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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

The author apologises for the occasional reference to cricket that maybe only those that play the game might understand. Explanations are provided if possible.
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Chapter One – Ill met by moonlight
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It was almost midnight on Friday when Detective Inspector Steve Winwood drove along School Lane and slowed just short of Rutherford’s town boundary. There was no street lighting this far out and his car headlights just caught the sign that indicated a right turn into the grounds of Rutherford Cricket Club. 

The wheels passed silently over the even tarmac. The car park had recently been resurfaced. Although it was late there were a dozen or so cars still parked there and he was grateful that the cricket club although on the outskirts of town could offer such a generous area for parking. He drove into the space beside the one allocated to the Club Captain.

Unlike the badly lit road leading from the centre of town Winwood had no problem in finding his way around. Lights from the club house illuminated the area around the pavilion entrance. Over to the right by the practice nets there was a bright glare from temporary floodlights erected around a large white tent.

He made his way to the centre of the activity where he was met by his Sergeant, Archie Tibble.

“I thought it was too good to be true Tibbs. I was having a quiet night. There was just me and only last month’s crime figures for company back at the station.”

“Murder guv, a nasty one,” said Tibble.

An extra large white tent had been stretched over the whole of the three practice nets. Uniformed officers stood quietly around the scene and police vans were parked close by.

The doctors and the forensic team stepped away as Winwood entered. He had a strange phrase on his lips. “To my delight, it’s Chalkie White.”

“You know him guv?”

“Everyone knows him Tibbs. An unfortunate phrase maybe but ‘Chalkie’ was how everyone knew him. That was what we all said when meeting him; like the mystery man at the seaside. That was well before your time and I have to admit a bit before mine as well, but I’ve heard of him. 

“He walked around a seaside town at the height of the holiday season trying not to be identified. The only clue you had was the picture of his eyes that was published in one of the national morning papers. I think more than one ran such a competition. When you believed you had found him you said the magic words ‘to my delight it’s Chalkie White’. There must have been many embarrassing moments for those that had accosted complete strangers but if you were right you received a fiver for your efforts.

“That is Barry White, better known as ‘Chalkie’ White to anyone who went to Rutherford High School. He taught English and a bit of History. He retired a few years back. His wife died a year later. It was all quite sad. I am told they had plans to travel.”

“I went to school in Blunstone guv. He was all right then, this Chalkie?”

“Chalkie? Yes, everyone liked Chalkie. He was a very popular teacher. He attracted what streetwise kids today would call ‘respect’. No one took the piss or again as modern youth would have it ‘disrespected’ him. Everyone called him by his nickname.”

“Why?”

“Because that’s what we do. Anyone with the surname White is called ‘Chalkie’, Wilsons are called ‘Tug’, Clarkes are named ‘Nobby’ and Rhodes are just ‘Dusty’. Tibbles are called ‘Tibbs’. It’s traditional Tibbs.”

“Even so, someone didn’t like him.”

They stared down at the figure of Barry White lying on his front inside the practice net closest to the pavilion. There was enough of his head turned to one side o be able to identify him. His head was a foot away from the white line that marked the popping crease from where the bowlers’ front foot would have been as he delivered the ball. His right hand was just losing its grip on a cricket bat. There was a single hole approximately the size of a two pound coin where the single stump for practice run-ups would have been.

“Which of those killed him Ian?” asked Winwood.

“The blow to back of the head would have knocked him out cold. Then the stump was hammered into him between his shoulder blades and straight to the heart.” 

“Not so much a stab in the back as a stump in the back,” suggested Tibble.

“He was not that sort of bloke,” replied Steve quite upset at finding a local hero so placed. 

“I can’t think of any reason why anyone would want to stab Chalkie in the back. Let’s forget that. You carry on Ian.”

Doctor Ian MacKenzie was neither Scottish nor called Mac. He was a middle aged local man, slightly overweight but always presentable and dressed in well-made suits as if invited as a guest to a wedding by the family of the married couple. 

“That hole in the turf would have been the single cricket stump that marked the bowlers’ run up in the practice net.” Mackenzie was crouched over the body.

“Someone hit him on the back of the head with a wide, flat object then when he had collapsed used possibly the same weapon to hammer in the stump. You can see the hole from where it was pulled out,” said Ian continuing his appraisal.

“From that description it seems then that we are looking for the murder weapon being one cricket bat,” said Steve. 

“We’ve found the bat Steve,” said Ian.

“Where was it?”

“That one there in his right hand.”

“That’s the murder weapon?”

