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Chapter 1 – The Green Man

Anyone who has travelled around England would recognise Rutherford as a traditional market town. In the centre of town was a square paved area that years of traffic had cracked and was now showing visible signs of endless temporary repairs that required another temporary repair. Growers, farmers and traders had brought their produce to sell at the twice weekly market under charters established and renewed by a long line of monarchs.. 

The buildings that bordered Market Square had been constructed from local brick during the sixteenth century onwards and appeared virtually unspoilt. It was a traditional vision of late medieval England. The illusion was shattered when entering the shops and offices. They had lost their historic interiors to modern commercial development

One such example was the Corn Exchange, an eighteenth century Georgian building. This is now home to the Head Office of the Rutherford Echo Group of Newspapers. Journalists who covered the county for all the daily and weekly newspapers within the group shared desks and a computer network along with a skeleton production staff. The physical production had been moved many years previous to more suitable modern premises in a scientific park a few miles down the bypass..

At the end of the morning’s editorial briefing two staff remained; Brian Bennett the Editor-in-Chief and Tony Meehan the chief reporter for the Rutherford area. They sat on facing sides of Brian’s cluttered desk. 

The two sat swilling warm coffee around the bottom of their plastic cups. Brian was by far the larger of the two. He insisted that his late explosion in weight was due to being tied to an office desk. Others recognised it as a sedentary lifestyle of days sitting in an office chair and lunchtimes drinking Guinness finally catching up with him. His chin rested on a comfortable layer of fat around his shirt collar.

“This is a group of people friendly titles Tony. We do what the owner says. We do local people rescuing drowning dogs, schools sending pupils to do good deeds overseas, retired railwaymen winning cups for converting derelict stations into a likeness of the Hanging Gardens of Babylon. Our readers like that sort of thing. It makes them feel warm inside; like a cup of hot tomato soup on a cold day.

“We do not do politicians granting planning applications in return for bungs, so called respectable businessmen running pornographic web sites or small time gangsters turning up dead on our doorstep. We might do serious if it happened. It doesn’t.

“Don’t waste your time trying to look for serious because it isn’t there. If you happen to stumble on something then I’ll give you the front page gladly. In the meantime stick with grannies on their hundredth birthday getting their signed card from the King.

“People like to read stories like that. They buy the paper to see themselves and their loved ones in full colour on the front page. If they want scandal they can read the dailies or watch the soaps; there’s plenty of depression there.”

“About these phone calls?” Tony Meehan hardly had time to expand on his question before Brian interrupted him.

“Cranks, Tony. Go and talk to a few of them if you must. But you and I both know they’ll turn out to have been on the drink all night and seeing things that aren’t there because they’ve topped up the booze by smoking an illegal substance readily available in any of the town’s less respectable hostelries. I’ll look at what you dig up and try and find a few paragraphs on page ten.”

Brian had completed the circuit of the group’s newspaper titles. He had started as a junior when the Rutherford Echo was the local paper, moved to one of the bigger regional dailies, become editor and now Editor-in-Chief back where he started at Head Office of the Rutherford Echo Group. Tony was just beginning this adventure.

Now at twenty nine the awkward frame of a gangling teenager had become stronger and muscular and even suits from on-line retailers looked good on him. He always dressed well; preferring a suit, shirt and tie as it lent a professional touch to his career. 

The gawkish, intellectual demeanour of the college student, more inclined to study than spend time in the bars and clubs had also faded to present to the world a self possessed young man with an easy tongue and a ready ear.

Small towns take a little time to accept newcomers and it was a measure of the respect in which he was held that businesses were willing to speak to him on local matters; and residents trusted him not to thrust them into the bear pit of scurrilous tittle-tattle.

He had recently moved to Rutherford but missed the buzz of modern bars that abounded in larger towns where he had been sent to learn his trade. The slow moving market town ambience of Rutherford did not immediately attract him. 

It was established in times past when travellers could disembark and enjoy a pie and a pint in one of the many coaching inns whilst the horses were refreshed. Then it was back into the carriage and the unmade and rutted highway.

