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Gratefully Dead



A Chief Inspector Robert Casey Short Story

 


The horribly mutilated body was
discovered in the early hours of Sunday morning. A group of
slightly inebriated teenagers had taken a short cut over the waste
ground between the local pub and their council estate, literally
stumbling over the lifeless mass.

Whether it was the drink or the state of
the body, a bout of mass vomiting ensued. One of the group had a
slightly stronger stomach and it was he who alerted the police to
the situation. An hour later the pertinent area of waste ground had
been cordoned off, awash with arc lights illuminating the kill
site. The body had been covered by a canvas tent, whilst a
temporary portable incident office, hastily brought to the scene,
was being set up. It was here that the teenagers were to be
questioned at the earliest possible opportunity, although little
further information would be gleaned.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

He sat quietly cogitating. The planned
kill had been pleasurable. Time would tell if he had made the right
choice. He should have left straight after he had completed his
task, but he had found himself needing a little diversion. How
ironic that his decision had taken him to that area. Anger had been
his initial emotion. Everything he was working towards could be put
in jeopardy by his knee-jerk reaction last night. Although it was
an unfortunate coincidence that he had encountered her, his
subsequent actions were not planned, not controlled, and were
therefore unsatisfactory. Not that there hadn’t been a thrill in
the act itself, watching the light of life disappear from her eyes.
Ordinarily, he would have obtained great pleasure, but the
circumstances meant that there were too many imponderables. His
forte, the ability to anticipate and plan, had deserted him last
night: something that must never happen again. His urge to kill was
becoming more frequent but they had to fit in with his scheme.
Maybe another one was imminent. Why not carry out the second
planned killing?

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Three weeks later


On the morning of Martha’s interment
Robert Casey reflected that, for the second time in three weeks, he
was attending a funeral. Although Bob had been estranged from his
mother for a number of years, the news of her murder had still
shaken him. When his father had passed away some years ago, it
seemed to Bob that she had married his stepfather with undue haste.
The fact that his stepfather was closer to his own age hadn’t
particularly bothered him until he later learned that the
relationship had started before his father’s death. His stepfather
had only notified Bob of his mother’s death a couple of days before
her funeral. All the arrangements had been made and Bob had
travelled there and back on the day. He didn’t feel the need to
tell anyone of his mother’s demise. Through his contact with an
ex-colleague in the area, he learned that the local police were
treating it as the result of a mugging. Bob wasn’t sure of that
scenario. Her body had evidently shown signs of torture which the
lead investigator suggested meant that the perpetrator had
attempted to obtain financial information. However, there had been
no withdrawals from her bank account. It was too much of a
coincidence that his wife and his mother had been murdered in such
a short space of time. What really bothered Bob was his lack of
grief for either victim. Surely any normal person would be affected
by such incidents but he felt surprisingly in control of his
emotions.

He adjusted his black tie in the mirror.
In the past, although not with such frequency in these latter
years, his wife Martha would ensure that when he left the house he
was neat and tidy. He had found the process of organising her
funeral and celebration of her life an ordeal. Where once there had
been love, mutual indifference had taken its place. He knew little
of her activities or friends and therefore had no idea of the
likely attendance at the church or the function afterwards.

Anna had offered to ride with him behind
the hearse, in order to keep him company. Having no family or close
mutual friends, Bob would be alone in the single limousine he had
booked for the cortege. Tempting as Anna’s offer was, he knew that
there would be people attending who would jump to the wrong
conclusions.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

What a thrill today would be, he thought
to himself. He could barely contain his elation. Just to see the
misery on Casey’s face would be a pleasurable experience. Now he
would know what it was like to lose someone who was your reason for
living.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

The sound of the doorbell interrupted
Bob’s musings. In the three weeks since Martha’s murder, the
investigation, in which he could play no part, had not thrown up
any convincing leads. He now knew that Martha had been stabbed and
her body placed in virtually the same spot where her father had
been found all those years ago. It was either an extreme
coincidence or a deliberate signal. Bob didn’t believe in
coincidence. He was sure that Martha’s murder had been purposely
carried out as a challenge to him.

As the husband of the murder victim, Bob
had been interviewed at an early stage. He had viewed the body and
confirmed that it was indeed Martha. The questions themselves were
only intended to produce a fuller picture of Martha’s everyday
movements. Bob could not add a great deal to what was already
known, but one thing he was sure of: she always carried a handbag.
Although robbery wasn’t thought to be the motive, no handbag was
found with her body.

Anna had arrived at the church early so
that she could sit as close to the front as possible in order to
support Bob. She had known, without hesitation in her own mind,
that Bob wasn’t capable of Martha’s murder. However, protocols
needed to be followed. Due to her previous service with Bob, she
wasn’t allowed to be present at the various interviews that he had
been forced to undergo. Bob told her afterwards that Alan Steadman
had handled them with tact, sensibility and compassion. Although he
had received no formal notification, he felt his innocence of the
crime was generally understood.

