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For my daughters Sophia and Eleanor: 
This is what Grandma Gwen did as a WPC
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Author’s foreword

by Ruth D’Alessandro

When you grow up in a police family, as I did, you grow up with stories. The same stories are told over and over again: to you, to dinner guests, with police colleagues and when criticising television crime dramas. You never forget them, especially when told them as a child, as I was. They don’t become embellished over time, because they don’t need to be. They are strong enough in their own right.

My mother, Gwendoline Crockford, was a woman police constable in the Berkshire Constabulary in the early 1950s. In the mid-1950s, she was selected for detective training and served as the force’s first woman detective until 1960 when she was then promoted, back into uniform, to woman police sergeant. She left the force in 1962 when she married my father, a police constable. Her public service spanned that fascinating, and often-overlooked period, of social history when Britain emerged from the darkness of wartime and postwar austerity into the light of a social revolution, with the newly formed NHS and the welfare state, up to the more permissive early years of the Swinging Sixties.

Mum’s stories were funny, dramatic and often shocking. Whether retrieving a human skeleton from the woods, attending post-mortems, dealing with many neglected children, abandoned babies and abused women, going undercover to catch thieves, investigating burglaries or experiencing the manhunt for a serial child killer, they were always told calmly, kindly and with forensic detail.

I was always going to sit Mum down one day and write an end-to-end chronology of her time in the police. There would be plenty of time for that, I thought. Then cancer suddenly took her in 2004 at the age of 74 and all I was left with was memories and stories, some books and a small file of newspaper cuttings and photographs.

On International Women’s Day in 2017, I posted a photograph of my mum on social media with the caption, “So on International Women’s Day, here’s a pioneer – the first-ever woman detective in the Berkshire Constabulary – and my mum. If only she was still around to write her memoir, ‘Call the Sergeant’.”

Friends commented, “Why don’t you do it, then?”

How on earth was I going to do that? I spent a few weeks wallowing in sadness and regret that I hadn’t truly appreciated what a remarkable woman Mum was, and that I hadn’t documented her police career properly. But her story kept nagging at me, tugging at my elbow, a voice in my head saying, over and over, “Write it anyway.” 

I’ve heard it said that writers don’t choose their story, the story chooses them, so I thought I’d give it a go, particularly as most 1950s police memoirs are by officers in the Metropolitan Police; very few are about regional constabularies.

Some police archives are complete and well-preserved. Unfortunately, those of the Berkshire Constabulary – which was amalgamated with four other constabularies to become the Thames Valley Police in 1968 – are not. Amalgamations, refurbishments and even historic basement floods meant there was little relevant archive material available and some was inaccessible.

Undeterred, I headed for the British Library to access original local Berkshire newspapers of the time. I was astounded, and delighted, to find many of my mother’s stories reported in black and white, sometimes with her namechecked, sometimes not, but pretty much just as she had told them.

I also researched and read voraciously anything about 1950s policing that I could find – out-of-print books, journals, academic papers and online forums– to build up as complete a picture of Berkshire policing at that time as I could. I appreciate that there may be details I have got wrong – the history of 1950s policewomen is patchy at best. From my research and conversations with Mum, procedures and inter-agency collaborations were much looser back then, with women police such a rarity that they really could carve out their own ways of doing things. This would be unthinkable nowadays.

While Calling WPC Crockford is painstakingly re-searched, and closely based on real events that my mother experienced in the 1950s, it is a work of story-telling. I have fictionalised a few characters, relationships and incidents, changed some names, locations and timescales to protect any relatives still connected with Wokingham. But much of what you will read is true and a reflection of a time long past. And if you think some of the stories are a little far-fetched, those are probably the true ones.



PART 1



CHAPTER 1

Why on earth did I choose to become a policewoman?

Mr Hitler, dominating my formative years, helped make my decision. I was 10 at the end of 1939 and 16 in 1945. The nightmare began on 3 September 1939, a Sunday that felt different, when I settled onto a bottom-numbing pew in All Saints Church with Mum, Dad, my younger sisters Barbara and Jean and older brother Ron.

