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WE HADN’T EXPECTED to find a body among the fire’s debris.

Mark and I stood several yards from the blackened section of the church, outside the cordoned-off area, and gazed at the still-smoldering rubble. Smoky tendrils drifted lazily skyward, their hazy ends curling into question marks that seemed oddly significant. Blue lights from the fire trucks flashed into the early Sunday morning light, bouncing off nearby trees and sparkling in the puddles of water dotting the ground. The acrid stench of burnt wood crowded the air. I coughed and Mark grabbed my hand.

“You want to step away from this?” He nodded toward his right that was devoid of official personnel. “Might be a better place. It’s upwind.”

“I’ll be fine, Mark.” I gave a quick smile that I hoped was reassuring. “Just inhaled when I should’ve exhaled.”

We watched a firefighter coil a hose and place it on the truck before we walked over to Graham. He looked up from the note he jotted in his notebook. Blue light bathed the side of his face, adding a surreal quality to the scene.

“I’m sorry to cut your honeymoon short, but it’s going to need all of us to work on this one, I’m afraid.” Graham turned to answer a police constable’s question and his face slipped into the obscurity of shadow. When he looked again at us, I sensed he would’ve preferred the mask of darkness rather than the blue light that revealed his features. It was the first time I saw him look uncomfortable. And while he didn’t blush, he came near it.

I mumbled it was all right to call us in, and Mark said we hadn’t been anywhere special. Which meant that our official honeymoon trip would take place in a few months. We’d married too quickly to book a cruise or stay someplace.

Graham flashed a smile and his eyes held that look that accompanies unspoken gratefulness on getting out of sticky situations. I confess now that his uneasiness astonished me. As a former Methodist minister, Detective Chief Inspector Geoffrey Graham must have had his share of uncomfortable moments. Therefore, I’d have thought he’d know how to handle any circumstance. Evidently he’d never pulled a newly wedded couple from their solitude before.

“Right, then.” Mark pushed us past the awkward moment in a voice filled with determination to get on with the job at hand. “What do you know about the fire?”

“Why don’t we have Clark Tucker fill you in? Then, if you have questions, he can answer them better than I can.”

“Clark Tucker. Is he the officer in charge?”

“Of the fire service unit from Bradwell, yes.” Graham nodded in the direction of a man walking up to us. He was dressed in the black protective clothing and yellow helmet regulation to all firefighters, but he wore no oxygen tank on his back. Graham called to him, waving him over, and introduced Mark and me. “I thought it best if you brought Salt and, uh, Taylor up to speed.” Graham stumbled for a moment over my last name. Since I didn’t correct him, he went on. “They’ve only just arrived. I had to call them in. We’re thin on the ground, unfortunately, and I believe I’ll need to get some of our experienced serious crime investigators out here early on this one.” He looked expectantly at Tucker, as though expecting his assumption to be corrected or affirmed.

The man nodded, crossing his arms over his chest. “If my preliminary inspection is correct, you’re going to most likely put in some long hours. Besides my suspicions that this is arson, you’ve got a dead body. And I suspect he didn’t get that way by accident.”
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“A VILLAGER, HOLLY YATES, saw the fire at five forty-five this morning,” Graham said in reply to Mark’s murmur. “She’s the head of one of the rushcart decorating teams here in Grimsgrove.” I must’ve looked blanked, for he added, “I’ll explain the cart decorating custom later.”

I glanced around the area, wondering how many of our team from the Derbyshire Constabulary was there. To be more precise, the Buxton Section of B Division, where Graham, Mark and I worked. All I could see at the moment were two constables stringing up crime scene tape around the church. I focused again on Graham. “Why was Holly out so early? Quarter to six is around sunrise, isn’t it?”

“She was on her morning walk through the village. She and her husband live farther up the High Street.” He pointed to his left.

“And the church, where we are,” Mark said, “is also on the High Street.”

“Right. In the center of the village. Most of the commercial establishments are across the street, as you can see. A few, like the bank and jewelry shop, are located on Miller’s Road, but this is the core of the village.”

“There aren’t residents living closer who might’ve seen the fire?” Mark scanned the street running in front of the church. The pub sat catty corner from the church. It, as most of the shops, was dark and closed up. “Too bad this didn’t happen during pub hours.”

We turned toward the building. The Silent Rook would give many people the opportunity of seeing the flames if it’d been open, especially crowded with last night’s Saturday patrons.

“It may have done, but Holly evidently rang 999 soon after the blaze started. That brought the fire service from Bradwell.”

Tucker took over. “The first tender got here at six o’clock. We had the fire out in thirty minutes. Luckily it hadn’t escalated to where we’d have to call in other departments. We watered down the hot spots and waited until they were cool enough to enter the premises. At seven thirty we did a preliminary search of the sanctuary. That’s when we discovered the body.”

