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  About the Author


  
    Ann Granger has lived in cities all over the world, since for many years she worked for the Foreign Office and received postings to British embassies as far apart as Munich and Lusaka. She is married, with two sons, and she and her husband, who also worked for the Foreign Office, are now permanently based in Oxfordshire.
  


  
    Ann Granger is the author of four hugely popular crime series: the Mitchell and Markby novels; the Fran Varady series, the Cambell and Carter crime novels and the Victorian mysteries featuring Scotland Yard’s Inspector Benjamin Ross and his wife Lizzie.
  


  


  Praise for Ann Granger


  Ann Granger’s previous novels have all been highly praised:


  ‘A good feel for understated humour, a nice ear for dialogue’ The Times


  ‘This engrossing story looks like the start of a highly enjoyable series’ Scotsman


  ‘An intriguing tale, with period detail interwoven in a satisfying way’ Oxford Times


  ‘Enjoyable crime featuring credible characters in a recognisably real world’ Belfast Telegraph
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  Campbell and Carter crime novels


  Mud, Muck and Dead Things


  Rack, Ruin and Murder


  Lizzie Martin and Ben Ross crime novels
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  About the Book


  On an unseasonably chilly summer’s day a macabre discovery is made in Bamford’s ancient churchyard. A body, dead some twelve years, is unearthed in the Gresham family plot, too shallowly buried to be a legitimate interment, too recent to be the last Gresham officially laid to rest. Superintendent Alan Markby cannot resist the challenge to solve this twelve-year-old crime and suddenly his long-planned canal-barge holiday with Meredith Mitchell is in serious jeopardy. When the remains are identified as those of a local teenager, Kimberley Oates, reported missing at the time of the mysterious burial, his mind is made up. Her holiday postponed, to her secret relief, Meredith finds herself with more time than usual for village chat – and for a dinner party with the local MP that reveals more than either he or his formidable mother would like about his connection with the dead girl . . . 


  


  
    To John, who is always my first reader, and supports me through the travails of each new book. This book is also dedicated to the memory of my parents. Remembering, too, the four-legged members of their household: Rex I, Mandy and Rex II, dachshunds.
  


  


  
    Christe, meoum [sic] commorare,

    


    Vesper cadens obumbrare,

    


    Diem coepit Tenebris
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    (Oh Christ, remember me,                                                 
























as evening falls                                                 
























and shadows darken the day.)
  


  
    Inscription in a country churchyard.
  


  


  
    Chapter One
  


  
    DEATH HAD been greatly in Maurice Appleton’s thoughts for the last six months. As a priest, he could hardly avoid reflecting on man’s mortality. But this time the mortality was his own. He knew himself to be dying.
  


  
    The imminence of death had not concentrated Maurice’s mind wonderfully but impaired its ability to concentrate at all. Any attempt at logical reasoning bounced away from him like an unravelling ball of wool. He was not afraid. Instead he felt like a man waiting for a bus. It might be a little delayed, and he sometimes felt mildly irritated at being kept hanging about like this, but he knew it had left the garage and was on its way. It’d be along shortly. He’d jump aboard.
  


  
    In the meantime he spent much of his time dozing, that pleasant state between awake and asleep which so perfectly mirrored his situation. He was dropping off nicely now towards the conclusion of the monthly meeting of the parochial church council.
  


  
    The proceedings, held in the drawing room of his Bamford vicarage, had been, as always, tedious. He’d taken a glass of wine with his dinner (steak and kidney pie, his favourite, and his housekeeper made it very well). Lately his appetite had been poor but tonight he’d felt quite peckish and really  enjoyed the meal. Voices droned on interminably. Words floated past his ears and lost themselves in the dusty corners of the room. Maurice’s head nodded, spectacles slipping down his nose, eyelids heavy.
  


  
    ‘What’s more,’ a voice more vigorous than most declared, forcing itself into his semi-consciousness, ‘it’s a waste!’
  


  
    The speaker was a bony woman with iron-grey hair in regimented waves, and a suspicion of a moustache. The other members of the council shifted on the assortment of uncomfortable chairs gathered from all over the house for the evening. One or two looked openly at their wristwatches.
  


  
    Although the question ‘Any other business?’ had been asked as it always was at the end of the meeting, it was almost unknown for anyone to raise any. The question had become a formality, like the one posed at weddings as to whether there were any objections to the union. To jump up and say so was thoroughly bad form.
  


  
    Maurice jerked upright and, to prove he’d been awake all along, asked pettishly, ‘What is wasteful, Mrs Etheridge?’
  


  
    She returned him a withering look which said clearly, ‘The old boy is past it. Thank goodness he’s retiring at the end of the summer. Let’s hope the new chap has got his wits about him!’
  


  
    Aloud she said in the jarring, raw-edged voice which matched her appearance, ‘Candles left burning on the altar after a service! What does it cost? Needless expense, whatever it is.’
  


  
    The others were beginning to look concerned. They feared she was about to make a speech and bring up an entirely new and complicated topic which would keep them here for at least another half an hour.
  


  
    ‘What’s more, it’s a fire hazard!’ She bit off the last word  and, to everyone’s manifest relief, sat down, flushed but triumphant.
  


  
    Maurice blinked his watery blue eyes. ‘But I don’t understand, dear lady. The server always extinguishes the candles at the end of a service. It’s part of his job.’
  


  
    ‘I’ve seen them with my own eyes!’ she retorted.
  


  
    Their florid-faced treasurer, Derek Archibald, intervened. Since the vicar had taken to snoozing through most of their meetings, Derek had constituted himself                                                 de facto























 chairman. ‘Perhaps Mrs Etheridge could give us chapter and verse?’
  