“No doubt. There’s blood on the blade and some deep bruises to the wood where it was struck downwards on the wooden stump.”

“That would take a lot of power to drive a stump through a man’s back.”

“If he was unconscious it’s easier. And Chalkie was not a young man anymore, not so much muscle.”

“But stumps aren’t normally sharpened enough to make an easy entrance wound.”

“I wouldn’t like to comment on that until I’ve removed it.”

“If it turns out that the end was honed to a fine point it would mean it was premeditated; that the killer had prepared the stump by deliberately sharpening the end then replacing it in the nets expecting to be able to use it later.”

“That’s a damn good observation Tibbs. Do you play any cricket?,” asked Winwood.

Neither Winwood nor Tibble had moved from where they stood on opposite sides of the lifeless body of Barry White.

“I turn out for the local village side when work allows.”

“It doesn’t look as if you’ll be playing any cricket this weekend.”

“Can I take the stump out now? It’s gone through him and into the ground underneath. Otherwise I wouldn’t be able to move him away from here.”

Ian did so. As he had foreseen the wooden stump had been sharpened to a fine point.

“I’ll give you a full report in the morning.”

“Thanks Ian. Me and Tibbs have a long night ahead.”

Archie Tibble yawned as if to confirm that opinion. Despite the late hour he was still dressed in the suit that he had put on this morning;. His tie was still around his neck with a perfect knot. He could have just started his shift but the constant yawns betrayed him as a man that has been awake for more hours than in the normal working day.

Archie Tibble was a proud man the day he became a Detective Constable. He ran up an overdraft to fund the new wardrobe of suits and shirts that marked him out as a man on the move. Whether this dedication to sartorial elegance had any bearing is not known but an equal resolve to follow every instruction from his superiors meant that that within a few years he had made Sergeant. His overdraft had almost been repaid but soon returned to its normal level when Archie decided that the rise in rank was deserving of a better menswear retailer; and leather shoes.

Archie was still a young man with a full head of hair cut short but not too short, always clean shaven except on nights where he was still on duty after his shift had officially ended. His face was always refreshed with the lightest application of a skin cream and body pampered with one of the milder and more neutral deodorant and emollients.

He was as unlike his boss as any two people could be.

The suits worn by the early to late middle aged Detective Inspector Steve Winwood could have done with more frequent dry cleaning and despite the nagging of Mrs Winwood, with even more frequent replacing. He liked old clothes, they felt comfortable. He forgot to shave on odd days and was apparently unaware of the increase in his weight brought about from his love of strong beer and bread pudding from the coffee shop in Market Square. They were his single pleasures in a life surrounded by petty and unglamorous crime. 

Winwood enjoyed the reputation of being a bit off the mark gained from his slightly dishevelled physical appearance. He believed it helped him strike up some empathy with the lower criminal classes but he held fast to the knowledge that his brain was sharper. Many of the town’s lesser criminals might have agreed as they were continuously being brought before the courts as a result of Winwood’s investigations. They were forced into a begrudging respect for him.

The two very different detectives, the one learning his trade from the other more experienced man, walked towards the cricket club pavilion.

“Right Tibbs let’s start from the beginning. Who found him?”

“A taxi driver. The cab firm got a call from here or so they said, at about ten twenty to pick up a fare from the Club House by the name of White. The driver got here about elevenish. He’s a regular up here so he drove into the car park and reversed his cab to get out which is when he caught the dead man in his headlights.”

“Who rang for the cab?”

“They just said it was the Cricket Club.”

“Was Barry White alive then? Did anyone see him?”

“I’ve got uniform taking statements now.”

“What’s going on at this place? I see plenty of cars parked here.”

“It’s the end of season presentation night for the Old Rutherfordians. The Old Boys to me and you. Once you get to a certain age they let you play for the Veterans eleven or the Vets as they are called. Now they are not just the old boys; and they are really old.”

“So I’ve heard,” said Steve.

“Tibble continued. “Most of them, nearly all of them have played for the Club since they were boys. It’s just another sign of age. You start to lose a bit of pace between the wickets, or the eyesight fades a bit or you start getting hit for more sixes than you did when you were younger. They drop you to the third eleven and then you end up playing for the Vets. If they want you of course.”

“And this is the end of the season piss up? I always thought they played into September?”

“There’s not that many Old Boys teams left playing regularly. Age and the Grim Reaper have seen to that. There is a league but its members are declining; so there’s fewer games. We have a few older players in my own village team. They still get a game now and then. If selected of course.”

“How many are left in the clubhouse now?”

“About thirty or so.”

