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Chapter One – At the Crazy Horse Hotel
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“So, what have we got ‘ere?” Detective Inspector Steve Harley called over the young constable.

“Local businessman by the name of Alan Price. He came along this road and hit the Redbourne Brewery dray coming from the opposite direction. It could have been worse.”

“How worse could it possibly be?”

“The driver was cushioned by the airbag. It prevented him from going through the windscreen. The dray was proceeding slowly along this lane and just got some minor damage. They saw each other; the dray hit the brakes.”

“But not the car.”

“It seems not. No skid marks.”

“What was that doing ‘ere? It’s all country roads with no room to pass.”

“He was delivering up to the Crazy Horse Hotel. Mr Price was coming from that direction. There are spaces along the road where one vehicle can park to let the other pass but one or both have to give way or reverse. Giving way was not Alan Price’s way”

“And this Price chap? Do you know him?”

“Only by reputation guv. He’s a Town and District Councillor in Fordhamton and runs a business on the Diesel Park West Industrial Estate which is at the northern end of the High Street. He puts most of his cash into the local football team. He had a reputation as a bit of a Jack the Lad.”

“Likeable bloke?”

“It didn’t do to not like him, if you get my drift.”

“So, what is it? Drink?”

“Liked a drink apparently.”

“So desperate for a drink he hurled himself at a lorry loaded full of booze?”

Steve Harley was a London man. He was at home in the fast paced capital. Ever since his temporary posting to the rural team he had felt like an unwelcome guest at a wedding reception. His suits were always a little crumpled although his shirts were collected, washed, ironed and delivered back by a laundry service. Harley could not be considered domesticated.

He was tall and fitted his clothes but he didn’t fit the countryside. He shaved only every other day; acceptable in some parts of the force but not in the civilised social circles of Fordhamton.

Inspector Harley was a victim to middle age; but a few extra pounds, lines on his face and a few grey hairs invading his temple had not dulled the underlying strengths of a handsome man. Steve told jokes at parties, laughed loudly and had an eye for the attractive female with an empty glass.

This was quite baffling to his contemporaries who found his speech often difficult to comprehend. He was born of cockney parents and therefore always dropped the ‘h’ at the beginning of words, and the double ‘t’ in words were totally lost. He was proud of being a true cockney himself having been born close to the boundary of the City of London even though only a few months old when his parents moved to Essex.

“Do we know anything else, apart from the fact he’s a face about these parts?”

“Well, there is this sir. We’re waiting for the experts to turn up but a few things don’t quite add up.”

The local neighbourhood constable Jim Sullivan was a large but athletic young man whose physical size was well suited to the demands of rural policing. He escorted Steve Harley back from the crumpled bonnet and smashed windscreen of Alan Price’s BMW and down the B road from where the car had sped.

“The airbag saved him from serious physical damage but the doc reckons it was heart failure that did for him. The thing is guv he may have braked but not hard enough. There’s no tyre tracks.”

Sullivan carried on walking. “If you saw a forty foot articulated lorry ahead you’d slam on the anchors wouldn’t you. Hard.”

Harley was a few paces behind him.

“You think he was a suicide jockey?”

“Why top yourself when you’ve got a big house and money in the Bank?”

“It’s not always what it seems son. Who knows what goes on inside some people’s minds? Did the driver have anything else to say?

“That’s funny as well. He was driving slow because of the narrow roads and both the driver and his mate saw Price coming at him; and swear that Price was shouting something at them.”

“Anything useful?”

“They thought it seemed like he was shouting ‘get out of my bloody way’”

He doesn’t appear to have made any effort to stop and slams into a forty foot pantechnicon. That’s about it sir.”

“Where’s the doc?”

“He had to go on to another emergency. The team need your OK to move everything. Now that you’ve seen the situation.”

“Yeah, I think I’ve got it. I’ll check with the doc later. There’s no claret about so I reckon the heart is the chief suspect. Where had he been? Do you know?”

“There’s not much around here. Only small villages or what’s left of them now that the local pubs have closed.”

“Where does this road lead to?”

“A little village called Greenwich.”

“I’ll take a drive.”

Harley steered his car in a slalom manoeuvre past the marooned brewery dray and the front end wreck of Alan Price’s BMW. He drove down the uneven country lane, with the loose surface occasionally being squirted from under the car’s tyres until at the sign that denoted the beginning of Greenwich the ride became smoother, courtesy of the property developer whose desirable apartments and country houses lined the approach to the village.

He slowed down at the sign indicating the twenty mile an hour speed limit and noticed the idiosyncratic eighteenth and nineteenth century architecture of the old village in comparison to the standard design of the modern developments that guarded the approach.

He parked outside the Crazy Horse Hotel; the only place offering alcoholic drinks in the village. It was a seventeenth century building of four two storey buildings knocked into one. The frontage was a whiter shade of grey with distressed flowerboxes on the exterior windowsills that once were filled with every flower in season but now empty. In the borders under the front windows old and diseased ivy still climbed clinging steadfast to the wall.

It had once been a prestigious manor house, home to a titled family. Now it was in dire need of a new owner’s love and money. He stepped into the reception area. A late middle-aged man with thick black hair welcomed him. 

He wore a charcoal grey suit with white shirt and cuff links just showing beneath the sleeves of his jacket. His business demeanour was out of place in the faded glamour of the Crazy Horse Hotel.

“What can I get you sir?”

“Nothing for me. Just information.” Steve showed the manager his warrant card.

“I suppose you want to know about Alan Price?”

“How did you know that? He’s only been dead a few hours.”

“It may be quiet round here but news travels fast; especially the interesting sort.”

“You knew him?”

“Everyone knew him.”

”But not everyone liked him apparently. Did you?”

“I’m the hotel owner and manager Inspector,” said Ronnie Carroll very matter-of-factly. “I like everybody. Until they walk out of the door.”

“Did he drink ‘ere much?”

“Occasionally. In fact he was here only a few hours ago.”

“Had he drunk much?”

“That’s the odd thing,” said Ronnie Carroll. “You sure you don’t want a drink? On the house.”

“I’ll have a Bloody Mary with celery salt and a lump of ice.”

Harley followed Ronnie Carroll into the smallest bar to the right of the reception desk, the same bar in which a little earlier Alan Price had been drinking.

