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“He that but looketh on a plate of ham and eggs to lust after it, hath already committed breakfast with it in his heart.” 

C.S. Lewis.
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CHAPTER ONE

Harry inspected the result of his efforts before doing the whip finish, using the powerful magnifying glass attached to the vice. The Marabou Muddler was not the easiest fly to tie, but he was satisfied with his creation and pulled the thread tight to finish the head. As so often before, he applied too much pressure, and the fine threat snapped, its released end flying loose under tension, unwinding and undoing most of his meticulous work. 

He swore and pulled it all apart, the deer hair that had formed the head flying everywhere; it would be better to start again from scratch than try to save any of it.

Suki, his nineteen year old black cat, lying at his feet and up to that moment feigning sleep, leapt into life and jumped up to swat at the flying hairs.

Harry gazed down at her, thinking how amused Beth would have been to see her actions, and murmured, ‘You still think you’re a kitten, don’t you, you silly old puss-cat?’

The sudden commotion woke Bozo, his liver and white Springer spaniel, lying near the back door in his foam-lined bed. He opened one eye lazily to find out what the unexpected kerfuffle was about; realised the disturbance was merely cat stupidity that did not interest him in the least, and went back to sleep.

As Harry began again, winding the initial turns of thread on the hook to form the bed of the fly, the loud initial notes of Beethoven’s Fifth had him turning to the phone, sighing with frustration. 

The caller display told him it was his boss, Detective Chief Inspector Tony Dyce, and he groaned inwardly; it would not be a courtesy call. Why couldn’t he have been at the lake, fishing?

‘Afternoon, sir.’ He tried and failed to inject false enthusiasm into the greeting, ‘It has to be bad news on a Saturday.’

‘You’re right, Harry. I’m sorry to trouble you on your day off, but things have gone badly adrift with the duty staff today, what with accidents and illness, and I have no one else to ask.’

‘No problem, sir.’ Harry lied, ‘I was not doing anything important’. 

‘You were not sitting at the vice then?’

Harry grinned wryly, wondering not for the first time if his boss had a working crystal ball, ‘You know me too well, sir. What do we have?’

‘The death of an hotelier, Jonathan Franklin, who still used his army title of major, as many of them do, trading on that reflected, and in many cases doubtful, glory. The death has been reported by the first doctor to attend as a probable suicide, but as John Bell would say, “Ah hae ma doots”. You shoot, I know, so I’ll ask you this to see if you agree with me: how easy is it to commit suicide with an over-and-under shotgun; that is to say, by shooting oneself in the mouth?’

‘If it was a sawn-off shotgun or someone over six feet tall it would be easier, but with anyone shorter than that it’s virtually impossible to do it by reaching down to use a finger on the trigger, and you would blow just the front off your face because of the angle the gun would be at. Using a stick or something similar to push the trigger it would be relatively simple.’

‘No stick or other triggering instrument was found anywhere near the body.’

‘Then I’m firmly in agreement with DS Bell, sir.’

‘As am I. Could you get out there to cover the scene; see how it strikes you and take whatever statements you deem necessary? The SOCOs are already on their way there, and Jane is following them in the meat wagon.’

‘Of course, sir. Give me the location.’

‘The farm is near Ling, not far from you...’ Dyce dictated the latitude and longitude and the postcode. ‘The doctor that was called out, a woman called Elizabeth Frier, will be at the scene, and if you call in at the farmhouse the farmer, William Barnard, who found the body, also ex-Army and a close friend of the deceased, will give you directions. Once again I apologise for disturbing your day. I’ll make sure you’re paid at the overtime rate, and authorise the use of your private car for mileage. To hell with the new regulations. If you need to work tomorrow, the same thing will apply.’

‘Thank you, sir. That will be welcome.’ And highly unusual after the latest swingeing cutbacks, Harry knew. The days when car mileage could be added to an expense account at the end of the month, as a matter of general practice, had long passed into the realms of anecdotal history.

Harry closed the contact with his boss, sighed heavily at the loss of the rest of his weekend, looked down fondly at Suki, who was still stalking and ‘killing’ bits of hair on the floor, and rose from his stool.

Bozo, immediately wide awake, jumped out of his bed; the thought of ‘walkies’ making him wag his tail furiously. Both animals had belonged to Beth and had moved in with her. Unlike Harry, with the pragmatism of most domestic animals, they seemed to have forgotten her and now regarded him as their boss.

Harry cocked his head to one side, considering. He couldn’t take the spaniel to the crime scene but could take him along and leave him in the car with the window down. The day was cool enough.

‘Come on then.’ He told the dog and strode over to the door where his quilted bomber jacket hung from a peg. He guessed he would need it. Bozo leapt out of his bed and was by Harry’s side in a flash, an eager look in his eyes and his tail going sixteen to the dozen.

