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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

 


 


James Puncheon couldn’t settle. The coffee no doubt
hadn’t helped. Perhaps he would have been better advised to have
stuck to a glass of water. He placed his half-empty cup on the
sideboard and pushed himself up and out of the leather armchair
he’d occupied for the previous five minutes. His copy of The
Daily Telegraph already lay discarded on the
floor of the hotel room he had checked into the previous
day.

The coffee might not
have helped his mood, but that wasn’t the cause of his irritation.
Irritation? He scratched the back of his neck as he began to walk
slowly towards the door. Was it irritation or something else? Damn
it, the room was too warm. And the bloody coffee had been too hot.
Worse, it had arrived with cold milk. Idiots. He shook his head.
Perhaps he ought to open the curtains and maybe one of the windows.
Yes, but not yet. There were things on his mind.

A woman’s voice,
shrill and young, passed along the corridor, tailing off towards
the stairs. He didn’t recognise it. As he reached the door, he
turned, tapped his fingers on the sides of his legs, then retraced
his steps across the heavy, dark carpet, the pristine condition of
which made clear it was new. A shame it was such a hideous pattern,
he mused.

This wouldn’t do, it
really wouldn’t. They were all there now. The usual crowd, plus
some awful woman Sally Dingle had brought with them, quite clearly
with the intention of foisting her on him in yet another effort to
find him a new lady friend. No doubt Sally meant well enough, but
she really should know better than to engage in matchmaking.
Anyway, he wasn’t in the market for a romantic relationship;
although Sally wouldn’t know it. He was already seeing someone. At
least, he hoped to high heaven Sally didn’t know.

And that was it,
wasn’t it? That was the cause of his… frustration. That was it. He
wasn’t so much irritated as frustrated. They were so close to each
other and yet they might as well have been a hundred miles apart.
Who wouldn’t be feeling frustrated?

He picked up his
teaspoon and gave the coffee a slow, thoughtful stir, then dropped
the spoon on the tray and drew the fingers of one hand across his
chin. Bloody hell, a man at his age ought to be able to show some
patience. He was nearly fifty now, not some hopeless teenager
desperate to jump into bed with a girl for the first time.

Laughter came from the
street outside. Happy people in a happy world. He lingered, looking
down at the dark swirling liquid in his cup. He knew where his
happiness lay, but that was the problem. Right now his happiness
was out of reach and, despite what they told each other, there was
no certainty things would ever change. Damn it.

But it was Laura’s
comments that had set him so on edge. Did she really know all about
his clandestine relationship or had she just been fishing, hoping
he’d take the bait? As his ex-wife, she was more likely than anyone
to spot what was happening under their noses. She used to be able
to read him like the proverbial book and, even if they’d been
divorced for a few years now, things weren’t very likely to have
changed as far as that sort of thing was concerned. She seemed
pretty clear in her own mind what she thought was happening, but
did she really know? Christ, he hoped not. Had he said too much to
her? He began to reply their conversation in his mind, but promptly
found himself interrupted by a solid rapping at the heavy wooden
door. He walked back across the room and opened it, wondering who
it was disturbing him at this hour.

“Yes?”

 


*

 


The weather had been
fabulous all morning. Bright sunshine and warm with it. In fact, it
was so good, Inspector Leslie Dykeman had gone out on a limb and
decided to leave his coat at home, settling for his well-worn brown
woollen jacket. No doubt it would rain at some point, but what the
hell, he was up for taking a chance, for living life in the fast
lane. Anyway, there were always plenty of shops to duck into if
things did get a bit on the wet side.

Banbury’s annual Hobby
Horse Festival did not always enjoy such accommodating weather. In
fact, mused Dykeman over his breakfast toast and tea, they’d not
had a dry day for the Festival in any of the previous three years.
Last year was an almost total wash out. Bad for business, was that,
or so the Chief Inspector had kept telling him. Meant the public
stayed at home, where it was warm and dry, and didn’t show up to
spend their hard-earned money. What the hell he was supposed to do
about it, God only knew.