“And phoned us,” Graham added, his voice grim. “We arrived at eight fifteen.”

“You suspected arson,” I said. Even in the warmth of the August morning a chill suddenly consumed my body. I looked at the church, a gray stone building with a copper weathervane topping the steeple. The edifice sat on a leveled area on the hill to the west of the village. Evergreens and deciduous trees comprised the dark forest behind it, making the flames easy to see. I shifted my gaze back to Tucker. “Why do you think it’s arson? Isn’t it early in your investigation to label it that?”

“Ordinarily I’d say yes, but a few things make me suspicious. First, even in this early stage of examining the scene, we found a concentration of petrol on the floor and on some of the wooden pews. Petrol is a highly flammable substance, as you’re aware, but all of it didn’t burn. There’s a strong, unmistakable odor of it in that section of the sanctuary, as well as pool markings on the floor. I’ll know more later today, when we’ve had time to do a thorough assessment, but I can’t believe the vicar would store petrol in the sanctuary.”

“Rather odd, I agree.”

“The other thing we noticed right off was the color of the smoke. We were lucky with this, since the fire happened during the early day when we could easily see the smoke.”

I’d been to enough fires to understand the problem. Fires happening at night obscured the color.

“Burning wood creates grey or brown colored smoke. Petroleum products give off black smoke. The smoke from this fire was definitely black. And thick. In addition, the flames were white. They’d have been yellow or red if wood had been burning.”

“But if the pews and rafters burned, those are wood. Wouldn’t they produce the brown smoke?”

“Certainly. But smoke is a result of what is burning, and different substances generate different by-products.”

“Such as smoke color.”

“Correct. Even though wood may’ve burned, if it was doused with petrol, it’s the petrol that would tint the smoke.”

“Black instead of brown in this case. And it was definitely black.”

“I have yet to talk to the vicar,” Graham said, “but I can’t believe he’ll tell us they kept petrol in the sanctuary. The whole thing smells―besides the petrol.”

I wasn’t sure if he were joking, but I murmured something about anything flammable in a church would be foolish.

“Aside from the petrol, there was a large amount of hay that also fueled the fire’s quick spread. As I said before, Taylor, I’ll give you the particulars on the village custom a bit later, but for now all you need to know is that a large wooden cart decorated with a hay structure sat in the sanctuary, and the floor was strewn with hay.”

“These would’ve gone up nearly instantly,” Tucker said. “Hay and petrol aren’t most firefighters’ idea of good company.”

“So,” I said, “you suspect arson due to the petrol. Anything else?”

“Not at the moment, although all the windows and doors were locked.”

“Is that unusual? I don’t know many churches anymore who keep their doors open, even if they want to offer assistance to people.”

“Not unusual, but discovering the body near the door makes me more likely to accept the arson scenario.”

“Couldn’t the person have gone into the church, the door shut and he was trapped inside?”

Graham shook his head. “Unlikely, Taylor. For one thing, when was the last time you were trapped inside and couldn’t open a door? Outside trying to get in, sure. But Tucker found a large length of timber outside at the foot of the south door. We believe the arsonist slid it through the exterior door handles to keep the person inside.”

I nodded slowly. The arsonist had set up a fire trap.
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MARK GLANCED AT THE building. “I suppose the windows are too high up to open or break.”

“I don’t know if they all are, but the ones at the back of the sanctuary are. The fire might’ve kept him from trying others.” Graham broke off, perhaps envisioning, as I was, the horror that had happened within the church.

“Has the person been identified?”

“Not yet, Salt. It may be too early for people to be up or know if anyone’s missing.” He watched the people milling around at the base of the hill. “Though I’d think with all the noise of the vehicles and such, everyone would be up and about by now.” He shrugged, as if to say others’ habits were incomprehensible to him. “The senior Crime Scene Investigator and I have had a preliminary view of the scene and the body.” His words dwindled as we gazed in the direction of the church. The white fabric of the crime scene tent that housed the body was visible through the open doorway. An occasional flash of light from the police work lamps lit up the tent’s interior. White paper-suited investigators would be making detailed drawings, taking measurements and photographs inside the tent, all preliminary to the arrival of the Home Office pathologist and his examination of the body before it was bagged and loaded into the mortuary van for the postmortem examination.

But that was several hours in the future.

“I think someone wants to speak to you, sir.” Mark indicated a man who was calling and waving to us from the house at the end of the churchyard.

Graham glanced at his watch. “I’d ask you and Taylor to see to him, but I’m waiting on various personnel to come. May as well see how I can help.”

Mark nodded and mumbled something about the forensic chemist and the Home Office biologist taking their sweet time.

