively, they could have been how the elderly man had been held under water. It could have been a combination of both, he couldn’t say except that the marks occurred before death and had been made quite forcefully. The fact that the man had a good head of hair had disguised the marks that could have been easily overlooked.

Sarge asked about the twisted limbs. The pathologist said that these limbs had been twisted after the man had died. There would have been different internal bruising of muscles and tendons if it had have happened prior to death and it would have been extremely painful.  He suggested that perhaps that they may have been caused when the body was recovered from the pool. Sarge didn’t make any comment. He knew what he had seen. He did however ask if there were any other distinguishing features that the doctor had noticed. The response was stunning.

“This person has had radical facial surgery done by an expert. At some stage the nose had been broken and reset. There were small implants of silicon under the skin in the face. A tattoo on the right shoulder had been removed and skin grafted over to leave small marks only that resembled vaccination injections. But the strangest thing I found was that on each finger there were slight scars and in some case burns. I could understand if the man was a smoker or a factory worker but his hands and lungs showed no evidence of either,” the pathologist explained with a puzzled tone in his voice.

“Well, I might find out more when I gets some proper identification and find out who he is,” Sarge said.

“Good luck on that front,” said the pathologist, “the scarring and burns are on the finger tips and you won’t get a decent print of any finger. There has been so much facial surgery even this man’s mother, assuming she was still alive, wouldn’t recognise him.”

All three of them left the room and Sarge was handed a file containing photos and the pathologist’s conclusions. There was a paper version and one on a memory stick. Sarge thanked the doctor and wondered what the hell was going on. He asked Nat to drive him out to the retirement complex so that they could review the crime scene and begin interviewing staff and residents. As they drove both of them were lost in their thoughts. Sarge, as a force of habit downloaded the memory stick onto his laptop and forwarded off its contents to his office computer. As a laugh he decided to send it also off to his mate Willow in Coober Pedy to show him what a real detective had to face.

About a year ago, Sarge had been heavily involved in the resolution of a major criminal investigation in the South Australian outback opal mining town of Coober Pedy. He had fully intended on keeping his role hidden and credit be given to Sergeant “Willow” Williams who was now in charge of Coober Pedy Police Station. All was going so well until a current affairs program decided to do a special piece on the strange death of two elderly miners and during the interview with Sergeant Williams some background information was let slip. Suffice to say Sarge was less than pleased. He was after a quiet life but once the media smells blood that became a thing of the past.

Sarge had done a lot of the background detective work in his own time, following up strange coincidences, collecting evidence and presenting a detailed description of what had probably happened to two missing miners. He had visited Coober Pedy, convinced the police there of what he believed had happened, and then begged for anonymity. He should have known better. His new-found mate, Willow had let the cat out of the bag. The press reported on the story behind the story of the miners and Sarge achieved celebrity status without ever having said a word. He thought at the time his police career was going to be over as the hierarchy wasn’t too fond of anyone big noting themselves.

Sarge also made a call to his boss explaining the circumstances of the case so far. Little did he know that phone call would have very far reaching effects.
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There were no hassles as they drove up to the gate of the retirement home. The security guard buzzed them through. Sarge guessed having a marked police car made a difference. The management wouldn’t want to have that parked outside in public view for too long. He and Nat were greeted at the main door by the beautifully coiffed, heavily made up business manager whom Nat whispered wore a completely different but similar outfit. Only the pearls were the same from the day before. Sarge commented on his powers of observation but also secretly was wondering whether Nat’s girlfriend was actually real given his interest in fashion. Sarah would have elbowed him heavily in the ribs if she had read his mind and been present.

They were escorted into the manager’s office and Sarge realised this was a power move to put them in the place and to show who was in charge. For now, he let it go though. He had a good nose for picking the appropriate time to assert his authority. The manager sat back in her leather chair and they sat in somewhat lower fabric covered visitors’ chairs. The enormous desk was between them and probably a gulf of understanding as well.

“I have the client’s file here and a copy for you to take with you,” she began. “Giuseppe Martini was a resident here for fourteen years and was well liked. He retired from his pineapple farm just out of Mareeba and chose us as a place to spend his final years.”

“And those final years ended quite abruptly,” Nat interjected. Sarge gave him a quick look indicating that he should not offer any comment.

“Yes, sadly they did. It was unfortunate that our client chose to swim late at night when there was no supervision available. But we are not a gaol here. People move freely around the complex. I’m not sure whether there is any more that I can tell you.” The manager concluded and began to rise.

Sarge coughed and said that he had one or two questions to help out with the paperwork.

“Have the relatives of Mr Martini been notified?”

“I’m afraid that we were the only family he had. He was a bachelor and had no immediate family according to our records,” was the stiff brisk response from the manager.

“I would like to interview the doctor and security guard again just to see if they could give me some more information. My boss is a stickler for complete files and I’d hate to have to come back and bother you again.”

