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      Seamus Carter dropped to his knees.

      His voice was little more than a murmur, rising and falling with the rhythm of the prayer.

      Exhaustion threatened, and he tried to take strength from the subtext, a momentary sense of calm easing the guilt that had gnawed away at him for days. He kept his eyes closed in meditation a while longer, savouring the tentative peace that enveloped him.

      No-one would disturb him.

      He was alone – the pub that stood on the other side of the boundary wall with his church had a live band playing tonight. He had heard the thumping bass line as he had been praying, and none of his parishioners were likely to visit at this time of night.

      Easing himself from a kneeling position, he genuflected as he gazed up at the wooden crucifix above the altar, and then bowed his head in a final, silent prayer.

      Seamus blinked, his trance-like state leaving him as soon as he moved away from the altar.

      Despite his efforts, the self-loathing remained, and he scowled.

      It wasn’t meant to be like this.

      He stomped along the aisle towards the vestry, reached into his pocket for a bubble pack of antacids, then popped and swallowed two.

      His thoughts turned to the Sunday morning service, and the uplifting sermon he was struggling to write.

      The events of the previous week had shaken him, and he needed to excuse his fear.

      Addressing the congregation would be a tincture, a way to soothe the wound that had been opened.

      Crossing the remaining length of the nave, he pushed through the door to his office and sank into the hard wooden chair at his desk. It faced the wall, a plain wooden cross above his head.

      The room had no windows, which he preferred. The setting enabled him to meditate upon his words as he crafted carefully phrased sentences to spread the word of his God.

      He tapped the trackpad on the laptop, and, as the screen blinked to life, he manoeuvred the cursor over the music app, selected a compilation of violin sonatas, and closed his eyes as the music washed over him.

      He smiled.

      Two years ago, the church cleaner had entered the room and emitted a sharp, shocked gasp at the loud dance music emanating from the computer. After he’d calmed her and tried to convince her that, often, his best sermons were written at one hundred and twenty beats per minute, she’d continued with her dusting, although she’d eyed him warily. He’d resisted the urge to educate her musical tastes further with the progressive rock of 1970s Pink Floyd.

      Seamus read through the words he had typed an hour ago, and frowned. He deleted the last sentence, cracked his knuckles and then stabbed two fingers at the keyboard in an attempt to convey the thoughts that troubled him.

      Perhaps in sharing his own foibles, he would find peace.

      The stack of paperwork at his elbow fluttered as a cold breeze slapped against the back of his neck, and he rubbed the skin, his eyes never leaving the screen.

      He would check all the doors and windows before leaving tonight, but now he had found his flow, the sermon was almost complete.

      A shuffling noise reached his ears before he became aware of someone standing behind him, a moment before a rope snaked around his neck.

      Seamus lashed out in fear, shoving the chair backwards. Terror gripped him as the noose grew taut.

      A gloved hand slapped his right ear, sending shards of pain into his skull, and he cried out in pain as his assailant moved into view.

      Black mask, black sweatshirt, black jeans.

      ‘There’s money in the box in the filing cabinet over there. My wallet is in my trouser pocket.’

      Before he could recover from the shock, his right wrist was fastened to the arm of the chair with a plastic tie.

      His left fist flailed, then Seamus cried out as he was punched in the balls, all the air rushing from his lungs in one anguished gasp.

      He panted as his left wrist was secured to the chair, and tried to focus his thoughts.

      ‘What do you want?’

      The words dried on his lips as he heard the warble in his rasping voice, the unsteadiness that betrayed the lie.

      Eyes glared at him from slits within a black hood, but no words came.

      Instead, the figure moved behind him.

      Bile rose in his throat as the rope tightened under his Adam’s apple.

      ‘Help!’

      His cry was instinctive, desperate – and useless.

      Restricted by the rope around his neck, his voice was little more than a croak, broken and shattered.

      He twisted in his seat, nostrils flaring as he tugged at the ties that bound his wrists to the arms of the chair.

      He couldn’t move.

      He gagged, struggling to swallow.

      Without warning, the rope jerked, forcing his chin towards the ceiling and burning his throat.

      A single tear rolled over his cheek as a wetness formed between his legs, heat rising to his face while his attacker crouched at the back of the chair, securing the rope.

      He had known it would come to this, one day.

      The figure said nothing, and edged around his body, peering into his eyes before raising a knife to Seamus’s face.

      A gloved hand gripped his jaw, forcing his mouth open as the priest panted for air.

      The blade traced around each eye socket, millimetres away from his face.

      I don’t want to die.

      His eyes bulged as the knife moved to his cheek, his plea little more than a whimper.

      Seamus gagged at the rope cutting into his neck, fighting against the pressure in his lungs.

      I can’t breathe.

      A searing pain tore into his tongue, slicing through sinew and tendons before the knife flashed in front of his eyes, blood dripping from the blade, and, as Seamus’s body convulsed, the figure before him began to speak.

      ‘Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned…’
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      Jan West aimed the key fob at the car, and only relaxed once she saw the indicator lights flash.

      The area had developed a reputation for petty theft, and given the car wasn’t hers to start with, she wasn’t prepared to take any risks. Nor was she prepared to pay the extortionate parking fees demanded by the local council for what would be a short stay.

      She turned away from the vehicle, slipped her keys into her leather handbag and buttoned her woollen coat while making her way across the cracked surface of the car park.

      Pushing through a gap next to the barred metal gate, she swore under her breath as she slipped in mud-flecked gravel that had congealed next to the verge due to the number of dog walkers who used the route on a regular basis and had churned up the rudimentary path.

      She regained her balance, throwing her arms out to her sides, and hoped to hell no-one she knew had seen her. She glanced over her shoulder but the car park remained deserted, save for her vehicle. Peering at the mud clinging to her month-old black suede shoes, she groaned and tried to wipe off the worst on the long grass beside the path. Her eyes fell to her wrist, her watch catching the weak sunlight.

      ‘Crap.’

      She could save time and cut across the middle of the meadow to the river that twisted and turned its way through the market town, but one look at the boggy earth and she decided she’d take the long way around.

      The narrow gravel path soon disappeared, making way for a grassy route worn away by walkers, the stench of rotten vegetation pungent on the damp morning air.

      She stood to one side as she spotted a pair of brightly clothed men jogging towards her, eyeing them warily as they drew closer and removing her hands from her pockets.