Twentieth century travel meant new roads and electrification of the railway line which meant faster journey times to the centres of employment. The pinnacle of road building had brought with it the Rutherford bypass which took away the heavy vehicles and with them the vibrations and poundings that they inflicted on the historic market town roads and architecture.

The medieval market square remains; surrounded on all four sides by rows of shops, offices and bars including the civic buildings where the two newspapermen sat with cold coffee. The twice weekly market on Tuesdays and Saturdays in Market Square are both declining, the Tuesday one more so.. Both under threat from the internet, out of town shopping centres and the vagaries of the English weather affecting both stall holders and buyers alike. In Rutherford there is also pressure from existing traders for the square to be free for parking seven days week. A move that is heavily opposed by White Plains District Council who wanted to maximise income from those overstaying on their pay and display ticket. Any hopes of reversing this policy to one of seven days a week free parking was doomed to failure.

In Market Square and many of the streets that lead off from it shoppers can enjoy a drink or a light meal outside, seated at tables and chairs provided by many of the coffee houses and refurbished bars that were once hardware stores or fruit and vegetable shops. 

For such a relatively small population it had a large number of traditional pubs which remained almost as they had been since the dawn of time, such as the Fleetwood Arms Hotel. And the Green Man.

The Green Man was in the centre of Market Square. It had two bars either side of the giant oak front doors that were always open during licensed hours. Just inside them were two traditional painted wooden doors with square window panes in the top half.

On the left was a smaller bar which over the years had been known as a snug, cocktail bar, family room and now returned to its former glory as a bar for groups of regulars. Those that drank there knew each other and as such excluded any newcomer by erecting a natural barrier built from their own parochial gossip..

The longer right hand side had started as a wide seated bar. Fireplaces, stairwells and bar extensions had been demolished or added over the course of its four hundred year history and the bar now tapered into a much slimmer version up to the back door. This had been permanently shut and an extra table and benches put in its place. A side door now led to the garden and the sheltered smoking area.

Tony Meehan walked into the right hand bar. He hardly needed to speak for as he entered a pint of his favourite bitter was being poured into a glass. 

“Thanks Kerry.” 

The raven haired barmaid with the ample breasts and wide rear smiled and took his money. Behind her amidst the liqueurs, Island malts and VSOP brandies was a photo of her receiving the ‘Barmaid of the Year Award’. She was smiling at the camera. The marketing director of Redbourne Brewery was on one side and the Chairman on the other, caught with his eyes looking downwards at the trophy held between her generous cleavage.

Tony turned around to look for an empty seat. 

“Over here,” said the occupant of the threadbare but strangely comfortable large, padded chair at the head of a long table.

“Morning Bob,” said Tony and sat down on one of the more normal high backed pub chairs with a cushion flattened by the backsides of generations of drinkers.

Most of Bob Ball’s wardrobe had seen better days. It was still of the best quality but bore the scars of too many trips to the dry cleaners. He was not of a remarkable build. He was clearly overweight with a soft, bouncy paunch and his face bore testimony to his love of strong red wine resulting in a slightly bulbous nose and fleshy folds on his cheeks. It was a well worn face underneath a head of grey hair grown with little attention to any style and could do with being cut a bit more often.

“Anything new in the life of the small town reporter this morning?”

“Nothing that is going to make the front page.”

“I have nothing for you either,” replied his drinking partner. He sipped at his glass of red wine. 

“Or at least nothing that has not already been sent to your newspaper by the press officer at the politburo.”

Councillor Robert Ball was known to his colleagues and enemies alike as ‘Bouncing Bob’ owing to his ability to recover quickly from his frequent public faux pas. Although a long serving District Councillor he rarely exhibited much warmth or respect to that institution. ‘Who wants to live in an institution’ he would often remark.

He drained the last of his wine and smiled at Kerry. A large glass of red wine was soon sitting on the bar’s polished wooden surface, cleaned and polished every day as were the brass handpumps. The bar itself had little decoration on the wooden panelled walls but anyone in town would say it had that comfortable feel that comes with age. 

Tony got up and handed the large glass of Chilean Merlot it to Bob.

