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Chapter One – A Murder is Announced


[image: ]


“The doctor says I’ll survive another year.”

Detective Inspector Steve Winwood eased his large frame into the comfort of the leather armchair and picked up the pint of Redbourne Best IPA bitter from the table.

“I told you there was nothing to worry about. You’re as healthy as the next man.”

If the next man was Brian Bennet the prognosis was not a good one.

Brian Bennett, Editor of the Rutherford Echo was in the same early middle aged bracket as the detective. His stomach was overhanging his trousers, the top buttons of his shirt had divorced the button holes and the collar had renewed their acquaintance with the lower folds of his double chin.

They were each sitting in one of the leather chairs that were placed either side of the brick fireplace in the Long Bar of the Fleetwood Arms Hotel. The leather was soft and the crackled hide smoothed by years of wear. The base was sagging but the armchairs were comfortable and easily accommodated the increasing girth of the two friends.

The Fleetwood Arms Hotel stood on the south west corner of Market Square. Local historians contended that there had been an inn of some description on the spot since the fourteenth century. It was bought in 1821 and renamed by the newly created Lord Fleetwood whose family and name died out soon after as no issue male or female were produced.

The front doors of English oak opened out into a long carpeted hallway from which two bars on either side were visible. The bar on the right that was more or less square in shape was favoured by local people and tradesmen who lived or worked in town and came to enjoy a beer and meet friends for a chat in equal measures.

The bar to the left was the Long Bar so called because it was longer than it was wide. In less politically correct times this was called the Saloon Bar. It was the preferred meeting place for businessmen and women before moving on to the restaurant which was at the end of the hallway past reception.

The Fleetwood was recognised in all the best guides; the Good Beer Guide, the Best Pub Guide and the Best Food in Pubs Guide. They all made a supplementary note of the large brick fireplace where a continuously replenished and stoked fire always raged in winter and sometimes in the chill of early spring.

Neither the detective nor the journalist considered himself unhealthy or as the popular term would have it these days, obese. Winwood would accept overweight. Mrs Winwood was more precise; he was fat and getting fatter and should be doing something about it. 

Winwood did not help his cause in his choice of working suits. He liked old clothes because they felt comfortable and had been a close companion of his body for many years unlike the harshness of new material. His suits bore the faded stains of beer and bread pudding before Mrs Winwood managed to secrete them away in the quiet of early morning and park them at the dry cleaners when he had left for work. 

His shirts were slightly stretched at the collar and he wore ties that matched neither his shirts not his suit. There was too much surplus weight around his cheeks and neck. He was beginning to lose some hair on his crown but overall he looked well. He also felt well which is what he told Brian Bennett.

They were seated at their favourite spot by the open fireplace in the Long Bar. Steve had told his wife that going to the police medical in his best bib and tucker would not get him a more favourable report. However he did as he was told. He was able to do up the top button of his shirt and if he breathed in he was able to fool most people that his jacket still fitted.

“I thought that this was going to be the year that they found me out. I surprised the doctors as much as myself. All my vital organs are functioning as they should. I was given the annual lecture on weight and doing more exercise; then had a fist full of brochures on stress, diabetes, heart disease and sexual decline in the mature male stuffed in my hand. They went straight in the bin.”

“So Steve, you live to fight another day.”

“Just as well Brian. What would I do if they pensioned me off? I’d go mad. Missus Winwood would insist I accompany her to all her clubs. I’d have to learn to play carpet bowls in winter and take up landscape drawing in summer at one or more of her monthly weekend spa breaks. It is not me Brian.”

“I’ve often thought about retirement Steve. I thought that day had come at the last Board meeting. The Rutherford Echo Newspaper Group is being analysed and dissected as if pressed through a meat grinder. It hopes to come out a leaner, meaner and more economically viable unit. I expected to be given the silver handshake and a gold clock for the mantelpiece. But no, they keep me on in a senior staff role for the Rutherford area on a slightly improved salary rather than pay a hefty redundancy package.”

“Worth having?”

“In the normal course of events Steve I would say yes, it would be. I’ve put in my years and earn a good screw but what would I do at home all day? Mrs B would have me doing all those little jobs around the house that at the moment I can afford to pay professionals to do. I do not possess green fingers either and trips to garden centres or having the grandchildren over at school holiday times fills me with dread. I’ve always been happiest when I’m working, even in this digital age.”

“You didn’t mind this change?”