People were less chatty and more serious than usual, brows furrowed. A polished wooden wireless balanced on the edge of the pulpit, the churchwarden tinkering with a dial. Waiting was unbearable; I felt sure we were starting late. I couldn’t see a clock, had no watch and didn’t feel I could ask Dad what the time was, so grim-faced was he.

The vicar climbed the steps into the pulpit. Neville Chamberlain, the British Prime Minister, would deliver an announcement, he said. He turned the volume dial.

“This is London. You will now hear a statement from the Prime Minister.

“I am speaking to you from the Cabinet Room at 10 Downing Street. This morning the British Ambassador in Berlin handed the German government a final note stating that unless we heard from them by 11 o’clock that they were prepared at once to withdraw their troops from Poland, a state of war would exist between us. I have to tell you now that no such undertaking has been received, and that consequently this country is at war with Germany…”

Gasps and sobs rose from the congregation. I felt my tummy turn over and my forehead prickle. Mum hurriedly brushed away a tear. Dad shook his head, whispering, “Not again, please God, not again,” as Mr Chamberlain continued speaking, his voice cracking under the gravity of his words. The rest of the speech passed in a blur. Us children looked at each other, wide-eyed, wondering what to do. Our parents stood, ramrod-stiff and a foot apart, paralysed by their thoughts, as other families hugged and clung to each other.

To ram home the message and our new reality, air raid sirens began to wail outside as if we were about to be attacked from above, panicking the congregation and scattering us, albeit in an orderly fashion, out of church. I can remember little about where we went or what we did for the rest of that day, a traumatic memory that I blocked out. What I do remember was how confused and powerless I felt. Even at nine years old, I knew I never wanted to feel that powerless again.

Then, nothing happened. We had braced ourselves for all-out German attack, civil defence plans deployed and air raid precautions imposed, along with rationing and conscription. Everything seemed designed to make us uncomfortable and even the youngest of us felt a sense of anticlimax.

“This is more of a sitzkrieg than a Blitzkreig,” said Dad.

My brother giggled. “It’s the Bore War, isn’t it?”

We put up with eight months of inertia until the following May, when Germany attacked western Europe and the war got going.

 

Of course, we kept calm and carried on like everyone else, enduring air raid sirens, the blackouts and rationing. Mum gave our meat, butter, egg and cheese rations to Dad as he had to go out to work and then do his bit in both the Home Guard and the Special Constabulary.1 We constantly went to bed hungry. Mum occasionally brought home a slab of greasy-looking dark “beef” that she soaked in the sink overnight, steamed, soaked again, sliced and covered in Bisto. We could barely get our knives through it, and when we did start chewing, the tough flesh released a flavour like cod liver oil. Hungry as we were, we dreaded this for tea. I found out later it was whale meat.

Although we were spared London’s Blitz, we still spent nights lying awake fearing the Luftwaffe would come and bomb nearby Woodley Aerodrome. Someone built an air raid shelter in the next street but we never went in it. Our parents thought it was safer for me and Barbara to sleep crammed into the cupboard under the stairs, saying the staircase would remain standing even if the house was bombed out. We lay on the hard floorboards with the spiders, cold and uncomfortable, listening for the low thrum of approaching enemy aircraft.

I thought we were going to be killed one night when a Luftwaffe pilot ditched his bombs over some local farmland – we heard the deafening whine and a series of thuds as the stick of bombs landed. Miraculously, nobody was killed and the army defused the single unexploded bomb that landed on the road. Rumour that the pilot had ditched his bombs out of fear and flown back to Germany scared gave us hope that the enemy may be fallible and we could beat him after all.