As Harry strode towards his car he felt several spots of light rain hit his face and looked up. Earlier, it had been clear, but cloud had been building throughout the day and now covered the entire sky. The bitterly cold wind was increasing. He was glad he’d brought the jacket.

He glanced down at Bozo and told him, ‘Looks as if we might get wet, pal.’ The dog’s tail wagged even faster.

‘I know. You don’t bloody care, do you, you crazy mutt. You’re just a water spaniel at heart.’ He wondered if the dog even remembered Beth, and tears came unbidden to his eyes at the thought of her. She was still with him every moment of every day, and when he closed his eyes he could still see that slightly crooked smile she gave him when he was cogitating. He heaved a huge sigh, hurting still.

The farm was easy enough to find, though he was past the entrance to the heavily tree-lined drive before he realised it and had to reverse before turning in.

The drive was a long one, with a curve after about a quarter of a mile, and after he had negotiated the bend he was surprised to see that the farmhouse he was approaching was genuine Elizabethan, delightfully proportioned and apparently in excellent condition. To either side of it were later buildings that had been designed to blend in well. The large rectangular area in front of the farmhouse had been paved with mellow amber brick-weave.

Harry was doubtful whether he should park near the front door or try to find one at the rear, but while he was still in two minds the huge oak door opened, and a tall, sprightly gentleman stepped out and waved to him.

Harry pulled up close to the steps and the farmer strolled over to him as he exited the vehicle into a light drizzle, blown on the wind.

Barnard had his hand out, ‘Detective.’

Harry shook the man’s hand, taking stock of him as he did so, and offered, ‘The name is Harry, sir.’

Barnard had a look that Harry knew well: the same look that many police officers have: stern and highly observant, with the stamp of inherent authority. He appeared to be in his fifties, his hair greying, but very fit for his age. His frame was spare and his stance ramrod upright. Intelligent grey eyes in an angular, weather-beaten face were appraising Harry in much the same way as the detective was judging the farmer. He wore a country-style shirt, with a plain yellow tie, and lovat moleskin trousers. Brown leather Derby brogues completed the ensemble.

They both smiled, recognising each other as kindred spirits.

‘A bad business.’

‘Yes, sir. You knew the deceased?’

‘A very good friend. We were together for most of our service – over twenty years, in fact; Northern Ireland, Kenya, Iraq, Afghanistan, to name but a few of our postings. Jonathan’s task for most of that time, until his last promotion, was the clearance of mines and other nasty explosive devices, and he cheated death many times during his service. To end this way...it’s unbelievable.’

‘Was he suicidal, do you think?’

‘Until today, I’d have said absolutely not.’

‘You found the body, I’m told.’

‘Yes, I did, and called our local doctor and the police from the scene.’

‘You stayed there until they arrived?’

‘I left when the first police officers arrived. Doctor Frier had already made an initial inspection.’

‘You didn’t touch the body?’

‘No. I could see there was nothing to be done for poor old Jonathan and didn’t approach nearer than a few yards.’

‘How do I reach the scene?’

‘The other vehicles have gone the long way round, since they needed to recover the body, but I can take you there quickly in the runabout. Does your dog need to have a pee or anything before we set off?’

‘No, sir. I let him out on the way here. He’ll be fine for an hour. I’ll leave the window down.’

‘Come on through the house then.’

Barnard led the way through the front door and into a long passage, on whose walls were hung all manner of antique hand weapons: dirks, swords, pikes, and an eclectic collection of firearms from early matchlocks to relatively modern hammer guns.

Harry observed, ‘A wonderful collection.’

The farmer nodded, ‘Yes, indeed. I was lucky to be able to buy the farm with all the contents, though the weapons had been earmarked by the solicitors for a specialist auction in London.’

‘It would have been a shame to split them up.’

‘My sentiments exactly. Luckily, the lady who previously owned the farm agreed with me.’ He grinned, ‘Mind you, the fact that she was my aunt did aid the successful conclusion of the transaction. Her husband was an avid big game hunter, and this estate was renowned as one of the best shoots in the country during his time.’

‘Do you still have a shoot?’

‘Yes, but not driven. We have just two walk-up shoots a year now, for friends and neighbouring farmers, quite casual affairs, one in November and the other in January, the latter cocks only, since I do not put any birds down.’

‘They must go well.’

‘As wild birds invariably do. I have had my fill of driven shoots, and now regard it as nothing but murdering pheasants, though I must admit to having enjoyed it for many years before moving here, and, of course, it’s of great importance to the rural economy. Do you shoot?’

Harry nodded, ‘I do, but very rarely have the opportunity these days.’

They reached the end of the corridor and the rear door of the property.