As it happened, there
was another reason he was particularly looking forward to this
year’s Festival. He smiled to himself as he wondered at the
possibilities. Sometimes, things were simply and helpfully served
up on a plate for you; all you had to do was tuck in and gorge
yourself. And he was going to gorge himself on this one. His
shoulders jiggled up and down as he laughed. For once, he wished he
owned a camera, just so he could take a few pictures for posterity.
Hilarious. But all was not lost there. He was certain the
photographers from the newspapers would be thick on the ground and
a quiet word or two from him would ensure he got his wish.

Nine-fourteen. He was
due to meet his sergeant, Shapes, in half an hour at the top end of
the market place, outside the old cinema. Half an hour after that,
the procession was supposed to set off on a meandering loop around
the town centre. Nearly two hours of humiliation and embarrassment
for the less enthusiastic members of the group who would be taking
part, prime amongst whom was Shapes. Dykeman began to laugh so much
he had to put his cup and saucer down before he spilt the contents
all over his lap.

 


*

 


Dykeman made his way
along the High Street, heading for the Market Place. The number of
people out on the streets was already highly impressive for such a
small market town. On two or three occasions he found himself
struggling to squeeze through the heaving masses in places where
temporary stalls and entertainers narrowed the space available.

Even the snotty-nosed,
squealing kids seemed to be well-behaved, distracted by all the fun
on offer. That was a rarity. In his experience, kids, especially
the youngest ones, were best avoided. Too bloody demanding and
prone to thinking the whole wide world revolved around them. He
might well be keen on having a little more romance in his life, but
kids were definitely not part of what he had in mind.

He was tempted to stop
at one or two of the stalls; to have a go at hurling balls at
coconuts perched on top of metal posts or firing off air-guns at
plastic ducks wobbling past on a ferocious torrent of water that
ran along a metal trough. Any other time he would have given in to
the temptation, but he was too keen to catch up with Shapes before
it was too late. He quickened his pace.

A narrow alleyway
brought Dykeman out into the top end of Market Place. The place was
packed, busy even by the standards of a normal market day, when it
would heave and throb with eager shoppers. He marvelled at where so
many people could have come from. It was amazing what a bit of
decent weather could do. He stopped for a moment and took it all
in. Amongst the general frenzy, he could pick out several groups of
Morris dancers, wearing their ridiculous outfits and those annoying
bells that rang every time one of them so much as sneezed. And the
sticks they used when they were dancing, well they were potentially
lethal weapons, ones that made his trusty old truncheon look
pathetic and inadequate. He knew, too, that it wouldn’t be long
before every last one of those Morris men was drunk as a skunk.

In the middle of the
square were half a dozen tractors paired with trailers, each one
decked out with bunting and wot-not. No doubt the farmers driving
the tractors would also be half-cut by the time the whole convoy
hit the road. Good job he and his colleagues were under strict
instructions to go easy on the law enforcement, apart from tackling
the plague of pick-pockets. There’d be armies of them on the go
already, no doubt about that.

The old cinema was off
to his left and, if he wasn’t mistaken, there was his sergeant,
trying to keep a low profile amongst a small group of other people
busy getting ready for their part in the day’s entertainment.
Dykeman set off at a modest gallop, a grin so big on his face that
he was sure he must have looked like some sort of lunatic. Shapes
saw him coming and made a feeble effort at hiding from his boss; an
effort that was undermined by the sizeable outfit he was
wearing.

“There you are, Shapes,” declared Dykeman, keen that all and
sundry knew who was hiding under the face paint. “I was getting
worried you might have set off already.”

Shapes muttered
something inaudible, well aware that Dykeman knew exactly what time
they were due to start out, which wasn’t for another half an
hour.

“All
ready then, are we?” asked the inspector, affecting an entirely
fake concern for the state of his sergeant’s
preparations.

More muttering
followed. Dykeman started to laugh so much he came close to
collapsing.

“Don’t see what’s so bloody funny,” retorted
Shapes.

