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	Alternate History Crime


	


	Bradfield, November. 1899. Friday 6:50pm. 


	Jochen Wells, grandson of the owner of the Tesla-style house he was approaching, stumbled once more on the muddy path in the storm’s darkness. “Damn his tight-fisted hide,” he cursed as he shook the mud from a boot that had seen better days and trudged onwards through the murky, summer downpour, weighed down by his second-hand army backpack, which was full of his sodden belongings. 


	He arrived at the front door of the mansion house and pulled the bell chain.


	Almost one minute later, though it felt more like ten, the door opened and a female, mirthful voice said, “Jochen, my boy, what brings you here on such an ungodly night?”      


	He looked up at his adopted cousin, Helen, no longer a girl, as she wore the latest fashion, a knee-length flared skirt and a bolero jacket over a frilly low-necked blouse. He said sullenly, “My father, who else. I wrote and informed him one week ago of my request, so may I speak with him?”


	Regarding him as she would something she had scraped from her shoe she said with an unsympathetic smile, “Michael is not at home at the moment, but I can leave him a message.”


	Feeling cold and uncomfortable in his wet clothing he asked her, “Would it be in order if I came in and awaited him?”


	After looking him up and down for good measure she said, “I can but ask. Wait here please.”


	The door closed swiftly, leaving Jochen with one foot off the floor and his nose pressed against a solid, wooden barrier and he stood there shivering while the puddle that had gathered at his feet grew larger. 


	Sooner than he thought, the door opened and he saw the look on her face and despaired.


	“Sorry, Jochen, but your grandfather objects most strongly to your presence here. I suggest you come back tomorrow,” she said with a light shrug and a half-smile as a way of explaining the inevitability of his predicament and her inability to help him while offering him sympathy as a last resort.


	He smiled briefly as he gazed at her, he opened his mouth to say something then thought better of it, instead he mumbled, “Yes, thank you, Helen,” and turned to go.


	As he stepped down into the rain, she called out to him, her eyes bright and inviting, “Jochen, this weather will be the death of you, go hide in the stable, at least until you dry off.”


	As he smiled his thanks, the implications of such a proposal flashed through his lurid mind as he headed to the rear of the building. He recalled the time when he and she would romp naked on a beach somewhere with the rest of the family and wondered if her suggestion would lead to something he had often day-dreamed about. As children they’d been curious about each other’s bodies after learning all about the differences from their private tutor and his face flushed at the thought of repeating their innocent ‘I dare you to’ actions as adults. 


	A sudden beam of light from behind and the approaching sound of wheels on gravel interrupted his fantasies. He jumped to one side as a large electro-carriage whisked past him, missing him by a hairsbreadth. He watched the vehicle as the darkness swallowed it up.


	 His heart missed a beat as lighting flashed and cracked, making contact probably with a tree somewhere nearby, after which he ducked as the following thunder split the air, causing the horses in the nearby stables to whinny in fright.


	***


	The room’s curtains shut out most of the morning light in a large bedroom. 


	A man and woman lay asleep on a four-poster bed. 


	The woman lay on her back her naked body exposed. 


	The man lay face down, with his head turned towards her. 


	Her right leg, spread wide like the other one, rested on his bare buttock and her arms lay above her as if in surrender.


	In the lounge downstairs, a telephone rang, but the couple remained still. 


	The telephone rang on and on. 


	Kathleen-Higgs Taylor stirred and rolled onto her side and said with a touch of remorse, “I think Lastrange is calling, darling, it has to be, it is a Sunday.”


	Hugo Brent, super-sleuth, opened one eye, and then closed it again. “Ignore it my love, we both had a late night.”


	The telephone rang on and on and on.


	Kate stirred. “That damned apparatus is insisting someone answers to its demands.” 


	He groaned, “It will not stop ringing until I answer it, damn the man.” 


	After slowly turning over, he sat up, his eyes still shut. He rubbed his face vigorously, lowered his feet onto the mat, and stood up. 


	She watched him, eyeing his buttocks as he stretched his muscles. “Where are you going, my love?”                                                                                


	He lowered his arms and trudged towards the door. “To the phone, it may stop before I get there.”


	“I want you, now. Look at me.”    