  
    A titter of laughter greeted his mild witticism. Mrs Etheridge bridled.
  


  
    ‘When’s this supposed to have happened?’ Derek went on. A butcher with a family business, he had little time for Mrs Etheridge, not least because she was a proselytising vegetarian. Now here they all were, dying to be off home and catch the last of the evening’s television, and the woman was wittering about candles.
  


  
    ‘They’re burning now!’ she returned.
  


  
    This caused some consternation. Maurice’s mind decided to put itself on ‘hold’ again and refuse to puzzle out this candle business. He said, ‘Oh no, it’s nearly, um, half past nine. Goodness, so late.’
  


  
    The others seized on the word ‘late’ and began to gather up their belongings.
  


  
    Mrs Etheridge wasn’t to be put off. ‘I went into the church this evening on my way to the vicarage. I’d taken along my silver foil collection to put in the sack by the door. To my surprise there was a light in the chancel. So I took a look and was horrified to see at least one candle burning merrily away on the high altar. A brand new one because it was quite tall. And not a soul in there!’
  


  
    A ripple of unease ran round the room.
  


  
    ‘I said evensong at four-thirty,’ Maurice said, bewildered. ‘No candles were lit. I was quite alone.’
  


  
    ‘It’s not the only matter I’d like to raise!’ She ignored the audible groan which rippled round the company. ‘Bullen, the grave-digger, is a disgrace to the church! He’s a drunkard and very insolent, not to say foul-mouthed, even early in the day. Only the other morning. . .’
  


  
    Derek Archibald took charge. ‘Time’s getting on. I know some of us have to get home,’ he rumbled. ‘Perhaps we’d better call it a day. Nat Bullen digs a tidy grave and, if you had his job, Mrs Etheridge, you’d very likely take a drop or two! So I’ll thank everyone for coming along tonight. The vicar and I – if you agree, Reverend! – will walk over to the church and check Mrs Etheridge’s story.’
  


  
    ‘It’s not a story!’ she snapped. ‘I don’t tell untruths, Derek Archibald. I saw—’
  


  
    ‘Well, we’ll go and have a look then!’ He cut short her outraged protest. ‘If you’d like to say a closing prayer, Vicar?’
  


  
    The rest of the committee had already begun a shuffle towards the door. Now they all sat down again hurriedly in different chairs as when the music stops in a parlour game, clasped their hands, and shut their eyes tightly. Maurice began his closing blessing.
  


  
    It was late summer and the evenings shortening. By the time the three of them had walked the short distance from the vicarage to the church, it was already dark. The street light by the vicarage gate glimmered fitfully and emitted a faint buzzing noise.
  


  
    The two men walked side by side in silence. Mrs Etheridge, eager to be proved right, hurried ahead, the heels of her  sensible shoes tapping on the paving stones. As they passed beyond the humming streetlamp Maurice saw that, in her brushed-felt helmet and voluminous raincoat, she cast a blunt cone of a shadow which was rather sinister.
  


  
    He sighed. Perhaps he should have retired a year or two ago. The parish had grown considerably in that time and he hadn’t been able to cope. He’d failed his flock. The woman was probably right in the criticism which her eyes and manner had so eloquently expressed. He hoped she was wrong about the candle. It didn’t make any sense and he couldn’t be bothered.
  


  
    But she hadn’t got it wrong. Someone must have found the candle store in the vestry and fixed one of the bigger ones in a pottery holder in the middle of the altar. Wound in clumsy fashion around the neck of the candlestick was a piece of black cloth and, strewn higgledy-piggledy across the altar, a bunch of flowers with frond-like leaves and large single petals coloured mauve or white.
  


  
    ‘Cosmos!’ murmured Maurice. He’d always been interested in his garden until this last year. Cosmos made a nice show, he recalled, even though they were untidy and, of course, once you’d planted them in your garden, you never got them out! Came up everywhere year after year just like weeds, between paving stones, in the vegetable bed . . .
  


  
    The candle had burned down to just a pool of wax in the middle of which the wick flickered defiantly. He stepped forward and pinched it out. Smoke curled into the air and the smell of hot wax was overpowering. Archibald had switched on the chancel lights as they entered the church, at the box of switches by the north door. The rest of the place was in gloom but up here the electric lighting made the brass altar cross and candlesticks gleam.
  


  
    The pottery one with its black shroud smouldered sullenly. It wasn’t a piece of ribbon, just a strip of black cloth with loose threads at the edges, torn from something. Apart from that, there was no other sign of any desecration. Maurice felt a spurt of relief.
  


  
    ‘Here, Vicar!’ Derek Archibald whispered hoarsely. ‘This isn’t right. Someone’s been fooling about! What d’you reckon? Kids? Or, er, jiggery-pokery?’
  


  
    Mrs Etheridge gave a squeak and looked fearfully about her into the shadows. ‘Black Mass? Oh my – to think I was in here, all alone!’
  


  
    ‘No, no!’ Maurice summoned up his once accustomed firmness. ‘Only someone playing a silly practical joke. Extremely dangerous, too! As you rightly said, a definite fire risk!’
  


  
    Being told she’d been right cheered up Mrs Etheridge. ‘I told you so. You’ll have to inform the police, Vicar, and the bishop!’
  


  
    ‘We’ll have to start locking up the church a bit earlier,’ Derek Archibald muttered. ‘We can’t have this!’ He stood before the altar, his heavy round head lowered less in respect than in puzzled defiance, the scent of alarm on him like a beast arriving at the abattoir.
  