In truth, he knew damn
well what was so funny. The red and black make-up that covered most
of his face and the Morris dancer clothes he had been forced into
were bad enough, but the piece de resistance, the real cause of his
humiliation, was the small, decorated wooden horse he was wearing.
There was a big hole cut through the frame, so he could push
himself up through the middle of the thing, which was then
suspended from his shoulders by thick straps that were already
biting into him. By the time they returned to the Market Place
after their dance around town there’d be no bloody flesh left on
his shoulders. And it had been made very clear to him that it was
to be a dance around town, not a walk. What was wrong with a
flipping walk, for God’s sake?

Shapes wanted to blame
Dykeman for this embarrassing predicament, but he knew he had in
fact been set up by the Chief Constable. The man had been keen on
the police taking an ‘active part’, as he put it, in this year’s
Hobby Horse Festival. Yeah, an ‘active part’ that didn’t involve
him wearing one of these stupid outfits. Unfortunately, it seemed
the Chief Constable was still bearing a grudge against him for some
misunderstanding involving the top man’s car earlier in the year
and had, therefore, volunteered Shapes and a couple of the beat
constables for starring roles in the day’s festivities.

Dykeman hadn’t exactly
put himself out to get the decision reversed. A request by Shapes
to take the weekend as holiday, far away in Scotland, had been
turned down flat, as had a proposal he feign a broken leg. Too
risky, said Dykeman. For him, that was, not Shapes.

“You
need to see things from my point of view, Shapes. Then you’d see
what’s so funny,” replied Dykeman, trying to pull himself together.
“Nice colour make-up you got there. Matches your eyes.”

As Dykeman collapsed
into another bout of side-splitting laughter, Shapes seethed.
Revenge might take a while, but a coming it was. You could bet your
last penny on that.

Dykeman struggled back
into some sort of standing position, thinking he ought to give his
sergeant a few encouraging words – not too many, you understand,
just a few – but was disappointed to find another half-horse,
half-man combo had started issuing instructions to the whole flock,
or whatever it was you called a group of wooden horses, demanding
they gather around him. Happily, a bald-headed bloke wearing a
worn, brown, leather jacket, whom Dykeman knew to be a photographer
from one of the town’s newspapers, happened upon the scene. Wasting
not a moment, Dykeman seized the snapper and started issuing
instructions that seemed to involve ensuring every photo he took
included Shapes.

As it turned out, it
was a good job Dykeman made the most of this opportunity. As he
stood by, making sure his instructions were filled to the letter, a
familiar figure staggered to a halt alongside him, short of breath
and red-faced.

“Hello, Nevin. What’s up? You want to take part too, do you?
Maybe Shapes can squeeze over and you can join him.”

Constable Nevin,
trying hard to get his breath back, shook his head as he leaned
forward, hands on his knees.

“Better speak up soon, Nevin. Shapes is due off the starting
line any minute now. I’ve got two bob on him to complete the course
first.”

“You’re needed, sir,” stammered Nevin. “There’s been a
murder.”

“Do
what?” Dykeman wasn’t sure he’d heard the constable properly, what
with all the wheezing.

“Murder, sir. At the Marlborough Hotel. Shooting.”

Nevin stood upright
and puffed out his cheeks. He’d not been able to get a car through
the crowds, so had been forced to run most of the way from the
police station, the breath of the Chief Constable hot on his
back.

The Chief had not been
the least bit impressed to hear a guest at the Marlborough had been
careless enough to get themselves shot dead on the day of the Hobby
Horse Festival. It wasn’t good for business and the high and mighty
of the town would be sure to point that out, often, until the
horrid business had been put to bed. Nevin’s instructions had been
clear, find Dykeman and Shapes, and be quick about it. Or else. It
had been a relief to Nevin to find Shapes hadn’t yet set off on his
little trip around town.

“The
old man want Shapes too, does he?”

Nevin nodded. Dykeman
felt all the fun of the fair leave him. You couldn’t make these
things up, could you? Talk about spoiling his fun. Perhaps things
could wait until Shapes had carried out his civic duties, by
completing his dance around the town wearing that silly outfit.