I trailed my hand over the police tape, the slick plastic ribbon sliding beneath my fingers as we skirted the fire area. On approaching the man I could see he was probably about fifty, of medium height and build. The vicar, I assumed, for the vicarage was the closest residence to the church. He’d thrown a black suit jacket over his jeans; perhaps the commotion from the fire had wakened him. His manner was reserved and quiet, as though he detested intruding, but I felt he could be very forceful when he needed to be. A serious, no nonsense personality seemed to lurk behind his gaze, a man who knew what he wanted and would brook no interference getting it. Besides, he seemed more anxious than most to know about the extent of the fire.

“Forgive me for intruding.” He stopped outside the police tape, looking slightly bewildered, as if he didn’t know where to go or who to talk to. He extended his hand and waited to see who would shake it.

Graham did, and introduced himself.

“Thank you. I’m Noah Davies. Vicar of St. Sidwell’s Church.” He paused as though he expected us to acknowledge we’d heard of it. When we merely looked at him, he pushed back his wire-rim spectacles and hurried on. “Can you tell me what happened? How did the fire start? How badly is the church damaged?”

“I don’t know quite yet how it started, but the damage is not too extensive. The back third or so of the sanctuary is bad. Part of the wooden rafters and many of the back pews are destroyed, as are things like the cushions. There’s extensive water and smoke damage, of course, but the main structure seems to be all right for the most part. Of course, there will have to be a proper assessment to see if it’s safe.”

Noah visibly relaxed, but his eyes still looked haunted. He stared at the church, looming phantom-like through the smoky wisps still seeping from the charred remains. A slight breeze blew through the churchyard and the smoke disappeared momentarily, pushed across the scorched debris. When the wind wandered away, the smoke floated skyward again. In the heat already building for the August day, the aroma of burnt wood and hot ashes seemed stronger. Noah exhaled slowly, as though considering the loss and the upcoming work. He picked up a hymnal lying against a tree trunk and fanned through it. The edges of the book’s pages were browned and crackled beneath his fingers. “This can be replaced, though how long that will take, I can’t guess.” He gazed at the tower. “So many things could’ve been destroyed, so many items of historical importance to the parish. We’d just bought new mats and ropes for the bells.” He grimaced, perhaps realizing he spoke of inconsequential things when lives could’ve been at stake. “Well, just so no one was hurt, that’s all that matters.”

“I’m afraid I’ve bad news, then.”

The page turning stopped and Noah looked blank. His voice wavered slightly, as though he expected the worst. 

“Firefighters found a body inside, near the south door.” Graham paused, letting the significance of the situation well in Noah’s mind. “Do you know who was at the church around sun rise?”

Noah’s face turned as pale as the light gray church stones. He wiped his hand across his temple and stared at the debris. He shook his head, unable to speak.

“I’m guessing right now that the person got here early, which suggests he or she had a key. Assuming the church is kept locked.”

Noah’s ‘yes’ squeezed out from his tightening throat.

“So you know of no one who came to the church in the early hours this morning.”

“No. I had no idea anyone would be here.”

“Has it ever happened before? Someone meeting so early in the church, I mean.”

“Not to my knowledge.”

“Do you have lay committees? Perhaps one of them had set up a breakfast meeting to talk over an event or parish business and this person arrived early to cook breakfast.”

“They wouldn’t have met that early, Mr. Graham.”

“You know this for certain?”

“Well, a group could always meet, certainly, but it’s never happened in my twenty years here in Grimsgrove. And if such a meeting had been set up, I’d think they’d have met at a church member’s home, or at the tearoom. The church sanctuary, or even the hall downstairs, is hardly the best place to meet.”

“I’d have thought church halls would be excellent meeting spots. That’s one of their functions.”

“Yes, of course.” Noah hurried on. “But our committees aren’t that large. Five, six people at tops. Why meet here and dirty those huge frying pans, coffee urn, and cooking utensils when they could go to the bakery or tearoom and not have to bother with the washing up?”

“Maybe they thought they could leave it till after church service. Wash everything together with the teacups.” Although it sounded more flippant than he probably had intended, Graham’s face was serious. “Right before Sunday service isn’t such a bad time for a meeting at church. They’re here, get their business over with, and stay for worship. That doesn’t suggest anyone to you?”

“No. I’m sorry, but it doesn’t. I usually know which committee meets when. There’d be business that needed seeing to.”

“And nothing like that was scheduled.”

“No. We’d finished with the haystrewing celebration yesterday. There wasn’t much for any of us to do with that. It’s a village custom, you see. Haystrewing is unlike Harvest Home festival, which occurs in September. That service celebrates the abundant harvest of fruits, cereals and vegetables. Yesterday’s event was for the hay crop celebration. The only thing we as a church do is host a tea after morning worship.” He lowered his gaze and looked at Graham. “That won’t happen now.”

