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Chapter One, Monday; Greenwich
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Detective Chief Inspector Steve Winwood drove along the rutted and potholed lane, rarely meeting any oncoming traffic. He was a stranger to this part of the county and kept his speed slow. Over the hedgerows mature oak trees presided like guardians of the pastures and grazing land behind. Here and there where there were gaps in the hedges he could see rolling fields of emerald green and saffron yellow and often nestled in them a distant square Norman church; or the pointed spires of later ages. Everywhere scattered farm buildings struggled to be noticed.

Then the battered, bent, and rusty edged signpost told him that he was entering Greenwich. There was little sign of the village apart from a few outlying houses that were once simple working men’s cottages since brought into the twenty first century by modern owners. Then the houses became more frequent. Some were thatched, some whitewashed with pale hues of orange, green and yellow but all of mid to late nineteenth century design with well-maintained front gardens.

He came into Greenwich proper where the road dissected around a village green bordered by an ornamental white wooden fence and sparkling metal links to prevent damage to the neatly mown grass.

To the left the road widened even more and he came to the frontage of The Greenwich Hotel and the only place offering alcoholic drinks in the village. It is a seventeenth century building or rather four two storey buildings knocked into one. The frontage was freshly painted white with flower boxes on every exterior window sill filled with flowers of every colour and hue. In the borders under the front windows climbing roses had been planted to cover the traces of old and diseased ivy that had been wrenched from the wall. The entrance porch was of solid oak with vines trailed around the structure. 

The country idyll was slightly soiled by two police cars in the front car park along with two specialist vans and a white Range Rover that Steve recognised as belonging to Doctor Ian Mackenzie. A uniformed officer stood by the front entrance. Steve parked in the last available slot in the front car park.

His eyes took a while to adjust to the shade of the interior after walking in from the mid-afternoon sunshine. To the right a small body of afternoon drinkers were gathered in what he presumed was the restaurant area where they had joined a few remaining late diners. They were being supervised by a female PC who looked as if she would prefer to be drinking rather than watching.

Another PC stood at the foot of the dark oak staircase covered in the same heavily patterned thick pile carpet as in the entrance hall. He followed the constable’s outstretched arm and almost inaudible direction to the first floor.

The footsteps of an overweight middle-aged detective were silenced as he trod the staircase runner in the hotel’s favoured carpet pattern of Prussian blue pile with ornate floral scrolling.

He reached the first floor where another bored PC was stationed to prevent anyone other than the investigating team from going any further. At the end of the corridor another PC was leaning against the wall outside of the blue and white striped tape that was pinned at various heights from either side of the hallway.

There were ten guest rooms all with en-suite bathrooms on the first floor. The management’s project to convert the second floor for additional bedrooms had hit a temporary cash flow crisis. The largest of the guest rooms boasted a king size four poster bed. The en-suite bathroom had a full size roll-top bath as an added slice of luxury and was offered as a honeymoon suite. This was room ten.

The striped warning tape told Steve that he had reached the finishing line. He flashed his ID at the PC outside of room ten who did not seem to absorb any detail. He muttered that everyone was inside.

Steve entered the crime scene and was slightly surprised to find that only two other people were present. One was his old friend and confidante Doctor Ian Mackenzie. MacKenzie was neither of Celtic blood nor called by the shortening of his surname. He was a middle-aged local man, slightly overweight but always clean shaven and well-dressed but not overdressed. He could best be described as the distant relative of the bridal couple invited to their wedding.

The other person in the room was a well concealed evidence officer in white overalls, blue gloves and a camera slung from his neck.

There was a third body lying on the wide four poster honeymoon bed. He was in a state of undress or possibly in the process of getting dressed. His shirt was unbuttoned but his trousers were still secured around his waist. He was wearing socks but his shoes were scattered, one at the foot of the bed and the other by the side of the bedside cabinet. His face betrayed a look of extreme discomfort.

“Dodgy ticker?” said Steve more as a statement than a question.