“All players?”

“Some; there’s a few wives and girlfriends and plus ones as well. That sort of thing.”

“Anyone I should know about; any of the good and great?”

“The local lads reckon we have a couple of magistrates, a few local businessmen, one or two councillors, teachers and one county cricketer. We also had one Assistant Chief Constable but I allowed him to go as his chauffeur had arrived.”

“Anyone we know?”

“Not from this Division. ACC Jack Bruce. I don’t think he was at all capable of knowing which end of the bat to use and certainly not seeing clearly enough to hit someone over the head with one. If he did see anything he would certainly have played and missed.”

“Sounds as if he’s running true to form. We can get a statement from him later, once he’s sober. Maybe next week. Before we go in I want you to get a large sheet of paper and draw a quick diagram of the inside of the club house; mark out the bar, the tables as they are now, other large obstacles and all that sort of thing and get everyone to mark where they were at about ten thirty with their initials. It’s a bit like the party game of sticking the tail on to a donkey but it might give us a clue as to where they all were. If we get anyone who’s a bit dodgy we can see if they were where they say they were by who remembers them being there.”

“I think I get your drift guv.”

“Good boy Tibbs. Let’s go and meet our public.”

As Winwood had forewarned Tibble as they pushed back the door, the atmosphere inside the club house was mournful. 

It was a large room, carpeted throughout and with plenty of real leather settees and armchairs and groups of tables and chairs. It enjoyed a long bar behind which was displayed every kind of alcoholic beverage the active members of a healthy cricket club would need, and then some more.

The remaining guests at the end of season party sat in complete silence staring in to the bottom of their glass hoping to find an answer to the evening’s dark hour. Winwood recognised a few faces from the courts and from the town’s social circles but said nothing and acknowledged the occasional silent greeting with a sympathetic smile. Winwood was well known.

“I won’t keep you much longer. Once the team have collected all your statements you can go. I’m sorry about Chalkie; he was a good man.” There were a few assorted grunts and acknowledgements from around the tables.

“Who rang for the taxi?”

A limp arm waved back. “I did.”

“And you are?”

“Arthur Conley. I’m the Secretary of the Old Rutherfordians.”

Steve thought he knew Arthur Conley from somewhere but said nothing. Conley was just under six foot tall, bald and dressed in a manner so out of place at this time of Saturday morning. He had a plain white shirt and Club tie along with incongruous yellow Marigold gloves. He had the kind of face that you would notice in a football crowd in that he had no outstanding features. In fact Arthur Conley was an uninspiring sort of person well suited for washing up duties.

Steve carried on regardless.

“What time was that when you rang for a cab?”

“About twenty past ten, give or take five minutes or so. Chalkie said he was feeling a bit tired as he had drunk a bit more than he would normally have but it was a special evening so I rang for a cab.”

“Then what?”

“He said he’d wait for the cab outside; and get some fresh air down him. I said it might be some time but he said not to mind. He’d have a stroll around the grounds and that would help sober him up.”

“So he left the club house somewhere between ten twenty and ten thirty. Did you follow him?”

“No, I stayed inside. I was helping out behind the bar; and collecting glasses. That sort of thing. If I don’t do it, no one else will.”

There were a few appreciative grunts from the guests sitting in earshot.

“Good man,” said a voice from the deep.

Tibble had finished his Inspector’s request and returned to Winwood’s side. After wiping away a few rings of spilled alcohol from the surface of the bar, he secured the large sheet of paper with a couple of clean glasses. 

“Right, you can all go.” Winwood said after checking with Tibble that everyone had left their name and contact details and been accounted for on the map.

“I need to clear up,” said Arthur Conley.

“Sorry sir. This remains a crime scene. It’s OK to leave it until the morning. It isn’t going anywhere and we’ll have a team here until the early hours to look after the place.”

Conley hesitated. He was like the captain left on the deck of a sinking ship proud to be doing his duty. Winwood did not like spectators.

“Me and my Sergeant might be a while. I assume it will be in order to avail ourselves of your hospitality.”

“Pardon?” queried Conley.

“A drink,” corrected Tibble.

“Oh yes. Fine. On the house.”

“We’ll put the money in the till,” added Tibble.

“I don’t think so,” said Winwood as Conley finally left. “There’s enough booze here to sink the Titanic. No one’s going to miss a bottle or two.”

“It’s not quite honest guv.”

“Nor were half the faces that were sitting in this bar. But we won’t mention that and as the man said it was ‘on the house’. So get me a pint and whatever you drink and let’s read these statements.”