“Right now, I suppose?”

Nevin nodded a second
time.

“Definitely can’t wait a while?”

This time Nevin shook
his small head.

“This is going to ruin Shapes’s day, this is. He’s been
looking forward to this all week. Reckons it’s the best thing he’s
done in years. He even went so far as to say he might join a Morris
dancing troupe. Look at his face. That’s the look of a deeply
disappointed man, that is.”

Dykeman and Nevin
watched as Shapes dismantled his outfit with a remarkable turn of
speed, the hobby horse landing on the floor with a clatter. He was
free of the contraption in the blink of an eye and setting about
wiping the worst of the make-up off his face with a hanky that was
clearly nothing like new and unused.

“Thank Christ for that,” growled Shapes, as he spat a second
time into his hanky before wiping off more of the thick colouring
that clung to his skin with impressive determination. “Where d’you
say this murder is, Nevin?”

“Er,
the Marlborough Hotel, Sarge.” Nevin took in the strange outfit
Shapes was wearing. “You got any more clothes here? Want me to
fetch ’em for you?”

“Nope, just this lot. Had to get dressed at home before I got
here.”

Shapes eyed Nevin like
a fox might eye up a newborn lamb, but had to admit to himself the
man was a fair bit smaller than he was. His clothes wouldn’t fit,
not even at a stretch. Shapes turned towards the gloomy-faced
leader of their Morris troupe, who was clearly disappointed at
losing one of his happy band.

“Here, Bob. The Chief Constable wouldn’t want to let you down.
Nevin can take my place.”

“What? But...”

Nevin’s face was an
instant picture of panic. Bob, a big man with hands the size of
plates, wasn’t slow to seize the opportunity. He had Nevin under
his wing before the terrified constable could do a runner. There
was no escape now.

“I’ll put in a good word for you, Nevin, don’t you worry about
that,” sniggered Shapes.

As he and Dykeman
exited the scene, heading for the High Street, Shapes was laughing
like a drain.

 


 


 



 Chapter Two

 


 


Five minutes later, Dykeman and Shapes stood outside
the Marlborough Hotel, looking up at the three-storey building that
occupied a large site all of its own part-way up the Oxford Road.
The sun’s rays gave the limestone it was built with a warm,
comforting glow, thought Dykeman, as it did with most of the older,
stone buildings scattered across the town.

“Nice-looking place,” remarked Shapes. “Not been here
before.”

“I
like these old stone buildings. A damn sight better looking than
any of that rubbish the Victorians put up.”

“Isn’t your house Victorian, sir?”

“It’s one of the better ones,” Dykeman wrinkled his sizeable
nose. “I came here once, what, four years ago, I reckon. Round
Table charity do, it was. Posh place then. Don’t suppose it’s any
different now, not by the look of things. Did a nice cheese and ham
sandwich, if I remember rightly.”

Food, thought Shapes.
Must be time for his mid-morning cuppa and biscuits by now.
Shouldn’t be much trouble getting his hands on some in a place like
this. Maybe he could have a go at those cheese and ham sandwiches
too. He couldn’t be expected to work properly on an empty
belly.

“Not
the kind of place you’d expect to get yourself murdered,” suggested
the hungry sergeant.

“Happens in the best of places. Any place, any time. Come on,
we ought to get on. The old man’s probably pacing up and down his
office already, wondering when our report is going to land on his
desk.”

“Reckon you’ll have to pay him a visit for this one,” smirked
Shapes, knowing how much Dykeman hated having to give the Chief
Constable updates on their cases in person. He always got more
questions than he had answers for, which risked making him look
stupid.

A short man, dressed
in an immaculate two-piece black suit, his tie perfectly positioned
and not a single hair of his close-cropped dark brown locks out of
place, stood in the middle of the entrance hall. He was fiddling
with his hands and a frown was drawn across his middle-aged face.
He looked, decided Dykeman as soon as he set eyes on him, ill at
ease. He turned to face the two policemen as they walked towards
him and a beacon of hope lit up his eyes.