      Their heavy breathing sent faint clouds of vapour into the air, and one of them nodded to her as he passed before he set his focus back to his route, several steps ahead of his companion.

      The two figures receded into the distance, and Jan noted that instead of going through the gate to the car park, they continued towards an archway under the stone bridge that spanned the river further downstream.

      To her left, the backs of a row of cottages flanked the meadow, the landscape a bleak contrast to the busy main road the buildings faced.

      She peered over the low wall into the different gardens, taking in the rubbish bins, children’s toys discarded haphazardly, and brightly coloured laundry hanging out to dry on washing lines.

      Raising her gaze to the clouds tumbling overhead, she thought it a little optimistic of the residents to expect anything to dry that day.

      The noise of traffic reached her ears, the narrow bridge over the river adding to the morning congestion problems, despite having been widened three times over the centuries. The market town simply wasn’t designed for the number of cars, trucks, and people that descended on it every day.

      When she reached the end of the row of cottages, she turned right and began to follow the towpath, with the river to her left.

      The waters had receded considerably since the early spring floods, although a pervading stench of damp assaulted her senses as the earth continued to dry out. She eyed a swan as it floated past. It glared at her disdainfully before paddling off towards its mate that bobbed about on the water near the opposite bank.

      Breathing a sigh of relief, she turned her attention to the row of boats further up the towpath.

      Modern cruisers dipped and rose on the water alongside brightly painted narrowboats, the creak of ropes on moorings breaking the silence. As she passed the boats, she kept her senses alert while her eyes roamed over the different shapes and sizes.

      She glanced over her shoulder, but no-one followed.

      She slowed and pulled out a scrap of paper from her pocket, and then lifted her gaze and squinted towards the boats, realising the one she sought was at the far end of the row.

      ‘Bloody typical.’

      She shoved the paper back in her pocket, cursed the mud that was clinging to her shoes, and rummaged in her bag.

      As she approached the last narrowboat, she ran her gaze over the dull blue paint around the windows and the worn timber gunwales.

      A figure stood on the stern, coiling a rope, his head bowed as he worked. Dark curly hair lifted on the breeze as he turned away from her and threw something on the deck, a soft thud reaching her ears.

      He wore a navy sweatshirt and jeans, his feet covered by boots that appeared to have seen better days. The sort that Scott would call his “gardening boots” whenever she suggested throwing them away.

      Before she could open her mouth and call out to him, a dog barked. A split second later, a dark shape launched itself from another boat at her.

      ‘Hamish, no!’

      The man’s voice carried across to the animal too late to save the hem of her trousers. Muddy paw prints soon peppered the charcoal-grey material, and she groaned.

      ‘Come here!’

      The dog trotted off towards the narrowboat, the man’s voice sounding more amused than cross to her ears.

      He straightened as she drew near, a frown creasing his brow while he kept his fingers looped through the dog’s collar.

      ‘Can I help you?’

      She took a deep breath. ‘Detective Sergeant Mark Turpin?’

      ‘Who are you?’

      She held up her warrant card. ‘I’m Detective Constable Jan West. There’s been a murder, and the guv needs you at the crime scene.’
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      ‘Why rent a boat, not a house?’

      ‘There was nothing else available at short notice. I figured I’d rent it for six months while I scout around for something more permanent.’

      Mark moved through the narrow wooden cabin, shedding his walking boots and sweatshirt while trying to continue the conversation with the detective constable.

      He could hear her on the other side of the minuscule window, hovering on the shallow deck while she waited, her heels clomping on the wooden surface every few seconds as her shadow passed across the net curtain.

      ‘I’d never have thought to rent a boat,’ she said.

      ‘It was easy. I made some phone calls, introduced myself to a few of the regulars at the marina in town, and signed the lease three weeks ago.’

      ‘Why don’t you moor closer to town? It’d be easier to get to.’

      ‘That’s the whole idea. It’s not easy to get to. I need peace and quiet.’

      He balanced on one foot and removed his jeans, knocking his elbow against the timber-panelled wall before opening the single cupboard that served as his wardrobe and tugged a pair of black trousers off a plastic hanger. The movement sent it clanging against the back of the wardrobe, echoing off the walls.

      ‘Won’t it be cold in the winter?’ said Jan. ‘I can’t see a chimney like your neighbour’s boat has.’

      ‘It’s only temporary. I plan to move into a house before it gets too cold. Anyway, lots of people live on narrowboats, don’t they?’

      A shirt hung over the back of a chair next to the window, and he snatched it up, holding it to his nose for a moment.

      It would have to do.

      ‘What about all your stuff?’

      ‘Storage place on the outskirts of town.’ He grimaced. ‘Costs a fortune.’

      He hopped about, pulling on a pair of smart black boots he’d found on sale in a shop in Oxford prior to his formal interview. That done, he reached out for a jacket he’d left lying on the duvet, and made his way along the main cabin while he secured a tie under his shirt collar, past the boxes that lined the seats each side and filled the galley, and pushed open the door.

      Jan was standing with her back to him, tying her mid-length brown hair into a neat bun at the nape of her neck. She turned at the sound of the cabin door closing and dropped her hands to her sides, green eyes appraising him.

      ‘Ready?’ she said.

      ‘Yes.’

      She jerked her chin over her shoulder to where Hamish was on his back in the grass, his tongue lolling. ‘You should keep your dog under control, by the way.’

      ‘He’s not my dog.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘He turned up on the towpath one day and jumped on board. I’ve got no idea where he’s from.’

      ‘Hasn’t anyone been looking for him?’

      ‘No.’ He leapt from the deck in one long stride.

      ‘Oh.’ She reached out to steady herself as the boat rocked. ‘That’s sad, isn’t it? What sort of dog is he?’

      ‘I don’t know. A mongrel, I suppose – a bit of Schnauzer, a bit of terrier, and a bit of something else.’

      She didn’t answer, and when he glanced over his shoulder, he noticed she had climbed off the boat and onto the towpath, a look of unease on her face.

      ‘Aren’t you going to lock it?’

      ‘No, it’ll be fine. Lucy next door will keep an eye on it for me.’

      He bit back a smile as she cast a glance at the narrowboat next to his, its decorations of wind chimes, bright flowerpots and hanging baskets contrasting strikingly with his own boat.

      After a moment she shrugged as if she couldn’t care less if his home got broken into because he’d ignored her advice and preferred to let a hippy guard it.