The jet black clouds rolled ominously
across the sky as the cortege pulled into the church car park. Rain
had been forecast and it was obvious that it would not be long
delayed. As if on cue, just as the coffin was being carried into
the main church aisle with Bob following behind, the heavens
opened. How ironic, Bob thought. The sun shone here for our wedding
when we were younger, full of hope and optimism

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

In accordance with Martha’s wishes, the
undertakers had arranged the church service, followed by an
interment at the local cemetery, a ten minute drive away. Truth be
told, judging by the small number of attendees at the service, a
simple cremation would have been the better option. Apart from
Anna, a couple of neighbours and a white haired man sitting alone,
the church was empty. Fortunately, and probably because of the
small congregation, the vicar kept the service short. He
accompanied Bob in the limousine behind the hearse to the cemetery.
The coffin was unloaded and wheeled to the waiting open grave. Anna
had followed in her own car and was making her way to the
graveside. To Bob’s surprise, following her was the white haired
gentleman.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

He observed the interment from a
distance through his personalised binoculars. If this was meant to
be a celebration of her life, then it was a paltry effort.
Concentrating his gaze on Casey’s face, he was disappointed to find
no trace of despair or even sadness. What was wrong with the man?
It was as if there was no love there.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

The interment completed, Bob made his
way over to where Anna was standing to thank her for her
attendance. However, he was intercepted by the unknown man.

“You don’t recognise me, do you
Bob?”

“No, I’m sorry, I don’t,” Bob
replied.

“It’s been a good few years, and
you never took much notice of me, when you were mates with my
brother Barry.”

Bob took a closer look at the man
standing before him. The gaunt face peered back at him with an odd
smile upon it. Although Bob now knew it was Barry’s younger
brother, Keith. He would never have recognised him.

A shiver ran down Bob’s spine. Was it
his imagination or had the temperature suddenly dropped as they
stood facing each other?

For want of finding something meaningful
to say, Bob blurted out “It’s good of you to be here, Keith.”

“You really don’t get it, do you?”
Keith sneered. His face had reddened as he spat the words out. “I
hate you for what you did to Barry. It’s because of you that I lost
my brother, just when I needed him. The only reason I’m here is to
witness your grief, but there’s little evidence of that. It just
goes to show what a cold-hearted bastard you are, and always
were.”

But before Bob could protest his
innocence and incredulity at the accusations, Anna was there by his
side.

“Is everything alright?” she
enquired.

“I was just leaving,” the
gaunt-faced man told her as he turned on his heels and hurried
away, belying his appearance. Anna noticed that Bob’s face had
drained of colour.

“What was that all about?” she
asked.

“Just a misunderstanding. Nothing
to worry about,” Bob explained.

Although the rain had stopped, the light
was fading and a cool, sporadic wind chilled the air.

“Looks like it’s just you and me,”
Bob told Anna. “I hope you’re hungry.”

A small reception had been arranged at
The Guiding Light, Bob’s local. The neighbours who had attended the
church service promised to look in at the wake if they were back
from their babysitting duties in time. Bob didn’t know if this was
an excuse and wasn’t really worried either way. It had surprised
him that Anna was the only one of his former colleagues who had
bothered to attend. Maybe they weren’t so sure of his innocence of
the murder and felt it better not to be seen supporting him.

He glanced at Anna. She looked so
attractive dressed in black, and even though he hesitated to think
it, damn sexy too. Should he be having these thoughts at this
time?

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Were they going to stand there all day?
He knew that Casey would be off to The Guiding Light next. The
details of the funeral had been posted in the local newspaper. He
made his way back to his car, parked unobtrusively on a small track
in the old part of the cemetery amongst the neglected graves.
Although the surrounding grass verges were well tended, the faded
headstones and withered flowers contributed towards a depressing
sight. As he unlocked the car door his mind was musing on the
question of whether Anna would be accompanying Casey to the
wake.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Bob arrived at The Guiding Light in
Anna’s car. He had sent the limousine away reluctantly, but as Anna
had explained, it was ridiculous that they should both make the
journey alone, when a simpler solution was for her to drive him
there. The twenty minute journey had been made virtually in
silence, although Bob had the feeling that Anna wanted to say
something to him. He wasn’t about to force the issue. He didn’t
trust himself to say anything, not with the jumble of emotions he
was experiencing at the moment.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

As Bob and Anna entered The Guiding
Light, they didn’t notice the figure watching them from the shadows
beyond the pale glow of the street light opposite. However, the
figure was noticed and noted by the single occupant of a car parked
a little further away. So, he was still not the only person with an
interest in the couple. Although it seemed likely, he could not be
sure it was the same watcher he had previously seen at the pub.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Inside The Guiding Light, Sophie was
showing Bob and Anna to the small side room reserved for the wake.
Was it Bob’s imagination that for a split second, resentment had
shown on Sophie’s face when she spied Anna accompanying Bob? He
thought that maybe she had a soft spot for him, but surely no more
than that?

The room itself was tastefully
decorated, neutral and pastel colours that would suit any occasion.
Subdued illumination from various spotlights created an informal
and relaxed ambience. The trestle tables at one end contained the
usual fare seen at functions: sausage rolls, pork pie, salad, and
various meats and cheeses, with stuffed rolls of assorted fillings.
Bob and Anna were the only occupants and a thought flashed through
his mind, almost causing him to laugh out loud. How the hell are we
going to eat all this?

Anna turned to Bob and started to say
something. He missed the first few words, still ruminating on the
thought of the disposal of the food set out on the tables.

“Sorry Anna, I missed what you
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