  
    Maurice’s wayward mind advised its owner that it was too late for him to turn vegetarian. But perhaps Mrs Etheridge was right about that, too. It was so annoying when such highly unsympathetic people were proved right. He clung to the matter in hand. ‘These summer evenings people walking by often come in to say a prayer or just look around,’ he pointed out.
  


  
    ‘Or mess about!’ Archibald said sternly. He pointed a finger like one of his own pork sausages at the smouldering candlestick with its sinister black vest. ‘Them brass things ought to  have been locked away, Vicar. People don’t respect a church like they did once. There’s your proof. Next thing is, the brass will be nicked – I mean, stolen!’
  


  
    Maurice’s depression deepened. He had forgotten to lock away the altar furniture, despite having assured the verger he would see to it. But a rare flicker of annoyance was roused in him at being told off in that fashion by a man who, for goodness sake, was not only a purveyor of dead flesh but was known to go straight from Evensong to the pub of a Sunday. This was still Maurice’s church. He was still in charge here. He moved forward authoritatively and gripped the pottery stick.
  


  
    ‘I’ll put this and all the other things away in the vestry safe, Derek, don’t worry. We’ll take a good look round before locking up. You can go on home, Mrs Etheridge. Thank you for calling our attention to the matter!’
  


  
    ‘Walk home alone?’ she squawked. ‘After this? Derek, you’ll have to drive me. You’ve got your car, haven’t you?’
  


  
    ‘Yes, all right, Janet! Sit down over there.’ He pointed at the first pew.
  


  
    ‘Not likely!’ she retorted. ‘I’m staying close by you.’
  


  
    Blundering behind one another like the three blind mice, they toured the building, opening cupboards, disturbing dusty hangings, peering under pews.
  


  
    They didn’t find anything except a fountain-pen Maurice remembered losing a month before and a collection of toffee papers in the choir stalls. He was glad to get the pen back. He’d had it for years and since its loss had been reduced to using a ball-point pen which he disliked. The pen had been a gift from Nancy. Perhaps they’d meet again soon, he and Nancy. He hoped so. It would be nice if Heaven turned out to match up to traditional ideas of it. Perhaps Nancy would be  standing there, waiting for him, with her hands held out in welcome.
  


  
    They locked up and went home.
  


  
    As he rose stiffly from his knees and climbed into bed later that night, the vicar reflected that it was really not so serious. Nothing had been stolen or damaged. Someone merely had a misplaced sense of humour. The altar hadn’t actually been desecrated. He didn’t want to trail over to Bamford police station the next day and fill out a tiresome report. Still less did he want to involve the bishop, an energetic man who would want to hold an investigation for sure. Then there was the local press. They might get hold of the story and make it out to be something it wasn’t and that, as he well knew, often put ideas into people’s minds.
  


  
    As Archibald suggested, they’d lock the doors a little earlier and he’d make a real effort to check the cross and brass candlesticks were put away after every service. Archibald was right. People didn’t respect a church as they’d once done. He had been fortunate to have carried out his ministry, for the most part, at a time when his cloth was still respected as a symbol of authority. Few respected it now. But young priests, some of them, were very odd. He had heard that his replacement rode a motorcycle.
  


  
    Maurice had expressed his unwillingness to report the matter to the other two and asked them both to say nothing of the mystery of the candle and cosmos flowers. They’d agreed.
  


  
    ‘That kind of thing,’ Derek had rumbled, nodding vigorously in the lamplight at the vicarage gate, ‘gets a place a bad name. Not just the church but the whole town. I’m a local businessman. I don’t want tales of ritual goings-on. It tends to affect the meat trade, that sort of thing does.’
  


  
    He didn’t explain just how it affected the butchery business. It might have been expected to do it a bit of good, Maurice had thought wryly, if only on the poulterer’s side, by increasing demand for white chickens. But Derek was, as usual, right. They were both of them right in every way. How very irritating it was.
  


  
    ‘We’re agreed, then, Mrs Etheridge?’ he’d asked the woman.
  


  
    ‘Oh, yes! I shan’t say a word! One never knows, I mean, speaking of – of things! It makes them happen.’ She’d rolled the whites of her eyes at them like a frightened horse.
  


  
    The silly woman probably feared some ghastly spectre, a huge horned goat perhaps, doubly confusing for someone given to such strong anti-meat, animal-welfare activities. But superstition had its uses and Maurice felt he could count on her silence.
  


  
    ‘Naturally,’ he’d said as they parted, ‘if anything like this should happen again . . .’
  


  
    But it didn’t happen again. At the end of the summer, Maurice Appleton retired and by Christmas that celestial bus had come along and he’d climbed aboard for his final destination.
  


  
    The new vicar, or to give him his proper title ‘rector’ – for he also had care of several smaller out-lying parishes which in days gone by had rendered tithes, was James Holland. He was a very different kettle of fish. He did, indeed, ride a motorbike. He didn’t know anything about the mystery of the candle and flowers because, true to their promise as the years went by, neither Derek Archibald nor Janet Etheridge spoke of it.
  


  
    Whether, in the long run, it would have made any difference was another matter, because Kimberley Oates was already dead.
  


  

  
    Chapter Two
  


  
    ‘WHAT D’YOU reckon, then, Vicar?’
  


  
    Father Holland avoided eye contact. But he was only too aware of the speaker, rather as though he’d been a dog of uncertain temper.
  


  
    There was indeed something feral about the questioner, who was a tall, sinewy man with a receding chin and pointed nose. He had small, close-set eyes beneath a thatch of mottled tawny-grey hair, at present confined under a knitted hat. As if sensing the vicar’s discomfort, he allowed a malicious smile to flit across his leathery brown features.
  