      ‘Come on then. They’re waiting for us.’

      He inhaled the aroma of wet earth as they walked along the grassy bank, his ears picking up the faint splash of a vole entering the water at the sound of their voices.

      Concentric circles appeared on the surface of the water a moment before bubbles escaped, and he noted with interest the faint outline of a trout as it made its way across to the other bank.

      He had hoped to take advantage of another week off work to get used to his new environment and settle in, but it seemed a killer had other ideas about his brief sabbatical.

      ‘You didn’t hear a word I said, did you?’

      He glanced at Jan, to find her glaring at him. ‘Sorry, what?’

      ‘When are they going to give you a mobile phone?’

      ‘I don’t know. I wasn’t meant to start for another week. I suppose I’ll get kitted out with everything then. Why?’

      ‘Well, it’d be easier getting hold of you. No-one could find your personal number.’

      He reached out with his hand to steady her as she slipped in the mud. ‘Didn’t you grow up in the countryside around here?’

      Her mouth quirked. ‘Is it that obvious? No, I’m a city girl – sort of. I moved up here from Exeter when I was sixteen.’

      ‘Tell me what you know about the murder,’ he said. He dropped his hand once he was sure she wasn’t going to fall over, and then let her walk on ahead as the path narrowed.

      She began to move away, and called over her shoulder.

      ‘It’s a priest, apparently. Killed in his own church. Pathologist and CSIs are already on site.’

      ‘Location?’

      ‘Upper Benham. Do you know it?’

      ‘Not well. I only arrived here recently. I know the towns and larger villages around here, but you’re going to have to bear with me while I learn the smaller ones.’

      ‘You were based in Wiltshire before coming here, weren’t you?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Well, it won’t take you long to fit in. It’s a friendly place.’

      ‘Apart from someone murdering the local priest, you mean?’

      He smiled at the snort of laughter that emanated from the detective in front of him.

      They hurried along in silence, the long grass smacking against the hem of his trousers and the sound of water lapping against the riverbank receding as they passed the cottages.

      Jan strode on ahead, the path narrowing on each side, and he wondered how she managed to walk in the shoes she was wearing, not surprised she was sliding all over the place.

      ‘Do you own a pair of boots, Jan?’

      ‘Pardon?’

      ‘Boots. Might be more suitable than those for work.’

      ‘Thanks, Sarge. I’ll bear that in mind. I was meant to be off duty today when I got the call. They didn’t tell me my new DS lives on a boat in the middle of the bloody river.’

      She stomped off, and he swore under his breath as he hurried to catch up.

      ‘Who found the body?’

      ‘The church sacristan. Gave her a right shock, I’ll bet.’

      ‘First on scene?’

      ‘Local patrol. They got there within twenty minutes of control getting the triple nine call. Apparently, they’d been on duty all night and were returning to base when it came through.’

      ‘Catholic, or Church of England?’

      She stopped in her tracks and turned to face him, one hand on the metal gate. ‘Catholic, but does it matter right now? He’s dead anyway.’

      He squinted through the cool morning sunlight at the boats in the distance, then back to her. ‘No, I suppose not.’

      ‘Right then. Car’s over here.’
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      A gust of wind sent white clouds scudding across a pale-blue sky and buffeted the pool car.

      Jan reached out and adjusted the heat setting, the interior of the car warming as the late spring morning developed into what Mark expected of an early day in May.

      Apart from the murder of a parish priest.

      ‘What do you know about the victim?’

      His hand shot out, seeking the strap above the passenger door as Jan powered the car around a tight bend. The door mirror clipped a hawthorn bush as they passed and scared a brightly coloured pheasant that ran squawking under a five-bar gate on the opposite side of the lane.

      ‘Seamus Carter. The church sacristan, Helen, found him. He’s been the parish priest for about fifteen years. He was expected to arrive at the church a couple of hours before the Pentecost service this morning. He’d arranged for her to get there first, so she could check over the flower arrangements and deal with any last-minute food donations for the charity baskets. When she got there, the church was already unlocked, and she discovered his body in the vestry.’

      ‘Just to be clear, which part of the building is the vestry?’

      ‘At the back. Typically used as an office, as well as a place for the priest to get ready before a service. Haven’t you ever been to church?’

      ‘Not since I got married, no.’

      ‘Oh.’

      He rubbed his thumb over the space where the wedding band used to be, then shuffled in his seat and peered through the window as she indicated left and powered the car towards the village.

      Mark ran his eyes over the sign welcoming them to Upper Benham, then let his gaze travel over the sight of a village green bordered by a post office and a duck pond.

      The church tower could be seen above a row of horse chestnut trees.

      As the car drew closer, he noted a long wall separating the church from a pub, a stile cut into the stonework so that walkers could access the footpath that bisected the properties.

      He was pleased to see that the entrance to the church grounds had been cordoned off by the first responders. Blue and white tape fluttered between two gate posts, and now a small crowd of churchgoers huddled together as uniformed officers corralled them away from the crime scene in order to take statements.

      The state of shock was palpable, and officers moved between the men and women that were gathered, notebooks poised to get as much information down as possible from each individual before the parishioners had too much of a chance to talk to each other and clouded their own recall of events.

      Jan braked next to a plain white panel van and killed the engine. ‘Shit.’

      ‘Something wrong?’

      She pointed at the sleek black four-door car that had been parked further up the lane from their position.

      ‘The Home Office pathologist is still here.’

      ‘What’s wrong with that?’

      His colleague sighed. ‘She’s incredibly clever, and good at what she does – she just isn’t very patient with those of us with an inability to keep up with her.’

      ‘What’s her name?’

      ‘Gillian Appleworth.’

      Mark emitted a groan.

      ‘What’s the matter?’ said Jan.

      He didn’t answer, and instead unclipped his seatbelt and flung open the door.

      Jan at his side, he stalked across the road to where a white tent had been erected. He pushed aside the flap and took two sets of white overalls from the crime scene technician, pulling one set over his suit and stepping into the matching booties while his colleague did the same. After signing in with the police officer who stood guard outside the church entrance, he turned to the detective constable.

      ‘Have you done this before?’

      ‘Now and then, if I’m on duty at the time,’ she said, adjusting the hood over her hair. ‘An old lady got bashed in her home about six months ago on the outskirts of Didcot. Not nice.’

      ‘I hate to say it, but I think this one is going to be worse.’

      She paled at his words, but he noticed how she braced her shoulders before following him.

