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			NOTE

			This book is the second of a nontraditional trilogy starting with The Problem with Uncle Teddy’s Memoir. Reading the previous book is recommended but not required as this book, while being contemporaneous and sharing certain elements with the other, contains no Uncle Teddy.

			The action takes place in England between 2010 and 2013. The characters are British and speak accordingly. Spelling and punctuation are (more or less) American English.

			A partial and apocryphal Glossary of Unfamiliar Terms is included at the end to aid the bewildered.

		

	
		

		
			Dedication

			To those keeping traditions alive.

		

		

	
		

		
			Chapter  One

			Sunday afternoon, Monday morning

			The bishop sighed. “He has to go, I’m afraid, Geoff.”

			On his phone, the image of a priest nodded, “Okay, decision made. Which lands me with the problem of where to put him now. Do you have a replacement in mind, Dave?”

			Bishop David Davidson, “The Dave” to his friends, shook his head. “Just find someone whose head is in this century.”

			“...And not up his own arse.”

			“Preferably. Shouldn’t have let him get so entrenched at St. John’s. My fault.”

			“Do I tell him, or will you go over there?”

			Dave shrugged. “I’ll do it. Let’s get the new man sorted first.”

			And so, Fr. Bartholomew Samuels’ professional fate was sealed; no more to shepherd the parish of St. John’s In The Green, demoted, put out to grass in some remote institution from where his superiors would hear no more complaints. A fate he was only spared by unexpectedly—and unwillingly—entering into his eternal reward that same night.

			***

			The text from Fr. Geoff came as Dave was finishing breakfast.

			“Police @ St Johns Samuels dead possibly murdered”

			He called out from the dining room, “Sherry!”

			His secretary, Sherry, came running. “Dave? You alright? What’s the matter?”

			“Something’s happened at St. John’s. Cancel today—everything.”

			

			She nodded. “Not the usual?”

			“He might have been killed.”

			“Oh my...”

			She came back after a moment with her tablet. “You’re at your sister’s tonight.”

			He nodded. “I hope I’ll still do that.”

			She talked as she read. “I’ll talk to the Life committee, two other meetings this afternoon...I’ll call them. Lunch was with the chief rabbi. You shouldn’t miss that.”

			“I know. Tell him exactly why, or he’ll be offended. And tell him I would have sent him a text if he’d only get a smartphone.”

			Sherry smiled. “Will do.”

			“Tell Geoff I’m on my way there. Try and contact whoever you can at the Met. Let them know I’m coming to St. John’s.”

			Sherry looked doubtful, “I’ll do my best. Will you drive yourself?”

			The bishop thought for a moment, wiping the last of breakfast from his mouth, “No, order a taxi. That way I can impose myself. Oh...God help us!”

			***

			The police tape was across the end of the road. As the taxi pulled up alongside, a woman constable waved the driver on. He wound down his window and jerked his thumb back toward his passenger. Dave emerged and checked the driver would be paid from the diocesan account, giving time for the constable to duck under the tape and step toward them.

			“Road’s closed! You’ll have to move on!”

			“Good morning, Constable,” Dave began.

			“Road’s closed! You’ll have to move on!”

			“I’m an auxiliary bishop of Southwark...”

			“I don’t care if you’re the fucking pope, mate. It’s a crime scene. Move on!”

			“And I’m the victim’s boss and responsible for this property. You’ll take me to the officer in charge and be quick about it!”

			She looked him up and down. “Wait here.”

			She was gone for several minutes. After the taxi had left, no one else came by to stand or look.

			

			The road blocked by the twisting blue-and-yellow ribbon was not long. To the left was a small park edged by an iron railing, to the right the church itself, and beyond it the rectory. Across the other end of the road, to both left and right, was a towering mass of scaffolding, incomplete yellow stone walls, and sheets of dirty white plastic billowing in the breeze. The new building, even unfinished, dwarfed the street and everything in it—namely two police cars, two unmarked cars, and a white van. The blue and red flashers were still pulsing on one car. Despite the even gray daylight, the alternating shadows of colors arched up the plastic of the building site, across the rectory, and along the church walls like a giant puppet show.