Ronnie busied himself pouring Steve’s drink whilst the latter glanced around the bar. “Quiet this time of day is it?”

“Quiet most times of day now. No one lives here much, they have to work elsewhere and the newcomers well, you don’t see much of them until late evening or weekends.”

“So you’d remember Alan Price being ‘ere. Regular was he?”

“Not what I’d call a regular; neither what you’d call a local either. He liked to drink here. Out of the way you see.”

“No I don’t see,” replied the increasingly irritable Inspector who did not enjoy the slow pace of country life. He was looking forward to a posting back to an inner city where spades were called spades and not used as agricultural implements.

“He liked to do business here.”

Harley understood this to be a reference to a universal euphemism. “So was ‘e by ‘imself this afternoon?”

“No he wasn’t. He met a lady here. Hardly spoke much until he left.”

Steve Harley took a long sip of his drink and grimaced

“Something wrong?”

“Nothing at all as this sort of thing goes. I would prefer a pint of strong local bitter but I’m driving so needs must . 

“So she left with him?”

“Look, everyone will tell you. Price was an arrogant, rude and selfish man. Successful but never went to any charm school.”

.Ronnie Carroll wanted to say more but Harley cut the landlord short. “No way to treat a lady is it?

Harley had plenty of experience of treating ladies in a way they preferred. Until that is he decided it was time to move on.

“I see it all here,” continued Ronnie Carroll. “Nothing surprises me. People get on with their own lives and I get on with mine; as long as they spend a bit of time and their money here and don’t give me bother why should I bother them?”

“I’m more of a town man myself. Goes on a lot does it, round here? Hanky panky, bit on the side?”

“Unlike in your job Inspector I don’t ask questions. That way the customer doesn’t feel as if they’re being watched. They feel comfortable. After a little while they all talk about themselves; everyone likes to talk about themselves and their problems especially after a few drinks.”

“I haven’t got the patience for that. I need answers in the here and now. Tell me about these affairs.”

“I watch the car park. Sometimes one car will turn up. No one gets out, then a few minutes later another parks and one of them gets in the other car and off they go for an hour or two. Sometimes they come in here. Sometimes they don’t.”

“You get a bit of business from that do you?”

“Unfortunately this place has a reputation; we inherited it along with the hotel. We are going to change all that. We have architects working on plans. This bar is going and knocked through to make for more seating in the restaurant.

“It will be a complete refit along with the rooms upstairs. There’s twelve. We aim to add more on the second floor, all with en suite.”

“Sounds ambitious. Is there room for a hotel in this neck of the woods?”

“It’s good for ramblers, hikers. We’ve got an American staying here who is a genealogist.

“Any reason for that?”

“There still a few villages hereabouts and there are churches and those churches have graveyards.”

“I get your drift. Don’t those villages have pubs?”

“Not any more. There was the Plough, the Star and the Swan. All gone. Not enough customers. So now they’re private residences.”

“A lot of thirsty customers. Where do they drink now?”

“Here,” said Ronnie Carroll quite triumphantly. “There’s a local taxi firm that runs them here and back.

“We are looking to change things, lose our reputation and get more villagers back here. The left hand bar will be bigger and include more local ales. And we’re going to change the name. That’s the first thing to go. What kind of message does ‘Crazy Horse Hotel’ give to the class of clientele we aim to target. We have to get rid of the riff-raff first.”

“And Alan Price?”

“He has been a regular guest to use the term lightly.”

“Same woman as today?”

“No that was odd. It’s usually one or two that we got used to.”

“Any names?”

“I would check out the county magazines for a well photographed black haired beauty.”

“And this one today? You didn’t recognise her/”

“No. Tall, blonde. Didn’t say much. When Price left she got into a cab and left.”

“Have you got CCTV footage of an image to go by and identify her?”

“The previous owners were not too keen on invading customer privacy.”

“From what you tell me it was the customers who did not want their business uncovered.”

“It’s on our ‘to-do list’.”

“Of course it is,” replied a none too convinced Stev Harley.

“He drove here and she left by cab.”

“Could she have arrived the same way?”

“Possibly. They came into the bar together; that’s all I can say.”

“But he didn’t drink?”

“He put the best part of his pint away. His mobile rang; got a bit angry with whoever it was on the line and blamed the wi-fi connection here.

“That’s not true because when the developers applied for permission to build all those new houses you see as you come into the village  Planning at District Council included a Section 106 in the agreement for a better telephone connection.”

“So it was the other end.”

“Of course.”

“He has been a regular guest to use the term lightly.”

“He had certainly been drinking before he got here. I could smell it on his breath. Not that Price ever did anything to disguise the fact.”

“Do you know where he could have been?”

“Try Fordhamton. The Horse With No Name.”

“What kind of place is that with a name like that?”

“You’ll see. So you think he might have been drunk when he crashed?”

“I thought you didn’t ask questions.”

“But you’re not a customer.”

“I’m Old Bill and I don’t want rumours spreading around. And if you remember anything else, call me.”

“Who shall I ask for?”

“DI ‘arley. With an aitch.

He stood at the entrance.

“What’s the best way out of ‘ere. I’m fed up with country lanes and a duff satnav.”

“If you turn right the road leads back to the old A road and into Fordhamton. If you go left, that’s the way the dray would be heading after leaving us, then you end up along country roads and the bypass. Turn right for Blunstone and left for Rutherford. That’s where the brewery is.” 

Harley left the Crazy Horse Hotel. The brewery dray was still in the car park and the driver and his mate were drinking coffee with their packed lunch waiting for a company mechanic to come out and check their vehicle.

The road that Harley had travelled in to Greenwich was now clear.

The next morning Harley was at the Post Mortem. The mortuary was in the county hospital in Blunstone, just a few miles along the new bypass from Fordhamton and where Harley had temporarily found accommodation.

Doctor Ian MacKenzie was not of Celtic blood and no one called him by the shortening of his surname. He was slightly overweight but always clean shaven and well-dressed but not overdressed, more like the distant relative of the bridal couple invited to their wedding.

He had just finished his investigation. He was a middle-aged portly man who drank a little more than his fellow professionals might have thought sensible. He and Steve Harley found they had a lot in common.