“So, what you’re saying is that no one, to your knowledge, had scheduled a meeting or was meeting an individual.”

“I hate to sound so ill informed, Mr. Graham, but that’s correct. Why this person was here is as astonishing to me as to you. I infer you have no name for the poor person yet.”

“No. I hope some relative or friend comes forward so we can identify the person.”

“I suppose it will be a villager.” Noah glanced toward the houses north of the church, his voice heavy with sadness. “I can’t imagine that a stranger would be in the church. Whomever it turns out to be, it’s a sad outcome.” He sighed deeply, the tragedy etched into his face.

Graham nodded. “You’ll let me know if someone comes to you, won’t you?”

“Certainly.” He looked at the puddles and the pieces of wood on the ground. A bough from a nearby birch lay near to him, its closest end smoldering. Noah nudged it away with the toe of his shoe. “Good Lord, what a tragedy. The church...the death.”

“Who has a key to the church?”

Noah blinked rapidly and scratched his chin. “Just a few of us.”

Graham opened his notebook. “Their names, please.”

“I don’t think anyone would meet in the church without asking my permission. Not that it’s a question of trust, but it is one of consideration. As head of the church, and as the person responsible for the wellbeing of my parishioners, it’s only fitting that I know what’s going on in the building and people’s coming and going. So that if something were to happen―“ He stopped, his face suddenly turning red.

“Names of the people who have keys issued to them, please.” Graham’s voice had grown harder, perhaps mirroring his frustration and dislike of the case.

Noah kicked the smoky bough toward the church. It thudded against the stone foundation and shattered into two pieces. We watched the sparks float skyward. When they had vanished, Noah cleared his throat and looked at Graham. “Names. Oh, certainly. There’s me and my wife. That’s Linda. Just the one key between us, I mean. We keep it on a peg by the back door in the vicarage.” He hesitated, but Graham made no comment, so Noah continued. “Three others. Sean Ingram, of course. He’s the church sexton. He not only keeps the churchyard maintained and well groomed, but also he sees to minor repairs needed inside. Then, there’s Catherine McKay. She’s the head of the prize judging committee.”

I coughed, unsure I heard him correctly. “Pardon?”

“Prize judging committee. For the hay carts.”

Graham leaned toward me slightly. “I’ll explain later, Taylor.”

I murmured my thanks and Noah went on. “The other key is held by Terence Porter. Terence is the parade coordinator. He has a lot of work to do for the hay carts. I don’t know exactly when he starts his committee, but they sometimes do meet here. But neither he nor Catherine have ever been here as early as sun rise, if that’s what you’re wanting to know, Mr. Graham.”

“So, they and Sean, the church sexton, are the only people besides you who have a key, then.”

“Yes. Just us four. I’ve kept the number of keys to a minimum. Many more than that, and I’d never know who had a key or who was in the church. Anyone else needing to get it has to ask me. That’s a rule.”

Mark looked up from his note taking. “What’s to prevent someone else from asking one of these other three people?”

Noah blanched and he looked at me before he replied. “Why, nothing. I hadn’t thought of that.”

“Which does credit to your belief in the goodness of people,” Mark said.

“But not so much for my intelligence. I guess I should thank heaven that nothing serious has happened before this. No break-ins or vandalism.”

“Would you give me their home addresses?” Graham asked.

Noah rattled off the addresses. “Sean lives in the first house at the bottom of the hill.” He pointed toward the south. “At the intersection of the High Street and the Buxton Road. Catherine and Terence live in the opposite direction.” He pointed to his left, toward the other side of the hill. “Catherine’s place is just down the hill, direct line from here. Terence lives farther west along the road. That’s Miller’s Road, by the way. We’re not all that large of a village, so you’ll have no trouble finding the houses. Just ask, if you get muddled. Everyone knows everyone here.”

Graham thanked him. “Well, I think that does it for the moment. As I said, if you learn that someone had come to the church early this morning, I’d appreciate it if you’d let me know. Now, we’ve got our own bit of ferreting to do.”

“My heavens.  Talk about ferreting. I’ve some to do, haven’t I? We’ll have to hold morning worship elsewhere.” He opened his mouth, paused, and then said, “Lord!  I wonder what’s available. Perhaps for eventide...” He hurried away, muttering and looking down the hill at the shops lining the High Street.

Graham closed his notebook and we walked back to the church. The chemist and biologist were just arriving. “Taylor, give me a few minutes with them, then I’ll join you.”

I nodded, and Graham accompanied the forensic scientists into the church.