“Possibly,” replied Ian.

“It looks like a sudden heart attack. He’s drunk a glass of wine at least but I couldn’t give you anything definite until I get him on the slab.”

“Do we know him?”

“The hotel manager has identified him as Alan Price, Councillor and businessman of this parish. I think if you have any further questions, you’d be better asking him yourself. He’s in the bar downstairs being comforted by a large brandy.”

“There’s two bottles and four glasses Ian.”

“The champagne is untouched, but the red wine has been opened but only one glass has been touched, probably the one that has fallen on the floor.”

“He was looking for a bit of afternoon delight then. Any signs of a woman?”

“As I said, you’ll be better asking the manager.”

“I’m not too au fait with this neck of the woods. I’d like to know if he was a bona fide guest actually staying here. Otherwise, it seems like he’s booked into an expensive knocking shop going from the evidence we have here.”

“The local lads may be able to help.”

“And the manager no doubt. I’ll check in with you tomorrow. Make sure your man here bags up the bottle and glass and that is not cockney rhyming slang.”

“I’ve promised to buy myself a dictionary so that one day I might be able to understand what you are talking about.”

“We understand each other very well Ian. I was being factually correct. But for your information it is prime example of twice removed cockney rhyming slang. Bottle and glass means arse but a cockney would say ‘a nice ‘arris’; not as you might think a lady or gent by the name of Harris having dropped the capital ‘h’ but after the Greek philosopher Aristotle, without the last bit.”

“Because Aristotle rhymes with bottle, I get it. I shall try to bring that into conversation the next time I am invited to the Rugby Club Veterans Dinner Dance where ladies are always looking for exceptional compliments and have a total ignorance of Greek philosophers.”

“Be sure you are out of swinging handbag distance. Where will I find mine host?”

Steve retraced his steps back down to the reception area. He passed a long gold framed mirror at the head of the staircase where it was cordoned off from the second floor. It was an attractive mirror with laurels and leaves entwined around the corners of the frame.

He saw a middle-aged man who had let his physical appearance backslide a little. His suit was beginning to fill his figure and one of the new shirts Mrs Winwood had bought him on his retirement was starting to feel tight around his chest and defying a tie to be properly arranged around his neck.

The healthy tan he had acquired in the months following his official retirement from the force was fading into the slightly pallid skin of one who spends more time than he should in local pubs, coffee shops and greasy spoons.

Retirement did not sit easily with him. He had tried hard to make it agreeable but the demands of his wife to get him fit and into clothes more fashionable for a man in his early fifties were allowed only begrudgingly. 

He had been persuaded to re-join the force although it did not take too much pressure from Chief Superintendent Bill Ransome to ease him back and to accept an unusual case. The disappearance of a secret service agent had taken him down roads he had not walked before; and there were questions about the investigation that remained unanswered and probably would always remain so. They gave him a reason to continue.

He turned left past the unmanned reception desk and saw the restaurant itself still quite busy. He had no problem in identifying the manager who was sitting at the bar cuddling a large brandy glass, empty of brandy.

Before he could introduce himself the young female officer prevented any further immediate progress by asking a simple question. She wanted to know if the diners and other midday drinkers still hanging about could leave. Steve was assured that they had all given statements, names, addresses and telephone numbers, and told her to dismiss them.

The diners decided to leave as they had overstretched a business lunch hour. The drinkers being local people decided to remain. They were in the middle of a developing mystery and what better way of extending a lunchtime drink.

Steve Winwood ignored the glances that came his way and approached the well-dressed man at the bar. 

The usually genial mine host was Ronnie Carroll who was not about to say it aloud but he did not want a dead body found in unusual circumstances to be the centre of conversation. It was a forlorn hope.

“Who was this Alan Price chap found in room ten?”

“Everybody knew Alan Price,” he said in answer to Steve’s question, but not quite what was asked.

“I didn’t,” replied Steve. “Tell me about him. He was a guest?”