“He’d been drinking.”

“I know that. The landlord in Greenwich reckoned he’d had at least a pint in Fordhamton and the best part of another one in the Crazy Horse Hotel.”

“It was enough to take him over the top. Then there’s the other.”

“The other?”

“I’m waiting for an expert analysis but there was something else in his blood; a sort of a chemical compound.”

“A Mickey Finn?

“This is something a bit more complex than your average Mickey Finn.”

“Viagra? I’m told he liked to get his end away on quiet afternoons.”

“I don’t think so. I need a proper breakdown which I hope the boys at the toxicology lab can isolate. The trouble is that mixing any strange substance with alcohol can cause some odd side effects.”

“What side effects exactly?”

“Hallucinations, sensations of invincibility, possibly sleepiness; depends really on what you’ve taken. And your medical history of course. Shouldn’t be any problem if it was prescribed by his GP. The combined strain of drink, the drug and facing a brewery dray at speed might well have caused his heart to fail.”

“He was with this woman, then he got a call on the mobile. We tracked the caller down to an old school friend called Patrick Shelton. He’s on my list of people to see toot sweet.

“What did this Alan Price do?”

“Local big shot, there’s one in every town.”

“Could it have been a business rival who wanted him out of the way?”

“We’re not talking big money here, its small town stuff. I don’t know.” 

Harley shrugged his shoulders.

“How the hell am I going to find that out? Only thing is Mac, “said Harley defying local convention, “local uniform did a quick sweep of his house, his office, car and the clothes he was wearing and found no other trace of pills or anything else slightly illegal.”

“Maybe the woman slipped something in his drink or, someone else did if they had an opportunity.”

“Talk about a statement of the bloody obvious. Why would some tart he’s only just met slip him a Mickey?

“I could do without this right now. I’m waiting to get called back to London and don’t want to be kept here with an unexplained death on my hands. I’m going to have a word around the town and retrace his last movements; and see if anyone had a reason to tamper with his chemical balance​. Or they’ll keep me here for the duration.”
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It was Harley’s assumption that if it was not Price’s lunchtime assignment, then someone in town disliked him enough to arrange for him to have some kind of accident whilst under the influence of drink, drugs or both, but maybe not enough to kill him. 

The nagging problem was establishing when the drug was given if someone knew that he would be driving; or did the mystery woman at the Crazy Horse Hotel slip something into his drink whilst he was on the phone to Patrick Shelton. And what was anyone hoping to gain from the situation?

All this was swirling around his mind as he left Dr MacKenzie’s laboratory at the hospital for his hotel and where he had parked his car. He was brought back to the present by a tall, thin male approaching him.

“Who are you?”

The stranger stood fast. “Davis. Miles. Constable. Detective,” snapped Detective Constable Miles Davis.

“’eard about you. Bit of a loner.”

No one had ever put it straight to Davis quite like that before. He shrugged it off like a dog jumping out of a river and shaking water from his coat. “And you are?” he asked.

“’arley. Steve. Inspector. Detective. Team. Murder. Regional.”

”Thanks. I was told to meet you here.”

“You’re the local man?”

“No guv. Most of the team are on Operation Dawn. I was the only DC free.”

“That’s what I was pulled away from to investigate Alan Price

“I didn’t mean a DC either. When I rang Division I meant a local man, a beat bobby who knows how their minds work round ‘ere. I meant ... does it matter what I meant. What do you know about Fordhamton?”

“Nothing guv,” replied Davis quite honestly which was one of his strong points.

“Oh yes Davis. I’ve heard about you. This isn’t about a couple of cases of port, clever scam that it was. This may be a bit out of your league.”

Davis was not an easy person to like. He was not the most visually appealing person. His hair was short and his grey eyes were cold. His cheeks were slightly sunken which made his hawk like nose even more prominent. His suits were grey and his ties were grey. He was not a man who stood out in a crowd, preferring to work in the shadows which meant that he had few close friends; colleagues found it difficult to have any empathy with him.

Detective Constable Miles Davis was an obsessively methodical man. Case files were neatly arranged in differing coloured folders and stacked according to progress. His diary showed no evidence of being amended to show cancelled appointments; there were always plenty of pins, staples, pens and rulers placed in handy containers at the edges of his desk.

On his rest days he washed and ironed his shirts which were hung in the wardrobe for each day of his working week, in the same order to the suit with which it would be worn.

When a car dealing ring or business fraud became too convoluted for conventional detective work then the Chief Inspector called in Davis. He dismembered every detail and examined every clue until the threads were woven into a perfect case to put before the Crown Prosecution Service.

Had Davis been a drinking man, or a member of the Rugby Club or at least had it whispered that he was party to an affair with a married woman then his promotion would have been assured. Davis was considered eccentric by some, terminally boring by others. It seemed he was destined to always remain a Detective Constable but the Fates had a surprise or two in store.

“I haven’t got time to go faffing around Davis. I have a suspicious death.”

“I heard that Alan Price drove into a brewery dray.”

“He did. Some might like to end their days like that. But as I have just discovered the late Alan Price had been drugged. The bad news is no one knows with what.

“We have two options. The last person to have been seen with him was the mystery woman who suddenly disappeared. She is our prime suspect at the moment having had the perfect opportunity. The ‘why’ is the problem.

“Second it could have been someone in town who somehow managed to get an as yet unknown drug in to his system. Once again at this moment in time there is no obvious reason.

“Whilst you were still in your pit I had uniform start chasing up taxi firms to see who picked up our mystery woman from the Crazy Horse Hotel and where she was dropped.

“In the meantime we have to go over to Fordhamton and try and discover what Price has been up to.”

Fordhamton High Street ran north to south or south to north. It was an old Roman road that once connected many of the county towns such as Rutherford and Blunstone.

Coaching inns once mushroomed along the road. The Albatross and The Horse With No Name at either end of the High Street were two such staging posts. Butchers, bakers and candlestick makers and other long gone crafts filled in the gaps between inns and then slowly disappeared and became town houses for the expanding middle class.

Which is how it remains to the present day. Professional firms like accountants and solicitors jostling alongside struggling retailers and home owners.

