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Chapter One – A Bag of Bones
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Detective Chief Inspector Steve Winwood drove down the eponymously named School Lane. It took drivers out of town, past the Cricket Club, beyond the town boundaries and into what the Planning Officers called the hinterland with its picturesque villages found along unmade village roads. The first landmark was Rutherford High School

The road was supposed to be lit by equally distanced lighting columns. Unfortunately they seemed to turn themselves on and off on a whim of their own, totally independently of any Highways central control system. As the late evening dissolved into night School Lane was unusually bright.

The reason for this unusual brightness was that the permanent street lighting had been augmented by temporary lights on tripod legs placed along the hard standing pavement.

Steve approached an even more luminous white light that was actually a cluster of powerful floodlights illuminating a stretch of road no more than about twenty yards in length. It had been excavated to form a narrow valley and the mud and aggregates on the road by its side were piled high like ancient earthworks.

Expecting to find the crumpled metal of a crashed car he was unconcerned by the number of police cars, fire appliances and ambulances. There had to be a serious incident at the bottom of this for a Chief Inspector to be called out in the darkening hours before midnight tolled.

He parked as close to the centre of activity as he could and was met by Sergeant Tom Coates. The senior uniformed officer was his usual phlegmatic self. There was never much emotion shown on his face apart from an occasional knowing smile which comes with years of service and rarely seeing anything new.

“What have we got Tom?”

“Not too sure guv. We’re waiting for the doc.”

“It is a body then?”

“Sort of guv.”

“Why not talk to me in straight understandable plain English. What are the cavalry doing here?”

“It was the gas board who called it in. There’s been reports of a strange smell.”

“That doesn’t surprise me being so close to the school. Are you sure its not just kids causing an accident in the chemistry lab?”

“Wish it was. Anyway the gas board did a check, confirmed it was a gas leak, traced it down to a cracked pipe here and dug a trench. That’s when it was found.”

“What was?”

“A bag of bones guv.”

“Human?”

“Waiting on the doc for that. But there’s a skull, various bones from legs and arms according to the paramedics and other body bits and pieces. All stuffed into a black bin liner and placed in this trench.”

So saying Sergeant Coates led Winwood to the newly established crime scene.

“You should have brought your boots guv. There’s a lot of mud and other nasty wet stuff lying around.”

“Thanks for the warning Tom. Whenever I get a call out this time of night I just put on the old suit and shoes.”

Tom had rarely seen Winwood in anything else.  The rest of the station would agree. The middle aged Chief Inspector was rarely seen in new suits or polished shoes or wearing a modern tie unless for a funeral or a family wedding. Even more rarely when he was up before the Promotion Board.

Even when his wife had prevailed upon him to replace old clothes for new it was only a matter of hours before a rivulet of strong coffee missing mouth or a morning sandwich generously treated with brown sauce and held aloft had left an indelible stain on the recently purchased garments.

That diet had led to his steady gain in weight. He did not like admitting it. However he looked well although not as anyone might have expected for a rural copper. There were a few lines in his face and grey hairs formed a minority party on his head.

He joined the group of uniform officers.

There was a long section of open earth in which an equally long stretch of dark orange pipe was laid alongside other smaller pipes. A black plastic sack was placed on the road surface. Winwood looked inside watched by an interested group of gas engineers. It was as Sergeant Coate had said, a bag of bones.

“Found any more?”

The workmen who lined the roadside on the opposite side to Winwood all shook their heads and mumbled a collection of negative replies. One of their number who Winwood assumed was the foreman added a few words. 

“We haven’t found any more. Not in this stretch.”

“How much further have you got to dig?”

“This is it Inspector. Once we found the leak we would have repaired it and covered in the trench but one of the lads stuck his spade into that black sack.”

“Then what?”

“We called you lot.”

“So the gas is still turned off?”

“Yep.”

“How long does this trench go?”

“All the way up there,” the foreman replied by pointing into the darkness of the countryside that lay ahead. “And back to the town of course.”

“That’s a lot of trench. You haven’t found any other bones?”

“We had a quick check but it’s not something you expect to find is it? When can we get back to work? We’re going to get the world and his mother ringing up because the old man can’t get a cup of tea before leaving for work or the kids have a morning shower before school.”

“It’s a crime scene son. Has to stay sterile for the time being. Although between you and me I don’t know whose budget they’d raid if the whole lot had to be dug up.”

“All in a days work for us Inspector.”

“Who else has pipes down there?”

“They all do. There’s ours, electrical power cables of course, then you’ve got water pipes and the TV and phone companies took the easy route and used the existing trench for their own networks. They’re the real villains; they never fill them in properly when they’re done.”

“So where’s this black bag come from?”

“No idea have I guv. Anyone could have put it down there. A hole is a hole in the ground. We do try and draw attention to the danger by placing a few lights around it to stop some silly arse driving full pelt down it.”