I was an inquisitive child (nosy, Mum would say), desperate to make sense of the war from fragments of news. My parents didn’t buy a national newspaper. We were only allowed the wireless on when they said we could and visits to the cinema to see the Pathé newsreels were few and far between. In a way, this limited news media meant we experienced less “information overload” than nowadays, although reports we did read grew in our imaginations and haunted us for weeks.

One wartime report affected me deeply. On a sunny day in June 1942, I was standing, bored, in the bread queue by the newspaper stand, scanning the front pages for something to read. The German government had announced that it had wiped the Czechoslovak town of Lidice off the map to avenge the assassination of Nazi leader Reinhard Heydrich. All the men had been shot, the women sent to concentration camps and the children placed in “appropriate educational institutions” – whatever they were – before the town was levelled to the ground.

Lidice was a small town like Wokingham. The townsfolk there were probably just like the townsfolk here. I looked around. Mr Danvers, the jolly window cleaner, cycled past with his ladder on his shoulder – he would have been shot. Esme Cripps, just ahead of me in the queue with her freckled twin boys, would have been dragged away screaming from her children to her fate in Ravensbrück; her boys, separated and crying for their mother, taken somewhere unknown. The Victorian Gothic red brick town hall would have disappeared under the wheels of bulldozers. At that moment, I knew that a massacre like Lidice could happen here if Hitler invaded and it would be children just like me and my sisters and my friends who would suffer the most. I began to think, if we could win the war and survive, I’d like to be on the side of the mothers and children to stop anything like this happening again.

 

I left school at 14 for my first job as a girl Friday at a local sawmill, which wasn’t as grim as it sounds. Good-natured Italian prisoners of war, captured in Libya and relieved to be out of the conflict, skipped between monstrous, spinning circular saws with blurred metal teeth, feeding in tree trunks with bare hands. I enjoyed my time there; not only did it give me office experience to get my next job, it taught me that people are surprising. The “enemies” in our midst were just like us, making the best of a situation, grateful to be safe until the war ended.

Going to university after the war never crossed my mind. Daughters of plumbers didn’t do that. I was expected to get a job to supplement the family income, marry a nice young man with a trade and settle down to become a housewife and mother. But for some reason, the law attracted me and I wanted to work in the legal profession. My sawmill job had given me skills at filing, writing up invoices, answering the telephone and even some basic typing, although I merely pecked at the keys with two fingers. To get a respectable solicitor’s office job, I needed to be able to type properly. I did a shorthand typing course at night school, learning to touch-type fast, and to convert dictation into scribbles that looked more like Arabic script than English. That Mum would no longer be able to read my diary was an unexpected advantage of mastering shorthand.

 

Soon I was offered a shorthand typist job at a solicitors’ office in the town on 30 shillings a week. I’d hoped to be answering the telephone and filling in the solicitors’ diaries, but I was placed in the small upstairs typing pool with three other girls, doing nothing but dictation and typing.

We chipped our manicured nails banging away on the sticky, clunky, 20-year-old Imperial typewriter keys. The senior partner refused to replace them with newer, Italian Olivetti models because he didn’t want to put money in the pockets of “former enemies”. For six long years, I filled hundreds of notebooks with scribbled solicitors’ dictations and typed countless legal documents. I prided myself on my accuracy and rarely needed to correct my work, although the junior partner tended to have second thoughts just before signing a letter, which meant typing the whole thing up again.

 

I lived at home with Mum, Dad and my two sisters while I worked at the solicitors’ office. Our brother was away on National Service so our youngest sister had his box room and I was happy to share with Barbara – in a bedroom this time, not in the understairs cupboard. We found the same things funny, an essential safety valve for coping throughout our parents’ tense, humourless marriage.

As children, bodily functions had been taboo in our family: anyone who laughed at farts got a smack, which of course made them risky and even funnier. Barbara could keep a poker face, whereas I would dissolve into puce-faced, uncontrollable, punishable giggling. Some Sundays, Barbara and I had to play piano duets, sitting side by side, for dreary relatives. Barbara’s favourite trick was to let off a silent fart that only I could smell, hoping I would crack and disgrace myself. Much as I cursed her devilment then, I learned emotional control in a risky situation – useful as a policewoman.