Steve Harley had little more to say. They used Davis’s car which meant that Harley could drink. As they drove in silence to Fordhamton owing to Davis not being the world’s most gregarious conversationalist. They parked in the deserted space which was the car park at the rear of The Horse With No Name.

“Do you think the landlord will mind if we park here?”

“Do you see any other cars in here? No. There’s no harm in keeping the local publican happy by filling up his car park. Makes him look busy. And a busy pub is a popular pub.”

“He might expect us to buy a drink.”

“I sincerely hope so Davis. What’s your poison?”

“I don’t drink sir.”

“How did I know you were going to say that? You’re the first non-smoking, non-swearing, teetotal DC I’ve ever met. I bet your farts don’t smell either.”

Davis had no reply wondering if it was a compliment or a jibe from a superior officer.

He followed Steve Harley into The Horse With No Name.

The pub had stood there for over three hundred years but no one knew how it had got its name. As a previous coaching inn several wild theories had found themselves into the local history books but amongst locals down the ensuing centuries it was always referred to as the ‘Horse’.

The large interior which spread around a semi-circular bar was empty. On the walls and from the ceiling were hung coaching horns, brass pans and kettles, prints of scenes from the Pickwick Papers, faded menus and wooden farming implements. 

They stamped the Horse as a faded memory of a once thriving local hostelry for agricultural workers of which there were fewer and fewer. In these days only occasional drinkers stayed for a while to admire the shining brasses and polished wood and then left to continue their journey back to the modern world.

Standing behind the bar selecting his bet for the day from the Racing Post was a tall, broad, red faced publican with fading ginger hair and a full ginger moustache.

The landlord seemed both pleased and disappointed at seeing two strangers enter his drinking establishment. There had been so few new faces in his pub and he was more at ease with the few local drinkers that did venture inside.

“Morning gentlemen. What can I get you?” asked Bill Withers.

“Well I’ll have a pint of your best bitter and I’m not sure what my constable here is having as he’s driving.”

“You’re Old Bill?”

“That’s it,” replied Steve and showed Bill his identity card. Miles Davis followed and asked for an orange juice.

As Bill Withers didn’t ask for money and neither of the detectives offered any either they had their drinks on the house.

“We’re checking up on Alan Price’s movement’s yesterday. I understand he was in here.”

“He was,” confirmed Bill. “Like a persistent itch in the groin.”

“You didn’t like him?”

“Got it in one Inspector. It was his idea to get the bypass built. At one time the High Street was full of cars; mostly people shopping or in my case travelling salesmen passing through who found this a perfect spot to drop in for a pie and a pint.

“I told him to go and look in the car park. How many cars in there? One. His. It used to be full of cars, all travelling salesman. What do they do now? Pass right by on the by-pass. And whose great idea was that. Alan Price. I told him, by-passes are only good for one thing, by-passing trade. No one stops here anymore. He told me it was all in the cause of progress. Progress my backside.

“He even had the bare faced gall to tell me that him parking in the car park helped to make the place look popular and busy.”

Harley looked over at Davis who had not touched his juice with a look that said ‘see, told you so’.

“What was he doing in ‘ere?”

“This is a pub Inspector,” said Bill whose natural bonhomie was slowly disintegrating in the face of Steve Harley and memories of Alan Price.

“People come in here for a drink.”

“Did Alan Price call in for a drink yesterday morning?”

“He did. He had a pint, then left.”

“Just the one?”

One was enough for him to be able to come in and take the proverbial.”

“Was anyone else in here?”

“Alex Harvey came in later, then Roger Miller and then Dave Edmunds. But not all at the same time and well after Price had left.

“Who are they?”

“Alex runs Teargas the record shop. Roger has a computer shop a few more doors down the High Street and Dave is Assistant Manager at the Bank across the road.”

“All local then.”

“It’s a local pub.”

“I get your drift,” said Steve, finishing his pint and moving towards the front door. Davis drank half of his orange juice and followed.

“I don’t think there was much love lost between those two,” added Steve as they stepped in to the High Steet,

Bill Withers was not wrong. Teargas the record and rock memorabilia store run by Alex Harvey was next door. Steve stood for a moment staring at the front window.

“There’s some good stuff in that shop. Just by the look of that lot.”

He tried the handle but the door was shut. Alex Harvey had overslept. Again. He dismissed the thud on his front door but looked out of his window to see if it was worth answering. The two men below looked official so he quickly withdrew but not before noticing the attractive woman who had just let herself in to Glad Mills old hardware shop that had been closed and was awaiting a tenant.

“What is the point of having a sign on the front door that says you are open between the hours of nine and five thirty and staying shut. How do these shopkeepers survive?”

“I guess everyone uses the net guv,” answered the impassive DC Miles Davis who shopped on Amazon quite a lot.

“Maybe but that’s no excuse not to open when you say you will. Right then, onward and upward.”

The next stop found him them outside Roger Miller’s computer and security systems shop.

“An arrogant, power mad local Councillor,” was how Roger Miller described Alan Price to Steve Harley.

Roger was in his late forties and wore handmade suits and plain shirts. His hair was regularly trimmed by his wife Elaine who used to work as a hairdresser in town before Roger opened the T.V. shop. A couple of years later he expanded into computers and software and then mobile phones and then of late into bespoke home security systems.

“You didn’t like him then?”

“No. I didn’t.”

“But he was in here the morning he died?”

“Who told you that?”

“Your friendly landlord. He mentioned that Mr Price had called on you and then you dropped into the ‘Horse’ shortly after he left.

“Only because he wanted something. I built this business up from nothing based on honest workmanship. If it got around that I was open to bribery and corruption it would be the end of me.”

“Could you explain that a bit more clearly for me?”

“I now specialise in CCTV systems for the home. Price runs his company up on the Industrial Estate. He told me he had won an important overseas order and he wanted the factory safe from intruders and local tea leaves.”

“What did he do up there?”

“He manufactured anything you wanted in plastic.”

“And he wanted you to install a camera to secure the site.”

“Put like that that is exactly what he wanted. But he wanted a good price. For him. He then issued a very thinly veiled threat that if I was unable to meet his price then I might find it difficult to obtain planning permission for any outside installations seeing as he was on both the Town and District Council.”

“What was your reply?”