Another large paved area had behind it a tennis court, where four people were playing; two women, a teenaged girl and a young man.

Barnard waved a hand, ‘My wife, my two daughters and a visitor from South Africa.’

A small, forest green, four-wheel drive recreational vehicle with no doors, but with four powerful, moveable lights on the roof, stood close by, and the farmer indicated that Harry should get in.

He did so and Barnard slid onto the driver’s seat and started the engine.

Harry remarked, ‘Useful vehicle.’

Barnard nodded, ‘Excellent for lamping for foxes.’

Another tree-lined avenue took them out of the farm yard and into open country; hedged fields with small copses dotted around.

Harry asked, ‘Was your friend shooting on his own property or yours?’

‘Mine. The hotel has only a small amount of land with it; about three acres. Jonathan loved his shooting and was an ace shot with both rifle and shotgun. He has been trying to acquire a reputation for specialist game dinners, using such ingredients as squirrel, rabbit and even rook along with the usual favourites, though one could hardly call them game, even with a vivid stretch of the imagination.’ He pulled a face, ‘Not my kind of thing. I don’t mind a well cooked pheasant or partridge, or a roast haunch of venison, but my taste of game stops there. I occasionally walk out with a gun myself, in between the two organised shoots, mainly for pigeons and rabbits, but Jonathan lived for it and was out every day. The farm is close to a thousand acres and in the old days had a gamekeeper, two under-keepers and more than two dozen farm workers. Now, like most farmers, I have the whole thing done by contract. That way I know almost to the pound what the year is going to cost, and since the crops are sold at pre-determined prices I can make a good estimate of income. The horses are the exception; we have eight hunters of our own and stable two more for other owners, but they are exclusively Elaine’s province and I do not interfere in any way. When I bought the place I did have the idea of becoming a hands-on farmer, but was quickly disabused of the idea. Jonathan bought the hotel after I had acquired the farm, more or less in order to have the shooting; he was not really interested in the business to begin with, but it has grown on him. He took on a good chef and the place is now full every evening. I was quite happy to let him shoot whatever he liked within reason, since he kept the vermin down for me; foxes, rabbits, and, of course, the squirrels, and he culled a few of the deer to keep the numbers down. We’re nearly there; it’s just over the next rise.’

They crested the small hill they had climbed and below them Harry saw a belt of willow trees surrounding a pool in a tiny valley. Three vehicles were parked up at the end of a narrow, hedge-lined lane, one of them the black morgue ambulance that had transported DCI Dyce’s pathologist wife, Jane Keller, to the scene with her two dieners, Alastair and Michael, and another the marked Scene of Crime Officers’ vehicle. Harry guessed the third vehicle, the silver Subaru in front, belonged to Doctor Frier.

The scene was clear of human figures and Barnard had driven to the bottom of the valley and round to the other side of the pool before they came in sight near the trees.

Barnard stopped the RV twenty yards short of the little group, whose members had been standing chatting when Harry first saw them, seemingly oblivious to the drizzle, which was becoming heavier, but were now standing silent in a huddle, watching the newcomers. The body had to be inside the small scene-of-crime tent that had been erected near one of the trees. Two lines of scene-of-crime tape ran from close to the tent down to the water’s edge.

He and Barnard eased out of the vehicle and stepped over to the group, the thickly grassed ground squelching under their feet.

Harry nodded a greeting to Jane Keller, who looked cold despite the thick rainproof jacket that she’d had the foresight to wear, to her two lads, to James Harrison and Peter Crabb, the two SOCOs, and to the attractive brunette on their left, obviously the Doctor Frier Dyce had told him about. There was something indefinable about her that made him take a longer look. She really was a stunner; probably in her early thirties, dark brown, shoulder length hair with a natural curl, green eyes that seemed to glow in an interesting oval-shaped face, a pert little nose, inviting, smiling lips and no ring on her fingers. Harry realised that she had seen his interest and forced his gaze away from her, amazed at himself.

Since Beth’s tragic death in a motorway pile-up three years before, a death he blamed himself for, he had never looked at another woman with interest, and yet here he was ogling one he had never met before. She must have something special.

He forced his mind onto a different track and asked the pathologist, ‘What do you think, Jane?’

‘At first sight it appears to be a suicide. Have a look for yourself.’

‘Can you give me a TOD?’

Jane shrugged, ‘Only a rough one. The body normally cools by one and a half degrees per hour after death, given a reasonable ambient temperature, but on a day as cold as this, and with a high wind-chill factor, it will surprisingly have cooled much slower, contrary to non-expert opinion. Rigor mortis, which as you know begins after about two hours, has already begun to take hold in the corpse. You can see it in the neck muscles and particularly in the face, which bears the typical rigor grimace, but it hasn’t yet affected the whole body, so my best estimate is that he has been dead for between four and nine hours. Lividity is not completely set, so probably the lower end of that estimate.’