Mum charged Barbara and me half our weekly salaries in rent and we still had to hand over our ration coupons. Like during the war, our rations were saved up to give to Dad, even though Barbara and I were out working and getting hungry too. But we had our own money now and that meant fish and chips, which weren’t rationed. Usually, we bought extra portions for the rest of the family from Somerscales fish bar, although some days when they had been particularly horrible, we’d sit on a park bench and scoff the lot ourselves, straight out of the newspaper, pickled eggs and all.

I don’t know why I believed that working in a solicitors’ office would lead to a glittering legal career. It was 1950, when the dawn of a hopeful new decade had come and gone, and we still felt hungry, threadbare, bombed out and exhausted. Where was the brave new world that we all dreamed about once the war was over? Here I was, six years after VE Day, still bashing out the same old letters and legal documents into the new decade. I kept counting my blessings that I was lucky to have a job, a roof over my head and nobody in my family killed, but I couldn’t stop the nagging, guilty thoughts that I could be doing something better.

 

Sometimes the smallest changes in life can deliver the most significant consequences. One of the typing pool girls left to get married and I moved into her desk by the window. The solicitors’ office faced the front entrance of the imposing Wokingham police station. I spent much of my day when I wasn’t typing gazing out of the window at the daily rhythms of its comings and goings. I was captivated: through the doors went policemen marching in thieves and drunks, women occasionally crying, stray dogs dragged in on bits of string, members of the public with boxes and bundles – one man went in carrying a large snake at arm’s length – and scruffy children running in and out laughing. At 2 p.m., a column of smart policemen would march out, dispersing to their respective beats, and it was easy to spot the detectives – they really did wear trilbies and belted mackintoshes, just like in the movies.

One officer particularly caught my eye – a woman police sergeant. Dad knew of her through his role as a Special – she was the only WPS in Berkshire, in charge of the woman police constables in several stations. I admired her poise and her smart, surprisingly modern-looking uniform. She looked professional, but feminine. I liked that look. She had an air of cool-headed capability and people appeared to treat her with respect, men raising their hats to her as they passed. I imagined that she could have been a nurse, a land girl or at least in the Women’s Royal Voluntary Service during the war, doing her bit, getting stuck in. I wished I’d been a bit older to have had those opportunities, rather than spending the whole war feeling scared and out of control.

One afternoon, late, the junior partner changed his mind twice about an intricate conveyancing letter I had typed for him and shouted at me for being slow finishing it. I hated being shouted at and all those scared, out-of-control feelings came flooding back. I’d had enough of the junior partner and his petulant moods. I’d had enough of typing. I knew what I was going to do next: I was going to join the police.


1 The Special Constabulary is a force of trained, part-time volunteer police officers. “Specials” come from all walks of civilian life.





CHAPTER 2

The skeleton in the coppice

October 1953

I was typing a pub brawl report in the front office when I heard the heavy door of the police station crash open. Children’s voices.

“A skeleton! We found a skeleton!”

Looking up from my typewriter through the open door, I saw the “Ferals” – as we called the familiar, scruffy gang of mischievous local kids – rush into the lobby, tripping and shouting over each other. The eldest, John, sprouting the fluffy beginnings of a moustache, banged unnecessarily urgently on the bell. Three younger boys leapt onto the hard seats and jumped up and down.

Sergeant Lamb wasn’t at the desk. When one of them pulled the public information poster about potato-destroying Colorado beetles off the noticeboard, I’d had enough. I took a final drag on my Kensitas cigarette, stubbed it out and went out front.

The only girl, small, blonde Dora, stood on tiptoes, scratching at her matted hair and trying to peer over the counter, while another pale, slim teenage boy with a frightened face tried to merge into the background.

“What on earth is going on here?” I demanded in my most authoritative voice.