“I told him to do one. He’ll be back. Because I know I am competitive and no one likes dealing with him because he thinks he can dictate price. He’ll settle for the price which already includes a generous discount for local traders.”

“By the way did he have a drink when he was here?”

“No way would I offer him any kind of hospitality with his attitude. He was already in a foul mood when he got here bad-mouthing Michael. Michael Jackson. The Mayor. Runs the Post Office.”

“Fair enough, I’ll have a word with him,” commented Harley as he stood by the door, accepting that at present he would get nothing more from the local security expert.

They crossed over the silent High Street and halted outside Ray Charles’ newsagents. Harley heard his phone ring so quickly barked an order to Davis.

“Go and buy a few glossy magazines. Horse and Hound, Country Life, that sort of thing. Let’s see who Ronnie Carroll was pointing a finger at.”

Davis re-appeared a few minutes later with three heavy full colour magazines.

“I hope you got a receipt for that lot.”

Davis showed him the till roll.

“Good, let’s go see the Mayor and then a spot of lunch with Patrick Shelton who has just rang me to say that he has found a small window for us.”

The Fordhamton Post Office and General Store was a few yards along the old Rutherford Road that now took motorists up to the new bypass, at least those that had missed the signs a mile before the town boundary.

“It was like stepping back in time,” said Steve after they had left.

Michael Jackson had run the Post Office for more years than anyone could remember. He stocked everything from greetings cards for every occasion to something the modern male might need for the weekend.

He was not a lightweight; he was powerfully built even in these, his later years. He ran the Post Office like his private domain and basked in the familiarity. He wanted to be liked and had no conscience about buying anyone in the pub a pint.

He was dressed in the Fordhamton Cricket Club blazer and grey trousers. He filled the space where customers bought stamps and posted parcels to Australia. His fingernails were always meticulously manicured and as suspected by many in town, his toenails as well. In fact the very essence of a small town dignitary.

Steve showed his ID to the very irritated Michael Jackson whose morning routine was being shattered.

“We can talk round the back. My wife Carmel can run the counter for a short while.

‘Round the back’ was the General Store stock room and office filled with mountains of toilet rolls, kitchen towels and all sizes of nappies. There was only one chair around which the three of them manoeuvred like a children’s game of musical chairs.

“I understand Alan Price came in ‘ere yesterday morning.”

“Yes he did,” answered Michael very abruptly.

“Can I ask why? To buy stamps?”

“Do not be facetious Inspector. He was chasing me for a letter that had not been delivered. He accused me of losing it. I told him ‘I am not a sorting office’. I don’t deliver mail, I only put a stamp on it.”

“Was that it?”

“It was.”

“Did he have a drink whilst he was here?”

“I do not sell drinks for consumption on the premises, alcoholic or not.. I have a license for off sales only. If he wanted a drink, he went to the Horse. He left here and marched down to the High Street. I watched him go into Roger Miller’s place.”

“He was a Councillor I understand; and you are the Mayor. You got on I assume both being of the same blue shade of politics.”

“We belonged to the same political party but our similarity ended there. He was a bully. He didn’t care for the community or the people he was elected to represent. He only cared for himself. I repeat, he was a bully; the rest of them got fed up arguing with him so just went along with him. Anything for a quiet life.”

“Well that should be all right now.”

“I’m sorry to rain on your parade Inspector but it is just the reverse. I’ve had Alice Cooper the Town Clerk ringing me up every five minutes about calling an Extraordinary Town Council Meeting.

“Even when he’s dead the man is giving me grief.”

“I think you’d better explain,” said Harley realising that all hope was slowly fading of finding someone with a motive for doing away with Alan Price.

“There should be ten town Councillors. Before he died there were seven of us; enough to hold a meeting and make a decision if a show of hands was called for. Now there is just six and as Mrs Cooper explained if one of us had to absent themselves from a meeting or have to declare an interest there could be no decision as a quorum is set at six Councillors.”

“I can’t see a problem there.”

“District Council can easily do without one Councillor for a short or long space of time. There’s more of them. It’s a matter for their Democratic Services Officer. But here in Fordhamton there is at least a couple of years before the next scheduled local elections and I have to reluctantly agree with the woman that we cannot really carry on like this.”

“So this Extraordinary Meeting, when will that be?”

“Day after next.”

Something the Mayor did not mention was that he had aspirations to be elected to District Council. Alan Price’s untimely death had opened a door.

“That Extraordinary Meeting is something we must go to,” said Steve as they left the Post Office.

“Right, lunch. We’re meeting Patrick Shelton in the wine bar. Let’s see what he has to say about Alan Price.”

The Bo Jolly wine bar was back from where they had crossed over the High Street from Roger Miller’s shop. It was dimly lit with low wattage lights hung from the ceiling and flickering candles on each table that grew dimmer the further along the bar you moved. The bar itself was the brightest spot having its name emblazoned in electric blue, fluorescent lights below and a mirror bordered by a string of Christmas tree candle lights.

There are men who wave notes at barmaids and those who call staff ‘guv’ or ‘my man’ in their attempt to get served ahead of the queue. Patrick Shelton had what is called ‘bar presence’. He just stood there and bar staff hurried to serve him.

He was a tall man, tanned and well-groomed from the best City gyms. His hair was neatly combed and styled by a Turkish barber in Blunstone. His suit was of a superior cloth and made to measure from a bespoke tailor.

He stood up from a table close to wall. Harley and Davis moved over to him.

“I ordered this New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc; it should be nicely chilled by now,” he announced and began to pour out the wine into the three glasses.

“Not for me,” said Davis.

Before he could say any more Harley interrupted. “He’s driving.” There was no offer of an alternative.

“How can I help you?” began Patrick.

“We checked Alan Price’s phone and discovered that you were the last person to speak to him. According to the manager at the Crazy Horse he listened to you and then did a runner. What was that about?”

“I’d been trying to get hold of him for a few hours. He had a heavy investment in an American company with which he was doing to do some business. I advise people like him on their investments and I was trying to get him to sell up whilst he could.”

“Why?”

“Because Apollo Health Foods were at the centre of a very embarrassing scandal and were about to go bust.”

“Can you elaborate? You just talk; my Constable here can write it down as fast as you can say it.”