The strangled look on Ronnie Carroll’s face told Steve that all was not what if seemed. However Ronnie was not yet ready to proceed. He pushed his glass towards the barman who was now on overtime and was deciding whether the payment of overtime was worth staying for, or missing out on the gossip to pass on to any enquiring guest.

“Drink Inspector?”

“It’s Chief Inspector actually. Detective Chief Inspector Steve Winwood to be precise. I see you’ve got Redbourne Best on; I’ll have a pint of the IPA.”

Steve watched the glass being filled and took a long sip of the brew that was extremely pleasant to his taste.

“Is there somewhere we can talk without too many ears?”

Ronnie Carroll guided him back through reception and into the lounge bar.

They sat down next to the window. Despite the assured outward confidence underpinned from short black hair cut close to his scalp and an ice rink smooth skin, down to recently manicured fingernails Ronnie was inwardly desperately ragged.

“I’ll try and make this easy Mr Carroll. I’ve never heard of you or this hotel. You’ve never met me before so we start with a clean sheet. I’ve been a detective for too many years; I have read the Book of Life.

“Let’s start with your guest, this Alan Price. I assume he was not a casual visitor who walked in off the street but a regular guest with regular habits. I’m not concerned with how you run this hotel, only what you can tell me about the late Mr Price. I take it he was a regular?”

Ronnie Carroll took a sip of his brandy and took a brave decision. He decided to trust Steve Winwood and tell him all he knew.

“We have spent a lot of money renovating this hotel. Work will shortly start on the second floor and that will hopefully put room occupancy up. The restaurant is doing well and we made it to the local Good Beer Guide. A dead body is not something we need right now.

“If you were a local man you would know about Alan Price. He was a Fordhamton Town Councillor. He owned a manufacturing company on the Diesel Park Industrial Estate; he was Chairman of Fordhamton Football Club but he was not a man to cross. As far as I am concerned you didn’t have to like the man to take his money.”

“Obviously, you did.”

“He rang early to book a room, with champagne ready chilled with two glasses. He preferred room ten. As you may have seen it has a range of exceptional features. He turned up just after midday.”

“By himself?”

“I think so. He sat in here and ordered a pint. Then about ten minutes or so later this woman turns up and joins him.”

“You didn’t recognise her?”

“I haven’t seen her here before.”

“What was she like?”

“Tall, well dressed and well spoken. I was here long enough to serve them as I was also covering reception.”

“Did you see her leave?”

“I was in the restaurant, taking orders for dessert and coffees. My receptionist found the body when she started her shift.”

“He had regular visitors then?”

“Lately just the one.”

“The woman who he was with earlier? Do you have a name?”

“No she was a new face in here. I don’t ask questions Chief Inspector. About ten minutes or so after Price arrived, the new face joined him. He ordered a white wine for her and they sat and talked for a little while. Then he bought a bottle of red wine, asked for two glasses and his room key and went upstairs.”

“Alone?”

“I didn’t see if he was. Or more to the point, I did not see the woman after I served her with the wine.”

“Can you give me a better description. Is there CCTV here?”

Ronnie Carroll drank the remaining puddle of his finest brandy. He resembled an errant schoolboy who has been found out smoking behind the gym.

“We spent a fortune on this place when we bought it. It was on its knees, it needed a lot of investment. There was a CCTV system in place but during the renovation a lot of wires got cut and the control box thing gave up the ghost. Is that a problem?”

“You haven’t got a photo of this mystery woman?”

“Not as such.”

“He’s been before you say. I take it she wasn’t his regular afternoon delight so what about the usual one.”

“I don’t ask questions Chief Inspector. Is she a suspect?”

“She’s just another witness at the moment. I’ve got no reason to suspect anything else than Mr Price’s ticker stopped ticking. At least until the doctor’s done his bit tomorrow.