‘Will you be able to narrow that down some more when you do the post?’

‘I hope so, but not by much and not accurately.’

While the others stayed back, she led the way to the tent-like structure and pulled back the flap.

Franklin’s body was on its back and almost prone, with just the head raised against the bole of the tree, which was spattered with blood, bone and brain matter. An over-and-under twelve-gauge shotgun lay on the belly of the corpse, its muzzles a few inches below the chin. Harry took a moment to admire it, recognising it immediately as a Purdey, worth at least fifteen thousand pounds, and much more if it was one of a matched pair. A cartridge bag lay by the side of the body, its strap around the neck of the corpse. Jane had pulled Franklin’s pullover and shirt up on one side of the body to check lividity. Almost all of the man’s lips had been blown away, and Harry could clearly see powder burns around the wound. The shot had been fired from very close range, but the mouth had not been wide open as a potential suicide would have had it. It told Harry that the ‘suicide’ had been staged. He guessed that Franklin had been pleading with his killer, and that his mouth had been only partly open when the shot was fired. A dead Mallard drake lay close to the body, yet another indication that Franklin’s death was not suicide. Had it been, he would almost certainly not have bothered shooting the duck.

Most of the back of the hotelier’s head behind the ears was missing. Harry had twice seen the same thing before, one a genuine suicide and the other a murder. The damage done by a twelve-gauge shotgun at close range had to be seen to be believed; it was nothing less than horrendous. There was only one thing that could be said in favour of the method: death was truly instantaneous.

James Harrison had come up to the tent to join them, and Harry asked him, ‘What are your first impressions?’

‘Not suicide.’

‘I agree. There is brain matter, bone and blood on the bole of the tree, but nothing like as much as there should be. I reckon he was shot while he was standing up.’

‘So do I.’

‘Where do you think he might have been?’

Harrison frowned, ‘In daylight it’s difficult to say exactly. We surmise that he was standing with his back to the pond about five yards away from that tree he is now lying against, and we’ve found tiny traces of blood, bone and brain matter in a wide spread beginning over a dozen yards from where the body now is, along that path we’ve marked out with the tape. We’ll come back after dark and use Luminol and the ultra-violet beams to try to pick up the actual path, and then we should be able to tell accurately, if the rain hasn’t washed it all away by then. After we’ve determined the coverage and spread I’ll have the whole team here to cut the grass for inspection in the lab and do an inch-by-inch search of the ground for pellets, bone fragments and so on.’

‘Can’t you cover the whole area for now?’

‘We are going to do so as soon as you give the all clear.’

‘Do it now.’

‘Okay.’ Harrison waved over to his co-worker, who opened the rear door of their vehicle and began pulling out tarpaulins.

Harry paced over to the near end of the tapes and looked along the path Harrison had indicated. The grass was so long and wet that the tiny particles would be desperately hard to see in daylight, but in darkness, using the Luminol spray and UV light it should be much easier. 

‘You’ve dusted the shotgun, I see.’

‘On this side, yes, but we’ll do a full check for fingerprints when we get it back to the lab.’

Harry turned to Jane, ‘I’ve seen all I want to see. If James is happy you can move the body now. When will you do the post?’

‘More or less straight away when we get back. Do you want to attend?’

Harry considered for a moment or two whether it would be beneficial to his inquiries but decided not. Jane would give him all her findings, and standing next to her while she wielded the scalpel and took out the organs to inspect and weigh them would be merely a waste of his time.

‘No, thank you, Jane. I may come and see you later in the day, when I’ve finished with the statements, if I get through early enough. If not, I’ll phone you.’

He turned away and nodded to Barnard, and they returned to the RV.

The drizzle stopped as they reached the top of the first rise, and Barnard was able to switch off the wipers.

Harry used that moment to enquire, ‘Could you give me details of your movements this morning, sir, and those of the members of your household?’

Barnard smiled, ‘Of course. I know we have to be seen as suspects.’

‘It is standard procedure, sir.’

‘I would have to ask my wife and daughters, and Henry Marais, exactly where they got to, but I know the girls and Mary, my wife, went into Norwich shopping first thing, and I heard them return just before two o’clock this afternoon. Henry, an inveterate birdwatcher, usually goes for a long walk in the mornings with his camera, and I spent the morning on the computer. I am writing a history of the last thirty years of the regiment, and it consumes a great deal of time. I was busy with that until I received the frantic phone call from Ingrid, Jonathan’s wife, at about one-thirty, asking me to go and look for him, since he had told her he would be back by twelve o’clock at the latest, with the wild ducks someone had ordered especially for their dinner. I then left in the runabout and found him some twenty minutes later.’