      The double doors to the church had been pegged open, providing ease of access to the crime scene investigators and police officers that were milling about.

      A familiar mustiness filled his senses as he passed under the porch and into the building.

      Dust motes hung in the air, spiralling in the light cast through the stained glass windows. A demarcated path had been set out using tape, and two crime scene investigators worked on the far side of the church. One raised a digital camera, the bright flash illuminating the plasterwork wall as another paced back and forth, his head bowed.

      ‘Do you know if there was any sign of a forced entry?’

      ‘The first responders reported that the sacristan said there wasn’t,’ said Jan. ‘There are two entrances into the church, and both were open – the front door we just came through, and a side door that leads out to the car park.’

      Mark paused, and craned his neck until he could look at the ceiling above. Lights hung from long cords that dangled from pale oak rafters, the glow from the bulbs casting a soft hue across the large space.

      ‘So, I wonder if our killer entered the building earlier in the day and waited?’

      Jan shook her head. ‘Helen Wilson, that’s the sacristan, said they had a busy day yesterday – a wedding in the morning, and a christening in the afternoon. Once those were out of the way, the priest and the ushers prepared the church for the service that was going to be held this morning.’

      ‘Are you religious?’

      ‘Not particularly, Sarge. No.’

      ‘Then why are you whispering?’

      ‘I don’t know. Isn’t that what people usually do in churches?’

      He turned on his heel and led the way towards the back of the church where two figures in similar white overalls to theirs hovered next to a doorway, their attention taken by the activities beyond.

      The nearest turned at the sound of their footsteps, and lowered his paper mask as they approached.

      ‘DS Mark Turpin. I believe you know DC Jan West. Detective Inspector Kennedy is managing the incident room being established at Abingdon, and I’m attending as his deputy Senior Investigating Officer.’

      ‘Lucky you. Come through. The pathologist and CSI lead are here.’

      The man replaced his mask, and stepped aside to let them pass.

      Inside, two identically white-suited figures spoke in hushed tones near the back wall of the room while bending over a chair and a desk, their feet on a raised platform that had been erected.

      Mark didn’t need to ask why – a pool of blood had congealed across the tiled floor.

      The room looked as if it had been used as an office for a number of years. Two metal filing cabinets had been placed beside the desk, their drawers unopened. The walls were sparsely decorated. A wooden crucifix adorned the space above them, and a calendar hung from a hook driven into the wall on the right-hand side, its page turned to May and displaying a photograph of the Uffington White Horse above a field of wheat.

      Neither person paid any attention to the new arrivals, and remained focused on the task at hand.

      Mark cleared his throat. ‘Right, what have we got?’

      The figure in the white overalls on the left spun around, the space between the hood and a face mask revealing cool grey eyes that bored into his at the same time he heard her sharp intake of breath.

      ‘Mark? I’d heard you’d relocated this way.’

      ‘Gillian.’

      ‘Oh, do you know each other?’ said Jan.

      ‘You could say that,’ said the pathologist. She stepped off the platform and gestured to her left. ‘Stay on that side of the room, next to the wall. They’ve finished processing that area.’

      Mark led the way, the paper soles of his bootees scuffing over the mottled flagstones.

      Despite the animosity between him and Gillian Appleworth, he respected her work ethic and he could see why she was determined that he keep a safe distance from where she and the team of CSIs worked.

      The slumped body of the priest sat hunched forwards in a plain wooden chair, his back to the room, one arm dangling at his side while the other rested on the table in front of him.

      His thin brown hair exposed a pale scalp, a navy wool sweater covering his slim shoulders. Blood covered the wall above him, a wide arc that had hit the wall and splashed outwards, coating a laptop computer, paperwork and leather briefcase – as well as the lower half of the cross nailed to the wall.

      Mark frowned. ‘What happened?’

      Gillian paused from speaking with one of the technicians and glanced over her shoulder at him.

      ‘He was attacked from behind – a rope was used to restrain him by the neck while his tongue was removed. The attacker then slit his throat.’

      He heard Jan swallow before she spoke.

      ‘He was alive when his tongue was cut out?’

      ‘Quite possibly. We haven’t found it yet, so he might’ve been made to swallow it.’

      ‘Did no-one hear?’

      ‘No.’ The pathologist pointed at the laptop. ‘This was blasting out classical music when the first responders got here, and apparently the pub next door had a live band last night.’

      ‘Any fingerprints?’

      Another figure clad in white overalls turned and shook his head. ‘We might have some partials, but whoever did this wore thin gloves – enough to mask any prints at least.’

      ‘What about a weapon?’ said Mark.

      ‘No sign of one, nor the rope that was used to wrap around his neck.’

      ‘Definitely a rope?’

      Gillian threw him a withering look and cocked her head to one side as she appraised him. ‘The ligature marks are quite distinctive, Detective Turpin. We have photos. I’m sure we’ll be able to tell you the exact kind of rope that was used once we’ve had time to analyse those and retrieve any trace fibres from the wound.’

      ‘No footprints?’ said Jan.

      ‘He was attacked from behind. The blood arced away from the killer so, no – no footprints. We checked outside, too, but found no markings on the surface of the car park.’

      ‘That took a hell of a lot of strength,’ said Mark, and jerked his chin at the priest’s prone body. ‘He’s not a small man.’

      ‘Factor in anger, blood lust or anything like that, and you’d be surprised what people are capable of. You must’ve seen what people are like when they’re fired up and ready to fight.’

      ‘Male or female?’

      ‘I couldn’t comment. However, it took a certain amount of strength to overpower him.’ Gillian gestured to a collection of paperwork that lay scattered around the victim’s feet, as if they had been swept off the desk during a struggle. ‘Looks like he tried to defend himself. There are traces of rope fibres under his fingernails as well.’

      ‘Fat lot of good it did him,’ said Mark. ‘All right, we’ll let you get on. When do you think you could have your preliminary report to us?’

      ‘When it’s ready.’

      He sighed as the pathologist turned her back on him once more, and then led the way from the vestry, Jan at his heels.

      They reached the exit, and he took in a deep lungful of air, keen to lose the scent of blood from his nostrils before he stalked across to the tent and removed the overalls.

      He straightened and noticed Jan talking to one of the police constables on the cordon, a smile on her lips as she tossed the car keys from hand to hand.

      She noticed him approaching, and broke off her conversation as she headed back towards the car.