Slightly taken aback the manager replied, “Well if you must, I can arrange it but I’m not sure there is anything else they can tell you. Our client went swimming in the pool, probably got into difficulties and drowned. You will be brief won’t you sergeant.”

“Actually, it is inspector and yes I will be as brief as possible. Now could I also have a list of all your residents and staff as well and arrange a room where I can interview them please.”

“I don’t see what the purpose in that is. I mean......”

Sarge interrupted. He sensed she was just going to continue with her line about her client and drowning. “Actually Ms Blake, you don’t need to see the purpose. I am being thorough and I will interview all the people here as I see fit and if you won’t provide a room, I will ferry them backwards and forwards to the Port Douglas Police Station for as long as it takes. Perhaps with lights and sirens if I so desire. Please have the list and room ready as soon as possible. Constable Johns and I are going to look at Mr Martini’s room and check the pool area again. Someone going for a nude swim late at night and then drowning may be common place at your venue but to me it is a bit suspicious and until my suspicions are allayed, then I will be here. Now the health and safety officials will be out possibly tomorrow and if need be, they will be equally as thorough and as perfect as you try to present this place. They may come across something that may need enough attention to close you down for a while.”

Sarge got up, smiled beatifically at the manager and he and Nat left the room thus ending the conversation. Nat was impressed. “Wow, you’ve organised the Health and Safety audit already.”

“Nope just about to do it now. She got up my nose. She’s hiding something and I didn’t like the way she simply referred to Giuseppe Martini as ‘client’. She mentioned his name only once. She is probably dialling my boss right now so don’t feel obliged to stay involved.”

“I love fireworks. I’ll stay,” Nat replied.

They checked the file. Sarge had taken the original folder not the copy when he left. That had been deliberate as he felt that perhaps some of the things in the file may not have been copied if he had only received a copy. Mr Martini’s room number was on the folder and they walked along the corridor of the main building until they found it. Of course, it was locked, but there was no key. It had a card swipe lock.

“So, my young detective friend,” Sarge asked Nat, “If you were going swimming without a towel and only in your bathers and then later naked, where would you put your swipe card so that you could get in?”

“Well there is no suitable place to leave it here. The manager indicated that the office was unmanned at the time. I would have carried it with me and left it at the pool on a table perhaps.”

“So, you are telling me that you missed something when you checked the area after you tried to rescue Mr Martini.”

Nat suddenly felt he was on the defensive, “No, I am very sure that I checked everywhere and bagged all evidence. I couldn’t have missed a swipe card, but I must have.” Nat reached for his phone. “I took pictures of absolutely everything and the card would have shown up in those. I’ll run through them again and check.”

“Relax, Nat. You didn’t miss anything. I’m sure if you had known that the doors had locks you would have searched for keys or cards. Remember what the pathologist said. Mr Martini certainly didn’t walk out of his room that night and go for a swim. This is just one more thing to add to our suspicious list. People come here to have an enjoyable time before they die, but I wonder just how many die too soon. We need to look at the incidences of deaths here, but we’ll do that back at the office. Right now, we need to get a master card to get into that room.”

They went back to the reception desk and the receptionist spoke briefly on the phone and then summoned the security guard. Meanwhile Sarge’s phone rang. It was his boss but he decided not to take the call. The security guard was the same one as they had met the previous day. He looked a little more chastened and far more circumspect in his responses. Sarge asked for the master card and the security guard offered to go with them and unlock the door. Sarge raised himself to his full height, took a step closer and insisted that the card be handed over. Meekly the guard complied and the card was handed over. Sarge then whispered softly, “And, please make yourself available. You and I are going to have a little chat later.”

Giuseppe Martini was a very neat man. Nothing was out of place. The pictures of his farm were aligned perfectly. His clothing in the drawers was folded flawlessly. The bed appeared newly made. Sarge and Nat found nothing there that would give them any clues about the man at all except that he was supremely tidy.

“Mr Martini hadn’t been in that room for quite a while,” Nat ventured as they wandered back down the corridor.

Sarge stopped in his tracks. “How the hell did you know? I merely guessed that was the case.”

“The towels in the bathroom were a dead giveaway. These rooms are fully serviced. Fresh linen replaces dirty linen every day. When towels sit for a while, they lose their fluffiness and sit flatter. It was quite obvious.”

Sarge thought that it made be obvious to you but it was never mentioned in his detective course. He again wondered about Nat and whether there were some gender preferences that Nat hadn’t explained yet; but Sarge said nothing.

“You may find that the bed hasn’t needed to be changed as well. The sheets may have a slightly stale smell but I didn’t pull them down and smell as that would have looked a bit weird.”

As compared to what, Sarge thought. Who knows this stuff? “One of the first staff we need to interview are the people who clean and manage rooms. You can handle that one.” Sarge said instead.
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