“I gave it some hard thought Steve. But weighed up in the balance I see it has many advantages. I keep my old office, I can go out and about the town a lot more, I ring up all my old network at the Council and see what’s breaking and I can pop in and out of the bars and coffee shops as much as I like.”

“You’ve come full circle then Brian.”

“In a way yes. I’m now cub reporter, Chief Reporter, sub-editor, proof reader, editor and Chief Editor all rolled into one. No one tells me what to do because basically I’m the only one doing it. I don’t even have to cover the sports pages because we’ve got kids all over the county willing to do that for free. I have no inclination to stand on the crumbling terraces or the pure mud of the junior league football and rugby clubs in driving rain during the winter or getting sunburned in summer watching future Olympic hopefuls run a sub five minute mile. This not my cup of tea.”

“I can see your point Brian,” mused Steve who had replaced their empty glasses with a pint of Guinness and a pint of best bitter.

” I get to cover the cosy side of life. Like here.”

“Here?”

“You’re not booked in? They’re holding a Murder Mystery Weekend.”

“In my experience murder is never a mystery. Murders are usually committed by jealous ex-lovers, drunk partners and half boiled idiots with a deep lying grudge.”

“I thought this would be right up your street,” replied Brian somewhat too enthusiastically and successfully resisting the urge to remind Steve of some of his recent cases. 

“That is a mean street that I would not want to walk down. Raymond Chandler was right.”

“It would be like a busman’s holiday. You could bring the missus.”

“When is this Murder Mystery Weekend?”

“This weekend Steve.”

“Fortunately Mrs Winwood is otherwise engaged. Are you and Mrs B coming?”

“Good God no. Not at their prices. No, I’m doing a small piece to raise the profile of the hotel and so on.”

“I thought I recognised those voices.”

Steve and Brian turned round from their table and looked over towards the direction from where the greeting had come. The speaker was Ron Thurgood, manager of the Hotel, emerging from the reception area through the always open door of the Long Bar.

“Drink?” Brian was a person who had his own set of priorities which usually began with the offer of an alcoholic beverage. Before Ron had a chance to answer Brian was already changing the subject.

“I was telling Steve here about your Murder Mystery Weekend.”

Ron smiled over at the both of them. “No, better not,” he answered in reply to Brian’s first question and gave the barmaid various hand signals to indicate another two pints and that the next round for the two regulars was on his personal expenses account. 

“And I was telling Brian about the horrors of domesticity,” countered Steve.

“I hate to disappoint both of you but we’re fully booked up for the weekend.”

This statement had little effect on either the detective or the journalist who shrugged their shoulders, sighed and drank their beer as if that was sufficient expression of regret at missing out on a weekend’s entertainment. In reality it was a way of finishing one almost full pint before taking up the manager’s offer of another.

Ron Thurgood was that kind of man. He knew who his regulars were and their value to his till. He also understood that certain members of the community were more useful than others. It helped that he liked the two men sitting at the table in front of him. Often the pressures of hospitality meant buying drinks for people he did not like but who could do him a favour or even a bit of harm if rubbed up the wrong way. That was the nature of the hospitality business.

Ron pulled a chair over and sat down between the two larger men. He complemented them quite well. He was a well-built man but unlike his two guests his weight was evenly distributed as a result of keeping fit. He wore tailored suits, crisp white shirts and ties displaying the company logo. He was the kind of hotel manager that you like to see standing behind the reception desk oozing confidence. His cheeks were always clean shaven and boasted a light and even sun tan, naturally acquired on holidays in more exotic climes than visiting the tanning studios of Rutherford.

Ron had reached the pinnacle of his career. He did not aspire to be any more than the manager of the Fleetwood Arms Hotel. In fact there was no higher or more prestigious position in the company and he intended to see out his career here. He had a competent and loyal staff that he could trust; and a small but equally efficient junior management team on whom he could rely when not in the building.

The world had treated him well so it was an unusually defensive Ron Thurgood that sat like a fragile rose between two thorns at the table by the fireplace.

“I was hoping to catch you Steve. Brian said you might be in.”

“I trust this is not anything serious Ron.”

“Yes and no,” replied Ron Thurgood and gave both men a chance to take a first sip of their drinks, recently arrived from the bar.

“Are you sure I’m the right man? If it’s case of a bit of thieving then I think you’d be better off speaking to uniform.”

“I was hoping you would be the right man Steve. I need a bit of professional help and a low profile it that is what is needed.”

“Get to the point Ron,” said Brian Bennett taking a long mouthful of his Guinness.”

“Do you know what this is about?” asked Steve.