I hadn’t entered the cordoned area but I did walk a bit to my right, staying outside the tape, so I could see into the building. The tent blocked most of my view but I could see the soot-streaked main door and a portion of the blackened benches and ceiling beams. A stained glass window on the north side of the building was smudged by smoke and the upper portion had broken, whether from the fire’s heat or a firefighter’s axe, I didn’t know. But I cringed on seeing a lovely piece of art damaged, and wondered who’d be so heartless as to deliberately trap someone inside a burning building.

Mark draped his arm around my shoulder. “Proper mess, this. Do we know anything about the victim, if it’s murder or accidental death?”

I shrugged, feeling his arm move slightly. “I’d guess murder, since the firefighters found that piece of wood by the door. But I’m not Graham.”

Mark agreed that it certainly seemed suspicious. I knew what he was thinking: the piece of timber used to keep the door from opening looked to have been sawn from a ceiling joist, for it had the same width and thickness. It was merely shorter. A board like that, jammed through the door handles to keep the door from opening, screamed of murder, and we lapsed into silence.

Graham emerged from the church thirty minutes later, exhaled heavily and glanced at his watch. “Just on to nine thirty. What a long day this will be.” We joined him and walked several feet from the church and stopped at the lych gate. The hill sloped down to the main street, leveling a hundred yards or so before meeting the street. It allowed enough room for a few shops, such as the bakery and post office, to fit along the road. A Chinese take-away, green grocer and the pub occupied the opposite side of the High Street. “Salt, would you see if you can get the kindly publican to loan us the use of a back room or perhaps one side of the pub as an incident room? If he can’t accommodate us for some reason, well, use your initiative. Perhaps the village hall will have space for us, though I hate to disturb any displays they may have set up, especially if they’re those hay strewing exhibits.”

“Sure thing, sir.”

“Thank you. Taylor.” He raised his right eyebrow and shook his head. “I can’t keep on guessing. I’m sorry. Are you Brenna Salt, now, or still Brenna Taylor?”

Despite the seriousness of the case, I smiled. “Taylor, sir.”

“Good. I’m too set in my ways to call you Salt. Besides, I might get your lesser half if I call Salt.”

“I’m just lucky Mark’s not threatened by me keeping my maiden name.”

Graham smiled, then turned to look again at the church. “Taylor, why don’t you and I talk to the sexton? By the time we’ve finished, the Home Office pathologist and the forensic chemist should be finished and I can go to the postmortem examination, and Mark should have the answer to the incident room location. We can set up shop and hold our own meeting then. Though I think most of the men would prefer it to be in the pub.”

Mark sauntered down hill, and Graham and I went in search of Sean Ingram.
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“SO,” GRAHAM SAID AS we walked across the hill. “How’s married life treating you? Or is it too early to know?”

“Better each day, sir. At the risk of sounding trite, I’m the happiest I’ve ever been. Mark’s...well, he’s wonderful.”

“I won’t ask details, but I’ll take that as generally good. He’s become a better person since he met you.”

Even if I didn’t respond, it was true. Mark had been a thorn in my side ever since initial police training days. Egotistical, brash and crude, he had slowly transformed into a gentle, caring man. Of course, he still showed his temper and impatience with rules when he became frustrated on a case, but most of us did. It was what he was like at home, off the job, which really mattered.

“Where are you living? Your house?”

“Yes. At least for right now. It’s centrally located, close to the station, and it’s a lot bigger than Mark’s flat.”

“Sounds idyllic.”

“I think it is. We’ll talk more about our living arrangement when we get back from our honeymoon.” 

We skirted the crime scene tape that encircled the church and most of the churchyard. The tombstones ―their gray, arched tops crowned with lichen or rounded with age and storms―looked oddly peaceful against the investigation activity. Tufts of grass sprouted at the base of many of the stones, though the sexton had clipped most flush with the ground. Bouquets of flowers and plaited straw decorations adorned a few graves, but for the most part they were empty. Except for ashes from the fire. The air held an odd mixture of odors: burnt wood, smoke, wet earth and brewing coffee. I’d forgotten people might still be home, lingering over Sunday breakfast or a second cup. Our day had started so early.

At the southern edge of the churchyard, nearer the road than to the church, a man was sprinkling water on bits of burning wood. He held a metal bucket in his left hand and splashed the water with his right. The bottoms of his jeans were soaked, as if he’d been doing this for a while. Damp places also peppered his green T-shirt. He looked up as Graham and I approached.

“Mr. Ingram?” Graham laid his hand on top of a tombstone.

Sean straightened up from his chore and nodded as he set the bucket on the grass. “Yes. Can I help you?” He said it warily, as though admitting his identity would open him to problems.

“I’m Detective Chief Inspector Graham. This is Detective Sergeant Taylor. Derbyshire police. May we talk to you for a few minutes?”