			The smell of car exhaust drifted round him as he waited. He watched the stooping figures of several uniformed policemen searching the park.

			The woman PC and a man in plainclothes stepped out of the rectory door. She pointed up the street toward him. The man nodded, and they walked slowly up the pavement, casting shadows on the pulsing blue and red of the church wall.

			“Good morning, Fred,” said The Dave.

			“Morning, Dave. Can you show the constable some identification, please?”

			Dave fished out his driving license from his wallet. “Is that good enough?”

			She took it and read it carefully. “Sorry. Good morning, er, Reverend?”

			“Please...call me Dave.”

			The detective smiled and said quietly to the PC, “We will afford the bishop every courtesy.”

			She replied stiffly, “Yes, sir!”

			To Dave, Fred said, “You know the victim, right?”

			“I know Fr. Samuels very well. Is it he?”

			“Ah. We...we’re not officially sure. Perhaps you could give us a preliminary identification. We’ll need a formal ID later, but it would help if you could.”

			Dave nodded. “Of course. What exactly has happened?”

			“Well...” They started to walk toward the rectory. “As you’ll soon see, it isn’t really clear. The victim is dead. No doubt there.”

			

			“God receive his soul,” Dave muttered.

			Fred continued, “A parishioner found the body when no one showed up to do the 6:30 service. Er...did you have your breakfast?”

			“I did, why?”

			The PC replied with a smile, “You might not have it for much longer.”

			Fred gave her a look and nodded toward the tape and the end of the street. She rolled her eyes and, smiling, turned back to take up her position again. A young man in a bright yellow cycling suit, with a bright yellow bicycle to match, was waiting for her.

			“It’s as gruesome a scene as I’ve come across, I’m afraid. I’ll give you booties and gloves to put on; our scene-of-crime officers aren’t quite done yet.”

			“Understood. Can I ask why you are on this one? You don’t usually ‘do’ murders, do you?”

			“No...,” the detective sighed, “not really. But you can guess why.”

			Dave nodded. “Again, understood.”

			The rectory of St. John’s In The Green was a modest old house dating from before the Second World War. The front door opened onto a vestibule and staircase. Rooms went off to the right and to the left; the kitchen occupied the rear. As Dave pulled blue hospital booties over his shoes, he watched two men in baggy plastic overalls packing instruments into cases. He stood silently in the kitchen doorway. He was old enough to remember real butcher’s shops: sawdust on the floor, quartered animals on hooks, and this smell—the smell of blood.

			The table and chairs were in disarray; the body stretched out in front of the sink. A lake of blood encompassed the body and spread along to the right where the priest’s head had rolled. Beyond them, a door was open to the small passage linking the rectory to the back of the church. To the left of the kitchen was a small scullery with a partitioned-off toilet. It was here Dave threw up, as had one of the constables earlier.

			Fr. Samuels still had the shock of white hair that, in life, had given him a wild-man-of-the-woods silhouette. His perpetual frown of disapproval, however, was lifted, in death, by a simple grin.

			

			The detective had asked, “Can you identify the victim for me?”

			When he returned from losing his breakfast, Dave nodded and said, “The Reverend Bartholomew Samuels, God have mercy on his troubled soul.” 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter  Two

			Monday evening

			“Get a move on! Your uncle will be here in a minute!”

			“I know, Mum, I know! And it’s Uncle Dave. He’s only a bishop—well auxiliary bishop—not the pope. It’s not a state occasion.”

			“You haven’t seen him in a year. At least show some interest!”

			Peter Trowbridge put down his book and helped his mother lay the table.

			“We’ve FaceTimed. And it’s you he’s coming to see too.”

			His mother gave him a look. “He’s not after me to sign up.”

			Peter sighed. “He’s going to be disappointed.”

			Helen Trowbridge laughed quietly. “Good. I still fancy myself as a grandmother.”

			“Patience, woman!” he joked.

			She handed him the napkins. “I,” she paused, “was pregnant a second time at your age.”

			“Is that a comment on the reticence of my generation or the unbridled passion of yours?”

			“Oh, I could tell you a thing or two!” she laughed.

			“I hope you won’t. Especially not in front of the bishop!”