“Thank you old boy. I was hoping the lovely Kerry would have brought it over. It’s the small things in life that brighten up my days.”

“She’d give you a heart attack Bob.”

“What a way to go. On my last check-up my GP informed me that a glass of red wine every day was good for the heart.”

“One glass and a small one. Not a bottle.”

“Never could do things by halves old boy.”

“It’s a bit early for you.”

“I’m carrying out my Leader’s instructions. She has decided as you are aware to streamline the Council’s working practices. No longer will our little band of hard working Councillors be welcome at the House of Fun. Our private rooms have been lost to the proles who have been moved from all their little dens scattered around the county’s rural backwaters and been centralised in the splendour of a modern Council office complex.”

“And where will you be meeting your constituents now?”

“It is a new concept on me called ‘hot-desking’. We have common areas and instead of sitting in our well-appointed individual offices with tea making machines and packets of stale garibaldi biscuits in cellophane wrappers that defy being opened, we have to log in at reception and find if a meeting room is free.”

“And if there isn’t?”

“We have to bargain with reception over available slots and then await our turn. And then inform the voting public at what time and day is now suitable for neither of us. That’s how it is with public service these days.”

“This is hardly a way of retaining any sympathy from those who voted for you. And from those who didn’t of course.”

“I have decided after much soul searching that our Leader is right. It helps maintain a respectable distance from the great unwashed. Hopefully they will grow tired of waiting around for a sensible solution to sewage surging through knackered manhole covers, or their neighbour’s twenty foot high leylandii needing to be cut as it is blocking out their natural light. They will decide to resolve these irritations themselves; thus saving the Council further expenditure and enabling them to balance the budget.”

“I understand that everything is contracted out now anyway so save money.”

“You are so right old boy. Only the cheapest will survive Tony. Get three quotes; give it to the cheapest that has tendered for the work and to hell with doing a good job. But as I said it helps to balance the budget.”

“Isn’t it the opposition’s role to object to cutting expenditure? They should be pleased.”

“There is no opposition. You will find that in small towns like this there is the local mafia on one side who like to control things so that nothing ever changes, and a less visible underground on the other who have no hope of changing anything.”

“And who might the underground be?”

“I don’t know Tony. Many of them do not know of its existence either. One day you say or do something and you meet a like-minded lonely soul who you instantly recognise as one of your own. Most of the time you stumble around in the dark. But they’re out there, scraping and chipping away at the cracks in the establishment, waiting like all optimists for the pillars that hold it up to fall away.”

“What about the mafia? I presume you do not mean families of Italian extraction given over to pizzas and settling disputes with a machine gun.”

“They have their own ways of exerting control. They are a strange bunch. They make no attempt at disguising their allegiances. They are the senior party members, the remnants of old families who used to have their name over High Street shopfronts. The shops have gone of course and only the very old remember the names until a refit uncovers them. They remain the Trustees of our charitable societies. You’ll find them listed as Secretaries and Treasurers of all the venerable organisations that exist for the good of the common man. That sort of person. You meet them every day without knowing who they really are. They greet you with a cheery ‘good morning’ but would never think of inviting you to enjoy a schooner of pale fino at Country Club whist drives.”

“And where do you stand in all this?”

“It does no good to publicly advertise membership of either of these types of organisations. You never know when you might need them.”

“That’s the way forward now then is it?”

“There is only the ruling party now Tony. As it has been for twenty years or more and has given birth to our current Leader. Look over the last few elections results. There is only one party. There was a time when Mohammed went to the mountain. That is an old fashioned concept. We have to accept the modern world so now Tony old boy, the mountain is coming to Mohammed. This is my own version of ‘hot-desking’.”

Which Tony interpreted as sitting in the Green Man slurping a very passable Chilean Merlot which was bought by the bottle and dispensed at the bar by the glass.

“People know where to find me. If they want advice they can come here most times of the day. No need to make an appointment. What could be more democratic than that?”

“I assume Councillor Grey is aware of this.”