	He stopped at the doorway and half-turned. 


	His gaze fell upon her body as she lay there in the half-light, with her long, slender legs spread as wide as possible her knees raised slightly. 


	His eyebrows rose, opening his eyes fully. He smiled, shook his head, and stepped into the hallway.    


	She sprang out of bed, her breasts quivering as she ran into the corridor. She grabbed hold of him around the waist, pulling him to a stop. One of her hands slid down the front of his body. 


	He managed to say, “I will only be -,” before she moved round to face him and pressed her mouth to his. 


	The telephone rang on as they kissed slowly. They broke off and she moulded her body to his, writhing. She moaned, “Aaah! Come let us shower together, let me wash you all over and then you me.”


	He smiled and said, “Agreed, you go and prepare yourself and I will answer the phone.”


	She grinned and patted his posterior as he walked off.


	He arrived back and found her leaning provocatively against the bathroom doorframe, arms behind her head and thighs slightly parted. 


	They embraced and kissed once more, albeit briefly. She asked as she led him into the room and towards the shower cubicle. “Are you going to tell me all about it or was it unimportant?”


	“Uncle Charles wants us to investigate a murder. The alleged culprit’s fingerprints were found on the murder weapon, but they were from her right hand, and Mortimer insists that the knife cuts were delivered by a left-handed person. Not only that, the culprit is the only person in the household who uses such a knife, for cooking. We will know more when we speak with Lastrange and Belger.”


	He reached past her to the water taps and grasped one.


	Turning on the water tap, she gasped and groaned as ice-cold water hit her breasts and she moved around with him as the water temperature increased, dousing them both, their usual ritual that she insisted upon.


	 “What does he want us for, our forensic experience is limited,” she asked as he changed the water temperature to medium hot.


	He poured liquid soap onto her hands. “He wants us to interview her,” he said, “Just a few questions.”


	While smoothing her hands over his hair and then rubbing gently with her fingers, she asked, “What about Lastrange, will he be there?”


	“Probably, just to hear our decision. Now spread the suds over my chest and work your way down.”


	She did as he bid her and as her hands wandered slowly downwards she stopped. “Oooh,” she said, “Can I wash that too?”


	“If you so wish.”


	“All of it?”


	“But of course.” 


	“The hanging part too?”


	“Yes, in fact I insist.”


	***


	Detective Sergeant Belger greeted them as they entered the station. “Good Morning, Mr Brent, Miss Taylor.”


	Kate nodded and Hugo greeted him, “Good morning, Sergeant, so, what have you in store for us?”


	“We have a nice juicy murder in the small hours, on Saturday. The victim, the house owner, an elderly man by the name of Arthur Wells, was found stabbed to death in his bed by a Miss Helen Gates - who is also a member of the family - at around nine am.”


	“Where was the murder weapon,” asked Kate. 


	Her eyebrows rose as he told them, “The forensic team found it hidden under a large, heavy wardrobe. It took four of them to move it. All members of the household have been fingerprinted. Mrs Sarah Wells’ fingerprints, from her right hand only I must add, were found on the weapon. When she was arrested on suspicion she remained silent - on her husband’s orders - and is now with her solicitor.”


	“Come on, there’s something else isn’t there.” 


	Belger nodded as he eyed her. “Yes, there is. Now the problem is; Professor Mortimer maintains, and you know what he’s like, that the blows were delivered by a left-handed person. Not only that, Mrs Sarah Wells cooks for the household and she is the only person who uses all of the knives in the kitchen, the murder weapon being one of them.”


	Kate removed her goggles and stuffed them inside her flying jacket and said, “How convenient, well, Freddy, show us the way.”


	He paused in his actions and said, “I beg your pardon, I almost forgot. There was no sign anywhere of a forced entry and any unlocked doors or windows; the whole house was as secure as the Bank of England.”


	Hugo looked at Kate who smiled and said, “Good, now this is getting interesting.”


	Belger said, “Follow me please.”


	He led them to one of the interview rooms, a room with a two-way mirror, behind which Lastrange would be standing. 