			“Really, Peter, twenty-five is getting on a bit nowadays.”

			Peter stopped and thought. “Seems to me like I just left school. When did you work out what you wanted to be when you grew up?”

			Helen thought for a moment. “Never did. You lot happened. Your father...left us. Keeping going was as much ‘working out’ as I’ve ever done.”

			

			“Well then! That’s me off the hook. I’ll ‘keep going’ for a while longer.”

			“That usually involves your own place, employment, let alone...”

			Peter interrupted. “I only just got back, and you want rid of me already?”

			“Uncle Dave is sure to ask you. If you’re not going to be a priest...what else?”

			The doorbell rang.

			“Hello, sister-mine!” said The Dave, “And there he is! Taller and mightier than ever!”

			“Hi, Uncle Dave, good day at the office?”

			A chill ran through the bishop. “Ah. No, not so much...”

			Helen frowned. “Whatever is the matter?”

			“I’ll tell you later. Don’t want to spoil dinner.”

			At the table, Peter found he had to make a lot of the conversation.

			“The retreat was good. You were right about Fr. Finnegan. Describing him as ‘a bit of a character’ doesn’t do it at all!”

			“Yep. He’s out there, isn’t he? But one of the best, one of the best...”

			Dave stopped, lost in his thoughts; his sister and nephew exchanged a worried glance.

			“Um,” Peter began, “I guess I need to tell you I’ve decided...”

			“Hmm? What about?”

			“About my not being a priest...”

			“Oh, yes. Probably wise...”

			Helen sat up straight but said nothing.

			“Really?” asked Peter.

			Dave seemed to come back fully to the present. “It’s a tough job...but it’s more. We don’t call it a vocation for nothing. If you’re called, you’re called. If you’re not, best not to get too invested. So what decided you, hmm?”

			Peter glanced at his mother and said, “The three things I told you would be a problem.”

			“Poverty, chastity, and obedience?”

			“And not necessarily in that order.”

			

			Dave laughed for the first time that evening. “I know, I know. But let me tell you, as a diocesan priest, the poverty is only in terms of what we pay you. Come from money and you’d be okay.”

			Peter gave his mother a theatrical glare. “Unless she’s keeping something from me, that would still count as a reason.”

			“And the chastity...well, there are those who make a parade of their celibacy, while letting that chastity thing go by the wayside. And as for obedience! Oh, they’re like cats! When I say ‘no’ they understand ‘not while the boss is watching’!” He was lost in thought again for a moment. “So, what will you do?”

			Helen slid her chair back and quietly said, “I’ll get dessert.”

			Peter squinted at her and said, “Well...we were just talking about that before you arrived. Mother seems keen on me moving out again.”

			His uncle nodded. “What are you doing at the moment? I can’t remember what you’re working at.”

			Peter shook his head. “How do you think I have time to go traveling to Nepal or to spend a week at Fr. Finnegan’s retreat?”

			Where Peter had expected a joke or a word of advice, instead he found his uncle’s gaze squarely on his face. Dave had been a good friend to Peter years before at the time of his father’s death. He was used to the manner in which the bishop gave his earnest, and often wise, advice. Instead, the bishop sat back in his chair and smiled.

			Helen slipped small dishes onto the table. 

			Dave took a deep breath. “One of my priests was murdered last night.”

			Helen gasped and said, “Oh, I am sorry. Anyone we know?”

			Dave shook his head. “I don’t think so. He wasn’t the most sociable of souls and the parish...well, it has some peculiarities...”

			They waited for him to continue.

			“It’s a sensitive site, and there are...” Dave spoke carefully, “We were very happy keeping the place as a quiet backwater. The last thing we wanted was a violent incident and—God help us!—press attention.”

			Peter frowned and said, “Why are you looking at me like that?”

			“I think I might have a job for you.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter  Three

			Early Tuesday morning

			Peter arrived at the rectory still not sure how it happened. Did he really volunteer to camp out at a murder scene?

			The cold and bored policeman walking up and down the street seemed glad of some company.

			Peter greeted him. “Good morning! I’m Peter Trowbridge. I hope you’re expecting me.”

			He nodded. “Can I see some ID?”