The kids crowded round the desk, jostling each other, blurting out a few intelligible words:

“Missus Policeman Miss … skeleton! ... found a skeleton … in the woods … looked as if it was gonna chase us … scary teeth…”

“A skeleton? Really?” I asked. “What sort of skeleton is it this time?”

The volume of the children’s chatter rose.

“Excuse me butting in, WPC Crockford, but not this skeleton lark again.” Sergeant Lamb’s best ex-Regimental Sergeant Major’s voice boomed out over the cacophony of voices as he hurried out of the gents’. The chorus of chatter briefly halted. “If you’re pulling my leg once more, you lot, your parents will be hearing from me!”

“No, no, really, you got to believe us this time, Mister Sergeant Sir,” said Charlie, the flaxen-haired boy, bounding up to the desk, his blue eyes wide and pleading. He looked Sarge in the eye, then at me. Something about him felt sincere and our usual cynicism wavered.

“So,” said Sarge, “where are we supposed to find this skeleton with scary teeth?”

“In High Copse woods! By them grain store things…” chattered the Ferals.

We managed to scribble down some directions. Sarge squinted at the local OS map pinned to the wall.

“That sounds like Fowler’s land,” he said. “It’s private property and the gravel path’s not a public thoroughfare.”

“All right then,” I said to the children. “If I go to the woods to find this skeleton, who’s going to come with me?”

There was silence, then, “No … Not me … not me … I don’t wanna … Me neither … I don’t wanna to see the skeleton again…” chorused some of the children, shaking their heads. Others just looked frightened. They certainly didn’t want to go anywhere near it again.

John looked at the wall clock. “We’re late, let’s scarper!” he ordered. And, as one, they tumbled out of the station as fast as they had arrived.

The lobby was now silent and empty. A chill gust of wind swirled some dry leaves in through the open door. All that remained of the Ferals’ chaotic visit were muddy footprints and some scattered poster fragments.

Sarge tutted.

I went to the door and looked out. Rectory Road was quiet, no sign of them. Fast and lithe, they would be halfway to their homes or more mischief by now.

“Well, what do we make of that little episode, Sarge?” I asked. “Isn’t this the third time in as many months the Ferals have been in with tales about finding a skeleton?”

“Hmm. They’re probably still mucking about. It could be a deer or that Mrs Watkins’s missing St Bernard. But something about that little blond lad’s face makes me think there may be something more to it.”

I also had a strange feeling about this latest skeleton report. We often had kids coming into the station saying they’d found bones or items of clothing, that their dad had given them a good hiding, or they’d found some dirty magazines in the bushes. Sergeant Lamb usually sent them away with a flea in their ear, but not before he had confiscated the magazines. This felt different.

“All right, could you cycle down there and go and have a look, WPC Crockford? But don’t go on your own, those woods are damn sinister at the best of times. WPC Baxter’s in the locker room – see if she’ll come with you.”

I saw Pattie’s reflection in the locker room mirror before she noticed me. She was primping her eyebrows and pouting, checking her barely-there lipstick that she hoped Sergeant Robertshaw wouldn’t notice. She turned sideways and tugged her tunic over her bust, huffing.

“You look great, Pats, honestly,” I said, making her jump.

“Oh, hi, Gwen. Do you think so? I’m wearing a new uplift brassière but now my tunic buttons look even more like nippies.”

She was right, and now she pointed them out, they were impossible to unsee. Whoever designed our uniform had based it on the men’s tunic with the same round silver buttons on each breast pocket and little thought for the female form. If you were fairly flat-chested, like me, they didn’t notice, but anyone bustier, like Pattie, appeared to have metal-tipped bosoms.

“Blokes keep gawping at my bust. I asked that lechy PC Higgs what he was staring at and he said he was just appreciating a fine pair of constabulary buttons. Can you believe it?”

I tutted. Typical Higgs.