  
    To the right of the shallow pit, by the pile of fresh soil, stood a third man, a little stockier and younger than the first speaker but otherwise having a startling resemblance to him. Father Holland hunched his shoulders miserably in drizzling rain at the foot of the newly begun excavation. He wished, not for the first time, that the Lowe brothers didn’t remind him so forcibly of a couple of stoats.
  


  
    The younger Lowe was hunting feverishly in the pocket of his thick jacket. He produced a squashed packet of cigarettes and lit up. His fingers, stained with earth and nicotine, trembled.
  


  
    Expelling smoke from his nostrils, he mumbled, ‘The spade just turned it up, Vic!’
  


  
    ‘I understand,’ murmured Father Holland. ‘Take it easy, Gordon!’
  


  
    ‘I see ’em before! We ‘dug ’em up many a time, me and Denny. But not just under the surface like that ’un!’
  


  
    Denny, leaning on his spade and apparently as unmoved as his brother was distressed, repeated, ‘What d’we do?’
  


  
    Father Holland cast a desperate glance around the churchyard as if some inspiration might spring from his surroundings. What did strike him was how familiar, how normal, it looked. The old graves, some sunken; half-illegible head-stones, mossy or lichen-covered; the ramshackle remains of once splendid tombs; dripping trees and wet turf, all just as it had been yesterday.
  


  
    The grass had been cut between the plots at the beginning of the month and was beginning to grow again. On some of the long-unvisited hummocks it had formed a thick green carpet and, being untrimmed in those spots, cosmos flowers had successfully seeded themselves in amongst it and bloomed. They waved in a brave and graceful display of colour from pure white through pale pink, darker pink and mauve to a rich, dark magenta. Beneath today’s overcast sky they seemed to glow, almost fluorescent, brashly beautiful. Long ago someone must have put a bunch on a grave and thus bequeathed a recurring summer explosion to delight and slightly shock the eye.
  


  
    He forced his gaze back from this peaceful if untidy scene to the present and the raw wound in the earth at his feet.
  


  
    The skull lay in a nest of mud, tufts of reddish hair still clinging to its scalp. It had small, square, even teeth with a distinct gap between the upper incisors. A few vertebrae were visible below the jaw before the sticky clay took over again. Puddles were forming rapidly in the churned soil. The skull  grinned up through a frame of water and a large earthworm, seeking to escape the flood, was struggling up through one empty eye-socket.
  


  
    Gordon had a pertinent question. ‘’Oo is it?’ He pointed with the cigarette wedged between his index and middle fingers.
  


  
    Father Holland repressed the impulse to retort, ‘How the dickens should I know?’ Instead he glanced at the headstone, even though he knew he was unlikely to find the answer to this mystery there.
  


  
    Excavation had loosened the stone, which tilted backwards although the Lowes had propped it up with a couple of lengths of wood before beginning work. The vicar reached out and scratched gently at the inscription, clearing it of moss and lichen. He murmured the two names on it to himself, in the form they appeared there.
  


  
    ‘Walter Gresham and Marie his wife.’
  


  
    Walter had died in 1947 and Marie in 1962. Between the latter date and this damp summer morning when the brothers Lowe had arrived to open it up, their resting place ought not to have been disturbed.
  


  
    Denny said hoarsely, ‘Well, it ain’t either of them! Too shallow, like Gordon says. Only a foot beneath the surface. Bones is nice and white. Wonder some of ’em hadn’t worked through. Wouldn’t be the first time I see toes sticking up—’
  


  
    ‘Yes, all right, Denny!’ Father Holland interrupted sharply. Undeterred, Denny struck the tip of his spade into the soil. ‘No rotted wood, no brass handles, never no coffin!’
  


  
    Father Holland rubbed a hand over his bearded face.
  


  
    Denny, the expert, stooped and peered at the disturbed earth. ‘That might be a bit of cloth. Yes, that’s what that is, right enough. Bit of that synthetic stuff what hasn’t rotted.’
  


  
    ‘Synthetic?’ Father Holland stared at him and then peered in turn at the scrap of muddy fabric. ‘Yes, I do believe you’re right, Denny! That settles it! Stop work at once and get this covered over!’
  


  
    ‘Fair enough,’ said the phlegmatic Denny. ‘Got a couple of tarpaulins in the hut.’
  


  
    ‘And neither of you is to say one word about this or the churchyard will be full of sightseers! Keep quiet about it till the police get here!’ He hesitated. ‘I’ll go and phone them now.’
  


  
    Glancing back as he hastened towards the gate, he saw the Lowes efficiently manhandling a waterproof sheet over the grave. Thankfully, neither of them was a gossip, if only because few people ever spoke to them. Their occupation – and perhaps their unprepossessing appearance – inspired a superstitious awe mixed with repugnance. They lived an isolated life in a cottage which lacked all but the most basic amenities but they didn’t appear to mind their spartan and friendless existence. The vicar wondered briefly what had drawn them to their melancholy but necessary work. Then he cleared his mind of the jumble of unanswered questions and began to compose mentally his report to the police.
  


  
    Meredith Mitchell turned the bicycle into the lane leading to the vicarage and the church. Unwisely she attempted at the same time to wipe her face of the film of spray spewed over her from a passing car. She wobbled.
  


  
    It was some time since she’d ridden a bicycle, not, in fact, since childhood. This bike had been borrowed from a friend, Ursula, who lived in Oxford, that city of many bicycles. It had been lent to Meredith because of the proposed narrowboat holiday.
  


  
    ‘All you have to do,’ Ursula had said confidently, ‘is strap the bikes on the roof of the cabin. Then, when you tie up for the evening, you can get them down and pedal off to the nearest pub.’
  