“I’ll check the staff’s statements later. The thing is I’m working alone. I usually have a loyal Sergeant with me to take notes. At the moment I haven’t. There’s a big re-organisation going on. Division has been split and as luck would have it, the dividing line is the main road that runs down Fordhamton High Street.

“You could have got someone over from Blunstone where all the action is, or someone based in Rutherford like me. I’m not good at notes. My handwriting has declined with my years and I can’t decipher it the next morning. 

“I just hope uniform have got some information from the diners on this mystery guest. You keep referring to someone else. Your wife?”

“My partner. Her morning off. She’s gone to see the Canterville Ghost. That’s what I call my mother-in-law. Best that way. The old dear only needs a couple of Bailey’s and she’s stuck here for months on end drinking us dry.”

“And the rest of the staff?”

“Mondays are quiet so we run on basic numbers. Unfortunately, we have a crowd due to be booked in for tomorrow; a theatrical group. Or at least that’s how they described themselves on the booking form. You know how it is.”

Steve certainly did.

“Will I be able to use room ten?”

“Not at the moment. Until I know how Mr Price died I have to treat the room as a crime scene, just in case. Have you got any other guests? “

“We’ve got an American gentleman in number one at the moment. I use the term ‘gentleman’ very loosely. He eats a large full English for breakfast, then goes out and gets back just before dinner when he eats like he hasn’t seen food for a week. No table manners at all.”

“What is he doing here?”

“He says he’s a genealogist. He claims he works on contracts for a number of American families looking to trace their English ancestry. He goes out in his car and visits old churches and graveyards for clues to the past.”

“Is his car here now?”

“No, he won’t be back until half five, maybe later. I suppose it depends on where his investigations take him. There’s a lot of abandoned churches around here.”

“Tell me, how was Mr Price discovered? How long had he been lying up there?”

“That was the point. We needed the room cleaned, the bed linen changed and made ready for the incoming guests.”

“So you weren’t expecting Mr Price to stay long?”

“You know how it is,” said Ronnie repeating himself although Steve had his answer to this question by Ronnie’s hesitation.  

“I saw that his car was still in the rear car park so told Annie our receptionist to use a bit of decorum, tap on the door and see if Alan Price was still here, or intending to leave soon.”

“What about the ‘other woman’?”

“I don’t know. The diners in the restaurant might know or seen her leave through the car park exit.”

“I’ll get all their statements checked and re-checked. I might also need some personal details of all of those in the restaurant as well as the locals if I need to speak to them further.”

Steve did not go home nor drive back to the police station in Rutherford. He parked in St Joseph’s Church close to Rutherford town square.

He sat in his favourite spot where rows of gravestones stood in various stages of vertical alignment, some upright, some leaning and others like a being in a row of old teeth crumbling. A few had fresh flowers placed in stone vases by living descendants. He sat on the bench placed on a pathway between church and the first lines of graves.

He had been sitting there for a few minutes when he was joined by the vicar, the Reverend Janice Paige.

She was in her mid-forties and usually had her dark brown hair piled on her head and secured with a variety of plain pins. But just as often like this early evening, let loose to fall on her shoulders. She had been accepted in the community as a person with strange views on salvation but none could doubt her efforts to reform the young offenders she took on for community service. After an initial reluctance they seemed to enjoy the work in restoring the gardens to an oasis of colour and rid the areas around the graves of persistent weeds. The congregation admitted that they had never looked so well cared for.

“You must be on a very difficult case because that is the only time you come to visit me.”

“I see you’ve changed teams, what happened to Neil Diamond?”

“Oh this,” replied Janice looking down at her T-shirt marketing a recent Chris de Burgh concert tour. 

“One of my regulars brought this back from Ireland. I listen to him occasionally.”

“Does he help?”

“Sometimes. What do you listen to for inspiration?”

“I sit here and listen to the silence. I like it here. It is always quiet despite how close we are to traffic on the bypass and in the town. I hear the birds sing but I have no idea what breed they are.”

They both sat at their own end of the wooden bench with a brass plate in the middle dedicated to Emily Dickinson, a member of the congregation who the plate testified also loved the view.