“It was her idea. Go out and meet the people our Leader said. We are their representatives. We also get an allowance for home computer and our domestic broadband usage calculated from a rate card that none of us have seen. I am reliably informed that it’s more economic than all of us having our own desktop and internet connection in our ten by ten foot prison cell at Castle Despair.”

“What happens when you go over your allowance?”

“You know how it is Tony. What do I know about Outlook and gigabytes of memory? If I make a slip up on the cost then some kind person in accounts will take pity on this senile old bugger and pay the claim like they always do.”

They were quite a strange couple, the senior politician and the young reporter but a great deal of respect had been built up between them in the six months since Tony had arrived at the Rutherford Echo.

Tony had been told all about Bob Ball’s eccentric behaviour, his taste for very young ladies of a certain persuasion, his drinking and his slightly left of centre views on local issues that didn’t belong in a modern ‘middle right’ political party. They were just part of his own political armoury which manifested itself in public utterances in the Council Chamber and the town’s bars. They were less than flattering of the ruling elite. But he made Tony laugh and he was honest and Tony never repeated or revealed the source of anything that was said between them. As Bob knew there were ways of getting things in the public domain that many would prefer buried; and Tony was learning when and how to break a story.

They also shared with many others in town a strange magnetic pull towards the keeper of the bar at the Green Man.

Tony got himself another pint and another large glass of red wine for Bob and sat back down.

“Anything happening in this town that I don’t know about?” asked Bob after both of them had taken a long drink from out of their respective glasses. 

“You haven’t got your front page yet?”

“Not yet. Brian and myself tend to look at life in this town from a different perspective. You live on the Crickle Wood Estate. Did you see anything unusual in the early hours?”

“What did I miss?”

“Did you happen to see any strange lights over the estate?”

“I’m in bed early these days. Out for the count every night. A couple of large brandies before the ten o’clock news always seem to do the trick. What strange lights?”

“We got a few calls on the answering machine about strange lights over the piece of land between the bypass and the estate. Most of them said it was like a big, luminous yellowish white glow that descended and then disappeared again.”

“Like a flying saucer? See them quite often. Usually after a long night in the Chamber of Horrors with nothing else but cold tea and the warmth of our Leader’s wrath on my neck”

“You know about this?”

“Everyone knows about this. Especially if you’ve been living here for a long time. It’s the newcomers who find it odd and then they get used to it as well. It’s the bypass. You get some odd tricks played by headlights, especially when it’s a bit misty.”

“So it’s nothing?”

“Might be. You can’t rule anything out. What did the locals say?”

“Those that could be bothered to talk just said it all looked a bit eerie. Like a soft glowing yellowish ball that sort of hovered and then disappeared.”

“Any noise?”

“No. Well, a few said there was a slight hum.”

“There you go then. They’ve been seeing UFOs again. It’s the way they built the estate. They left a barrier or a ‘buffer zone’ as the planners call it, between that and the new bypass; and the bit in between holds the mist.”

“That’s what I thought. The residents that had been there a few years say it was either headlights or kids mucking about with Chinese lanterns.”

“Not likely to be kids any more. Or Chinese lanterns. Our local constabulary patrol the area every so often to impress upon the town that the Chief Constable’s directive to drive down the crime rate and disperse the little gits is being carried out to the full. That’s the power of the Crickle Wood Estate Neighbourhood Watch for you. When they get disturbed from pursuing their strange habits on that piece of arid land the yobs just bugger off and annoy other residents somewhere else.”

“Where?”

“I don’t know. I don’t really care as long as no one is banging on my front door in the middle of the night. They believe that as their democratically elected representative they can ruin my evenings telling me to do something about kids smoking illegal substances on the corner of their modern terraced street. 

“Tracts of waste land such as we are discussing have a very important social function. If teenage troglodytes want to pursue their modern day unsavoury habits on that poor excuse of a lunar landscape then at least Old Bill know where to find them. What had our Boys in Blue to say about your lights?”

“They had a car out there and they didn’t see anything.”

“There you go then. That’s small town crime for you. So you’ll have to keep chasing the next front page headline elsewhere.”

“I could do with a big story right now.”

“The lure of the bright lights is seducing you Tony. The big city is not all what it’s cracked up to be.”