  
    It had all sounded very simple and pleasurable, just like the holiday on the canals itself. She and Alan Markby had been talking about holidays, whilst sitting at a table in the garden of The Trout Inn at Wolvercote, sometime earlier in the year. Going back to the car park, they’d stopped to admire the boats moored nearby. Without actually discussing the details, it had seemed suddenly such a good idea.
  


  
    She had never handled a narrowboat before. But Alan had chugged peacefully up and down that very stretch a few times twenty years ago with various pretty and athletic girls sunbathing on the cabin roof, ready to leap ashore and deal with the locks. He had reminisced about this at some length, memory fuelled by a good lunch and a few pints.
  


  
    ‘Never mind the details of your misspent youth, can you remember how to handle the boat?’ she’d demanded.
  


  
    He was sure he could. It wasn’t difficult. There was a strict speed limit on the canal. Moreover, the man they’d hired their boat from had promised to show them how to deal with any little wrinkles. There would not, he had assured them, be any problem.
  


  
    The boat itself was currently moored at Thrupp. They’d gone to view it. Very pretty it looked, painted red and green with crocheted curtains at its little portholes or windows, or whatever one called them on a canal boat. It even had a little waterborne garden on the roof in the shape of a pair of wooden boxes containing geraniums.
  


  
    Then Ursula had suggested taking along the bikes. By now the whole thing was signed and sealed and still without  any conscious decision having been taken by either of them.
  


  
    It had been at that point that Meredith began to suspect it would prove a hideous mistake. She remembered the multitude of mishaps of                                                 Three Men in a Boat























. Worse, the weather had grown progressively gloomier and it seemed they were in for one of those summers when it just rained all the time. Activity holidays of any kind presupposed sunshine.
  


  
    Meredith put her foot to the ground with some relief at the vicarage gate. After so long the exercise gave one stiff legs, she had discovered, to say nothing of a numb bum. Moreover, on drizzling days like today, one got very wet. If the rain persisted into next week, on the canal, it would be a real case of ‘water, water, everywhere’.
  


  
    Her annual leave from her Foreign Office desk began today. She’d been moved, a few months earlier, to a post in Administration. Her consular experience abroad was supposed to have equipped her in some way for this, although it was difficult to see how. She’d recently begun to suspect that somewhere along the line in her career she’d blundered. She wondered in what way. Consular duties had been carried out with dogged determination. She’d made none of the obvious errors. Never fallen over drunk at an official reception or thrown up in an ambassadorial loo. Never slept with the wrong person. Never spoken unwisely to the press. She could, had she been so disposed, have worried about it. But not for the next three weeks, anyway, when pleasure at being freed from other people’s problems was tempered by the looming prospect of the holiday.
  


  
    A step into the Unknown, she thought wryly, as she turned the bicycle into the gate and began to wheel it up the drive to the front door. It was that prospect, and the hope of learning a  little more before venturing forth afloat, which had brought her to the vicarage this morning.
  


  
    Father Holland, learning of their proposed holiday, had burst into unexpected enthusiasm for the project. He’d been when younger, so it turned out, one of those people who spent their free time knee-deep in mud, weeds and old pushchairs, ‘reclaiming’ lengths of canal. He owned a small library of books concerning inland waterways. He had once spent a summer negotiating the waterways of northern France and Belgium. He spread charts before them. He produced dusty photograph albums. He’d said he wished he could come with them, a notion not without interest of its own. The keener he’d become on their behalf, the more doubt had grown in Meredith’s heart.
  


  
    But she couldn’t express it. It was too late and Alan had seemed so keen on the idea, following the vicar’s progress as it was traced across the map, with every sign of being totally absorbed. It wouldn’t be fair to cry off when Alan was so set on the trip. Alan deserved his holiday, too. She thrust her misgivings to the back of her mind.
  


  
    Suddenly, breaking into her reverie, there came a clatter of feet behind her and a sound of laboured breathing. She stopped and turned her head, startled, to see the vicar himself hastening along the wet flagged path towards her and his own front door.
  


  
    He wore a disreputable green cagoule with the hood pulled over his thick black hair against the persistent drizzle. His massive fists grasped the skirts of his cassock clear of the puddles in the manner of a Victorian spinster, revealing the strong boots which were his preferred footwear. He brought to mind the lead role in some amateur production of                                                 Charley’s Aunt























. The boots, Meredith noticed automatically, were caked  in mud. He must have come from the churchyard. The door of the garage was open and she could see his motorcycle, on which he made rural visits, inside.
  


  
    ‘Oh, Meredith!’ He drew level with her, gasping. He pushed back the hood of the cagoule and gazed at her, more than usually dishevelled and quite unusually distressed.
  


  
    ‘Is something wrong?’ His alarm had communicated itself to her.
  


  
    ‘Yes – I have to phone the police!’ He hurried past her and threw the words over his shoulder. ‘I won’t be long. Leave the bike in the porch and go on in. Make yourself some coffee . . .’
  


  
    He vanished inside and his voice was lost. Following instructions, she chained the bicycle to a wooden porch support, just in case. As she passed down the hall towards the kitchen at the back of the vicarage, she could hear the vicar, shouting into the phone. The one-sided conversation seemed to consist of answers. She’d missed the first part so she couldn’t guess at the questions.
  


  
    ‘Absolutely sure I haven’t! They’ve covered it up. With a tarpaulin. No, nobody else knows. Who’s there? They are, the Lowes. They know that! Yes, all right.’
  