“One day you must come here when there is no case and I’ll try and identify the bird songs for you.”

“Yes, one day I hope that might be possible. In the meantime I study the heavens. During my brief retirement I sat in my garden late at night with a glass of red wine and watched the stars. I am trying to learn the constellations. I think better in the quiet.”

“What are you thinking about now?”

“I am musing on death. I’ve just come away from Greenwich and a dead forty year old in a guest room, who most probably died from a heart attack. I am older than the deceased. He had a bottle of Champagne and a bottle of a decent red. Mrs Winwood and I have the occasional bottle of claret with dinner. Normally I drink a lot of Redbourne IPA Best Bitter.”

“You’re not a sick man.”

“Tell that to Mrs Winwood and the police doctor.”

“So what is troubling you today apart from thoughts of mortality?”

“This bloke is well known in Fordhamton; not kindly I might add. The doctor says it was his heart but there’s a woman involved and there’s something about the way and how he was found that I know will give me grief. It will not be straightforward.”

“Who was the woman?”

“There is the rub Janice. She has no name and melted back into the countryside as mysteriously as she arrived. That woman will cause me grief.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“I look into the night sky and see it as a peaceful, ordered world like driving through the English countryside amongst the fields of barley and wheat sowed in regular lines by the farmer. I know that it is not. The stars, planets and all the other astronomical bodies are hurtling through the universe at thousands of miles an hour. What would happen should two such bodies collide? Chaos would arise. Gravity would be turned on its head. The orbits of the planets will go into reverse, winter would become summer and time would start to roll backwards. Life could not be the same again.”

“You do know that Chaos was personified by the Greeks as a woman? The early astronomers believed that in the beginning there was just a great big emptiness of space, a gaping void. Then out of this chaos erupted a powerful mass of energy which would take the form of a dark and menacing force in the millennia to come.”

“That doesn’t sit well with your Christian beliefs.”

“I believe in the goodness of man. It is our duty to bring order to chaos as God brought light into darkness.”

“I hope to throw some light on my own darkness Janice. I hope that the death of a local man is as it first appears, is from natural causes. But my years of service tells me it was not quite what it seems.”

“I’ll pray for you Steve.”

“I don’t hold out much hope Janice but thanks.”
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Chapter Two, Tuesday; Fordhamton
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In the morning and as was his custom Steve bought a takeaway strong coffee in a biodegradable container from the Market Square Olde Englishe Coffee Shoppe in Rutherford. He was constantly reminded by the staff that it might be cheaper and more convenient to hang on to his cup and bring it with him each morning, but Steve’s morning routine did not stretch to coffee cups.

The morning had brought news that he had feared, and one further minor problem was about to materialise but not before the Desk Sergeant Bill Lyons, had greeted him on the front desk of Rutherford Police Station.

“You’ve got a visitor Steve.”

“Who?”

“He says he has been attached to you, so I directed him to your office. I asked him if he wanted a coffee, but I think stories of the liquid dispensed from our machine had already reached his ears.”

Rutherford police station was not an attractive woman in the first flush of youth. Posters, timetables and charts had been stripped from the walls following the re-location to Blunstone leaving tell-tale strips of blackened tape, faded paint and small holes where the plaster had fallen out. It was now awaiting refurbishment. 

The Chief Constable had bowed to public pressure and internal persuasion that centralising the force had failed both sectors and had decided that there should now be two Divisions; one in Blunstone and the other in Rutherford. He had weighed up all the arguments and decided that now was the time to restore a presence back in Rutherford and return things to the ‘status quo ante bellum’. This had caused additional consultancy fees and a subsequent invisible cost to the public in the form of their rate demands which was a problem best left to the politicians. 

His own office was no different. There was still a filing cabinet, two desks, two strangely comfortable chairs that had been left behind and desktop computers. His own desk was tidy in that there was little on it. Steve preferred to be out and about rather than work from an office.