‘You found him quickly.’

‘Because I knew he was after duck and there were only three places on the farm where he could have shot them. I built two splashes when I came here, especially to attract duck and geese, and then there’s the pond where I found him. In fact, I visited the splashes first, partly because they were nearer to the house, but more so because there have been more duck in those two places, where I have been feeding them.’

‘So no one could confirm your alibi for the morning hours?’

Barnard smiled, ‘No.’

‘Did you take a gun with you when you went looking for him?’

‘Yes, a shotgun. If you look behind the seats you will see the rack I fitted especially to hold one safely. I never drive or walk around the farm without one. There’s always a pigeon, a rat or a rabbit around, and I like to keep the vermin down. This trip is an exception, for obvious reasons.’

‘Did you fire it on that occasion?’

‘No.’

‘Did you have any reason to dislike Mr Franklin?’

‘Quite the contrary. He saved my life once in very difficult and dangerous circumstances at the risk of losing his own. In the Army one has many good acquaintances, but few real friends. As Colonel of the regiment I had, of necessity, to be somewhat stand-offish, as you can imagine, but with Jonathan, who was one of my senior officers, I was able to let my hair down, in private, at least.’

‘Can you tell me anything about his household at the hotel?’

Barnard chuckled, ‘I could, but I am heavily biased. I’ll leave you to make your own assessment of that particular set of highly unusual individuals.’

Harry was intrigued and would like to have pursued the matter but changed the subject.

‘For how long have you been married?’

‘Mary is my second wife. We have been married for thirteen years and we had Mitch soon after we married. A year later we also had a son, Alan, who died of cot death when he was five months old. Elaine, my eldest daughter, who had her twenty-fourth birthday last week, was by my first wife, Sonia, who died of cancer a few months after Elaine was born.’

They arrived back at the farmhouse, and after obtaining directions to Franklin’s hotel Harry said goodbye to the farmer and departed, having arranged to interview the other members of his family and the South African visitor the next day. He had considered checking the colonel’s shotguns, but knew that if one had been fired, it would have been cleaned immediately on his return to the house.

CHAPTER TWO

The Cat’s Whisker Hotel was unimposing; a plain grey building with nothing to recommend it. The sky had cleared and the weak afternoon sunshine made it appear even more gaunt. Efforts had been made to improve the appearance with a dozen or so hanging baskets, but the flowers they had contained had been removed when they died, and empty as they now were they looked rather sad and pathetic. In the field behind the building he could see three dark brown horses grazing, one with a white blaze on its chest.

He was surprised to see that even at that time of the day the car park was fairly full. Franklin’s efforts to make the hotel popular must be having an effect. People had arrived early, though dinner time was some hours away.

Harry parked the car and entered through the double swing doors.

Inside, he found a reception desk manned by a young woman with startling bright green hair and a stud through her nose that matched those through each of her eyebrows. Harry grinned wryly, knowing without any doubt that she would also have one piercing her clitoris and/or labia and probably another in her belly button. She had a belligerent look as she regarded his entrance that most people viewing her would read as, ‘We’ve got it and you can’t have it’. Harry wondered how many punters she put off.

Despite the almost black lipstick she wore and the heavy mascara and overdone eyebrows, he could appreciate that she was intrinsically extremely attractive, and he gave her a huge smile.

It had the desired effect; the belligerent look softened and she murmured sweetly, ‘What would you like, sir? I’m afraid we are fully booked for dinner this evening.’

Harry showed her his warrant card, and her attitude changed immediately.

She surprised him with, ‘The Filth, eh? You’re here about dad’s murder, aren’t you?’

Harry took the recorder from his pocket and switched it on.

‘Why do you think he was murdered?’

She sniffed, ‘Because she has been threatening him for weeks.’

‘Who has?’

‘Fucking Eleanor, the wicked bitch of the West.’

‘And Eleanor is?’

‘His fucking first wife, come back to haunt. She wanted money for that fucking wastrel son of hers I was stupid enough to marry: her darling Roger, who’s just out of clink again. Told dad at the top of her voice that she was ready to tell the world his secret if he didn’t come up with the goods.’

‘What secret?’

She shrugged, ‘Fuck knows, and he’s not telling!’

Harry’s mind began to whirl, encompassing everything from cowardice in the face of the enemy to hidden paedophile tendencies. What appeared at first sight to be a simple case was going to be anything but. Jonathan Franklin was obviously not merely a simple ex-Army major.

‘But if she was your dad’s wife, Roger was your brother.’

‘Not even half; he was a bastard brat she had by that fucking ancient soul singer, Artie Mason, when she was fifteen, and I’m not her daughter or Jonathan’s. They adopted me when I was eight. I’m illegitimate too, but my father was a politician, so they say. My real mother died when I was six.’