“Sure. This about the fire?” Sean wiped his hands on his jeans and tugged at a blade of grass growing alongside the stone. He stuck the end of the grass in his mouth and leaned against the stone as he chewed it. Tall, tanned, and muscular, Sean had a shock of short, blond hair that seemed bleached lighter from hours he spent working outdoors. A tattoo of a phoenix covered his right forearm.

“It’s in connection with the fire, yes.” Graham drew Sean’s attention briefly to the church.

“Proper shame, isn’t it? Can’t believe it’s happened. Vicar’s gone to see about holding service elsewhere, but I don’t see where it can happen. Unless it’s the village hall, but they’ve all the hay strewing displays up, so that wouldn’t give much space.” Sean took the blade of grass from his mouth and squinted into the sunlight. He looked to be in his forties, with a day’s growth of beard claiming his otherwise smooth face. He also appeared to be comfortable outdoors, or at least acclimated to the weather’s offerings. The air of a farmer or American frontiersman clung to Sean. I watched him rub a clump of damp soil from the grass shears and dry the blade with a cotton rag before propping it and the spade against the tombstone. He took pride in his tools, I thought. Respected them as part of his job, which showed in the caliber of his work. I wondered if he’d always been a church sexton or if the difficult economic times had brought him here. Graham’s voice cut through my contemplation.

“That’s what we want to talk to you about.” Graham glanced at me, perhaps to see if I was ready for note taking. I got out my notebook and pen and waited. “Did you let anyone into the church?”

“When? This morning before the fire started?”

“Yes.”

Noah shook his head. “Not then nor yesterday. When did it start, do they know?”

“Not a precise time. One of the villagers saw it and rang up the fire service.”

“Good thing. My place is at the foot of the hill.” We glanced to our left and could see Sean’s house on the south side of the lane. “I suppose if I’d been up and looking, I’d have seen the flames, seeing as how the church is top of the hill. But I didn’t. Whoever called in the alarm gets up earlier than I do. My normal rising time on a Sunday is seven o’clock. Time enough to get up and ready and to the church by first service at nine.”

“How about last night? Do you know if anyone was at the church? Perhaps for a meeting or to do something in the sanctuary?”

“I don’t let anybody in without vicar’s permission. And I didn’t last night.”

“Not even if you know the person?”

“Not even then. Folks who should be in the church have a key. That’s why they have a key. They’re long time village residents and they’re trustworthy.” He squinted into the sun, studying Graham’s face, perhaps looking for signs of a joke or trap. “Where’s all this leading? You think someone got into the church and started the fire?”

“Source of the fire has yet to be determined, Mr. Ingram.”

“Well, you’re asking for a reason, aren’t you? Someone leave a door or window open? There weren’t any open or unlocked when I made my last round last night before I went home. I checked. I know it was locked up tighter than Midas’ purse.”

“Had the church been open during the day Saturday?”

“Well, it was open in the afternoon, of course.”

“Why of course?”

“It was just after the parade, wasn’t it? We wheeled the winning rushcart into the sanctuary, just like we always do. So naturally the church was open for that.”

“How many people helped with that?”

Sean screwed up his mouth and glanced at the building, as though he could envision the participants. “Well, Vicar, of course. And Terence Porter. He’s the coordinator of the event and leader of the parade. So he’d be there to help with the cart. Also Meryl Greer and her husband, Bill. Meryl’s cart won the contest. Her team won, I should say, but Meryl was the designer of the cart, so I tend to think of it as hers. And Christine McKay, I think. She’s head of the prize judging committee. Only other person there was Gemma Oddy.”

“Gemma Oddy.” Graham tried to place the name. Noah hadn’t mentioned her.

“Member of the village band. But she wasn’t there in that capacity. She’s a research librarian. She did the work on the posters, signs and photo display of the event. She sees that the display’s set up properly. It’s one thing she really prides herself on. She also oversees the display in the village hall.”

“What’s that consist of?”

“Oh, photos of the process, from start to parade. Cutting the hay, making the carts, decorating them, and some snaps along the parade route. Then there are also photos stretching back over about a century. They’re put up on big panels and run chronologically. A few hand tools, a plait of straw and explanation of how that’s done, I think an old costume or two...that’s probably it. Too much for the back of the church to accommodate. So we use the village hall. Anyway, the winning cart and the photo display was it for the church, I think, and just those six people. Doesn’t take many folks to wheel in the cart and get it situated.”

“What time was this...when did they arrive and when did they leave?”

“Near as I can remember, they all trooped up here around three thirty. They stayed about an hour, and I locked up at four thirty.”

“Did they bring the cart to the church immediately after the prizes were given?”