“I’ve got ambition Bob. I don’t intend hanging around here until I’m old. Yesterday Brian packed me off to a local farm to get a story from the owner who is due to collect an award from the Chamber of Commerce for the Most Innovative Businessman of the Year.”

“What does he do?”

“He sells chicken shit. Most local farmers sell freshly laid eggs at the local Farmer’s Market. This guy bags up the chicken shit as well and sells it from his stall as manure. It’s top notch because he feeds the birds on organic seed only. Apparently its so popular he now sells it by the sack load on the internet.”

“Where there’s muck, there’s brass. That’s what my old man used to say.”

“Then when a bird has dropped her last egg he sells it to a supermarket chain as organic free range chicken. You have to admire the man.”

It was not the kind of story for which he had spent so many years studying at university; or keeping his thoughts to himself when making tea and buying the afternoon cakes for editors who would not let him near a keyboard. Even Bob told him to persevere; his break would come.

It hadn’t come with the enterprising chicken farmer as he was quick to explain. 

“Things are quiet. Like this morning Brian has diarised me to check out a story about a Pyrenean Mountain Dog that attacks moving cars and bites off the wing mirror.”

“Stand still, that’s my advice to you. But you might want to pop into the Fleetwood on your travels.”

“Why?”

“Suits old boy. Always be on your guard when you see groups of strangers arrive in town attired in designer suits carrying slim briefcases. They prowl around making notes on their tablets, taking digital photos and talking into their phone which is attached to their ear by white leads. 

“Last week as I was leaving the Castle of Otranto I saw a group of suspects fitting that bill leave the Green Man and crossing Market Square for lunch at the Fleetwood. Now the lovely Kerry does an excellent crusty roll filled with a mature Cheddar cheese or a well grilled sausage from the local farmers market but that is not what sent these outsiders into the Fleetwood. It was more than likely a beer braised lamb shank washed down with a good burgundy paid on an expenses budget that far surpassed the cost of traditional pub grub at the Green Man. I might even pop in there myself for a small glass of Californian red they have just added to their list.”

Bob finished his glass and rose to leave. There were visible glimmers of recently spilled red wine on his orange and yellow striped tie. Tony had seen the design before but Bob had never mentioned playing cricket or his membership of the MCC and Tony was not going to ask.

“I thought you were barred from the Fleetwood?”

“A simple misunderstanding.”

“I heard you had made an improper suggestion to the barmaid.”

“I offered to buy her a gift for her birthday; something feminine and flimsy. I only asked her for her size.”

“Do you always offer to buy young ladies a set of sexy lingerie when you have only just met them?”

“It used to work; but now they just think I’m a dirty old man. You’re not allowed to compliment anyone these days because the omnipresent PC brigade accuse you of being sexist.”

“They’ve let you back in again have they?”

“The young lady in question has returned to the sunnier climes of the Australian outback; and I have promised not to mention ‘unmentionables’ to any of the staff again.”

“So you are going to the Fleetwood in the hope that groups of strangers who may have arrived innocently in town for a lunchtime special may return? Do you know what they were meeting about?”

“It’s not for me to enquire is it? They talk in whispers. Might just as well be Esperanto. But when you don’t recognise anyone and they certainly weren’t from Highways where I do know a few faces, I am left to wonder who they represent. They weren’t from the established business community either. These things make you wonder what is up. You may find it useful to keep a watch on things.”

“Thanks, I will.”

Their conversation was concluded when the ring tone on Tony’s mobile phone told him his photographer was ready. The two men parted but Tony’s exit was interrupted by a man who was obviously looking for someone by the way his eyes scanned the bar area.

Tony looked at the eccentrically attired tall stranger who returned his gaze. They both knew that they had met the other at some time in the recent past and should have known the other’s name. But neither could recall either a time or a place and after an exchange of mumbled greetings they each passed on their way.