  
    The kitchen was in predictable disorder. A daily woman came in to take care of the vicar’s domestic arrangements but she was an indifferent worker and today, for some reason, there was no sign of her at all. She was supposed to cook his lunch before leaving around two in the afternoon, but it seemed the vicar was destined not to have lunch or, at least, not unless he got it himself. A tin of Baxter’s Royal Game soup stood all by itself in the middle of the table.
  


  
    Meredith decided tea might be more suitable than coffee. In England any emergency called for tea. She switched on the electric kettle and took down the dented Swan teapot. She’d  made tea in this kitchen before. She knew the lid of the teapot didn’t fit and fell off as you poured out if you weren’t careful. She knew the milk would be in the fridge in a bottle, never in a jug, and that Father Holland had a weakness for chocolate digestive biscuits which were kept in a tin with a picture of two children feeding a drayhorse on it. She was aware, in short, of all the signs which showed the vicar lived alone. As she did herself, and Alan, and probably thousands of others.
  


  
    There was a rattle of the receiver being heavy-handedly returned to its rest. The vicar appeared in the doorway as she forced the lid on to the pot, burning her wrist on the hot metal. She looked at him. His forehead was speckled with pearls of moisture. She was sure they were perspiration, not droplets of rain.
  


  
    ‘I’m sorry about that,’ he said. He sat down at the table and put his hands on the surface. There was grime beneath the fingernails, not earth, but some kind of gritty grey-green substance.
  


  
    ‘Something wrong?’ She poured out the tea for them both and opened the biscuit tin.
  


  
    Father Holland automatically reached for the solace of a chocolate digestive then paused, stared at his grimy fingernails, got up and rinsed his hands under the tap. ‘Lichen!’ he said over his shoulder. ‘I was scratching out the incisions on a tombstone.’ He returned to his seat. ‘Denny and Gordon – they’re the grave-diggers – they’ve dug up a body.’
  


  
    Taken aback, Meredith stared at him, not knowing how to reply. Unbidden, the term ‘Resurrection men’ came into her head with all its gruesome connotations. At the very least, it seemed the grave-diggers had got things badly wrong. She stammered, ‘An exhumation? Don’t they take place at first light? Or do you mean, by mistake?’
  


  
    ‘By mistake? Yes, you could say that.’ He glanced at his wristwatch. ‘The police are sending someone over. He’ll call here and I’ll take him down to the churchyard. Denny and Gordon are standing guard. I just hope no one else comes into the churchyard. Thank goodness it’s raining. The last thing we need is someone coming to put flowers and seeing – it would be all over Bamford! It                                                 will























 be all over Bamford soon enough! I just can’t understand how it got there!’
  


  
    Meredith sat for a moment turning over this information in her mind. ‘James, are you saying it’s some sort of unauthorised burial?’
  


  
    ‘Has to be.’ He munched gloomily on his biscuit, crumbs scattering and lodging in his beard.
  


  
    ‘But how? I mean, someone couldn’t just go into the churchyard and bury their granny in a convenient spot! Are you sure?’
  


  
    ‘Sure as can be. You won’t mention this?’ He saw her nod and added, ‘Though, as I said, everyone will know before long. But I simply can’t see                                                 how























 it could have happened! I mean, as you said, no one could just come in and – and bury someone.’
  


  
    ‘It has to be a mix-up in the records, James, don’t get in a state about it!’ she urged.
  


  
    He was showing more signs of distress, fiddling with the various items on the table. Now he grabbed the tin of Royal Game soup and glared at the picture of the stag before pushing it away.
  


  
    ‘Where’s Mrs Harmer?’ she asked.
  


  
    ‘Gone to see her sick sister. Good thing. I’m glad she’s not here today, now this has happened. She’d be flapping round the place.’
  


  
    The old-fashioned doorbell, a legacy from the days when  the vicarage had a small staff of servants, jangled above the kitchen lintel. They both started. The vicar’s front door was seldom fastened during the day and callers generally stuck their heads around it and shouted. The formality of the doorbell announced a stranger.
  


  
    ‘Coppers already! Well, better go and show ’em.’ Father Holland got up and went out. After a moment she heard his voice again, out in the hall, sounding surprised.
  


  
    ‘Margaret? I thought you’d be the – I mean, I was expecting someone else. Come into the kitchen. We’re just having a cup of tea.’
  


  
    ‘I’ve got Oscar in the car. Will it be all right if he comes in? He gets bored and starts barking at people.’
  


  
    ‘Yes, of course bring him in!’
  


  
    There was an interval during which the slam of a car door was heard and the woman’s voice ordering, ‘Just wait a moment, Oscar!’
  


  
    A deep and full-throated bellow responded. Meredith imagined, with some apprehension, a large and fierce hound of the Baskerville breed. She was wary of strange dogs.
  


  
    The door re-opened. Father Holland and a woman entered in something of a rush, propelled forward by an unseen force. A scrabbling of claws on the tiled floor suggested the invisible Oscar, as did a hearty panting somewhere near ground level.
  


  
    When she saw who it was, Meredith relaxed. Her mind still reeling from the vicar’s news, she wouldn’t have wanted to cope with a complete stranger. But she immediately recognised Margaret Holden, whom she’d met briefly on several previous occasions, all of them semi-formal. As the mother of their young bachelor member of parliament, Margaret was a familiar figure in the constituency.
  


  
    She was in her late fifties. Though probably never a beauty – her  mouth and nose were both too large for convention – her features were striking. A high, smooth brow above strongly marked eyebrows and ash-blonde hair swept back into a neat pleat suggested the adjective ‘handsome’. Meredith’s eye was drawn to a rather grisly brooch formed of a bird of prey’s claw in a silver clasp, pinned to the visitor’s coat.
  