“Are
you Inspector Dykeman?”

He sounded hopeful, as
if a heavy burden was about to be lifted from his shoulders. Shapes
noticed the man was sweating; little beads glistening on his
temple.

“That’s me,” replied Dykeman. “And this is Sergeant Shapes.
You the manager of this hotel?”

“Yes, yes. Reginald Plowright.”

Plowright looked at
Shapes, bemused at first by the sight the sergeant made. He wasn’t
wearing the kind of clothes you’d normally expect on a policeman,
not even a plain clothes one. The remaining make-up suggested he
might have had some sort of role in the Festival, but the hotel
manager decided not to enquire. Other matters were more
pressing.

“Don’t think you were the manager the last time I was here,”
suggested Dykeman, shaking Plowright’s hand.

“Only been here just over a year. Moved up from Oxford. I used
to be deputy manager at the Athenaeum. You might have heard of
it?”

“I
have. It’s a nice place. Wanted to run your own hotel then, did
you?”

“You
could say it was a dream come true when I got this job. Lovely
hotel, established reputation and good staff. So many of our guests
are regulars too.”

Plowright stopped
fiddling with his hands. He’d not been able to join the armed
forces during the last war, what with his misshapen leg, but he’d
signed up to the auxiliary fire service and seen plenty of bodies
left behind by bombing raids. But somehow none of that could match
the shock he’d felt at seeing the dead man here, in his hotel. Dead
people during times of war was to be expected, but a killing here,
in a nice, quiet little hotel in an equally nice, quiet little town
in the north of Oxfordshire? No, that didn’t seem right, not one
bit. He’d got the shakes when he stood there looking at the body.
That surprised him. The blood? The bullet wounds? Maybe. He’d
ordered the staff to leave him, then locked the door behind and
rushed down to his office to phone the police. His hands were still
shaking when he made the call, the handset rattling against his
ear. A murder. Here. In his hotel. He’d already started to ask
himself if he’d be able to carry on as manager of the place. How
could he walk into the building every morning knowing what had
happened? He felt sick and had to bite back the phlegm that
threatened to rise up from his throat.

“Right. Well, no time like the present, so they say,” said
Dykeman, keen to get cracking. “Where’s the body?”

“This way. One of your constables is there now, keeping
guard.”

At Dykeman’s
insistence, they plodded up four flights of the wide, carpeted
stairs that led off the entrance hall to the second floor. Sunlight
flooded in through a tall, generous window at the top of the
stairs, where a single hallway led off both right and left.

“How
many rooms per floor?” asked Dykeman, as they turned to the
right.

“Twelve. Thirty-six rooms in all.”

“Fully booked, are you?”

“Very nearly. We’ve two vacancies, one a last-minute
cancellation. Business is always good over the weekend of the Hobby
Horse Festival.”

“I
thought you’d say that,” responded Dykeman, a note of unhappiness
in his voice.

A quizzical look
appeared on the hotel manager’s face.

“The
more people are staying here,” explained Dykeman. “the more people
we’ll have to talk to and the more suspects there are.”

“Ah,
yes.”

Plowright’s face
changed, a little frown indicating fresh concern, thought Dykeman.
The poor fella was probably already wondering how much money the
place was going to lose as a result of one of the guests getting
himself shot. Well, that couldn’t be helped. First things first and
that was tracking down the killer.

It was a short walk to
room 215, the door of which was closed. A uniformed constable stood
guard, visibly stiffening as the little party approached.

“Morning, Dartington. This the room is it?”

“Morning, Inspector. It is, sir.”

Dartington noticed
Shapes. It was the clothes that got his attention first. Definitely
not his normal get-up. What really caught him off guard though was
the state of the sergeant’s face. He looked like he’d been in a
nasty accident with a coal bunker, black stuff smeared all over his
chops. Dartington looked away, before he caught Shapes’s eye, and
opened the door.

“What have we got in here, then?” asked Dykeman as he stepped
into the doorway.