‘What surname does Eleanor go by?’

‘Whitely, her name before she married Jonathan.’

‘And her son, Roger?’

‘The same.’

‘Where do they live?’

‘She has a council flat somewhere in the city. Christ alone knows where that fucking bastard is holing up. Wherever it is he’ll be up to no good. A born fucking criminal, he is.’

Four more guests had arrived while they were speaking and were standing open-mouthed listening to Freda’s bad language, one of the women, her face flushed with embarrassment, pulling at her husband’s arm, obviously thinking of leaving without staying to eat.

Harry told her, ‘You’d better see to your customers first. What’s your name, by the way?’

‘Freda. I’m half Swedish.’

He waved to indicate that she should speak to the guests, and she did, all sweetness and light in a pleasant, Oxbridge accent, ‘Hello again, you are most welcome. It’s Mr and Mrs Clarke and Mr Brayson and Ms Graham, is it not? And you would like your usual table. If you’d like to go through, my mother will take your orders.’

Harry grinned at the woman when they had disappeared into the dining room, ‘You give an entirely different impression when you’re dealing with business. Much better without the bad language.’

She nodded, ‘You may be right, but I’ll bet you let off steam sometimes.’

He had to admit it, ‘I do, and at those times my language is no better than yours.’ He cocked his head to one side, looking at her, ‘You know, you would be quite desperately attractive if you wiped all that gear off and removed the studs.’

‘Are you making a pass at me, Mr Detective?’

He chuckled, ‘No, Freda. I’d be afraid of the other studs damaging my manhood.’

She actually blushed, ‘How did you know?’

‘Guessed. How many?’

‘Four.’ She sighed, lowered her voice and admitted, ‘It’s all a defence mechanism, like the bad language.’

‘You’ve been hurt.’

‘As you would not believe, and I’m making damned sure that it’s never going to happen again.’ She sounded determined.

Though Harry had always wanted to find out how a woman coped with studs in those intimate places, he decided there had been enough small talk.

‘Can you tell me about the other members of the household?’

‘Sure, why not? First there’s mother, Ingrid. She’s forty-one, and has been married to dad for fourteen years. Their only joint offspring is Charlie – Charlotte, who is twelve, going on thirteen, and a teenage nightmare with everyone, me included. If you can believe it, her language is worse than mine, and she hates everyone. Then we have the cook – sorry - chef, Arnaud Révérie. He’s quite a sweetie, as gay as the LGBT bloody flag. He’ll never tell you his real age, but I reckon he’s going on fifty, although he tries to look like a teenager. His lover is the second chef, Mason Blee. He’s queer, and not just in a sexual way; I’d never trust him.’ She grinned, ‘The silly bugger has flashed his knob at me twice in the kitchen, and a poor little thing it is, like a miniature chorizo and about the same colour. The first time it was just a quick flash, but he must have thought I was interested when I didn’t complain and the second time he thought he’d show me how he jerked off. As he started pumping away at it I picked up a bloody great carving knife, marched right up to him, with the knife just a couple of inches away from his prick and told him to put it away or I’d chop it off. That cooled his ardour; he could see I meant it. He hasn’t risked it since. I reckon he’s probably AC/DC. The two of them are always falling out and that usually ends up with a screaming match and plates and pans being thrown in the kitchen, like last night. Luckily the guests had all departed. Dad had a blazing row with them. He takes the cost of the breakages out of their wages and has threatened both of them with the sack a hundred times, but they produce such wonderful dishes that he would never do it. Then there’s Sergeant Jim Gray, who’s a sort of waiter/bouncer/general factotum and doubles as the gardener, not that there’s much to do in that line, and Marie, who, like Arnaud, is French. She helps mum and me do the rooms and the cleaning of the rest of the house, peels the spuds and prepares the vegetables and works as a waitress when we are dishing up dinners. Dad employed Jim and Marie, though we didn’t really need either of them.’

‘You seem to start serving dinner early in the day.’

She nodded, ‘We do; the first sitting is at five-thirty. We had to bring the start time forward once the thing took off, in order to accommodate everyone who wanted to dine here. Some people, particularly the older ones, like to have their evening meal early, so that they can drive home in daylight for most of the year, and we catered for them initially, but it seems to have caught on with the younger people too for some reason.’

‘Do you know what time your dad went out with the gun this morning?’

‘I don’t know. It was before I came down for breakfast at seven-thirty.’

‘And can you tell me where each member of the household was between then and twelve o’clock?’

She blew out a puff of air, thinking, her bottom lip over the upper.