Davis just grunted.

“Apollo produce and sell what they call ‘health supplements’. In fact amongst other things such as steroids they sell stuff to make your old man go harder and for longer. Suddenly some of the research and trials started to throw up some surprising side effects. Last week a health fanatic, actually a male stripper took a few tablets and when he awoke in hospital his ten inches had shrunk to three. He is of course suing.”

“That’s a new one on me,” replied Harley. “What’s this to do with Price.” He drank his wine. Patrick refilled the glass.

“Two things really. Price Plastics supplied the tubes that held the tablets that Apollo sold. One click and you get your dose. As far as I know there is no simple contract between them for such supply. With Alan gone there will be no sales, no profit, no company.

“Second Alan had invested personally in Apollo so all his money has also gone down the proverbial pan.”

“Why couldn’t you let him know earlier. That’s your job isn’t it.”

“You’re a stranger in these parts. Alan was a dinosaur where technology was concerned. Basically he was a barrow boy made good, a sharp witted salesman. He understood margins and profit and loss accounts but not the internet.

“He didn’t open emails, he had no time for Facebook or Instagram or WhatsApp. The only thing he did understand was the phone, preferably landlines which is why I suppose he left in a hurry to get back to his office to try and salvage something.

“Too late by then of course.”

“Couldn’t you do anything?”

“I am an advisor. I give advice and clients can ignore it or go with it. That’s what I get paid for.”

“So you’ll get nothing back from Alan Price?”

“That remains to be seen. I am his executor, along with his solicitor Keith Emerson.”

Steve Harley stepped aside as they left the Bo Jolly wine bar to let a female customer in. He smiled the smile that had charmed so many attractive females in the past but this one was not impressed or missed the signal. Whatever it was she hurried to join Patrick Shelton at his table.

“That was why our window was so narrow, or closed,” commented Steve.

Davis was unmoved. “Where to now guv?”

“The solicitor I think.”

“That’s handy guv. He’s right next door,” observed Davis.

Whilst Harley was trying to impress a member of the opposite sex with his hitherto winning signal smile Davis had been staring at the brass plate on the wall next door.

Emerson, Lake and Palmer, solicitors were located in a two storey town house, converted to offices. Keith Emerson was not the senior partner as the nameplate might have indicated. The company had been established by his father.

Harley asked to see Keith at reception. The young girl in white blouse and St Christopher chain around her neck rang to see if Keith would see the detectives.

“I’ll take you up,” she said and Harley graciously allowed her to go first so that he could gaze upon a pair of legs and a trim backside.

Keith Emerson’s office was on the first floor; a large room bordered by dark oak bookshelves filled with bound volumes of court cases and legal judgements. Keith’s own desk had two piles of manilla folders, one containing current cases and the other one being those needing to be brought up to date. Behind him through floor to ceiling windows could be seen a large, green lawn bordered with manicured flower beds and a few trees that offered some shade if one of the partners wished to enjoy the afternoon sunshine.

“How can I help you?” began Keith.

“Alan Price,” countered Steve. “Is there a will?”

“There is. Patrick Shelton and I are joint executors.”

“Can you tell me who will gain most.”

“No one at the moment,” began Keith. “Alan owed the Bank a lot of money and I don’t think that even if any of all of his assets are realised that any of the named beneficiaries are going to see any of it.”

“Let’s say everything is tickety-boo who gets the money?”

“In simple terms his estate is to be split between his two sons, John and Scott.”

“So John and Scott Price get half each. What about his ex-wife?”

“Well, John and Scott took their mother’s single name when the divorce was settled. They are now Walkers.”

“Does the ex-wife not get anything?”

“Marion Walker accepted a very large sum in lieu of being included in the will on the divorce. It was part of a post-nuptial agreement to buy a house and set up the business.”

“And that would be?”

“She runs an employment agency across the road, over the Coffee Shop.”

“We must have a word with her.”

“She’ll be at home for a few more days whilst the arrangements are completed. John and Scott will be at home as well.”

“Is there anyone else who stands to gain?”

“Strange you should ask that Inspector. There are two specific requests. One to the Football Club and the other to the Town Council.”

“Can you give any more details?”

“The details will be read tomorrow here in the company of both executors and all will be revealed.”

Harley thanked the solicitor and as he left reception glanced again at the pretty young girl behind the desk.

Davis was a step behind him and halted by the table that heaved under magazines for clients to read whilst they waited for their appointment. He picked up the top one and almost ignoring the receptionist, muttered ‘evidence’ at her and followed Harley out.

“What’s that you’ve got?”

“I saw this as we came in. It may not be a recent edition but the cover photo on Ideal Country Homes is almost exactly as Ronnie Carroll described one of Alan Price’s hotel guests.”

“Who is she?”

“That is Anne Shelton, wife of Patrick Shelton and not Price’s lunchtime drinking partner that just passed us going into the Bo Jolly wine bar.”

“Good spot Davis. Things are beginning to happen.”

“Where to now?”

“The Bank I think.”

They walked the few yards back down the High Street and crossed over the T-junction where opposite was the Fordhamton branch of the Hues Corporation, unmistakable in its orange and mauve livery.

The interior was as distasteful as the outside. The lights above the cashiers were orange and the thick carpet a confusing pattern of charcoal grey with mauve circles and swirls.

Having announced themselves Harley and Davis were pointed towards the far end of the banking hall and a plain wooden door. It was opened by the same cashier to whom they had shewn their identity cards. They knocked politely and were told to enter.

The manager’s office was decorated in beige and shades of cream with wooden tables and chairs and photos of Fordhamton High Street hung from the walls which all seemed to have the Bank in full focus.

The large frame behind the desk made a half-hearted attempt to rise out of his chair and offer a handshake but Harley had already seated himself in one of the leather bucket chairs.

“You’re the manager ‘ere then?”

“Well, no. Only Acting Manager I’m afraid. Dave Edmunds.”

Dave Edmunds was overweight. His collar was undone and his tie hung loose. His suit fitted where it touched. Although the office felt quite cool to the detectives Dave’s face glistened with a light dusting of perspiration and there were almost indiscernible traces of sweat under his armpits. Whether this was owing to his weight, being interviewed by police officers or an abnormal hygiene problem Davis was unsure.