“Magic,” said Winwood.

“Put it this way guv. We’re on call out, that’s emergency rates so we can hang about all night because who wouldn’t turn down extra bunce. But we’d rather get the job done and go home.”

“Me too,” replied Winwood. “But I don’t get paid extras.”

He called over Sergeant Coates and together walked over to where the fire crew were gathered. The senior fire officer shook his hand and grinned. “Not your usual shout is it Steve?”

“You’re in charge here. What’s your thoughts?”

“There’s no danger to life, gas has been turned off and the scene is secure so we could call it a night.”

“I agree. Look Tom, tell the paramedics to push off. Wait for the doc to turn up; he’ll want photos and soil samples and all that sort of stuff. Oh and he can have the bag as well. I’ve got nowhere to store that sort of thing. Once he’s done his bit then they can turn the gas back on and leave it for the morning. We’ll have another look then. Make sure someone stays here.”

“Where’s your oppo? I would have thought that this sort of thing would have been good experience for her.”

“Young Emma has gone dancing the light fantastic at a Chamber of Commerce Charity Night.”

“All right for some of us.”

“What would you have been doing then Tom?”

”Watching the football on the TV at the nick.”

“Nil-nil when I left. Mrs Winwood was pleased to see the back of me. As soon as I shut the door she would have changed channels to watch her favourite American true life detective series. The football’s got extra time and penalties written all over it.”

“Thanks for that guv. It will save me watching it when I get home. Eventually.”

“You see, saved you from that torment. Tell the doc when you see him that I’ll catch up with him first thing.”

Winwood returned home to watch the penalty shoot out but was back early at the office next morning. Not quite so early was Detective Sergeant Emma Porter.

“Good night Em?”

“I think so. Better than I thought.”

The outward Emma was in far better shape than the inner one. The light grey trouser suit with the shadow stripe had only been recently collected from the dry cleaners. It was a good fit around her body. It was her favourite working attire and most of the male officer’s as well. However they maintained a safe distance from her. 

Time had been a good teacher. She was easy on the eye with thick black shoulder length hair that was styled to curve around the line of her cheekbones. The big, brown eyes and a full mouth made her popular with her male colleagues.

She may have been an approachable and easy to talk to young lady but one you did not touch unless specifically invited and those times were very, very rare, if at all. Emma kept work and leisure in completely different bubbles.

“See anyone we know?”

“I recognised a few faces but not so many as you might have done; had you been there.”

“Not my scene Em. Whilst you were dining out on a roast beef meal with all the trimmings and drinking the finest wine I was stranded out in a country lane.”

“It may have been the finest wine and the most expensive brandy along with some very appetising foods in exotic sauces but they make for a dodgy mix after a glass or two of fizzy wine before the event.”

“Self inflicted Em, I have little sympathy. You can tell me all about your night out whilst you drive us over to see Doc Mackenzie.”

“So it was a serious incident?”

“I’m hoping Ian will be able to confirm that.”

“Are you not going to tell me then?”

“At the moment all we’ve got is a bag of bones, supposedly human and half the town with no gas.”

“It was on when I got home.”

“In the small wee hours I suppose.”

“Not that late guv.”

“Good. Let’s go.”

Winwood had finally got used to Emma’s driving. He no longer gripped the sides of the seat with both hands waiting for her to brake or clutched the seat belt strap as they turned a corner. 

Her black hair was tied back. She was an attractive woman who could have made an alternative career in many professions other than the police force. But that was what she wanted to do. The biggest obstacle was to be accepted as an officer first and a woman second.

It meant she had to try harder and achieve more. It meant training courses that got harder as she progressed. Amongst many other skills she had completed the advanced driving course which had been complemented with a dictionary of colourful language directed at those lesser drivers than herself.

“So why did someone hide a skeleton alongside the gas main?”

“You see Em, even that beggars a few questions. It was not quite a skeleton as me and you might imagine. It was a collection of dismembered body parts; some here, some somewhere else but a full skeleton when all the bits were placed in a black bag. Obviously dead for some time but I can’t yet get a handle on exactly when.”

“Why not dig a hole in a field and dump it there?”

“That’s one question I asked myself on the way home last night. I came up with all kinds of scenarios from a gangland vendetta to a student rag week joke and then Mrs Winwood chimed in with a few bizarre questions of her own.”

“You don’t normally discuss work with the wife guv.”

“There was a small item on the local news about traffic delays and power cuts even though it did not affect us. She was curious.”

“Are you going to tell me?”

“In a word Em, no. Best we push all thoughts of skeletons in the cupboard or in this case in a gas trench completely and out of our minds and start with a clean sheet. With the morgue actually.”

Knowing as little now as she did first thing Emma continued driving.

“So you enjoyed last night?”

“I’ve never been one to turn down a booze-up.”