The stranger could not find his early morning appointment and made his way to the bar where he ordered a pint of bitter and waited.
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Chapter 2 – The Waste Land
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About three times a day Jim Adams left home with his black Labrador Guinness and walked to the waste land bordering the Rutherford bypass. His wife Pat remained at home in Brewery Road with one eye on the clock. After a period of absence defined by years of timing Jim’s dog walking she filled and switched on the kettle. It was always boiled in time to make a cup of tea as soon as Jim got back home. 

This Tuesday morning his route took him into the town centre, through Market Square, turning left by Topper Supermarkets. This brought him past the Rutherford Corinthians football ground where the pathway eventually signalled the edges of the Crickle Wood Estate. A staggered barrier marked the entrance to the large area of wasteland where Guinness was let off the leash to run free.

Jim placed one foot on the bottom rail of a makeshift entrance gate and allowed his mind to wander. He was absorbed over the choice of plants that needed to be ordered for the garden, or whether to spend this years Christmas holiday at home or with one of the children. These were simple everyday problems interrupted by the possible outcomes in any one of the early evening TV dramas.

It was very mundane. He could usually follow Guinness foraging over the waste land by an occasional glimpse of his shaking head or alternatively a good roll on this back with legs high in the air.

This time he was longer than normal before returning. Jim decided to go and fetch him. He walked gingerly over the grass pocked with stones and the detritus left by the local youth such as emptied cans and bottles of drink. It was not a pleasant spot. He called out his dog’s name but no black hound came to meet him.

Jim carried on further into the rough grass avoiding all manner of empty drinking vessels and plastic bags where the incline raked higher towards the bypass. Above him to the right the traffic roared along the road and just in front of him stood Guinness.

The cause of his reluctance for the walk home was a lifeless body almost hidden by the grass that overhung a gash in the earth. It was not difficult to see that the body in front of him was that of a dead man, seemingly thrown from the road and allowed to roll into an abyss of urban decay.

Pat insisted he always carried his mobile phone. He rang the police first and then Pat to inform her that he might be a bit later than usual for tea and toast.

Skip was already in a bad mood and it was not getting any better. The photographer had accompanied Tony Meehan to cover the story of the Pyrenean Mountain Dog that had achieved local notoriety by chewing the wing mirrors of moving cars. Skip’s car was now missing the off side wing mirror.

“The photo does improve the story though,” said Tony. Skip did not appreciate the sentiment.

Martin Skipton was the Echo’s staff photographer. He was short, scruffy and had a well-tanned face from often working in the open air. People who did not know him too well assumed he was called ‘Skip’ because he was an Australian and not because of a shortening of his surname. He was not from the Southern Hemisphere and hated being spoken to by strangers incapable of imitating even a passable antipodean accent.

The reason for the increase in Skip’s stress levels was the queue of cars on the bypass. Motorists were travelling slowly rubbernecking at what was happening down below. They lurched forward every couple of minutes or so as a police road block forced motorists to use just one side of the main road. As they progressed along the ever lengthening parade of cars Tony spotted the cause of the problem.

“Down there Skip. Look. Old Bill and a crowd. Must be a story there. Park behind that police car.”

Skip did as he was told and followed Tony down the side of the road. They climbed over the wooden fence and slid down the grassy bank to the waste land where the Crickle Wood Estate began in the shadow of the bypass.

“What is this place?” asked Tony, regretting wearing such a decent suit and clean black leather shoes.

“Shit,” he added having trod in a small mound of dog excrement.

“How long have you been covering this patch Tony? All human life is down there. This old fruit is called The Waste Land. Nothing to do with the literary gent T S Eliot. No one in this part of the world studies him anymore. You’re a newcomer but years ago before your time and when I joined this paper it was just common land, full of grass and muddy lumps. Once the Crickle Wood Estate was built the kids rode their BMX bikes over it. The older ones nicked four wheel drives and tested them to destruction here.

“Once the bypass was built it became a common dumping ground; stuff got thrown out of the back doors of lorries and off the sides of flat back trucks. Then just as suddenly it stopped. One night a great big hole appeared. Some enterprising kid borrowed and that is to use a very loose term; he borrowed a JCB that was left unlocked on the site and dug out enough earth to form a skateboard park.