“Ron had a word earlier and I said he’d be better off talking to you.”

“Oh well then,” sighed Steve. “You’d better tell me before I get a different version off Brian.

“I’ve got this Murder Mystery Weekend coming up. It’s the first time we’ve done such a thing here. It’s a big risk because the hotel is virtually closed off to the public from Friday evening until after Sunday lunch. We risk losing a lot of goodwill if things do not go well.”

“Are you expecting problems?”

“Not as such. The company that we have got in to host the weekend are a well respected, professional group. They come highly recommended but for one small hitch.”

“Which is?”

Ron was not too sure about how far to continue. 

“Go on then,” said Brian. 

Steve remained silent, hoping his face would not betray his irritation.

“Look Steve the Fleetwood is a prestige hotel; it is the flagship of the Redbourne Brewery. As well as a hotel it has meeting rooms for the various community groups and charities that flourish in the town such as Rotary and the local Freemasons Lodge. We have badges and certificates from the AA, RAC, the Good Beer Guide and the Good Food Guide all framed and mounted on the walls in the reception area for everyone to see.

“We pride ourselves on our service, quality restaurant and bar food, not to mention well kept beers. We have a reputation to consider.

“This weekend is a big gamble. We are going to upset a few regulars for sure. Our margins are quite tight. It’s a sell out admittedly but that has meant that each meal, each room, each aspect of the weekend has been carefully costed and calculated.

“We should make a profit and the thinking is that on the back of a successful weekend we could make it a more regular event; say one every three months.

“People come here for the food and drink, not just the quality of our rooms or the ambience of a character hotel in a rural and historic market town. We are not a cheap establishment Steve and although we do charge in the higher percentile we know that the customer gets full value. They tell us so as well.

“So I rang a few people who had already hosted a Murder Mystery Weekend. They are similar in style to this place and I wanted to know if the weekend paid off for them.

“They all said it was a great success but then said no more. When pushed the ones I spoke to were all a bit cautious about what to say next.

“They all suspected something was going on but no-one was specific.”

“What kind of goings-on?” asked Steve.

“General stuff, people in and out of rooms, acting suspiciously.”

“Suspiciously?”

“That was the word. There were no actual reports of theft, or any minor or serious damage to property or fittings. The bills were paid and no one was left with bad debts.”

“Sounds above board to me.”

“That’s what I was told. But I was also told to keep an eye on things. A much more closer eye than I normally would with a hotel full of strangers. But that is what the hotel trade is, especially these event weekends.

“I just wanted one of them to say what they meant but all they had was a feeling that something not quite right was going on and to protect the reputation of the Fleetwood I should watch guests even more carefully.

“So I spent a bit of time looking at some of the earlier events and the comments from guests. You know how it is these days what with Google and TripAdvisor. They hosted one at Oates Hall. It’s not so far away from here. The old family had to sell it to repay the Bank overdraft not to mention the Inland Revenue. It is now the Head Office of a private equity group.

“I couldn’t find much to be anxious about. All the venues that were used got five stars for the location usually being in acres of green fields with manicured gardens and colourful flower beds. Five stars for the event itself, well managed, plenty of red herrings and so on. Five stars for the actors, professional luvvies to a man, or woman. Five stars for the plotting and disguises. 

“Then I looked at comments for the food. Some gave five stars and were pleased with the choice of vegan food and allergy free diets served without a murmur. But lost amongst these were some very odd comments.

“Look, read a few of these:

A small starter with a mains price tag

It had been so overcooked that it had shrivelled.

An excuse for a rack of pork served with two small dumplings.

The chicken breast appeared delicious but it had been pounded flat.

The main course was overpriced, overcooked and dried out. 

The ginger dessert was very poor for a lot of money.

“What am I to make of that. We are listed in all the best food guides. I can’t afford comments like that. Is that what friends are trying to tell me? Are there people out there deliberating aiming to ruin trade?”

“Don’t you know who is posting these tings?”

“You know how it is Steve. It’s all anonymous or false names. No one used their real name anymore. How do I stop all this?”

“I can’t answer that one Ron. What exactly do you want me to do?” asked Steve who was genuinely baffled by the way the conversation had been going. He looked across at Brian who had almost finished his pint, hoping for another on the house.

“If I am honest I don’t really know,” admitted Ron. “Can you drop in on Friday evening and see what’s being said.”

“Spy on your guests you mean?”

Ron smiled the smile of one who is embarrassed by being discovered doing something that he shouldn’t have done.