			“Right. Here...and this is the letter from my uncle.”

			The PC nodded again, looking it over, and said, “That’s fine, sir.”

			Peter looked toward the rectory’s front door. “What...um...state is the place in?”

			“Well, I know the forensic team has finished. The place is open for you again. Have you contacted the cleaning company yet?”

			“What cleaning company?”

			“Sorry, your responsibility, the cleanup.”

			Peter nodded and said, “That’ll be why you’re walking around out here and not inside making yourself coffee.”

			“Too right, mate. I don’t envy you.” He pulled a key on a length of string from his breast pocket and handed it to Peter.

			“Right...thanks.”

			Peter took several deep breaths of cool morning air, put the key in the lock, and opened the front door.

			The vestibule was dark; all the doors were closed. Only the window at the top of the staircase shone light. He shouldered his overnight bag and went upstairs.

			He glanced first in the bathroom. The place was a mess, and he guessed it had been that way for decades. One bedroom was the late reverend’s. It suffered from the same deep disarray. Peter closed the door on it.

			

			The guest room was cleaner. There were sheets on the bed but dust on the pillows. Peter dropped his bag and sighed. The third room, next to the bathroom, was filled with boxes and bags. Peter couldn’t tell if any furniture lay beneath.

			He heard voices outside. Through the grimy window, he saw the PC talking with a bike messenger. Had Uncle Dave sent something round already?

			As soon as Peter appeared at the door, the cyclist shouted at him. “Oi! You opening the church, or what?”

			Peter immediately didn’t like his tone. The messenger was tall and muscular but dressed in a skintight bright yellow suit with black accents. The color, Peter thought, undermined an otherwise imposing demeanor.

			Peter shook his head. “Not planning to today, no.”

			The cyclist swore. “Where’s Bart? Why can’t I see him?”

			Peter wasn’t sure how to answer this. His uncle had said various things about not wanting a media fuss but hadn’t specifically told him whether or not to talk about what had happened.

			“There’ll be an announcement. Can’t say exactly when.”

			Turning his bike around and dropping it hard, the messenger swore again and launched himself off at high speed.

			“Any idea what that’s about?” Peter asked the policeman.

			He shook his head. “Seen him around. Don’t know what his business is here.”

			“You said something about a cleaning company. How do I contact them?”

			The PC shrugged. “I know Detective Mason was put in charge. He’s probably able to give you the details.”

			Peter looked at his phone. The time was seven forty-five. “Any idea when he’ll be here?”

			“I’m due off at eight. I suppose one of my colleagues will be assigned, just in case.” He shook his head. “They didn’t say anything more.”

			“Sounds like we’re in the same boat.”

			Peter only looked in the kitchen once.

			The downstairs room to the right of the vestibule was the parish office. On the walls was a haphazard rogues’ gallery of former parish priests. Peter spent a few minutes watching the history of the church displayed in the faces of these men. He wondered at how much the world changed between the elderly Fr. Wilson during the twenties and the young Fr. Wilkinson during the Second World War, between the sour-faced Fr. Kowalik and the smiling post-Vatican-II Fr. Roberts. Despite the vastly differing circumstances of their times, they all heard and answered the call.

			

			Peter shook his head. “No, I couldn’t have done what you did.”

			Around the office, ancient filing cabinets creaked under imminent avalanches of paper. The front window looked out on the street, the park, and the hall. He hadn’t noticed the building before, but the sign clearly stated “St. John’s Parish Hall.” It was squeezed between the tall shrubs of the park and the fence of the building site.

			Peter sat in the chair behind the desk and sighed.

			“Just keep the lights on, until I can get someone else in there,” Uncle Dave had said. Sitting in a stranger’s chair in a silent room, Peter had no idea what that meant.

			The telephone erupted into a clamor. Peter stared at it, startled.

			“Hello?”

			“Hey, Bart, Miles Treverton, The One Daily. So, yeah, what was the police activity at your place yesterday?”

			Treverton’s voice was quick and gravelly. Peter hesitated. “Um, this isn’t Bart.”

			“Oh, right. Who are you then?”

			“I’m Peter Trowbridge.”

			There was a moment’s silence. “Who?”