“Sir. One dead man. Shot twice, by the looks of it. He’s stone
cold, so likely happened a while ago. No sign of forced entry and,
as far as I can tell, nothing’s been nicked.”

“Well done, Dartington. Now then, let’s see what’s
what.”

Every light in the
room seemed to be switched on, the overpowering glare causing all
three men to squint. The faint whiff of coffee tickled at Dykeman’s
nose.

“My
God.”

Plowright couldn’t
stop the words escaping from his mouth. Even though he’d seen the
corpse earlier, unable to believe what his overwrought maid had
wailed at him, it was still a shocking sight now. It looked so… so
obscene. Was that the word? He’d didn’t know. He didn’t know what
to think or what to say at all. Confusion began to overwhelm
him.

“Well, Plowright,” demanded Dykeman, who had seen the colour
drain from the hotel manager’s face and acted as quickly as he
could to pull the man’s attention back to him. “Can you confirm the
name of the deceased?”

“The
deceased?”

Plowright was
quivering, playing with his hands again.

“That’s right. Was he a guest here at the hotel?”

“Oh,
yes.”

“His
name?”

“Ah,
yes. His name. Puncheon. Mr James Puncheon.”

Plowright steadied
himself, placing a hand against the nearest wall, and felt the
light-headedness begin to pass. Maybe it was having the police
there that made the difference, made it all so much more real.
Earlier he could have pretended Puncheon was just asleep. Not
now.

“Was
he booked in on his own? No wife?”

“Er,
no. There’s no wife. Well, not booked in with him. I mean, he could
have a wife, but she’s not staying here, at the hotel. He’s staying
here with some friends, from Leamington Spa. They’ve stayed
before.”

“We’ll need a list of his friends, in that case. Shapes will
pick that up when we’ve finished here.”

“Yes, of course, Inspector. Quite a sizeable
party.”

“I’m
told one of your maids found the body. What time was
that?”

“I
suppose it was about eight-thirty, or thereabouts. The maids try to
clean as many rooms as possible while the guests are downstairs
having breakfast. It helps them get a little ahead of the
day.”

“And
this is exactly how she found things? Nothing’s been
moved?”

“Yes, exactly how it was. Nothing’s been touched. Well, not by
us.”

“And
by that you mean, what?”

“There was no one here for a while once the maid ran off to
fetch me. She left the door open, I’m afraid.”

“That’ll be the shock. How long between her leaving and you
arriving on the scene, would you say?”

“Oh,
five minutes, I suppose. It wouldn’t have been any
longer.”

Dykeman paused for a
moment, before deciding there was nothing more he needed to ask the
hotel manager there and then.

“Well, that will do for now, Mr Plowright. We’ll speak to you
again later and if you could draw up that list of guests in Mr
Puncheon’s party right away that would be a big help.”

“Of
course, Inspector.”

“Dartington here will see you back downstairs.”

With the room to
themselves for the first time, the two policemen spent a minute or
two casting a careful eye over the scene. Both had found from long
experience that it helped not to go rushing in when you first
arrived. Take a little time to look around. Acclimatise yourself to
what’s there, right in front of your eyes.

“He’s made a right mess of that mattress,” observed Shapes,
nodding at the corpse sprawled across the double bed.

“Eagle-eyed as ever, Shapes.”

“You
noticed the blood on the wall here and on the floor?”

“I
have.” Dykeman paused, giving the situation some further thought.
“Looks like he was probably shot standing here, by the door. Must
have opened it, only to find someone pointing a gun at
him.”

“I’d
hazard a guess he was trying to reach the phone there, on the
bedside table,” added Shapes.

James Puncheon was
lying face down, arms sprawled either side of his body, almost
plumb in the middle of the bed. His white shirt was stained heavily
with blood. It appeared to Dykeman that Puncheon can barely have
taken half-a-dozen steps before falling on to the bed. At least
death appeared to have come to him quickly. That was something
Dykeman anticipated the delightful Dr Sheila Delph, the resident
town pathologist, would be able to confirm, once she’d had an
opportunity to put her skills to good use.