Tibble had collected all the statements signed by the remaining guests who had given an account of their whereabouts and movements to the uniformed officers. Tibble spread the map of the bar in front of them and slowly they accounted for everyone who had been present.

“Anything unusual?” asked Winwood after half an hour.

“Nothing really. It seems that most of them were sitting around here planning a sort of ‘after party’ party at someone’s house. They were waiting for wives and partners to pick them up to take them wherever they were intending to be.”

“Is everyone who was here marked out on your map?”

“All of them have at least one other person who can verify that they were here in the bar; roughly where they said they were. It’s as close as we can get to alibis what with most of them being a little bit worse for wear being on the drink all night.”

“It’s the best we’ll get I suppose. No good waiting for tomorrow; most of them wouldn’t even remember being here at all. No one went outside then?”

“Well, one bloke admitted to leaving the club house for a while. His shoes and trouser bottoms were covered in sick so I think he was being honest there. He was sitting by himself looking a bit pale.”

“No blood?”

“Not anywhere on him. There’s another couple who both admit to ‘going for a walk’. I think they used the phrase as a sort of euphemism for going outside for a bit of the other.

“They both said they were with the other one.

“The girl wasn’t too keen on admitting it but the guy said it came to nothing anyway. This was about ten o’clock or just past and although it’s enough time to do the business and do away with your mate Chalkie neither of them were covered in claret.”

“Well we can’t do much more here then. We’ll pack up and start again when the sun’s shining and get a better look at the ground.”

At an early start at the station Winwood and Tibble stared at the large board in the incident room on to which pictures of the murdered Barry better known as ‘Chalkie’ White had been pinned.

“Am I missing something Tibbs?”

“Are you?”

“What is so not right about this?”

“Not right?”

“It looks staged. I thought this last night but after few hours looking at these photographs something odd struck me. You see how and where White is lying. He’s on the pitch side of the missing stump. The bat is in his right hand.

“I think he’s been deliberately placed where he is. Maybe where he fell, he’s been arranged to make a point.

“You see the bat is about a foot away from the popping crease. Chalkie as we know him is lying horizontally down the length of the pitch. I thought at first he was made to look as if he was run out.”

“He was cracked on the skull with a stout piece of English willow then placed there in such a way as if he had gone to control the bat but came short of crossing the line. But then there’s the stump. He wasn’t run out at all. He was stumped.”

“Stumped?” repeated Tibble who was unaware of Winwood’s knowledge of cricket.

“I thought of first it looked he was run out but someone with a dark sense of humour has used a stump as the murder weapon. And there’s the other thing Tibbs.”

“The other thing?”

“What does this remind you of?”

“A cricketer with a grudge.”

“No, it does not Tibbs. Who goes around slamming wooden stakes into dead people’s hearts?”

“You’re not suggesting that Chalkie White was a vampire? It would make Dracula a first class bat?”

Steve dismissed this lame joke as the foolishness of youth. It was a joke he might have made himself years ago. He liked having Tibble around because of that ability to laugh at the misfortunes in the world but that would soon disappear as his career progressed. He would rather he didn’t end up like himself.

“You can keep jokes like that to yourself. The only bats we have is someone who has bats in the belfry. We’ll try and keep a lid on this, especially the stake through the heart business as well.”

“The problem is guv; if we’ve spotted it then it won’t be long before others will.”

“I realise that. I do not want the word ‘vampire’ spread around the nick. I’ll have a word with Brian Bennett myself. Just to make sure nothing untoward gets into the Echo. Anyone working in this station is to keep their mouths very tightly closed. I can rely on you to organise that. Anyone talking out of order will be on a charge. Make that very clear. 

“We have to start looking somewhere and that means at the beginning, at the cricket club.”

They parked in the Rutherford Cricket Club car park. The length of the club house at the rear was punctuated by a series of doors. Tibble tried each one but they were all locked. They turned along the side and around to the front of the pavilion where the ground slid away and the club house itself was supported by a large grassy bank. The steps up to the pavilion were lined by two white chains through which incoming and departing batsman walked to the sound of polite applause from the members area. It stretched either side around the boundary rope where striped deckchairs were placed for the comfort of those who needed no more than a pint and a hat to shade the rays of the afternoon sun, better to enjoy the distant echo of willow on leather.

Winwood and Tibble stood on the bottom step. Had they each been holding a bat they could have been any other pair of opening batsmen about to walk to the pitch. 

“What do you see Tibbs?”

“Grass guv. Brilliant green grass newly cut so that the outfield is fast.