	A blond-haired woman plainly clad in a dark-brown, long-sleeved dress and in her early forties, sat at the small table, her eyes downcast, next to a bald-headed man in a solicitor’s black suit. His shirt bore a high, starched collar with a black bowtie. 


	They both knew him, Wilberforce Consterdine, a stickler for protocol. He sat there, his back ram-rod stiff, with his hands clasped before him on the table as he stared down at them.


	Sergeant Belger introduced them to the woman and Hugo and Kate took their seats. Belger placed a sheet of paper before them. “This is what our investigations revealed.”


	Belger left them and they read the report between them. 


	When they had finished, Hugo said, “So, Mrs Wells, it states here that your fingerprints were found on the murder weapon, is that correct?”


	Kate watched her in expectation.


	To her consternation, Sarah looked at Hugo, opened her mouth and closed it again as Consterdine held up his hand. 


	“My client has read the report Mr Brent. We must assume that the police have carried out their work in a diligent and correct manner.”


	Kate asked, “Have any other members of the family had occasion to use the kitchen knives, Mrs Wells?”


	Sarah turned her head to Consterdine as he spoke.


	 “I have already discussed the possibility with my client and she assures me in all honesty that she and she alone uses the kitchen knives, if anybody else needed use of them they would first ask her permission, as for the murder weapon, one can only assume that the killer, a robber, took it into his head to use the aforesaid kitchen knife to ensure his escape in case of discovery.”


	Kate asked, “How do you account for your fingerprints being discovered on the murder weapon?”


	Consterdine answered immediately. “I have already told you that my client has sole use of the kitchen utensils and she and her adoptive daughter, Miss Helen Gates, do the washing up, and it is always my client who dries the utensils while Miss Gates, washes them, therefore it is only logical that my client’s fingerprints and hers alone would be found on any kitchen utensil.”


	Hugo asked quickly, “Did you get on well with you father-in-law Mrs Wells?”


	Kate watched Sarah’s eyes intently; she saw a tiny flicker as the words left Hugo’s lips. 


	Consterdine said, “My client’s relationship was without friction.”


	Kate said, “You never argued?”


	Sarah looked to Consterdine and he said, “Never.”


	Kate said, “You never disagreed with him over anything?”


	Consterdine said, “My client has informed me that their relationship was an amiable one.


	Kate asked, “What exactly did she do?”


	 “She had her chores as cook and carried out her duties without a complaint from any quarter. I have been told by her family that she is an excellent cook.”


	Kate nudged him with her knee and Hugo stood up. “Thank you for your time, Mr Consterdine and Mrs Wells. You have been both most helpful.”


	He pulled back Kate’s chair and she rose and followed him out of the room and into the corridor. They entered the adjacent room and saw Lastrange and Belger watching the pair through the two way mirror. 


	Hugo said, “Inspector Lastrange, this is getting us nowhere. I had assumed this was to be a confidential, unofficial interchange with Mrs Wells and not an official interview.” 


	He eyed the recorder as Lastrange switched it off. “If that is all you have, Inspector, and if Professor Mortimer is correct in his assumption and he is a reliable pathologist, then there is no case to answer here.”


	Lastrange shrugged. “That may be so, Mr Brent, but we do have another suspect. The grandson of the victim, Mr Arthur Wells, his name is Jochen Burns; he is the illegitimate son of Michael Wells, the youngest son of Arthur. He arrived on the night of the murder and hid in the stables, he maintains he spent the whole night there until we found him the following morning.”


	Kate asked, “Have you interviewed him yet.”


	Belger said, “I questioned him soon after we found him. He said he was there to speak with his father, who was absent when he arrived at the house, so he decided to wait in the stables after he was refused entry. We haven’t told him of his grandfather’s demise, we told him we were investigating break-in, which was the case until we found the body, we were going to spring it on him, sort of surprise him, see how he reacts, now you can have the pleasure.” 


	Lastrange said, “You may by all means question him.”


	Hugo said, “As you wish. Where is he?”


	“Sergeant Belger will fetch him and I assume Mrs Wells can be released on bail, that old bugger Consterdine is insisting on it,” he finished speaking with a sneer on his lips and Belger left the room. Lastrange neared them and said, “I believe there is a conspiracy at the Wells’ house. What this man Burns is up to I am unsure, he may be part of the plot or just a fly in the ointment. If he is part then I am sure you will be able to shed some light upon it.”