“I don’t think the Chief Super would authorise a wad out of his overtime budget to let me and Mrs Winwood sit at a table and put your diners private conversations down in my little black book.”

“Everything would be on the house naturally.”

“Then that would come under private work and that would be guaranteed to upset him even more. I think you’re going to have to let things run their course.”

“That’s the other problem. Normally that’s exactly what I would do. Water off a ducks back and all that. But it’s not just the Mystery Weekend that we’re running.”

Ron had the attention of the other two.

“We’ve been doing themed corporate nights lately. It’s a dinner and dance sort of thing and guests have the option to book overnight accommodation to avoid the drink driving rules.”

“Nothing wrong with that Ron. It sounds very socially conscious.”

“I didn’t really explain myself Brian. We’re not offering a meet up and book a room for a bit of nooky as an extra. We offer a good price on the event and an overnight stay with full English.”

“What kind of events are these?” muttered Steve, quite enthralled.

“We’ve done an old school tie evening. Guests come dressed as public school boys or St Trinians girls, depending on their fancy as it were.”

“I could be persuaded to come to this,” said Brian.

“Don’t,” insisted Ron. “It may sound very sexy but most of the women were certainly not schoolgirls. It was not a pretty sight. Everyone seems to enjoy dressing up and the organisers come and sit amongst the group which we split into groups and name them like the fashioned Houses such as they had in Greyfriars or any of those sort of pre-War public school places. They’ve all read the complete Harry Potter series so they get right into it as it were.”

“Does anyone still go to those sort of schools?”

“There’s plenty around here. One member of the organising team we got in dressed as Billy Bunter and shouted ‘Yarooh’ and ‘crikey’ and all that toff stuff. It went down really well, especially when he says he’s lost his hamper and goes around demanding the guests hand it back.”

“We did an Oliver Twist event and the guests had to keep asking for more and join in all the songs from the show. That was good fun.”

“What did they say about the gruel?”

“We didn’t stint on the food Brian. You have to draw the line somewhere, especially at our prices. Our food is always excellent,” replied a very dry Ron Thurgood.

“I can’t get these odd comments from other hosts of Murder Mystery Weekends out of my head. They have said so little and mean so much. I don’t know what to expect and reputation is what it is about in this trade.”

“You’re in danger of repeating yourself Ron. I can see where you’re coming from but as I said it’s a free country,” commented Steve. “I’m sure it will be a success.”

“We’re fully booked this weekend and next weekend as well. It should be good fun. On the surface anyway.”

“Another murder mystery?”

“More a theme evening. Treasure Island actually; Long John Silver, Pieces of Eight and Blind Pew kind of thing. The guests have to come dressed as pirates. I’m a bit concerned it may end up looking more like Peter Pan on Ice but you have to take a risk,” said Ron recovering his natural bonhomie.

“I hope it goes well Ron.”

“So do I Steve. But first I have to get through this weekend. Are you sure I can’t tempt you?”

“Mrs Winwood is going down to London with her theatrical friends to see the new Andrew Lloyd Webber musical so I’m working. If I stay at home she’ll only ask what I’ll be doing and I’ll say nothing. She’ll organise a list for me; and when she gets back I’ll have done nothing at all from that ‘to do’ list. Best to work, solves a lot of problems.”

He did not expect one his problems to be an incident at the Fleetwood Arms.
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Chapter Two – Murder at the Vicarage
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Detective Inspector Steve Winwood did not mind doing a weekend shift. First it meant he did not have to do any small jobs around the house, secondly he could enjoy a mid morning coffee and a slice of bread pudding in peace at the Olde English Coffee Shoppe. After that he could look forward to a drink at the end of the day without having to excuse his habits to Mrs Winwood.

This weekend was no different to any other. The Friday night crime rate remained unusually low and what little disruption occurred in the town centre was dealt swiftly and efficiently by uniform. He read the messages and information sheets he should have read in the week, brought his stats up to date and intended to be kept generally busy by reading all the weekend newspapers.

He was an early starter but he had not got far into the Saturday papers. No more than separating the inserts and adverts away from the main pages when the phone rang.

He had no reason not to attend. He was the Senior Investigating Officer, there being no one else in the station at the time. The incident that occurred was a short stroll around the corner; at the Fleetwood Arms Hotel.

The entrance and the bars had already been sealed off from the public; a uniformed officer was politely turning away some early morning drinkers. He raised the plastic blue and white striped tape that was blocking the front door to allow Steve to enter.

He passed by the reception desk where Ron Thurgood was nursing a large cup of coffee. He tried to talk to Steve but another officer led Steve away and to the staircase.