“Especially accompanying the new man in your life?”

“Actually he’s not that bad. Beneath all that chatter and bravado he’s a quiet, shy man.”

“I have told you in the past. He was worth taking a chance on. So who did you meet?”

“I can’t remember any names at the moment but the woman next to me bakes custom cakes for weddings, there was a chap who ran a cleaning business and a plumber; all with their wife or partner and me and Alan.”

“And what did you tell them you did for a living?”

“I thought honesty the best policy so I admitted to being a Detective Sergeant. It was a real conversation stopper. Then Alan saved me by trying to sell tickets for the next ROADS production of Guys and Dolls. He’s playing Nathan Detroit. At one time I thought he was going to burst into song.

“He didn’t fortunately but went on to tell them of my successful audition for the chorus of South Pacific. He can sell a good story. They sort of forgot about me when he mentioned that he was the prime suspect in a double murder and the show was halted when the leading man was arrested.”

“What else did they talk about?”

“Business mostly; and how they were all so successful.”

“Plenty of money about then?”

“There may have been but there wasn’t much on our table when the real event of the evening took place. That was the auction. There was the usual prize of dinner for two at the Fleetwood with overnight stay in the honeymoon suite, a day at the races, signed football kit and even the cabaret wasn’t bad. We actually won a raffle prize.”

“Any good?”

“A bottle of Beano Supermarkets best non-vintage champagne.”

“That was the first prize?”

“No, it was low down on the spot prize list but it’s still a bottle of bubbly and we’re saving it.”

When they arrived at the morgue housed in the hospital buildings some ten miles or so along the bypass Ian Mackenzie was ready for them and even more cheerful than usual. He was clean shaven, dressed as ever in a well cut suit that was beginning to lose the battle with his slightly enlarging body mass as a result of middle age indulgence.

He led them to a table where a skeleton was resting.

“By the smile on your face I know there is bad news coming. So let’s get it out of the way.”

“If you say so,” said Ian. “There is indeed a lot of bad news around this man.”

“So it is a male then.”

“It is a male Steve.” Ian smiled the smile of a seasoned card player who may have been down on the night but still has a few tricks up his sleeve. 

“As you can see there are only a few bits missing. Considering how he was found that is quite surprising. A full skeleton otherwise.”

“Otherwise?”

“A few small bits and pieces like toes and a couple of fingers but these might have been lost before.”

“Lost before what?” asked a growing exasperated Winwood. 

Emma stood by his side with more fascination as to what the doctor’s findings might uncover.

“He met a violent end. I think your man has been in a fight. Possibly to the death. You can still see some scars to the ribs and other larger bones where a knife or larger blade might have caught him. The real puzzle is whether his skull was detached before or after death.”

“You mean he was decapitated?”

“I think so.”

“What about the pedal extremities?”

“Considering how he was found they could have been left behind.”

“Behind where?”

“The place of death perhaps.”

“So am I looking for a recent killing or has he been stored somewhere?”

“Well that is the good news Steve.”

“At last.”

“These bones are at least three to four hundred years old. I can’t be too precise but I would hazard that your man was killed in the English Civil War, buried, dug up, buried again to surfaced again last night. I’ve had a chance to speak to a few friends and they are pretty sure he was part of a group of Cavaliers that were slain on your patch.”

“Maybe on my patch Ian but not my problem. That’s good. I don’t get lumbered with cold cases. Especially ones that old.”

“How did he get where he was found then?”

“You see Steve, Emma has put her finger on the problem. There’s the black bag he was put in. It’s quite modern, certainly not a seventeenth century artefact. Very certainly a typical twenty first century supermarket item for disposing of waste material.

“Casualties of the English Civil War were not buried in black sacks. He’s either been dug up or stolen and then dumped back into the ground although not where he started from. He was placed in a spot where it was thought that he would not be discovered.”

“Until there was an unexpected gas leak.”

“That’s it Steve.”

“So who goes around nicking three hundred year old skeletons and putting them back in the ground?”

“That’s your problem Steve. The bones have been in the ground a long time. I can test the soil and so on but if I were you I’d start with the history boys.”

“I am not going to start anywhere Ian. What happens to him now?”

“That is not my problem either. I’ve got a mate over at Mungo Jerry so I’ll give him a bell; he does medieval history. He might like him. I’d check with the churches if I was you.”

“You’re not me Ian.”

“Maybe not but I can’t keep him here. This place is for twenty first century people.”

“What are you going to do with him?”

“That’s really an interesting question. He arrived here as a bag of bones. It was like a jigsaw puzzle to put him back together. But he has to be moved. I’ll have to photograph him, put him back in the bag and hand him over.”

“Who to?”

“If the university don’t want him then the next stop would be the Museum; but that’s all digital now. I suppose he’ll end up back with you.”

“He won’t. I’ll make
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