  
    ‘You know Meredith, don’t you?’ Father Holland was saying.
  


  
    Mrs Holden’s voice was unexpectedly deep but warm. ‘Of course. Give me a moment to let Oscar off his lead.’
  


  
    She stooped briefly, then stood up, folding the lead neatly. She held out her hand with formality. ‘How nice to see you again, Meredith, and how convenient! I was going to phone you today.’
  


  
    Meredith rose to take the proffered hand but before she could, a solid body collided with her ankles and sent her staggering forward over the table.
  


  
    ‘Oscar!’ reproved his owner.
  


  
    Meredith looked down. The owner of the large bark was possessed of a long body and very short legs, a barrel chest, long ears, the edges of which were balding, and, either side of a pointed nose, piercing brown eyes which were fixed balefully on her. Oscar was a full-sized standard, black-and-tan dachshund.
  


  
    ‘Hullo!’ Meredith greeted him and stooped.
  


  
    Oscar scurried backwards with alacrity and burst into his Baskerville boom. As he barked, he bounced up and down on his stubby legs, alternately rushing towards Meredith and darting back.
  


  
    ‘Ignore him!’ advised his owner.
  


  
    Meredith sat down again. Oscar edged forward, sniffed her shoes, evidently decided she was harmless and lost interest.  He set off at speed towards the door into the hall, his nose to the ground and his tail erect and waving like the whip aerial on a car.
  


  
    ‘He’s a hound,’ explained Mrs Holden. ‘His instinct is to track. He doesn’t do any harm but, in any new place, he wants to run round examining it. Some people object so I always ask before I bring him into anyone’s home.’
  


  
    ‘You know Oscar and I are old friends!’ Father Holland said from the kitchen sink. He was filling a bowl with water. He set it on the floor. ‘For when he gets back from exploring!’
  


  
    From the direction of the front door came a stamp of feet. A male voice called out, ‘Anyone home?’ The bell jangled again.
  


  
    This was grist to the mill of Oscar’s favourite occupation. He responded with a full-throated yell of aggression, hurling himself at the door panels and bawling defiance like a dog demented.
  


  
    ‘There they are!’ Father Holland muttered. ‘Meredith, can I ask you to do the honours for me? I won’t be long, Margaret. At least, I don’t think so.’
  


  
    He went out and could be heard shouting, ‘Shut up, Oscar!’
  


  
    ‘Perhaps I ought to fetch him!’ Margaret Holden half turned. As she spoke, Oscar was summarily returned to the kitchen by a clerical hand on his collar, and the door shut in his face. He took badly to this cavalier treatment and was clearly torn between a desire to listen intently to the noises in the hall from which he’d been ejected and a conflicting urge to raise merry hell.
  


  
    Outside there was a murmur of men’s voices and then silence. Oscar cocked his head. ‘Wuff?’ he inquired experimentally.
  


  
    But the quarry had gone.
  


  
    Margaret Holden let him out into the hall again. He shot out like a rocket and loosed a flurry of defiant barks by way of having the last word and then pattered off to see if he could raise other more promising game. Margaret turned a questioning gaze on Meredith. Mrs Holden’s eye-lashes were pale, like her hair, and made her deepset, bluish-grey eyes appear oddly naked. Meredith wondered why she hadn’t used mascara, or even had the eye-lashes dyed, as was popular nowadays.
  


  
    ‘Has something happened? James seems quite distraught. No one’s had an accident, I hope?’ As she spoke she placed her leather handbag on the table beside Oscar’s lead. There was something in the careful enunciation of the words that indicated English wasn’t her first language.
  


  
    ‘I’m not sure,’ Meredith told her. ‘I only just got here and he’s been on the phone most of the time. Let me get you a cup.’
  


  
    Margaret pulled off her gloves, smoothing each out and placing them, one on top of the other, over the handbag. She seemed to be thinking. ‘I wonder if he’s going to be a long time. You don’t happen to know whether the Gresham funeral will be family only, I suppose?’
  


  
    ‘Gresham?’ Meredith returned with a cup. ‘Sorry, I’m afraid I don’t know anything about that.’
  


  
    Oscar reappeared in the kitchen, made for the water bowl the vicar had set for him, slurped water around all over the floor and set off again. There was a rattle of treads from the staircase.
  


  
    ‘Bother, he’s gone upstairs!’ murmured his owner. ‘Still, he can probably get down again. Of course, you wouldn’t have known Miss Gresham! You haven’t lived here long enough. She died recently. Her family was long-established and very  active in local politics. When I first came here to live she was both a parish and a district councillor herself. She followed Lars’s career keenly. I visited her shortly before she died and on the last occasion she gave me this.’ Margaret touched the claw brooch. ‘Such a kind thought.’
  


  
    That explained the wearing of an adornment very much in Edwardian taste and inappropriate in today’s preservation-conscious times.
  


  
    ‘It was kind of her to think of me and I would like, you know, to attend the service if it isn’t private,’ Margaret was saying.
  


  
    Despite the flow of information she seemed to have her mind elsewhere. A faint frown puckered her smooth brow and the words came out in a rapid, jerky sequence. Then the frown vanished.
  


  
    In a more lively way she went on, ‘I was meaning to call you, Meredith, and ask whether you and Alan could come to dinner next Saturday. Perhaps a little short notice. I apologise for that. My son will be there and whenever I want to include Lars in anything I have to take his rather crowded diary into account. Things are always cropping up at the last moment to detain him in London.’ A shadow crossed her face. She looked momentarily older. As before, her brisk manner returned almost at once. ‘However, he’s promised to come this weekend. I intend to ask James Holland too. I don’t think you’ve met my son?’
  