“First floor guv. Room number one hundred and nine. They’re all there guv.”

“What about the guests; and the staff?”

“They’ve all been separated. The guests are in the restaurant, the staff are in the Long Bar and the acting lot are in the front bar. Apart from one who is playing the part of a guest?”

“Who?”

“I don’t know guv. It was a request from the manager and the doc said it would be all right. He said he would explain.”

“He’d better,” replied Steve although he knew the doctor very well to be able to trust his judgement.

Steve passed a couple of more uniformed officers who were guarding the staircases and the corridors and was led into the last room on the left on the first floor. He nodded a good morning at Doctor Ian McKenzie.

He was neither Scottish by ancestry or natural adoption and no one called him ‘Mac’.

“Why is everyone smiling at me Ian? Are my flies undone or something?”

“It’s just their little joke Steve. They’re all just in good humour. Overtime rates must be good.”

Steve grunted.

The doctor was as usual dressed as if on his way to the wedding of a distant family member where it was considered polite to look smart but not to stand out in a crowd and not outdo any other guest.

He kept his light brown hair shorter now and there was evidence of hair loss on his crown but he had a healthy rosy glow to his face and bright blue eyes. He tried to shave every morning unless he had a long shift when vagabond streaks of grey invaded the brown stubble. To anyone who openly commented he told them that he was growing old gracefully.

“Well unless someone lets me in on this secret smiling business I will make sure they have something else to smile about.”

“I don’t want to spoil the surprise Steve. You’ll soon find out.”

“Don’t tell me it’s a rag week joke.”

“Nothing so simple as that. Don’t you want to know what we have here?”

Steve looked down at the man spread on the floor as if he had drunk too much and had chosen to sleep it off where he happened to fall being slightly comatose. He was far from asleep. He was quite dead; his temple was covered in dried blood.

“It looked at first as if he had fallen and banged his head on the corner of the table. It’s all a matter of where the head is hit, and what it was that hit it. A bit of bad luck really,” said Ian.

“Not for chummy here. He’s dead. Is that it then?”

“I said that’s what it looked like but on closer inspection it’s not so clear cut. There’s a bruise on his chin and cheekbone. He was punched.”

“Punched and then fell?”

“Probably. It wasn’t a heavy punch; he was a big man so it might not have knocked him over by itself. But he could have had a few drinks making him a bit unsteady on his pins, then knocked off balance with the surprise, stumbled, then fell and banged his head. Lights out!”

“So was this deliberate, or just a lucky punch?”

“In the absence of the person that struck the blow it’s not easy to be sure.”

“So Johnny hits him, sees him sparko on the floor, panics and flees. Is he scared or did the side of the table finish the job for him?”

“Or her Steve. As I said it was not a heavy blow but a lucky one. There’s been plenty of those that have seen off a world boxing champion before now.”

“So now you’re telling me he had a glass jaw. How long has he been there do you think?”

“Not that long. He’s still quite warm. About four or five hours maximum.”

“Who found him?”

“The cleaner.”

“Was she meant to find him? I mean was she part of the cast?”

“No she was for real. Doing the rooms whilst the rest of them ate breakfast. Or tried to. That’s when the other body turned up.”

“The dead body in the Murder Mystery Weekend?”

“You knew about this?”

“Oh yes. I was asked if I wanted to come along. Like all good reporters from the greatly missed News of the World I made my excuses. As you do. I didn’t expect to be back here with a real murder. Do we know who he is?”

“According to the manager he’s a Martin Protheroe, a guest. He’s got all the details downstairs.”

“Thanks Ian. I was hoping for a quiet Saturday. Now I’ve got a hundred or so witness statements to plough through.”

“Where’s your young lady today?”

“She’s not my young lady; she’s my Detective Constable. Young Emma has got the weekend off to go to a South Coast holiday camp to sing and dance along to a weekend of sixties hits. I told her to turn off the phone, don’t get drunk and have a good time. If she can remember two out of three she’ll be OK.”

“And you?”

“I’ll use uniform to take statements. First I’ll have a chat with my mate Ron.”

Ron Thurgood poured Steve and himself a large cup of coffee. The coffee machine had been on for hours and had stewed the beverage to just the right strength for the detective with an unusual liking for coffee so stewed.

The usually extroverted hotel manager had been transformed. Steve had listened to him a few






























































































































































































































d2d_images/cover.jpg
ltlﬂurder
Bhe Flegtuood

by doun Barbker





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