	Kate said, “We would like all the information you have gathered up to now, which means all statements and reports from you and your officers as soon as possible.”


	Lastrange, his brow slightly creased, nodded and said, “As you wish, Miss Taylor.” He handed her a page from his notebook. “Here are Burns’ particulars.”


	She smiled and said, “Thank you, Inspector.” 


	 


	Jochen.


	Jochen Burns, unshaven and tired-looking, stared across at Kate and Hugo as they sat at a table on which stood an intercom loudspeaker for internal usage, set against the wall of a room, painted a dismal grey. 


	The only light source was a 40-watt bulb in a lampshade, hanging in the centre. Hugo asked him as soon as the introductions were over. “Did you enjoy your breakfast, Mr Burns?”


	Jochen smiled icily. “I had no choice, I was hungry.”


	Kate set her notebook on the table and observed his features as she asked, “You know why you are here don’t you, 


	Mr Burns?”


	Jochen looked down his nose at her through his violet-tinted, plain-glass spectacles, then he flicked an imaginary speck from his black suede jacket front and gazed at the ceiling as he answered, “Of course I damn-well do, it is something to do with a break-in or trespassing. That old bastard refused me access to my father.” 


	He ran his fingers through his unruly mop of natural black hair, which was cropped short at the sides, and removed his spectacles.


	Hugo said, “You have been brought in for questioning in relation to the death of Mr Arthur Wells.”       


	He looked from one to the other, open-mouthed for a few seconds, and then smiled and slipped his eyepieces back on. He looked directly at Hugo and asked him slowly. “What did you just say? The old pederast is dead.” He shook his head, his smile      


	widening. “Well I never.” He continued to stare at Hugo then glanced at Kate and said with a grin, “You’re serious aren’t you?” He waited for a response then said, “Then the Lord does move in mysterious ways.”              


	Hugo asked, “Where were you the whole night, from the time after you arrived and until this morning?”              


	He shook his head, and fought a yawn. “Let me see. I arrived around six in the evening, I was wet through, and the old bugger wouldn’t let me in and wait for my father, so I went to the stables. I took off my wet things, hung them up to dry, and then I lay down and covered myself up. Next thing you lot were there, and if you think I robbed-.”       


	Kate cut him off as she said harshly, “You do realize that your grandfather is now dead?”


	He leaned away from the table and said, “I’m not deaf. So, what if he is, he was on his last legs anyway?”      


	Hugo said, after a few seconds silence, “He was murdered.”


	Jochen stared at him, his brow heavily creased. “You said murdered, you just said, murdered?”


	Kate nodded. “Yes, brutally murdered.”


	As he regarded them, his mouth fell open slowly then he nodded slowly and said, “Oh I see, and now you want to blame me. Well I didn’t do it. I don’t have a key and I don’t even know the code to the electric door lock, this lot change it every three months.”


	Kate asked him, “How did you get in then?”


	His jaw dropped and he said. “I, er…” his voice tapered off and he looked at them first one then the other.


	His demeanour changed, he smiled widely and said, “How did I get in? That’s a good one,” then he paused and said, “I didn’t get in at all.”


	Hugo said, “What Miss Taylor meant was, who let you in?”


	The frown returned. “Let me in! I was in-.” He looked at them and shook his head slowly. “I am saying nothing, until I have spoken to a solicitor of my choice, not one of yours.”


	The telephone rang, and Hugo picked it up. “Brent here.” He listened for a while, he looked at Kate, and then he looked at Jochen and said, “Send someone in for Mr Burns please.” He put the phone down, and turned around as the door opened a few seconds later. He said to the officer at the door, “Bring Mr Burns back to the cells, please.” 


	Jochen rose and joined the waiting officer. As the officer closed the door behind him, Kate asked Hugo, “What’s going on,


	who was that on the telephone?”


	“That was Freddy Belger. A Mrs Tina Wells is on her way here, she said she would like to make a statement, she came in with one of the officers by blimp, and Freddy said we ought to listen to her as she is the one who has just found a blood-stained nightgown in the laundry basket.”
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