‘Mum went into town to buy the fresh veg and fruit, as she does every day except Sundays. That was just after I came out of the shower at about ten past seven. She came back around midday, but I can’t say exactly when.

Charlie was late up, as usual, and didn’t bother with breakfast. She grabbed a slice of toast and went out to saddle up Bliss, her pony. She disappeared and didn’t come back until after lunch. From the smell on her when she comes back I know she’s got a boyfriend she’s screwing somewhere, and he doesn’t care where he sprays it. Stupid little whore – she’ll be pregnant before she knows it; she started her periods two months ago.’

‘And did she carry that smell today?’

Freda frowned, her head lowered, thinking. She looked up again, ‘No, she didn’t.’

‘I noticed three horses outside. Do you all ride?’

‘Arnaud and Mason don’t, but all the rest of us do, including Sergeant Gray. We actually have four, including Charlie’s pony.’

‘What about the movements of the rest of the staff?’

‘The two chefs I don’t know about. Neither of them came in for breakfast, which is not unusual, but I did hear Arnaud on the phone, speaking in French to someone, when I passed their bedroom on my way back upstairs. That would have been shortly before eight. Sergeant Gray invariably has his morning meal at about six o’clock with mum, who is an early bird. I didn’t see him during the morning either.’

‘So you don’t know if he ate breakfast or not. You call him sergeant. I take it he’s ex-military?’

‘Dad’s regiment. They served together for over twenty years.’

‘As did Colonel Barnard.’

She suddenly stiffened and gritted out, ‘Good old Bill.’

Harry was intrigued by her reaction, ‘You don’t like him?’

‘He gives me the willies; always did.’

‘Why? Did he try something on with you?’

‘Bill? No! Of course not! I just find him a cold fish, and I overheard dad and him talking one evening about something that happened in Afghanistan, when several of their soldiers were killed. It sounded as if Bill held dad responsible in some way. They stopped talking when I tried to get closer and scraped my shoe on a floorboard.’

‘And Sergeant Gray would have been stationed with them then?’

‘Of course.’

‘How long has he been with the family?’

‘He turned up one day about a year ago. Dad didn’t seem at all pleased to see him but he took him into his study. I could hear raised voices, but not what they were saying. Then they came out and Dad, a bit po-faced, said Jim would be working for us. From then on he’s been part of the establishment.’

‘Do you think he might have had a hold over your father, since he was given the job despite your father’s initial disapproval when he arrived?’

She nodded, ‘That’s the only thing that makes any sense. He’s a strange character, affable enough with me and the rest of the family, but I wouldn’t trust him as far as I could throw him.’

‘Any particular reason?’

She hesitated, and Harry thought she was going to give him an answer, but finally she shook her head and continued with the rest of the staff, ‘While I cleaned my rooms, Marie should have been doing hers, but for some reason she started on them later than I did – must have got up late. We have ten guest rooms and do five each.’

‘How long did that take you?’

‘Only two of mine are occupied at the moment, so the three that were not in use needed nothing but a dust. I finished about nine. Marie was clattering about then, and for a while after that, but I would guess she had done the last of hers by about half past.’

‘What did you do then?’

‘Went to my room and put my feet up, reading a book until lunch time.’

‘What book?’ It was the kind of question that often caught lying witnesses out.

Not Freda though. She answered quickly, “Murder on Tiptoes”, a great read, with a really nasty villain.’

Harry nodded thoughtfully. She was another one with no alibi and interested in murder. He might need to probe deeper at some time, but not now.

‘Do you know what Marie did before and after finishing the rooms?’

She shook her head, ‘No idea. You’ll have to ask her.’

Another car had just drawn up outside and Harry could hear the doors slam. More guests had arrived.

‘And now is not a good time?’

‘You can see it isn’t.’

‘Perhaps it would be better if I came back in the morning.’

‘I would say so.’

Harry smiled at her again, ‘You know, you’re a much nicer person when the invective is absent.’

She smiled back, ‘And for the filth, you’re not so bad yourself, Mr Detective.’

‘Tell everyone I shall want them to be present from nine o’clock tomorrow morning.’

‘Okay.’

Two more cars drove into the car park as Harry strolled back to his own vehicle, where Bozo greeted him as if he hadn’t seen him for days. He let the spaniel out for a pee, amused to see him cock his leg against the wheel of a Bentley. The dog had damned good taste.

The wonderful food smells that had wafted into the reception hall while he had been speaking to Freda had made him hungry, and he debated whether to drive home and make a meal from scratch or whether to call in at his local, The Three Feathers, for some fish and chips in a basket. The publican didn’t mind dogs, and Bozo liked to share. Fish and chips it would be – and no washing up.

CHAPTER THREE

Harry pulled into the hotel car park at a quarter to nine the next morning and decided to check with Jane Keller before beginning the interviews.