“Then they brought in more junk along with the usual stuff that gets chucked over the fence and made it quite a challenging course. The only people it challenged was the Council who ironically got a JCB to make it disappear. 

“Of course where there’s kids there’s petty crime. It got used as a place to exchange goods of doubtful ownership as well as herbal medicine of the less than legal kind.

“The grass got higher, the molehills turned into mountains and the kids got older and more resourceful. It became a magnet for everything we would not like Rutherford to be associated with. But that’s progress for you.”

The careful slide down the rutted and stony bank and Skip’s brief history lesson had brought them to the centre of the problem that they had seen from the roadside.

The police cordon was enforced with blue and white tape and a small army of local officers posted as sentries. Tony’s enthusiasm was halted by the large number of local people who had gathered to see what the fuss was all about. By an equal measure of charm and hardened persuasion accompanied by his press pass Tony made his way to a large white tent perched unsteadily on top of the unmade ground.

“Hi Steve,” shouted Tony above the general din of confused questions and answers being batted about the area.

“What are you doing here?”

“My job,” replied Tony. “Same as you.”

“How did you get here so quick?”

“I would have got here sooner but there’s a jam on the bypass. I looked over and here you were.”

Detective Inspector Steve Winwood smiled. 

“What’s the story Steve?”

“Dead body found by a dog walker. It’s always people walking their dogs that find dead bodies, them and joggers. My first problem is how did he get there, the second is to find out what he was doing here.”

“You know who it is then?”

“Apparently not the usual sad druggie that we have to drag from the scene. We have an ID, thanks to this gentleman.”

Tony and the stranger looked at each other. “You were in the Green Man,” said Tony.

“I’m a bit embarrassed to admit that I think I ought to know you but can’t remember your name or where it is I recognise you from.”

“Tony Meehan, I work for the Echo.”

“John Cherry. I run The Other Place.”

“The antiquarian book shop. Yes, got you now. We met at an exhibition once at the University.”

“Sorry to interrupt a meeting of old friends but I have a dead body on my hands. Do you think I could have a word with Mr Cherry before the press make up their next front page story?”

“Go ahead Steve,” said Tony. “I’ll catch up with you later John. By the way Steve, who is he?”

“You know I can’t release that information yet,” replied Steve. “Look Tony I need to speak to Mr Cherry away from all this. They’ll be a press briefing later.”

“You were meant to be meeting him weren’t you?” asked Tony before Steve could prevent any further conversation. 

“I bet it was in the Green Man as well.”

“Why did you say that?” asked Steve. 

“Anyway this is a police matter and I would prefer if Mr Cherry said absolutely nothing at all for the time being. Especially to the press.”

“Can you tell me what he died of?”

“You will have to wait for the medical report.”

“What was he doing here then?”

“I don’t know,” insisted Steve. “Now go away, get your photo and clear off.”

Tony remained but Steve ushered John Cherry away from the mob, back up to the bypass and into a car.

Detective Inspector Steve Winwood had been a detective for over twenty years and had risen slowly through the ranks from a humble uniformed police constable. He was as happy in his role as any man could be who has to deal with crime on a daily basis. This is not to say that mixing and working with the criminal classes had not left its mark. 

He looked every inch the fifty year old man. Although he lived in one of the villages that nestled in the countryside surrounding Rutherford his face had the pale worn skin of the many new residents of the town who commuted every day from the villages to the urban suburbs. It was lined and sagged from working too many long days and being a regular in a few late night closing pubs. 

He wore plain shirts complemented with a collection of uninspiring patterned ties. His suits were rarely cleaned as they got creased and stained from too much exposure to crime scenes. Steve didn’t mind a bit. He liked to project an image of being in disarray externally because he believed others would think that his mind worked in the same way. He thought it gave him an edge. The jury was still out on that one.

“The long and the short of it John is that when my sergeant went through the dead man’s belongings he found everything intact. His wallet, phone and loose change and the usual bits of paper we all carry about with us were all there. So it wasn’t robbery. 

“He wasn’t a modern man. His phone was as outdated as my suits. However on examining his mobile we find two calls from yourself today. The only calls on his phone. Odd.”
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