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The Cork and the Bottle was a typical workmen’s pub of the kind that was rapidly disappearing all over the country, all dark wood and worn leather, crown glass and brass. On either side, chromium-gleaming coffee bars and trendy boutiques were putting the squeeze on The Cork and the Bottle, but it still held on, the last hold-out of a working class past in a rapidly gentrifying neighbourhood.

Detective Inspector Helen Shepherd made her way past the police tape blocking off the entrance and stepped into the comfortable gloom of The Cork and the Bottle. It might have been almost cosy, if not for the dead body lying face down on the floor in a puddle of blood.

“Pete Collins, age sixty-seven, landlord of The Cork and the Bottle since 1974,” Police Constable Walker rattled off. His freckled face was pale and he did his best not to look at the body. “His daughter found him this morning. She’s upstairs…” He flicked a finger towards the timbered ceiling. “…with her husband. They live above the pub. The old man, too.”

So the family of the victim was already on site. At least, it saved Helen the trip to inform them.

“I’ll talk to them later,” Helen said to PC Walker, “Anything else?”

“Door’s been forced open,” PC Walker said, “Likely with a crowbar. Till as well.”

“How much was stolen?”

“The daughter said they only keep a bit of change in the till. Forty-seven quid and sixty-five pence at last counting. Every night at closing time, either Collins or his son-in-law take the day’s earnings to the bank.”

A man killed for forty-seven quid. After ten years on the force, Helen should be used to that sort of thing. But the cheapness of human life still had the potential if not to shock than at least to depress her.

“Anything else missing?”

“The daughter said the thieves also took a donation box of the British Heart Society from the counter.”

A man killed for forty-seven quid and a donation box. It was days like these that Helen just plain hated the entire world.

She nodded to Dr. Rajiv, the forensic medical examiner on duty, and knelt down beside the body. The old man, she noticed, was still wearing his pyjamas. His grey hair was matted with blood.

“Time of death?” she asked.

“Between one and three AM last night,” Dr. Rajiv replied. 

“Well after closing time then. So he’s in bed, hears something, comes down, surprises the burglars, they kill him…”

Helen turned to PC Walker. “Is there an alarm system, CCTV, anything?”

Walker shook his head. “It’s an old building.”

“So no alarm. But he still hears something…”

“The burglars used a crowbar,” Walker said, “Probably made some noise.”

Helen looked around at the otherwise untouched bar. Those were some mightily tidy burglars.

“What about the daughter and her husband?” she asked Walker, “Did they hear anything?”

Walker shook his head.

“Why not? If the burglars were loud enough to wake the old man, then why didn’t the daughter and her husband wake as well? And why did the old man go downstairs, not the husband?”

“The old man lived on the first floor right above the pub,” Walker said, “The daughter and the husband on the second.”

All right, that made sense.

Helen turned to Dr. Rajiv again. “Cause of death?”

“Blunt force trauma to the back of the head,” Dr. Rajiv, replied, eyes twinkling behind his glasses, “I’d have thought that was obvious.”

“Weapon?”

“I can’t say anything for sure until the autopsy,” Dr. Rajiv said, “But if I had to make a guess, I’d say it was a bottle.”

“A bottle? Are you sure?”

“Not entirely. Like I said, it’s a guess, but a pretty good one. After all…” He briefly looked around the taproom before returning his attention to the corpse on the floor. “…there’s certainly enough choice, this being a pub and all.”

Helen still wasn’t satisfied. “And it definitely wasn’t a crowbar?”
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