“Anyway,” I said, “I’ve got something to take your mind off him. We’ve had a report of a skeleton in some woods. Probably a missing dog remains, but Sarge thinks it’s worth us taking a look. Fancy a twilight jaunt to some spooky woods? I’d rather not go on my own.”

“Fear not! WPC Patricia Baxter is here to protect you with her police-issue metal nipples!” She laughed, pushing her chest out. “Glad it’s me and you investigating this skeleton, not Higgs.”

“He’d probably ‘accidentally’ stick his hand on your knee instead of the gearstick, then make you wait in the car.”

“He would. But then, he’d wait in the car and make me go into the woods.”

 

The mid-afternoon October sun was sinking behind the treeline as Pattie and I arrived at High Copse Farm’s twin grain silos. It was blowy, leaves coming off the trees with each gust. The autumn air carried a back-to-school smell: cool, damp and slightly mildewy, with a tinge of bonfire smoke. I shivered slightly in my thin tunic.

We set off down the short gravel path into the woods, sturdy shoes clumping just out of step.

“Looks like a track over there, Pattie, to our left.”

We stopped by the double barbed wire fence. Clearly, something or someone had squeezed under the wire, flattening the ground elder. Slender as we were, after years of rationing, we couldn’t fit under it and we had uniform dry cleaning to consider, too. The fence went on, unbroken, all around the wood. Climbing over it was the only option.

I went first, rolling the pleats of my voluminous uniform skirt up to mid-thigh to get my leg over the top. With what I felt was a gymnastic scissor action, I swung my other leg deftly over the barbs and stepped down into the leaves.

Pattie gathered and rolled her skirt right up over her stocking tops before she tackled the fence. As she swung her second leg over, she caught her thigh on the upper barbs, scratching herself deeply and ripping her stockings.

“Ow! Sodding hell! There goes my last pair of regulation stockings.”

“Never mind your stockings, Pattie, you’re bleeding all over the place – here, have my hanky.”

Pattie stemmed the blood with my handkerchief, tucking it into her stocking as a makeshift bandage.

Skirts rolled back down, we stumbled off into the hazel coppice, crunching through leaves and twigs. The light was fading now, giving the woods a suffocating, misty, grey atmosphere. Sinister, just as Sarge had said. Blackbirds, settling down to roost for the night, chi-iked warnings and a hidden pheasant shrieked its strident call and whirred upwards, making us both jump.

We continued deeper into the wood. The air grew damper, more bosky, with a musty sweetish smell. I took out my torch. Pattie had forgotten hers.

“I’m not sure we’re going to find anything now,” I said. “It’s too dark.”

But Pattie was standing stock-still ahead of me, hand raised.

“Gwen . . . Gwen! Shine that torch over here.” She beckoned to me.

I directed the beam across the woodland floor, towards the base of a beech tree. It lit up a tatty old boot thrown on the ground, then another close by. Some dark cotton material somehow connected the boots to a pile of leaves further up. As I gingerly shone the torchlight upwards, we both gasped and recoiled as it illuminated a slack-jawed skeletal human face, its sunken, dead eyeholes glaring, as if part of the tree trunk. Strands of dishevelled white hair sprouted from the desiccated skin remaining on the scalp, giving it the appearance of a nightmarish ceremonial shrunken head howling in horror at being discovered.

“That’s not a sodding St Bernard!” blurted Pattie.

No, this skeleton was human, probably male judging by the boot size and remnants of a tweed jacket, and it was clear that it had been in the woods for a few months. It had been a perfect summer for decomposing and desiccating a body. Woodland creatures had nibbled at this unfortunate too – he was missing both hands and his arms looked as though something carnivorous had gnawed on the bones.

“What are we going to do with him, Gwen? He’s been here for a while. Can’t see the harm in leaving him for another night, can you?”

“We can’t do anything with him until we get the police surgeon and a team down here. And now the Ferals have found him, don’t you think they’re going to tell all their pals, who’ll want to come and have a good look too? Maybe poke him with sticks? He deserves a bit of dignity, not another night alone in the woods.”