“I’d love to play on that. The table itself looks quite dry and I reckon that the wicket so close to the pavilion would give bowlers a problem with line and length. Anything too loose or pitched wide of the stump would be hit for an easy four because of the short distance. 

“It’s a wonderful feeling isn’t it guv. You can smell the grass in the breeze and if you close your eyes the silence overcomes you. You can almost taste the moment just before the bowler takes his first steps with the new ball.”

“Is that the romance of youth Tibbs. I don’t get to see too much cricket these days, club cricket not at all. I have to rely on televised highlights. It is the cross us detectives have to bear.”

“The woods and the trees; that and the undergrowth could hide a man quite easily, especially at night. All he had to do was wait for his intended victim to walk down these steps.”

“That would certainly increase the number of suspects.”

“That’s what I was afraid of. We’ll restrict ourselves to those we know about for the time being.”

They climbed the steps that led into the pavilion and instead of being greeted by an appreciative crowd as if they had scored an opening century partnership, there was just Arthur Conley to welcome them. 

He had cleaned the whole club house area. The glasses had been drained and washed, the tables cleared and polished and the thick blue pile carpet thoroughly vacuumed.

“I was told that it was fine to clean up the place,” said Conley mistaking the look on Winwood’s face for one of censure.

“No, that’s fine Mr Conley. I was just amazed to find the place so spotless after the mess it was left last night.”

“I’m an early bird Inspector. The sooner you get started, the quicker it’s done.”

“Very laudable,” agreed Winwood. “You do this by yourself?”

“There’s no one else.”

Winwood silently agreed and carried on. “We came over to get a feel for the place. It’s quite impressive for a small town club.”

Arthur Conley smiled. “Yes, it is. But we’re not really that small. It’s the Old Boys who have contributed over the years to make this one of the foremost Clubs and grounds in the county.”

Winwood and Tibble looked back at him unimpressed.

“Why don’t I get you a cup of coffee and explain it.”

The two detectives agreed that it would be a good idea.

Whilst waiting for Conley to bring the refreshments Winwood took the time to wander around the clubhouse. On the walls either side of the bar were polished wooden boards with gold lettering displaying all the team captains, Club Secretaries and Chairmen. There was another board which listed all the championships and knock out competitions that each eleven had won from the first eleven to the colts and back up again to the Veterans.

In pride of place beside the bar and on the opposite side from where Conley had disappeared into the kitchen was a long, almost ceiling high trophy cabinet full of cups, plaques and silverware won by teams and individual players.

Few of the names meant anything to either of them. Tibble tried a few handles on the doors that had nameplates such as ‘Committee Room’, ‘To the Changing Rooms – Visitors Left’, ‘Club Captain’ and two other doors with the epithets – ‘Gentlemen’ and ‘Players’. They were all locked.

Conley re-appeared from the side of the bar where the existence of a kitchen could be established and found Tibble trying unsuccessfully to enter the door marked ‘Players’. 

“Locked I’m afraid. But in any event you would not be allowed in there.”

“Sorry?” asked Tibble.

“Just a club joke. The door marked ‘Gentlemen’ leads to the gent’s toilet; the one marked ‘Players’ is for the ladies.

“Very droll,” muttered Winwood; and nobody heard.

Conley placed a tray with cups of coffee, a jug of milk and a bowl full of sugar lumps on to the table closest to the window. 

“Sorry,” he said as he placed the cups in front of them. “We only have the garibaldi’s left. I’ll have to buy some more chocolate digestives later. The digestives are very popular.”

“Actually,” said Winwood through a mouth full of sodden biscuit recently dunked into the hot coffee. “I quite like a garibaldi; but they don’t seem to be so sticky now as they used to be.”

The three of them sat down looking over the main wicket. In front of the club house windows would have been the rows of deck chairs placed behind the knotted white boundary rope imagined by the dreaming Tibble. But there was no match in progress. Nor was there going to be. 

As Conley explained by virtue of the vagaries of the fixture list the first and third eleven teams were playing away for the last game of the season but the second eleven match due to be played at home had been postponed out of respect for the recently deceased Chalkie White. Winwood would have told him that it would have to have been cancelled as the whole of the playing area remained a crime scene.

Over to the left was another pitch which faded into the bordering woodland. To the right and out of view by the side of the club house was the practice nets. Around the perimeter of the field somewhere where a deep fine leg fielder would have been positioned was a construction site. Had he been given the chance Arthur Conley would have explained that this was the new indoor training area for winter practice.

“Got you now,” said Winwood waving another garibaldi in the face of Arthur Conley
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