“I
don’t suppose there would have been much chit-chat before the
killer pulled the trigger. Too much chance of being spotted or
Puncheon making a bid for freedom,” said the inspector.

“You’d have thought someone would have heard the shots,”
suggested Shapes, fidgeting in his uncomfortable trousers. “Suppose
the killer might have used a silencer.”

“Possible. Would make sense if you wanted to improve your
chances of getting away unseen.”

Dykeman stepped in
closer to the body, careful not to tread on any of the blood
soaking into the carpet. Puncheon was a tall man, six foot at
least, and well-built. Maybe too well-built; there was flab round
his cheeks and a podgy belly peeked out at the world where his
shirt had been pulled from his trousers. Late forties, maybe early
fifties, thought Dykeman, noticing the man’s brown hair had started
to recede and was greying at the temples.

“Nice watch he’s got there,” pointed out Shapes. “Bet that
cost a few bob.”

“He’d need to have a few quid to be able to afford to stay at
this place. Too pricey for the likes of you and me,
Shapes.”

Still taking care
where he placed his feet, Dykeman stepped away from the bed and
crossed to the far side of the room, where he’d noticed a jacket
hanging over the back of a chair.

“Let’s see what we’ve got here, shall we?”

Pulling his hanky from
a trouser pocket, Dykeman eased open Puncheon’s jacket and began to
explore its inner pockets. A small red booklet was brought forth
first. He opened it and perused its contents with interest.

“Driving licence. Name of James Puncheon. Date of birth
February 12th, 1913. Born in Cheltenham”

Dykeman closed the
licence and handed it to Shapes, who had taken up station at the
foot of the bed. He gave it a cursory glance, holding it in his
own, somewhat dirty, hanky then placed it on the bed.

“Something else here,” added Dykeman, slipping a second,
equally small booklet, out of the same pocket. “Golf membership
card. Leamington Spa Golf and Bowls Club. Same name.”

That too was handed to
Shapes, who, for reasons he couldn’t himself fathom, found it
necessary to sniff at the booklet. It didn’t help matters at
all.

“No
doubt about the name then. That’s a start,” sniffed
Shapes.

“Nothing else here,” reported Dykeman.

Shapes handed both
booklets back to Dykeman, who placed them back where he’d found
them. A search of the outer pockets on the jacket produced
nothing.

Dykeman pulled a face.
“Where’s his wallet? It’s not in here.”

Looking around, the
inspector spotted a small drawer in the top of the bedside cabinet.
He stepped across and opened it, though only after he’d given the
damn thing several good wiggles.

“Here we go.”

The inspector plucked
a brown leather wallet from out of the drawer, unclipped it, then
emptied the contents on to the edge of the bed, before working his
way through them.

“Lot
of cash here,” noted Dykeman, before counting out the notes.
“That’s ten, eleven, twelve, thirteen pounds. Chequebook too. Here
have a look through that. See if there’s anything interesting in
it.”

He handed the
chequebook to Shapes, who began flicking through the stubs. Dykeman
went back to the drawer, but all he came up with this time was a
small Bible, of the sort found in most hotel bedrooms. Its near
mint condition suggested few guests had paid it much attention.

“Doesn’t look like there’s anything in here that’s going to
help us,” announced Shapes. “He’s paid his green-grocer and butcher
a couple of times. The garage too. Some small cheques to other
people. No biggies. Nothing I’d say looks suspicious.”

“We’ll take it back to the station all the same, in case any
of the names in there mean something to us later. Anything in that
suitcase?”

Shapes turned to his
left, where a brown leather case sat on a wooden rack set up in
front of the wall. He reached out and undid the two chunky clips
that held it closed.

“Empty. Oh, hold on, there’s something in this here
pocket.”

He reached down and
pulled a small white envelope out of a thin, elasticated pocket
than ran along the front inside edge of the suitcase. Inside was a
single, folded piece of paper.

“It’s a letter,” he muttered, as he began to read.