Thanks to Sergeant Lamb’s hunch that this might be something, he had sent a team in a police van to High Copse Farm to meet us. Detective Inspector Larry Dankworth arrived with other officers and a local GP, Dr Wickes, who doubled up as a police surgeon to certify unexpected deaths. Bennett, a clues officer, arrived on a bike with his equipment in a wooden box on the front.

One PC unfolded a stepladder from the van and set it up over the fence, making access to the woods easier. Bennett helped him unload several lamps to illuminate the scene. Hearing their voices, I waved my torch at them to signal our location.

At the scene, DI Dankworth said, “That’ll be all, Crockford and Baxter, we’ll take it from here. You can go back and wait by the van now.”

“But excuse me, Inspector,” I said, “we’re probationer WPCs. We know all the theory about procedure when a body like this is discovered. It’s essential we put it into practice.”

“Procedure is, Crockford,” said Dankworth, “Dr Wickes here certifies death. Dr Wickes – does this man look dead to you?”

“Well yes, I don’t think he’s going to be getting up any time soon . . .”

“And then with Bennett, the clues officer, we look around the scene for . . . clues. Looks like an old tramp’s wandered off into the woods and died. Seen it before. I’d be surprised if it’s anything more suspicious than that. We need officers at the entrance to the scene to keep the prying eyes of the public away, so off you go, ladies. We’ll talk you through the rest of the procedure when we’ve finished.”

We waited by the police van in the gloom, smoking Pattie’s cigarettes, irritated and bored. Bennett’s flashgun lit up the woods periodically as he took photographs. No members of the public with prying eyes turned up.

The team came out of the woods and started packing up their equipment.

Dankworth eventually spoke to us. “Pretty much as I thought. Looks like some old roadster has died in there. Possibly a suicide. We found an almost-empty bottle of whisky and an empty pill bottle next to him – writing on it is as near as dammit illegible. We’ve taken those for closer examination.”

Dankworth headed for the farmhouse to make a telephone call. When he returned, his team was ready to go, engine running. Bennett had already cycled off.

As he got into the passenger seat of the police van, Dankworth turned to us: “You’ve asked me for dead body experience, so I’m letting you have it. The undertaker is coming to collect the body. If you could retrieve it from the woods and get it as far as the lane, they’ll take it from there. I’ve left you a couple of lamps so you can see what you’re doing. Cheers. Cheerio.”

And the van went off.

“Well, that’s typical,” I said. “They do the interesting bit and we clear up.”

Tired, and reluctant to deal with the skeleton again, we approached the woods. The stepladder had been packed up and taken away, leaving us on the wrong side of the fence again.

“I really don’t believe this,” complained Pattie. “Doesn’t anyone have the slightest consideration for anyone else? We’re going to have to get over that sodding thing again.”

We felt like crying, but we took deep breaths.

“Let’s get it over with.” I brushed away a tear of mild hysteria. “Try not to lose any more blood – I’ve run out of hankies.”

 

With a minimal amount of blood loss, we were back at the skeleton.

“And what the hell are we supposed to use to collect the body, Gwen?” asked Pattie, starting to look a little bit sick.

My own stomach turned over. “Dankworth and his merry band of clowns haven’t left us anything, have they? We’re going to have to carry this old boy out with our bare hands.”

“I don’t fancy giving him a piggyback,” complained Pattie.

“He’s not going to be heavy, that’s for sure,” I replied. “I think I saw a bit of corrugated iron on the ground further back. Let’s see if we can find that.”

We pulled a sheet of rusted corrugated iron out of the leaf litter. It was longer than we thought, but narrow, and would be a challenge keeping the body on it.

Laying the sheet down beside the skeleton, we tried to work out how best to lift him onto it, as he was sitting up at a 90-degree angle. However we laid him down, his bottom, head and feet would dangle over the sides. Remembering an encyclopaedia picture I’d seen of a Mexican Day of the Dead ceremonial cadaver, we could try carrying him aloft in a sitting position.