“I really need to speak the Manager, or the man in charge here.”

“That is me. Roger Whittaker the ex-manager took early retirement and is now working for a Government funded charity on a fat salary advising similar ex-employees what to do with their redundancy pay offs.

“I have been left to sort out his mess before the chop falls,” finished Dave in his North London accent.

“The chop?”

“Whittaker was just the start. Rumours have been circulating for months that the Hues Corporation is about to be swallowed up by a competitor; a tiny fish in shark infested waters. This place will go of course and they’ll most probably offer me a career change opportunity.”

“Which is?”

“Redundancy,” replied Dave with no hesitancy in his voice that could betray misinterpretation.

Not wishing to be drawn into Dave Edmunds own personal maelstrom or career meltdown Harley got the subject back on track.

“We’re ‘ere about Alan Price.”

“Of course you are,” said Dave.

“To quote my famous look alike: that’s another fine mess you’ve gotten me into. See this desk. Well no, you can’t really because its covered in reports and figures and requests from everyone from Area Office upwards to the Board asking what the hell is going on.

“I would like to tell them. Roger Whittaker, that’s what I would like to tell them. Every quarter we’d put through our charges and Price would waltz in, demand a refund and got one. Whittaker was shit scared of Price; basically he was shit scared of everyone. He didn’t like face to face meetings. He was a modern banker in many ways; he preferred to fill out forms.

“Whittaker would look through that spyglass in the banking hall door and would not go out if he saw Price in the queue. Not just Price of course. Just about anyone. He used to send one of the girls out for sandwiches. Once or twice a week he met some of his old chums in the Albatross. If he did meet a customer on the street who wanted to sort out their loan or increase their overdraft he just smiled, nodded his head and told them to come in here and talk to me.”

“So Price’s accounts are not good?”

“Not good Inspector? He is, or more correctly we the Hues Corporation Fordhamton branch are up shit creek without a piece of steering gear. He died bust, kaput, broke. He had borrowed up to the hilt and then more. Whittaker didn’t have the balls to say no. He just got me to paint a very rosy picture. My words, his signature on the report. But he’s gone so who is going to get the blame.

“Everything is mortgaged to the Bank. His house, part of which helped to pay for the divorce and the factory and everything in it. The property market is not what an estate agent might refer to as buoyant at the moment. The lease on the factory has only a few more months to go and the machinery is all custom made for these tubular drop dispensers which he was hoping to ship to the Yanks.

“We’ll have to rely on the insurance I suppose because his total share portfolio is also now valued at nil because this American health food company has gone tits up on the Dow Jones or sunk down there with Davy Jones and being sued for millions of dollars by a male stripper who has nothing more than three inches to show his adoring female fans when he rips off his G-string.

“Then of course Price Plastics itself has gone bust as well because only Price could sign on the account putting quite a local lads out of a job in an employment market which round here is bare bones.

“I like a game of football like most men but I try and avoid the local team who have a death wish. Watching them on a Saturday afternoon is like drinking a day old pint of Wetherspoons lager. Price guaranteed their borrowings such as they were, for the beer supply on match days. Anything left over they’d finish after training.

“Is there anything else you’d like to know?”

“I think you’ve painted a very clear picture Mr Edmunds.”

“If you want to know anything else you can usually find me in the Horse. I see little point in trying to re-arrange the deckchairs on the Titanic.”

“Quite so Mr Edmunds.”

“Dave please,” replied Dave.

Harley left with a high regard for the put upon Acting Bank Manager. He shared his view of the modern world. A world that did not understand either of them.

“Did you get all that down Davis?”

“I did. I may have to translate it into English though. He has a way with words that I am not familiar with.”

“He made perfect sense to me Davis,” stated Harley whose speech patterns were mirrored by Dave Edmunds.

“We’re not getting very far are we guv?”

“In physical terms Davis no, we are not. We have walked more than a couple of hundred yards up and down this high street to find out that no one liked Alan Price at all. None of them seemed to want the bloke brown bread because they all rely upon him. Apart from our friendly banker who has no obvious motive at all, having been dropped into the soft, brown stuff which was more a fault of the now retired ex-Manager.

“However Davis, in our travels we have discovered that there was no opportunity for anyone to slip a Mickey Finn into Price’s drink. That means we are back at square one; the mystery woman at the Crazy Horse.

“That does not mean that the trail has gone cold. We still have the family to consider and we can meet up with them at the reading of the will tomorrow.

“I don’t know about you but I could do with a drink.”

So saying Harley led Davis back across the High Street and into The Horse With No Name.

“Same again gents?” asked Bill Withers, the ginger moustachioed publican.

“Thanks guvnor,” said Harley.

The bar was empty apart from a bearded and dishevelled figure sitting at the bar nursing a pint of Redbourne Best Bitter.

“You must be Alex Harvey,” said Harley.

“I am. Who are you?”

“I am Detective Inspector Steve ‘Arley. Anyone who wears a Stiff Records T-Shirt and runs a shop with a Captain Beefheart poster in the window is OK by me.”

“You’re the first person in this town who has ever heard of Beefheart.”

“I have to admit to owning a son who lectures on Medieval History at Newcastle University but was a great fan and tried almost successfully to convert myself. Why don’t you open the shop during normal trading hours?”

“I do all of my trade on the internet these days. People ring or email me and ask where I am. I tell them Fordhamton They say, ‘where the hell is that’ so I tell them I’ll put the goods in the post.”

“So you had no problems with Alan Price?”

Alex’s normal attire was worn jeans, and T-shirts advertising rock tours and groups that had long passed into legend. His hair was long and his beard needed attention; and there was a strange smell about him that wasn't unpleasant. He had kind eyes and few people spoke ill of him.

The shop was called Teargas. No one knew why and Alex had forgotten. It was a favourite band of his then partner Ruth who was Scottish but they were actually called Tear Gas, but no one cared about that either.

“I had nothing at all to do with the man. He called me the ‘washed up rock star’ and I told him that people could always see through men that wore plastic macs. He had no style, that was his problem. He was the sort of person who had money to buy a top of the range home sound system but bought a Max Bygraves CD to play on it.”

“So you didn’t speak much on the day he died.