“Let
me know if you need any help with the big words.”

Shapes chose not to
respond to the insult, though his fingers squeezed the sheet of
paper a little more tightly.

“It’s just something about an order for some new furniture.
Parkins and Hartman in Leamington. Been a delay. Problem with the
material.” Shapes looked at the envelope again. “Postmarked
yesterday.”

“Probably didn’t have time to read it before he left for
Banbury, so shoved it in the suitcase. That all?”

“Yep. That’s the lot.”

Shapes put the letter
back where he’d found it and closed the suitcase.

Dykeman turned his
attention once more back to the room. There wasn’t, it seemed,
anywhere for guests to keep their valuables secure. It seemed
likely the hotel would have a safe for that sort of thing.

“What’s up? I know that face, something’s bothering you,”
prompted Shapes.

Shapes and Dykeman had
worked together long enough to be fully capable of interpreting one
another’s body language; those tell-tale little ticks and odd
behaviours that said so much about their true thoughts or feelings.
Dykeman, as he well knew himself, had a habit of twitching his nose
when something was bothering him; something, that is, that he
couldn’t quite put a finger on. His nose was twitching now.

“If
you brought something valuable with you, you’d keep it in the hotel
safe, not in your room, wouldn’t you?”

“Suppose so. Unless I didn’t trust the staff.”

Dykeman rubbed the
fingers of one hand over his large, fleshy chin.

“Makes you wonder what Puncheon might have kept here that
someone would think worth killing him for.”

“Seems fair enough.”

Dykeman went silent
again, his fingers still playing over his chin. It was some little
while before he spoke again.

“Well, can’t go standing around here all morning,” he
announced, in a lively manner, the suddenness of which made Shapes
flinch. “Best get on with speaking to these friends of Puncheon.
Going to be our best way of finding out more about him.” He looked
down once more at the corpse. “Once Dr Delph has done her thing,
get Dartington and another of the uniforms to go over this room,
top to bottom. We need to start thinking about a motive and I want
to know if there’s anything missing. Since they left behind the
wallet and that watch you reckon is worth a few bob, it means if
this was all the result of a robbery gone wrong then the thief was
after something else.”

A low, quiet rumble
arose from somewhere in the room.

Dykeman sighed. “Don’t
tell me that’s your stomach, Shapes.”

“What do you expect. Should have had my mid-morning tea and
biscuits by now. I’m hungry.”

“Don’t know where you put all that food you eat. It never
seems to make any difference to the size of your belly.”

“Nervous energy. I’m on me toes all the time, poised to
strike. Burns off the fat like nobody’s business.”

“If
you say so, Shapes. Come on, let’s find a room to do our interviews
in and someone to sort us out a cuppa and a plate of biscuits,
before you pass out from hunger.”

 


 


 



 Chapter Three

 


 


“I think this will suit your purpose,
Inspector. Desk, chairs, reasonably clean and tidy, and well away
from prying ears and eyes.”

Reginald Plowright had
initially been afraid the two policemen would insist on taking his
own office when they announced they had need of a room in which to
hold interviews. Although that had indeed been their initial
thought, when they saw how inconveniently located it was, directly
behind the reception desk, they agreed they needed somewhere less
public and without the potential for them to be overheard by sundry
nosey-parkers. That had been a relief to Plowright. It would have
been difficult managing the running of the hotel without ready
access to all the paperwork that he kept in his office and such
access would have been difficult if the policemen had taken up
residence there.

The room to which he
had just opened the door was towards the back of the hotel, round
the corner from reception. Big enough to comfortably accommodate
half a dozen people, not overlooked, warm and free of unpleasant
smells, it would, decided Dykeman, do very nicely indeed.

“Excellent,” declared the inspector. “We’ll not waste any
time. Can you ask the maid who found the body to join us. Oh, and a
pot of tea with a few biscuits would be great, if you don’t
mind.”

“Not
at all, Inspector,” replied Plowright. “And it’s Clare Hurling, the
maid who found Mr Puncheon. I’ll ask her to come
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