      ‘What are you grinning about?’

      She waited until he’d fallen into step beside her. ‘So, Nathan over there says that the pathologist is your ex-wife’s sister?’

      He sighed, marvelling at the speed at which news travelled within the police force. ‘It’s complicated.’

      ‘No kidding.’
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      Jan attempted a shortcut back to town, but got caught in gridlocked traffic once they reached the outskirts of Abingdon.

      She swore under her breath as the car crawled forward behind an articulated truck, and flexed her fingers around the steering wheel.

      Beside her, Turpin stared out of the window as if lost in thought, and she wondered if she was going to be lumbered with the new detective, or whether she could hand him over to an unsuspecting DC McClellan upon reaching the police station.

      She had heard a new detective sergeant would be joining the team based at the station but had expected someone local to be deployed – someone familiar with the area, at least.

      Now, on top of what would be a high-profile murder investigation for the major crimes team, they would have to adjust to a stranger in their midst.

      She wondered why he had the voice of a smoker – she hadn’t seen him reach into his jacket pocket for a cigarette in the short time they’d been together, and his clothes didn’t reek of smoke.

      As she shot him a sideways glance, she decided to single out one of her colleagues when she could, and find out what they knew about DS Mark Turpin.

      Braking to a standstill, she wound down her window, swiped her security card across a panel fixed next to a metal sliding gate, and then drove into the car park behind the police station.

      Detective Inspector Kennedy’s car was in its usual spot under one of the CCTV cameras. Considering that he worked in one of the larger local policing area’s stations, he remained paranoid that someone would damage or steal his car. Jan had heard that he had spent a considerable amount of money and several years restoring the classic MG, and couldn’t help wondering why he simply didn’t buy something newer that didn’t break down all the time.

      She aimed the key fob at the car, and then led the way into the building.

      ‘I’ll have to sign you in until they can sort you out with your own swipe card.’

      Jan waited while the sergeant behind the front desk arranged for a visitor pass card for Turpin, then pushed through a metal security gate and led the way towards the lift.

      He fell into step beside her, and then tapped her arm and pointed at the stairs.

      ‘Do you mind if we take these instead? I wouldn’t mind stretching my legs after the car ride.’

      She hesitated, and then shrugged. ‘Okay.’

      She wondered if she had been lumbered with a health freak the way he bounded up the stairs in front of her, and resisted the urge to groan. By the time she reached the second level, she was out of breath. She had been so busy at work the past six weeks, she’d neglected her exercise routine, and resolved to go for a swim on the way home. If she tried to do anything after walking through her front door, it would be impossible – Harry and Luke would want their dinner, and Scott would hand her a glass of wine.

      She managed a smile at Turpin as she caught up with him, and then headed down the corridor to the incident room, pushing through the door into a cacophony of activity.

      On any typical working day, there would be a core team of detective constables and sergeants on hand to deal with criminal investigations in the area.

      Except, this wasn’t a typical working day. Despite it being a Sunday, the brutal slaying of a priest had put paid to that. Hence the presence of Detective Inspector Ewan Kennedy, who barked orders from the front of the room, sweat patches pooling under his arms as he directed his team and began the long process of leading a murder enquiry.

      She had worked with him once before, and knew that beneath his gruff exterior was a man of grim determination and fairness. She might not always agree with him, but his reputation was one of the most respected.

      He glanced up from a sheaf of papers in his hand as she approached and peered over his reading glasses. ‘You found my new DS then, Jan?’

      ‘Guv. We’ve just got back from the crime scene.’

      ‘Is it as bad as I’ve heard?’

      ‘Yes. Nasty.’ She turned and gestured to Turpin, formally introducing the two men.

      ‘Sorry your sabbatical ended early, Mark. Your predecessor moved on a month ago, leaving us short-staffed, and I need someone with your experience to be my deputy SIO.’

      The newcomer shrugged. ‘It was only by a matter of days, guv. Given the circumstances, it’s not a problem.’

      ‘Good man. Before you ask, Jan, I’ve already approved overtime for you.’

      ‘You’re a legend, guv – thanks.’

      Kennedy turned his attention to the other occupants in the room, and raised his voice. ‘Right, you lot. Now that we’re all here, let’s have a quick recap of events to date, and then we’ll go through initial tasks for today.’

      Jan observed how Turpin gravitated towards the edge of the circle of police officers who gathered next to a whiteboard Kennedy began to write on.

      She wondered why he had been on a sabbatical in the first place, then turned her attention to the DI as he began the briefing.

      ‘This is what we know so far. Seamus Carter was the parish priest at the Catholic Church in Upper Benham,’ he said. ‘Fifty-six, lives alone in the village and, according to the woman who’s the sacristan from the church, Helen Wilson, he wouldn’t hurt a fly. His murder was, as Jan observed earlier, nasty. Attacked while working in his office at the church, the pathologist has confirmed that he was restrained from behind using a rope that was placed around his neck before his tongue was cut out. His throat was then slit in such a way that he was nearly decapitated.’

      He paused and pinned three photographs to the whiteboard, and then consulted his notes once more. ‘The church shares a boundary with the local pub, the White Horse. The pub holds a live music event every Saturday night, and witness statements are being collated from those who attended last night’s gig. House-to-house enquiries are continuing this morning, and the HOLMES2 database will be updated with all those statements over the course of the next twenty-four hours.’

      Jan watched as Turpin took notes, his head bowed and his brow furrowed in concentration. Compared to two of the other detectives that hovered next to him, he seemed unflustered by the number of tasks that were being delegated throughout the team, as if he had experienced similar major incidents all too often.

      She forced herself to concentrate at the sound of her name.

      ‘Jan – I’d like you to accompany Mark and go to the priest’s house while CSI are conducting their search there this morning, then go and interview Helen Wilson. Obviously, she’s distraught. She’s already provided the first responders with a statement but hopefully once she’s had a chance to calm down, she might be able to provide us with more information.’

      Once Kennedy had finished the debrief, the team began to disperse.

      Jan saw a familiar figure pushing between the desks to reach her, and beckoned Turpin over as the man approached.

      She wished the newcomer didn’t look quite so suave – notwithstanding his hurried exodus from his home on the water that morning, he still managed to make the rest of them appear scruffy, none more so than her young colleague who hovered expectantly, waiting for an introduction while he tucked his shirt into the waistband of his trousers.

      She suppressed a sigh.