Sean shook his head. “The prizes are awarded in the morning. Parade begins at ten o’clock. It winds through the village and stops every so often for the band to play. It takes nearly an hour for them to get back here. They start and stop at the foot of the hill, right in front of the church. Then, when they get back, that’s when the judging for the best cart design takes place. There are other prizes given out, too. The awards ceremony is followed by the start of the games and the stalls are opened. That’s the time for folks to take snaps of the carts and the booths and such. The band plays again, father down the road. The festivity goes on till nine at night. Then it all shuts down until we do it up again next year.”

“And while the fete goes on, the winning rushcart is trundled up to the sanctuary.”

“Right. If any of the folks want to do a game at one of the booths, or go to the tea tent or whatever, they’ve still got enough time after they set up the display in the sanctuary. Nobody feels left out of the fete. Besides, it doesn’t take that long to put things right in the sanctuary.”

“And all these people left on completing the cart setup and display, to your knowledge?”

Sean frowned, a hint of exasperation in his voice. “Sure. Why wouldn’t they? They’re not going to sleep in the church. They helped place the cart and put the finish touches on the altar display. That’s a small sheaf of hay, done up real nice, and some flowers. Why would anyone hang around after all that’s finished?”

“Just wondering.” Graham’s mobile phone buzzed and he withdrew it from his trousers pocket. He read the text message, seemed to consider something, then typed a reply and sent it before slipping the phone back into his pocket. “Sorry for the interruption.”

Sean nodded and rearranged himself against the tombstone.

“After these people left, did anyone come back to the church? Not necessarily any of these same people. Did anyone ask you to let them back in on whatever pretext―forgot something, wanted to rearrange the display, needed to confer with someone meeting him there? Or did you see the light on in the sanctuary any time later after you locked up?”

“No. They left. I locked up and went home. That’s it. What’s all this about?”

“The firefighters found a body in the debris.” Graham let the sentence hang in the air and watched Sean’s expression change from matter of fact to shock.

“A body!” Sean’s voice rose in anxiety, possibly resulting from the apprehension that he’d be involved in a police investigation. “You’re joking.”

Graham remained silent, his lips pressed together.

Sean glanced at me when nothing further came from Graham. I merely returned his gaze, unsure of what Graham would want me to say. Sean loosened his grip and the blade of grass fluttered to the ground. Folding his arms across his chest, he murmured, “God.”
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WE LET THE NOISE OF the village wash over us for several moments. A car engine labored up Miller’s Road. Two dogs yapped back and forth at each other. Voices of the firefighters blew over to us on the breeze that meandered through the yard.

The cracked song of the wheatear sitting on the stone wall broke into the silence. I watched the bird for a moment before it flew over to a tombstone. The ordinary sounds were oddly foreign in a conversation about murder, and somewhat comforting.

Sean drew his hand slowly across the back of his neck and glanced at the ground. “God in heaven.”

Graham waited for a lorry to rumble past before he spoke again. “Do you have any idea who the person could be?”

As if woken from a dream, Sean’s head jerked up. He stared at Graham with eyes that seemed to hold the anguish of the event. “You’re asking me? You don’t know? The vicar couldn’t identify him?”

“Not from the condition of the body, no.”

Sean stared at Graham, the inference clear. He grimaced and looked like he was going to be sick.

“You see why I need to know if anyone stayed behind at the church, then.”

“Yes.” Sean wiped the back of his hand across his lips. His face had lost its color. “Sorry. It’s so ghastly. I’ve no idea. Like I said, everyone who was in the church left. I swear to it. God, what a horrible thing.”

“Who among these people have a key?”

“You think one of them came back? Who?”

“We haven’t identified the body yet.”

Sean nodded, as though thinking. His voice shook slightly as he spoke, the shock still evident. “Terence and Catherine both have keys. And vicar. Me, of course.” He fell silent, perhaps thinking of anyone else who had a key or who should be included. “No, that’s all. I can’t see why any of them should come back to the church. Or anyone else, for that matter. It’s unthinkable.”

“Did you overhear anyone making plans to meet someone in the sanctuary? Possibly a person who hadn’t a key who talked to Terence or Catherine, wanting to be let back in?”

“No one. They all just left, talking about the fete and the weather. That sort of thing. Nothing unusual from other years. God, what a thing to happen.” He fell silent again and raked his upper teeth across his bottom lip.

Graham let Sean think for a minute, get past the first onslaught of shock. “If you happen to think of anything odd, no matter how slight, would you please contact me? We’ll probably be at the pub since the village hall seems to be spoken for.”

Sean nodded but appeared not to be listening, his gaze on the activity at the church.

Graham left one of his business cards on top of a nearby tombstone and we walked to The Silent Rook.