Steve found a young man sitting at his desk absorbed in his smartphone. He looked up and abruptly switched off his phone and his attention to it.

“Morning sir. I believe you were expecting me.”

“I don’t like ‘sir’. ‘Guv’ will do. And you?”

“DS Miles Davis guv.”

“You were quick I’ll give you that. I assume you are the man I asked for that knows all about Fordhamton.”

“I don’t think so,” replied the very bemused looking young man.

“You’re not? Who are you then?” Steve tried hard but not very successfully to hide his frustration.

“I was instructed to come over here but I know nothing about Fordhamton.”

“Why did they send you then?” barked Steve quite out of character. He was considered an affable sort of person that rarely rose to animated anger.

“I do not know guv. I go where I am told.”

“The thing is I have a suspicious death on my hands in the countryside just outside Fordhamton and I know nothing about the place at all. Something came up late last afternoon and I asked for a local man to help guide me around the town and its good and great.”

“All I know guv is that I got a call from my DI and told to get here early morning.”

“Well we’ve both been led up the proverbial garden path then Davis.”

There was no response.

“I suppose we have to make the most of it,” said Steve, his temper slowly subsiding back to normal levels. 

“Well Davis, welcome to Castle Despair. There’s not much I can do about the décor. I am reliably told that the painters will be in next week. The move to Blunstone has left us with an empty shell with walls and ceilings covered in fifty shades of bottle green. That’s why I prefer to be out ‘on enquiries’. It is a depressing colour.

“Have you got a car?”

“Parked out back guv.”

“Good, you can drive. It might be a long day.”

“Where to first?”

“The morgue. A chat with the good doctor Ian Mackenzie, a very old and trusted friend of mine.”

“I have to admit that I don’t know anything about this part of the world at all,” said Davis.

Steve groaned inaudibly. It was not a good start to the day.

“Don’t worry, I’ll navigate. It’s not far but we’ll need to travel outside of town later.”

Steve was reminded of the Portrait of Dorian Grey. It wasn’t his ageing self he saw in the mirror now but an image of his younger self in the guise of his newly assigned sergeant. 

Such romantic notions were dispelled as quickly as polish is wiped from the surface of a mirror. For one, Davis didn’t speak much. He was much too sanitised. At a similar stage of his career Steve was an eager to learn young detective but he was not clean cut like this.

Davis’s shirt was ironed and the suit fitted. He had recently been to one of the Turkish hairdressers that were springing up in Blunstone town centre for a haircut and shave. He was not unattractive but he did not have the film star looks his dress sense might indicate. He was quite normal really; no excess fat on his face and his dark blue eyes did not shine. Nothing like Steve Winwood at all. But that was just the beginning.

“I don’t think I am going to be much help here guv.”

“I must admit that it is not your fault to be sent here so we must make the best of things and learn as we go,” said Steve, aware that his new sergeant seemed genuinely embarrassed for both of them that he had been sent to help on a case for which he seemed totally unprepared and unsuited. 

“Let’s chat to the doc first.”

As a senior officer in the force Steve had grown to understand that complaining was not the best way to continue. In these his later years he let minor problems wash over him; it improved his ability to be able to stand back and view life from a different angle.

“This is not your fault; it is the way of modern police administration. The people in HR do not have to work on the streets. All they do is enter the job and then your name along with all the others into a computer and work on the basis that you do not send the best qualified to the matter in hand, you send the man that comes to the top of the list that the database throws up.”

If he was hoping for a response or a glimmer of a rebellious nature then he was once again disappointed.

“Maybe your knowledge of the dark recesses of Fordhamton are as sketchy as mine but what I really need is someone to listen, say nothing and to take notes. I prefer the old fashioned way rather than reading on a screen. So all you have to remember is to write your notes up at the end of the day and hand me a print out early next day.

“This is the County Hospital, just outside of town. Originally the Ackroyd Cottage Hospital was in the centre of Rutherford
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