      ‘Mark, this is Detective Constable—’

      The man sneezed, spluttering over his fingers before wiping his hand on his trousers and then extending it to Turpin. ‘Sorry – hay fever. I’m Alex McClellan.’
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      Jan rummaged in her handbag and extracted two foil-wrapped parcels, handing one to Turpin as they walked towards a silver-coloured car.

      ‘What’s this?’

      ‘Cheese and pickle.’

      He looked at her with amusement. ‘Do you have kids?’

      ‘Two boys. Both with hollow legs.’

      ‘I can tell. Thank you.’

      Reaching the vehicle, she unlocked it and placed her bag on the roof before tearing open the foil.

      Turpin leaned against the car, and followed suit. ‘What does your husband do?’

      ‘Scott? He’s a painter and decorator. Been doing it since he was a teenager, and now runs his own business. Has two or three blokes working for him, depending how much they’ve got on. And he’s always home by four o’clock in the afternoon, so there’s someone there for the boys if I’m busy.’

      ‘Sounds like it works out great for you all.’

      She smiled. ‘It does, yeah. Have you got kids?’

      ‘Two daughters, twelve and fourteen,’ he said, a warmth in his voice. ‘They live with their mum back in Swindon.’

      ‘Oh. Do you get to see much of them?’

      ‘Every fortnight, depending on work. It is what it is,’ he said between mouthfuls. ‘How long have you been based here?’

      ‘About four years. Before that, I was based out of Newbury. This is better, though. Easier with the kids.’ She peered through the car window, and swallowed. ‘Oh, bloody hell.’

      ‘What’s wrong?’

      ‘Tracy has given us the car that Alex was using this morning.’

      ‘Is there a problem?’

      She didn’t answer, and instead aimed the key fob at it, then opened her bag and withdrew a plastic carrier bag with a supermarket logo emblazoned across the sides.

      As Turpin opened the passenger door, she proceeded to pick up the empty sandwich wrappers and other litter from the back of the vehicle, placing everything into the bag and then shoving it behind the driver’s seat.

      That done, she got in and started the engine. She turned to check over her shoulder as she began to reverse the car out of the space, and saw Turpin watching her, a look of bemusement on his face as he fished an empty soft drink can from the footwell and added it to the bag.

      ‘Don’t worry, I’ll be having a word with him,’ she said.

      They were underway and heading in the direction of Upper Benham before Turpin spoke again.

      ‘How long has Alex been a DC?’

      She shrugged. ‘Not long. He joined us from Bicester six months ago after completing his probationary period.’

      ‘Does he own a comb?’

      She laughed. ‘He might be a slob and a bit wet behind the ears, but he’s got the makings of a good detective, Sarge.’

      ‘He looks like he’s been dragged through a hedge backwards. Twice.’
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        * * *

      

      Jan applied the handbrake and peered through the windscreen at the compact brick detached house that had once been the home of Seamus Carter.

      At some point over the years, ugly pebbledash had been applied to the walls, giving the whole building a dirty off-grey appearance. The original frames had been replaced with UPVC, no doubt in an attempt to weatherproof the building.

      She climbed out of the vehicle and joined Turpin on the threshold.

      ‘How far is the church from here?’ he said, moving to one side to let a CSI technician pass.

      ‘Only a ten minute walk.’

      Turpin peered through the open front door and gave a low whistle.

      ‘Hang on.’

      A rustling sound emanated from a door off to the right of where they stood, and then a tall figure encased in white protective clothing with a mask over his face appeared. The skin around his eyes crinkled when he caught sight of her, and he lowered his mask.

      ‘January West. Who’s your new sidekick?’

      She ignored the sideways glance her new DS threw her way at the use of her full name, and provided the introductions instead.

      Jasper Smith nodded in greeting and held up his gloved hands. ‘Welcome. I’d shake your hand but––’

      ‘No problem,’ said Turpin. ‘Mind if we have a look around?’

      ‘Not at all – we’re nearly finished. Here, put on some overalls.’

      Jan took one set of the coveralls that the CSI lead handed out, then placed her bag next to the doorway and pulled the white suit over her clothes. After tying plastic booties over the top of her shoes, she followed Jasper and Turpin into the house.

      ‘Anything of significance?’ said Turpin.

      ‘The place is quite sparse – through there is the living room, you’ve got three bedrooms upstairs, and a kitchen at the back of the house. He’s been using one of the bedrooms as his office, and that’s where most of our time has been taken up. We’ve got diaries for the past four years, and there’s a whole filing cabinet full of official stuff. But, no sign of a break-in at any time, and his car keys are on a hook in the kitchen. There’s a garage down the side of the property, and the car is in there. The tank is three quarters full, and it looks in good condition considering its age.’

      Jan let Smith’s voice wash over her as she wandered through the house in his wake, her eyes absorbing what had been the priest’s life away from his church.

      As they entered the living room, she was struck by the plain decor. A dark-green emulsion paint had been applied to the walls, contrasting with the off-white ceiling. On one wall, a watercolour painting of the village hung above an ancient television set. Bookshelves lined the opposite wall behind a three-seater sofa that sat in front of a low coffee table. A coffee stain covered the left-hand corner, next to which a selection of parish leaflets curled with age.

      ‘Did he have some live-in help?’ said Turpin.

      ‘Priests usually live alone, Sarge,’ she said. ‘He would have been responsible for his own shopping, cooking, and cleaning the house in between his parish duties.’

      She was suddenly thankful that she hadn’t had to bring Alex here – he would have made a flippant comment about the priest’s life, and laughed or joked about something wholly inappropriate.

      Instead, the new DS ran a gloved hand over the dead priest’s belongings with reverence, taking care to replace items as he had found them, and followed Smith in silence as he led them through the rest of the house.

      When they reached the top of the stairs, Smith gestured to an open doorway beyond the bathroom.

      ‘That’s his office – we’ve finished in there, so it’s all yours. The diaries are on the desk if you want to take a look before we box them up. There’s an address book as well. I’ll be downstairs completing the search of the garage if you need me.’

      Turpin nodded his thanks, and then stepped to one side to let Jan into the room ahead of him.

      Immediately, she could see why the priest had chosen the room as his office.

      The window overlooked a garden and a shed-like structure to the left of the house, which was obviously the garage, given the three CSIs that wandered back and forth from it. Beyond the garden, open fields stretched away from the village, leading towards a copse of trees on the near horizon.