“We never spoke much. We had nothing in common.”

Harley smiled, drained his pint and he and Davis left.

“He’s a strange one guv. I bet he’s no stranger to mind blowing drugs. People like him are not averse to licking the backs of tropical frogs either.”

“I think you are straying into the land of make believe Davis. But, you do have a point. Until the doc has isolated the drug in Price’s system we have no idea how it might have been assimilated. 

The doc seems to think it’s something a bit suspicious but until that’s confirmed I’ll stick with the traditional spiking of drink. Then it’s a case of ‘cherchez la femme’.

“Also we have learned a lot about the politics of a small town and its residents. A queer bunch Davis. All of them, not in a sexual sense either.”
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​​Chapter Three – Where there’s a Will
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Marion Walker was having a light breakfast of coffee and two slices of toast when the phone rang. It was James Taylor.

James was the Production Manager at Price Plastics. That’s what he was called but in effect he was Alan Price’s right-hand man.

“I’ve got nothing to do with the company James. Why are you ringing?”

“I’d rather speak when you get here.”

“James, I have to be at the solicitors later this morning. I haven’t got time to sort out your problems.”

“I promise you will understand,” begged James as Marion reluctantly agreed to meet him at the factory.

Marion drove the couple of miles to the Diesel Park West Industrial Estate. She had left Scott and John in bed. The brothers agreed to meet her at Emerson, Lake and Palmer for the reading of their father’s will, travelling more in hope than expectation and completely innocent of events three thousand miles away in America that were affecting their future.

Marion Walker was a very confident and very competent businesswoman. Abilities which she often attributed to years of being secretary to Alan Price and absorbing the lessons that rubbed off.

Her legs were not her best asset, slim and shapely as they were. Like many men before him Alan Price had fallen for her long hair, coloured like the many russet shades of autumn leaves scattered around the fields and lanes in a countryside of green fields. Now her hair was cut shorter to the lines of her face and pushed slightly away from her high cheekbones.

The Diesel Park West Industrial Estate was accessed from the northern end of town. A road made of part concrete, part cement and part loose aggregates led the driver along the one storey, brick-built units that had few windows and a uniform blank look when closed.

Most units were home to small jobbing printers, car and bike mechanics and small manufacturing firms such as Price Plastics that had found a small and hopefully prosperous niche in the business world.

James stood outside the open doors of Price Plastics, waiting for Marion. He was in his late forties. His blond hair was slightly thinning on his crown and fell a bit straggly over his ears and neck. He was inclined to angular body patterns with square wide shoulders and long straight arms. He was very pale and the thick black glasses he wore seemed blacker and thicker against his blond background.

Alan Price trusted him. The workforce respected him. James Taylor was always there. Just like this morning.

“I have to be back in town shortly. What’s the rush?” repeated Marion for the umpteenth time that morning.

She looked inside the factory behind James Taylor. It had not changed much since her time as secretary and then wife of Alan Price. Now the machines stood idle, but the office space was tucked away towards the rear of the building.

She had played no part in the running of Price Plastics since she divorced Alan Price, but she was still very attractive wearing a light grey Prince of Wales check suit and her burnished bronze hair neatly brushed around her cheeks. After all she had an appointment with the executors to tidy up Alan’s estate and there was still her own business to take care of after that.

She had known James since the business had first been established so there was an air of familiarity and friendship between them, even though she saw no reason for being there.

“It feels quite odd being back here. There’s no workers either.”

“The Bank have already put their marker down here so there’s no point in turning the machines on because there is no one to sign for goods or invoice suppliers. Alan did all that.”

“Nothing’s changed at all,” sighed Marion. “I know he looked after you and the rest of the staff, but he was a stubborn sod when it came to administration. I told him to make this a limited company and at least install you as a signatory, but he would have none of it.

“Time moves on for me though James. Why am I here?”

“This,” was the one word answer.

James picked took an envelope from his inside jacket pocket and removing the correspondence handed it to Marion.

“This is some form of Banking authority.”

“It is an Irrevocable Documentary Letter of Credit. Or so it says so. I’ve never actually handled one before. We get confirmed orders and invoice against them. All of our business is normally in the UK. This requires Price Plastics to submit shipping documents to the Bank who will in turn pay us.

“This is from Apollo Health Foods. Alan completed a deal with them a little while ago after Patrick Shelton introduced them to each other at a London exhibition. It was out of our league really. Patrick knew but Alan would have none of it. He pared his margins, borrowed more, and set up the machinery to produce these tubular drop dispensers to the American’s specifications.

“The problem was we had no written advice as to how many, or who or when we would get paid. It was all in Alan’s head. I wasn’t expecting this Letter of Credit to turn up. I’ve tried emailing Apollo but no reply from them. Alan was down the Post Office every morning giving Michael Jackson a piece of his mind for postal delays.

“I’ve no experience of Documentary Credits which is why I rang you. It may offer us a way out.”

“A way out of what James? Even if I knew what this Credit letter was all about, we have no stock, no staff to produce any and no one to sign for goods or produce invoices.”

“Well, I can help out on one score,” said James and ushered Marion to the unit next door.

“This unit came up for rent a few months ago; there isn’t a long lease, but Alan got it on good terms. It has some purpose.”

James flung open the large wooden door and switched on the lights. It was slightly narrower than the main unit, but it was full from floor to ceiling with cardboard containers and another pile of plastic sheets.

“All I can see James is a pile of plastic and hundreds of cardboard boxes.”

“But in those cardboard boxes are hundreds of thousands of those tubular drop dispensers worth upwards of one hundred thousand pounds. Alan had the men working full out to get them ready for shipment, probably so that they were ready for when this Letter of Credit did finally arrive. Unfortunately, we can’t send them anywhere because there is no Price Plastics any more now that Alan’s died.

“That’s why the borrowing’s so high and why Michael Jackson was getting earache. Alan had started making these things but without an order he couldn’t get paid. Now we might be able to salvage something form the wreck.”

“One slight problem James which you have mentioned. There is no company and even more so no signatory.”

They stood by the door in the early morning sunshine and individually tried to find a way of rescuing the last lifeboat.

“I’ll go and see the Bank. They are sure to know about these things. In the meantime, let’s keep this strictly
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