Pattie agreed and tugged at the skeleton’s trouser legs while I pulled his shoulders away from the tree trunk. Trying to ignore the exodus of scuttling beetles and larvae from under his tattered, mildewed shirt and the slugs in his nasal cavity, we shuffled the skeleton onto the corrugated iron sheet, where he sat bolt upright and open-jawed, like one of the undead dragged from the grave, aghast at this treatment.

I shone a lamp around to make sure we hadn’t missed anything. We picked up the boots with his feet still inside, but by now not attached to his legs, what looked like an arm bone and a second empty Macallan whisky bottle that was wedged under the body.

“Blimey, that’s an expensive Scotch, Gwen,” said Pattie. “My posh uncle up West drinks that.”

“Makes a change from meths. A tramp with a discerning palate.”

Pattie sniffed. “Probably pinched it.”

I took these artefacts of a life’s final scene and placed them next to the cadaver. We balanced the lamps on the sheet, but they kept toppling over and were next to useless.

Just as we, his uniformed bearers, lifted him off the ground, there was a soft cracking pop and the skeleton’s top half fell backwards onto the sheet. Foul-smelling liquid leaked out and pooled in the ruts of the corrugated iron.

“I think we broke him in half, Pattie.” I giggled shakily, horrified.

“Ugh!” Pattie gagged at the stench.

“At least he’s laying down properly now.”

We set off back to the path, discovering that we had to keep the corrugated iron completely level to stop the rancid ooze running off the ends and onto our uniform and shoes. Amazing how the fear of being soaked in cadaver juices concentrated the mind. When we reached the barbed-wire fence, our feet were mercifully dry, unlike our skirts.

The next problem was getting the skeleton over that wretched fence. We balanced the corrugated sheet on top of the wire. As we leaned over to lower it, the barbs dug viciously into our upper arms and shins. We both shouted in pain. Pattie, by his legs, could hold it no longer and dropped her end, catapulting the skeleton’s head through the air and onto the path. It rolled for a few yards before settling, facing upwards and silently screaming at the dark sky, in front of some hobnailed boots.

Farmer Fowler had walked down to see how we were getting on. Although used to farming’s sights and smells, he stepped back in horror when he saw the skull, hand over his mouth. His sheepdog sniffed and snarled at the macabre object, unsure whether to treat it as a bone or a human, then cringed away from us two dishevelled, bleeding women tumbling over the barbed wire after the decapitated corpse.

Fowler stammered, “Well, that’s never a bloody St Bernard, is it?”

Just then, a private ambulance arrived, moving slowly along the stony lane, its headlamps illuminating the bizarre scene. Two serious and efficient undertakers in dark suits with black ties stepped out, taking cursory glances at the crumpled headless corpse on one end of the corrugated iron and the detached skull. They unloaded a coffin shell and some polythene sheeting.

“We could have done with some of that earlier,” I said. “You mean you moved this body on that sheet?” asked the undertaker, catching his colleague’s eye with a horrified stare.

“Er, yes, from the woods,” responded Pattie. “Our colleagues drove off without leaving us anything to collect him with.”

“We’ll take over from you, ladies,” said the undertaker. “I expect you’ve had enough of this gentleman now.”

“Bet you’re both looking forward to a long hot bath tonight,” said the younger undertaker, grinning.

“And getting this uniform off,” said Pattie, stretching, making the undertaker grin a little more at her constabulary buttons.

“But not the dry-cleaning bill.” I sighed, looking at the streaks of unspeakable fluids on my skirt.

We watched the ambulance trundle away.

“Poor bloke,” said Pattie. “No hands for fingerprints, no identification papers.”

“Forensics might just about be able to detect a blood group from his teeth,” I said. “After all this, I wonder if we’ll ever find out who this old boy was and why he ended up dying out here all on his own.”
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