The pub was one of those multi-gabled, pitched-roof buildings dating back to before the Civil War. Stone and slate composed its exterior, with dark, wooden beams and cream-colored walls comprising its interior. It had been modernized to the extent of having electricity, Wi-Fi, a large screen telly alongside the bar, and a video machine that sat in a corner. The room itself still looked its age, especially with the thick, low ceiling beams at the various doorways. Dark and quiet, perfect for a romantic dinner...or police work.

Mark had worked his magic that, prior to this, I’d seen applied to members of the opposite gender only. He procured us the lounge half of the pub, a rather early Victorian restyling done up in dark wallpaper, heavy curtains, polished wooden floor, and sepia-toned photos on the walls. Computers, printers, whiteboards, reams of paper and the other items necessary to investigate a case were being unloaded from police vans as we arrived. Mark had his suit coat off, his shirt sleeves rolled up, and was rearranging tables.

I grabbed one end of a table and waited for him to come over. We walked the table to the far side of the room, then moved the whiteboard near a front window so the daylight fell on it. Margo, my best friend and a detective constable with our team, helped Byrd, another detective, arrange chairs in rows facing the board. The movements were smooth, unhurried, yet efficient, born of hundreds of similar set-ups in hundreds of similar locations. Everyone knew his or her job and where it came in the room’s transformation. I didn’t mind shifting furniture or carting in equipment; I was glad to help with that. It was the hook-up of the fax machines and telephones that stumped me. Graham had wisely given those chores to less technically-challenged minds than mine.

We worked steadily for another thirty minutes, then took a break for lunch. Mark and I wandered off to the bakery and brought our food back to the incident room. We found a clear table in a corner and sat down. Margo approached us, coffee mug in hand, and eyed the unoccupied chair.

“Can I intrude or do you want to be alone?” She flipped her brunette hair over her shoulder and watched Mark and me exchange glances.

Mark patted the back of a chair next to him. “We were saving it for you, Margo. You’re late.” He flashed that boyish grin I knew so well and scooted the chair out for her. “What do you think of this case?”

Margo sat down between us and took a sip of coffee before replying. She sank against the chair back and sighed. “Who’s had time to think? We get pulled out of our Sunday sleep, rushed over here, see the tail end of the fire, and pushed into outfitting an incident room. This is the first time I’ve sat down since I got up.”

In spite of the situation with the body, I laughed. “Well, take advantage of it, then. What’s that you’re having?” I eyed the white paper bag she was opening.

“Oh, just some Yue style food.”

I choked on my bite of sandwich. Mark slapped me on the back until I waved him off. “Pardon?”

“Spelled y-u-e. Portions that are bite-sized. Something different for a change.”

Mark peered into the white cartons she opened. He looked skeptical. “What are they?”

“Regular Chinese food. Pretty common.” Margo pointed at each carton as she identified it. “Rice rolls, stir fried green vegetables, chicken dumplings with dipping sauce, turnip cakes, and green tea.” She scraped the cartons’ contents onto separate plates and jabbed a tiny rice roll with her fork. “Try it, Bren. It’s super.”

I dipped a dumpling into the sauce and bit off part. My skepticism evaporated as I swallowed. “Smashing. Good choice.”

Mark held up his chicken salad sandwich and rotated it slowly, staring at it. “This seems kind of tame in comparison.”

“It’s also good,” I countered. “Fresh baked organic bread. We did fine.”

He downed part of his tea before nodding at a thin, nervous man who stood in the doorway. “Who’s he?”

“He looks lost.” I stood up and motioned to the man, who hurried over to our table. “Anything we can do, sir? You here about the fire?”

“I don’t know.”

Mark glared at the man. “You don’t know? What’s the problem, then?”

“My girlfriend’s missing. I wonder if she could be the body you found in the church.”

Looking to be in his thirties, he shifted his weight from foot to foot. His voice sounded strained, as though he fought to keep his nerves in check.

“Why do you think that? Has she been missing since last night?” Mark indicated a chair and the man eased down. He sat straight, very still, as though sitting with several police officers made him nervous.

“I guess I’d better start at the beginning. I’m Jason Quinn. I own a sporting goods shop in Buxton.” He paused and looked at us, perhaps wondering if the information was pertinent, or if we cared. When Mark nodded, Jason continued. “I haven’t seen my girlfriend since tea time yesterday.”

“Who’s your girlfriend?”

“Oh. Sorry. Gemma Oddy.”

Mark glanced at me. Gemma had been one of the group that set up the hay cart and display in the church yesterday afternoon. “Go on.”

“Well, I’m concerned. I heard about the fire, about the body.” He gulped and ran his fingers through his short, black hair, causing the ends to stand upright. “Well, I can’t find Gemma any place. I don’t want to believe she could be in the church, but she could be.” His left hand wiped his eyes. They held the look of fright.

“Did she mention anything at tea about going somewhere
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