  
    It was both statement and question. If Meredith had met Lars Holden, his mother would expect to have been informed. If they’d met without her knowledge, Meredith felt Margaret Holden would want to know why.
  


  
    With some relief, she was able to reply, ‘Not                                                 met.























 I saw him once at a fête, only from a distance.’
  


  
    Then you must come and meet him. Lars is very interested in overseas affairs.’
  


  
    It occurred to Meredith that giving one’s children foreign first names was a risky business. On the one hand it certainly made the name memorable. On the other, it must be a bit of a bind for Lars Holden, having to explain his first name all the time.
  


  
    ‘I’d love to come. I can’t speak for Alan’s being free, but as far as I know, he is. The following week, mind you, we’ll both be away – on the canal, a narrowboat holiday.’ Despite herself, a note of apprehension sounded in Meredith’s voice.
  


  
    A picture rose unbidden in her mind, one which had been present often of late. In it, she and Alan huddled together for comfort in a tiny cramped narrowboat cabin, drinking packet soup out of mugs, while rain beat relentlessly on the wooden roof, the canal waters outside a grey-green ooze.
  


  
    Above their heads Oscar’s feet thudded across some uncarpeted area of the vicarage, his claws rattling on bare boards, enhancing the image. Meredith forced it from her mind.
  


  
    ‘Really? That sounds nice,’ Mrs Holden murmured politely. She’d taken out a pocket notebook and ticked off, presumably, Meredith’s name on a list. ‘I’ll phone Alan.’ She put the notebook away and smiled. ‘I am my son’s hostess and his social secretary in the constituency.’
  


  
    ‘Is Lars a family name?’ Meredith’s curiosity got the better of her.
  


  
    ‘Yes, my father’s name. I am Swedish, you know.’ She glanced at her watch, a pretty little gold one. Meredith wondered again about the grisly brooch. ‘I don’t think I’ll wait for James to come back. He might be a long time and I’ve got so much to do. Shall we say seven for seven-thirty on Saturday?’
  


  
    She rose to her feet, gathered handbag, gloves and doglead and moved to the door, where she paused. Turning, she asked suddenly, ‘You really don’t know what has happened?’
  


  
    ‘To take the vicar away? No, I don’t.’
  


  
    Meredith was conscious of uttering a white lie. But the vicar had asked her not to speak of the discovery and, as he’d said, everyone would know, soon enough. Although their member of parliament’s mother probably didn’t consider herself just anyone.
  


  
    ‘I see.’
  


  
    Meredith had the feeling Margaret Holden didn’t believe her. For a moment a further question hovered on the woman’s lips. But she only said, ‘Thank you for the tea. Till Saturday.’
  


  
    She went out to the hall. Oscar could be heard noisily descending the staircase. ‘Stand still!’ ordered his owner. Meredith could just glimpse her as she bent to clip on his lead. The front door clicked. A car engine started up and moved away.
  


  
    Alone, Meredith sipped cooling tea and wondered how the vicar was getting along in the churchyard. Then she began to wonder about the forthcoming Saturday. ‘I’m my son’s hostess.’ A strong-minded mother to have, Margaret Holden. Had her son’s political career been his own idea or hers?
  


  
    Unbidden, there came into Meredith’s head a fragment of Gilbert and Sullivan.
  


  
    ‘And I always voted at my party’s call, And I never thought of thinking for myself at all.’
  


  
    She washed up the tea-things, tipped out what remained of the water in Oscar’s bowl, and mopped up the puddle where it had stood. It didn’t look as if the vicar would be back soon. She could call in again for the book some time.
  


  
    Meredith went outside and unchained the bike. She pushed  it down to the gate and paused there with one foot on a pedal and one on the ground. A police van cruised past headed for the churchyard. As if drawn by a magnet, she cycled slowly after it.
  


  
    The rain had more or less stopped. Police vehicles were parked nose to tail in the confined area available. She propped herself, still balanced uncomfortably on the bicycle seat, against a portion of the churchyard wall. Its grey, roughly chiselled stone blocks bulged outwards. The passing of centuries had led to a four to five feet difference in level between the churchyard and the pavement running alongside it but now considerably lower.
  


  
    On the other side of this wall, directly beside her, elbow to elbow with her, lay the dead. Perhaps one day, under pressure from the ancient earth, this old wall would finally burst and all the morass of decay would spill out.
  


  
    Meredith corrected herself. That was pure horror-film stuff. Even if the wall gave way, on the other side now would be little but soil. The graves in that area were amongst the oldest. Whatever they’d once held had long since mouldered away. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. Or in this case, mud to mud. She noticed that in amongst the rough-cut blocks of which the wall was built crept a plant with pale green fleshy leaves sticking out along trailing stems. It looked like a green millipede making its way along the pathways of crumbling mortar. Here and there it was sprinkled with tiny star-like yellow flowers.
  


  
    She knew its name. Stonecrop. Alan had told her once that it was poisonous, as so many common plants were. That it should be growing here seemed ominous, as though it sprouted directly from that which lay on the other side. An outward and visible sign of an inward and invisible rottenness.
  


  
    Water dropped from a tree overhanging the wall and hit the top of her head. Meredith drew back further. The police personnel were all busy and no one had noticed her yet. She caught a glimpse of Father Holland amongst the trees. He was talking to a workman in a woolly hat, perhaps one of the grave-diggers who’d made the grisly discovery. Police officers in waterproof jackets were decanting poles and canvas sheets from the van. They were going to put up screens and probably a tent over the site of the horror.
  


  
    She felt intrusive and knew she oughtn’t to be
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