      Seamus Carter had placed his desk directly under the window, and she could imagine him gazing out across the landscape as he contemplated his work.

      ‘Interesting.’

      She turned at Turpin’s voice. ‘What is?’

      He pointed at the top-of-the-range computer set to the right-hand side of the desk. ‘Everything we’ve seen here so far has been older models of things – the television downstairs, for example. And Smith said that Seamus’s car is good for its age too. And yet, both the laptop at the church and this one is new.’

      ‘Technology freak?’

      ‘Maybe.’ Turpin turned his attention to the A4-sized diaries that Smith and his team had bagged up and left on the desk for collection once they had concluded their search. ‘The minute these have been logged by the exhibits officer back at the incident room, we’ll get uniform to go through them – hopefully there’s something in there that will help us.’

      She paused while he reached out and ran his hand over the books on the shelf next to the desk before turning back to her.

      ‘It seems a lonely existence for a man otherwise surrounded by people, doesn’t it?’
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      Jan jabbed her foot on the brake pedal and cursed as a kid on a pushbike sneered at her before weaving between two parked cars on the side of the street and disappeared from sight.

      ‘Little toe rag.’

      ‘Do you know him?’ Turpin glanced up from his notes and peered through the windscreen.

      ‘Only by sight. He used to live up past the Oxford Road. Got done for shoplifting a while ago.’

      ‘How old are your kids?’

      ‘Twins. Eight, going on eighteen.’

      She shoved the car into gear and set off once more, accelerating once they’d passed the turning for the main road.

      ‘Do your boys go to the same school as him?’

      ‘What? No – they’re too young. Anyway, by the time they’re his age, they’ll be at the boys’ school.’

      Turpin twisted in his seat. ‘I sense a hint of stress there, Jan.’

      She acknowledged his words by wrinkling her nose, changing gear as countryside replaced urban sprawl. ‘I don’t want my two to go to the secondary school, all right? I’m worried they’ll get bullied by the likes of him.’

      ‘So, what – public school, is it?’

      ‘Exactly.’

      ‘On a copper’s wage?’ He chuckled. ‘Not up to something dodgy, are you?’

      She bit her lip.

      His laughter subsided. ‘Jan?’

      She sighed, then indicated left and took a winding route towards the opposite end of Upper Benham.

      On any other day, she’d have marvelled at the change in the surrounding countryside. An unforgiving winter had given way to a rain-drenched spring that had brought grey skies and flooded roads, causing treacherous conditions across the local policing area.

      Now, an overcast morning had turned tail for the Berkshire Downs, leaving behind a bright sunshine-soaked landscape of fields and hedgerows with a tantalising glimpse of warmer weather only weeks away.

      ‘Jan?’

      ‘Look, it’s like this. There are scholarships, okay?’

      ‘Oh, right.’ He sat back in his seat for a moment, and then out of the corner of her eye, she watched his brow furrow. ‘What sort of scholarships?’

      She took a deep breath. ‘Music. If they can demonstrate a certain level of competency over the next eighteen months or so, then they might be in with a chance. The scholarships cover sixty per cent of the costs.’

      Turpin gave a low whistle. ‘Nice work. What instrument?’

      ‘Trombone.’

      ‘What—’

      His response was cut off as he snorted at the same time, and she was rewarded with the sound of his spluttering from the passenger seat.

      He beat at his chest, and after a startled glance across to make sure he wasn’t choking, she felt her shoulders relax as a smile tugged at the side of her mouth.

      ‘It’s not funny, Sarge.’

      ‘My God, but it is,’ he wheezed. ‘Twin boys, and they’re both learning trombone. I can imagine the racket.’

      ‘They’re actually quite good.’

      ‘Is this why Kennedy told you he’d already approved your overtime for this case, to save you hearing it?’

      ‘Okay, yes – I’ll admit it’s good to come to work to get away from the noise sometimes.’

      He stopped laughing, as if picking up on her change of tone. ‘But it’ll get them into the school they want, right?’

      ‘Exactly. The deal is, once they’re in they can pick whatever instrument they like.’

      ‘Only another eighteen months to go, then?’

      ‘Only eighteen months.’

      ‘You’d better hope they don’t want to learn the drums next.’

      She clenched her jaw while he wiped at his eyes and tried to compose himself, then slowed the car, and pointed to the house opposite.

      ‘We’re here.’

      She shut her car door and stalked across the lane towards the terraced cottage.

      ‘Jan. Wait.’

      He caught up with her, buttoning his jacket, then reached out and pulled her to a stop on the pavement. ‘I won’t say another word about it. I can see how much it means to you to get your boys into the right school.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      He nodded, then turned his attention to the gabled house and ran his eyes over the façade. ‘She’s doing all right for herself, helping out at a church.’

      ‘The officers who took her statement this morning said her husband died two years ago. Heart attack. Completely out of the blue, apparently. He was a board member of a city firm for a number of years, made some sensible investment choices, left his wife with a house that had been completely paid off, and a nice monthly income from the share portfolio.’

      Turpin narrowed his eyes. ‘Makes you wonder why she needs a job at the church then, doesn’t it?’

      ‘It’s voluntary, Sarge. She doesn’t get paid.’

      By the time she had finished speaking, he had already cleared the three shallow steps to the cottage’s front garden and rapped on the door.

      She trotted after him, reaching the coir mat on the front step as the door opened and red-rimmed eyes peered out at them. She was surprised at the woman’s appearance. She had expected an older woman, but guessed that Helen was only in her late fifties.

      She wore black jeans and a cream-coloured cashmere sweater, her dark brown hair kept at shoulder length.

      The sweet aroma of fresh baking wafted over the threshold, and Jan gritted her teeth as her stomach threatened to rumble.

      ‘Mrs Wilson?’ Turpin introduced them both, then patted the outside of his jacket and frowned before turning back to Jan. ‘Have you got some business cards?’

      She nodded, rummaged in her handbag, and held out a dog-eared card to the woman.

      ‘I spoke to the police this morning,’ said Helen as she peered at Jan’s credentials.

      ‘I appreciate that, but I’ve been appointed as the deputy Senior Investigating Officer on this case,’ said Turpin, ‘and it’s usual for us to speak to witnesses as well in these sorts of circumstances.’

      The woman stepped to one side and held open the door for them. ‘You had better come in, then. I suppose you want tea.’