He dialled the Hall, home of his boss, not only a Detective Chief Inspector, but also a belted earl with a large estate, and asked the housekeeper if he could speak to her mistress.

Jane came on the line a few seconds afterwards.

‘Good morning, Harry. I’ve been expecting your call. I can tell you that my findings, and those of Forensics, confirm that our man was murdered. Two things: firstly, both barrels of his gun had been used, and he had two spent cartridges in his pocket. Those are certainly from the shots he fired at the duck, since the pellets that killed it are of the same type as those cartridges. The gun was then fired again, presumably through the already mutilated head by the murderer after Franklin was dead, to splatter the bole of the tree and make us believe he had shot himself. The cartridge in his gun that had been fired and also the unfired one in the other barrel were six-shot tungsten, not lead, as were the two in his pocket and those in a box in his cartridge bag. The killer might have known Franklin was using that ammunition and with that second shot intended that the pellets found in the tree would confirm that he had shot himself. What he or she did not expect was that we would find evidence of the first shot. In that, they were wrong, because just one of the pellets from that first charge had stuck in the bone at the rear of the skull. That pellet is a size five and is a lead shot, not tungsten.’

‘That makes sense.’ Harry told her, ‘Franklin was out after ducks and would be using non-toxic ammunition. A bad mistake by the killer, if he or she really wanted it to be accepted as a suicide.’

‘Unlucky, certainly. The murderer, quite naturally, expected that all the pellets in the charge, used at that range, would have blown out through the exit wound and fallen over a wide area. There was one other thing of import: there was a small amount of fresh semen on his pants, obviously post-coital seepage, since it contained sperm. He had engaged in sex not long before his death.’

‘Had he now? So we might be looking for a woman as the perp?’

Harry heard Jane laugh before she told him, ‘Oh, you’re so old fashioned, Harry.’

He had to grin as he answered, ‘Okay, Jane, you’ve got me – it could have been a man.’

‘Let’s just keep an open mind.’

‘Did you find a trace of the other party’s DNA on him?’

‘No, and that is strange. His penis had been carefully wiped with an impregnated tissue after the act. I ran the trace through the spectroscope and can tell you the make if you like.’

‘There was no such tissue at the scene though, was there?’

‘No, there was not. Deduction: If it was the murderer that he’d had sex with, that person knew something about forensics. The semen could equally well have been from a romp with someone before he went shooting, and nothing to do with his death.’

‘Of course. Was that it?’

‘Yes, nothing else untoward, unless you want to know about the old scars on his body from shrapnel and so on.’

‘No, thank you. I’ll look at the full report on Monday morning.’

‘What are you doing now?’

‘Working overtime. I’m just about to question the possible suspects, which I couldn’t do last evening. Could you tell the boss?’

‘He’s standing beside me and would like a word.’

Dyce came on the line, ‘Morning, Harry. Have you spoken to Patti recently?’

‘Yesterday, sir.’

‘Any progress?’

‘She said the doctor will make a decision on Monday whether to declare her fit for duty.’

‘Let’s hope he does. We need her back.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Patti – Detective Inspector Patricia Jennings, had been teamed up with Harry after Ron Staines, his partner for eleven years, had retired.

She was the last officer in the world he wanted as a partner.

After six years with the Yorkshire police, she had for some reason asked for a transfer to Norfolk. When they were introduced, his first impression had been that she was as dysfunctional as the policewoman Saga in the Scandinavian detective television series, but he soon found that she was in no way dysfunctional; far from it; she was just different. She never smiled or frowned; her expression constant and neutral, as if she had no feelings. Her voice, too, was even, without inflexion, whether speaking to a colleague, a superior, a witness or a criminal, and she kept dialogue to the bare minimum. She wore not a trace of make-up and had her hair crew-cut almost as short as an American marine, giving the immediate impression of a masculine-imitating lesbian. If she had breasts they were not in evidence, and Harry wondered if she kept them bound. He was sure that the persona she portrayed to the outside world was one she had carefully contrived, and he had the distinct feeling that she had done that as a way of masking her true feelings. She was deliberately hiding her attractiveness, though she could do nothing to camouflage the basic perfection of her classic bone structure and her beguiling sapphire blue eyes. With longer hair and a little make-up she would be a beauty.

He had done some online research and found out that she was the only daughter of Scottish parents, her father a respected heart surgeon, and had been born in a small village close to Edinburgh, from which city’s university she had obtained a First in criminal law. Harry had downloaded a picture of her school photograph taken in her last year there, and though the image was small he had used a magnifying glass to view it and seen a remarkably pretty teenager with long flowing hair down below her shoulders, smiling at the camera, almost unrecognisable as the Patti he now worked with.
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