      Turpin stepped over the threshold after wiping his feet on the mat, leaving Jan to close the door. ‘Only if you’re having one.’

      The woman didn’t reply, and instead led them through a narrow hallway to the kitchen at the back of the cottage that had been extended out from the original floor plan.

      A six-seater dining table had been placed at the far end next to a window seat that provided a reading nook overlooking the garden. The property backed onto fields, a lone tractor passing the barbed wire fence along the boundary as it rumbled across the landscape.

      Two wire cooling racks sat on a worktop next to the oven, with neat rows of cupcakes lined beside the beginnings of a sponge pudding.

      ‘That smells wonderful,’ said Jan.

      ‘I find it relaxing,’ said Helen as she began to tidy and stack bowls in a dishwasher. ‘I didn’t know what else to do. I sometimes bake for fundraisers in the village but it’s not like it was years ago. The food safety rules are a nuisance – it puts a lot of people off from helping out these days.’

      Helen placed a stainless steel kettle on the stove and lit the gas, then turned to the two detectives. She gestured to the dining table, and joined them as they took their seats. ‘Anyway, you’re not here to talk about that, are you?’

      ‘Are you here on your own?’ said Turpin. ‘Do you have a friend or family member who can be with you at this time?’

      Helen shook her head. ‘I have friends in the village I can call if I need them later.’

      Jan pulled out her notebook from her bag and uncapped a pen.

      ‘Can you take me through the events of this morning?’ said Turpin. ‘I realise this is very traumatic for you, but it’s essential to our enquiries.’

      The woman nodded, and sniffed. ‘It’s one of the busiest days of the year for us. We had set up almost everything yesterday after the christening, but I arranged with Father Carter to come in early today to check the flower arrangements and help him get ready before the congregation began to arrive.’

      ‘What time did you get to the church?’

      ‘About seven o’clock, I think.’

      ‘Did you drive, walk—’

      ‘I drove. I had the boxes of cleaning stuff with me, and it’s too bulky to carry that far.’

      The kettle began to whistle, and she pushed herself up from her chair, fussed around selecting cups for them, and then set down a tray on the table.

      ‘Help yourself to milk and sugar.’

      Jan tipped a splash of milk into her mug, and noted that Turpin did the same – no sugar.

      He picked up a spoon and stirred his drink before turning his attention back to Helen.

      ‘How long have you worked at the church?’

      ‘Two years.’

      ‘Seamus Carter had been in the area for nearly fifteen years – what happened to the last sacristan?’

      ‘She retired. Mary O’Brien was her name. Even after she stopped working there, she still attended Mass every Sunday until she died about eight months ago. She had an enormous stroke, and because she lived on her own, she didn’t receive help in time.’

      ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’ Turpin paused, and took a sip of tea. ‘Why do you work at the church?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Do you need the money?’

      ‘It doesn’t pay, detective. It’s a voluntary role. And, I don’t need the money – when my husband died, he left me with enough insurance cover to pay off the mortgage. He was a wise man, detective. He invested well, and I’m grateful for that.’

      ‘So, why the part-time job at the church?’

      She set down a cup of tea, her features clouding. ‘Because I’m lonely. I only learned to drive after Derek died, and I’m not that confident. Yes, I can drive around the village and I can get to the supermarket and back without any trouble, but it’s not like I’m going gallivanting around now that he’s gone. Besides, I like to help.’

      ‘Do you socialise much in the village?’

      ‘I didn’t, until recently. As you can imagine, it took me a long time to get through everything when I lost my husband. I miss him dreadfully. But a couple of friends from the church and I have gone out for a drink at the pub a few times in the past three or four months, and I’ve started taking art classes once a week at the church hall.’

      ‘Back to this morning. What happened when you arrived at the church?’

      ‘When I got there, the door was open – I mean although it had been closed, it wasn’t locked. I called out to Father Carter, but there was no answer. The lights were still on, well some of them, anyway. It looked as if they’d been left on from last night. I couldn’t see him anywhere in the church, so I made my way through to the office thinking he’d be there—’ She brought a shaking hand to her mouth, and closed her eyes. ‘There was so much blood.’

      Jan fought down her own memories of the crime scene, and noted how patiently Turpin waited while Helen composed herself.

      Eventually, the woman opened her eyes and hugged herself. She blinked.

      ‘What did you do?’ said Turpin, his voice calm.

      ‘Obviously I realised he was dead – and I’ve watched enough television to know I shouldn’t touch anything. I felt sick. I ran outside, and managed to get to the car park before I threw up. I still had my handbag with me and my phone, and that’s when I phoned nine-nine-nine.’

      ‘Had Seamus argued with anyone recently, do you know?’

      She sighed, leaned forward, and clasped her hands together on the table. ‘I know he and Terry, who owns the pub, had a slight altercation last month – it’s the car parking, you see. The pub and the church share an easement, and there’s a footpath that runs between the church and the pub car park. There’s some sort of by-law that stipulates that no vehicles should block the footpath at any time, but often people will leave their cars behind and walk home if they’ve had too much to drink, and then of course they’re late picking them up the next day, so people can’t use the footpath to get to the church for Sunday Mass. I can’t believe Terry would harm Father Carter over that though, not like that. What was done to Seamus was the work of evil.’
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      Mark thanked Helen, then hurried down the footpath to where Jan stood next to the car, her forehead lined with concentration.

      ‘Where to next, Sarge?’

      ‘The pub, I think. Let’s find out how much of an “altercation” our church priest had with the publican last month.’

      He climbed in, and buckled his seatbelt as she started the engine.

      ‘I can’t imagine an argument over an easement would be bad enough to give him a motive for murder.’

      ‘Me neither, but we need to rule it out.’

      He peered out of the window as she steered the car along the winding lane from Helen’s house and took a right-hand turn that led them through the main part of the village.

      The church and pub were at the far end, and as they progressed through Upper Benham, he noted the village store and post office maintained a thriving trade – no doubt helped by gossip about the priest’s death that morning.

      He watched a group of people gathered on the pavement outside the shop, and wondered if Seamus’s murderer was amongst them. Pale faces stared at him as the car passed, and he turned his attention back to Jan.

      ‘Do you know this place at all?’

      ‘Upper Benham?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      She shrugged. ‘Not well. I think we’ve driven through it a few times on our way to Wallingford, but we’ve never stopped. I’ve never really taken any notice of it until now.’

      ‘Typical sleepy village, then?’
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