			“I’m...um...temporary caretaker.”

			“Oh, right. So what was happening?”

			Peter felt a chasm open at his feet. “I’m not sure I can tell you anything right now. Sorry.”

			“Yeah? Okay, so what can’t you tell me about?”

			Peter didn’t reply.

			Treverton continued, “I mean, just give me the context, so I know what to ask for when I call back, okay?”

			“I’m sure there’ll be an announcement later,” Peter said, sure now he was doing it all wrong.

			

			“Great. Thanks! About what?”

			Peter held the phone away from his face and looked at it. “That’s all I can say.”

			“Oh, right. No, that’s fine. That’s fine. Your name again? Peter...”

			“Trowbridge. Peter Trowbridge.”

			“And how long have you been housekeeper? Where did you come from?”

			“I only...” He stopped himself. “That’s all. Good day.” 

			He hung up.

			The phone rang again immediately.

			“Hello?”

			“Miles Treverton. We got cut off. You were saying...”

			Peter hung up. He realized he was sweating. The phone rang. He looked at the caller ID. It showed “Treverton.” Peter didn’t answer.

			He stepped outside to avoid hearing the phone ringing. He noticed the replacement police officer was sitting in her car at the end of the street. As he looked down the street, the side door of the church opened. A man descended the few stone steps and strode across the street into the park.

			“Hello! Hey!” Peter called but received no acknowledgment or answer. The man hurried off through the park to the alley behind the pub.

			Peter’s phone vibrated in his pocket.

			“Hello?”

			“Peter! Uncle Dave. Are you in place?”

			“Sort of. The press are calling already.”

			“I was afraid of that. Don’t tell them anything.”

			“I don’t think that’ll stop them. Is there going to be an official announcement?”

			“Work with the lead detective, Fred Mason, as far as that goes. Listen, I can’t get there today. I’ve given your number to John Marx. He’s a friend of mine and the vicar of St. John’s On The Green. He’ll be of most help to you in getting orientated, okay?”

			“Wait, what was that?”

			“He’ll call you—John Marx. Talk to you later!”

			Peter, becoming more angry than confused, turned back to the house. Before he got to the door, a car roared down the street.

			

			As the passenger emerged, Peter instantly knew he was a detective. His suit had been a good one once. His shoes would probably still shine up with effort. But it wasn’t his clothes that struck Peter most but the way he took a deep breath and straightened before looking up. He was like someone repositioning a heavy load. He guessed the man’s graying hair wasn’t an indicator of age.

			“Mr. Trowbridge? I’m Fred Mason. I’ve been...er, given charge of this investigation. Your uncle told me you’d be coming.”

			“How do you do? I have a few questions to ask you.”

			“I’m sure you do.” He glanced at the rectory. “Let’s get a cup of coffee. There’s a café just down from the pub.”

			Peter nodded.

			***

			The café was a throwback to before the days of coffee retail empires and loyalty cards. Its sign merely said “CAFE” and its smeared windows were clouded by steam. They sat at a Formica table, surrounded by the smell of toast and bleach.

			Mason began, “What’s your phone number? So I can text you.” 

			Peter told him. 

			“Right. Thanks.” Ripping packets of sweetener into his coffee, he asked, “So...what do you know so far?”

			“That Fr. Samuels was murdered. I’ve seen the kitchen.”

			Mason nodded. “Beheading is rare. Bit of a first for us here.”

			“Uncle Dave talked about it being a sensitive...something or other. There’s something about this place?”

			“Everyone’s on eggshells while the Islamic Centre goes up.”

			“Oh, is that what...?”

			“Yeah, it’s going to be their biggest mosque in London, university, library, who-knows-what. And St. John’s is right up its backside.”

			“It is extremely close.”

			“Yeah, you want to watch out while you’re here. We had a series of complaints from Fr. Samuels about them moving the construction fence. There’s supposed to be an alleyway down the side of the hall. Someone’s been pushing the fence up against the wall. It’s the kind of stupid crap that can get out of hand.”

			

			Peter sighed. “I don’t know how much help I can be with...”

			“We don’t want provocateurs saying the murder was anything to do with the Muslims.”

			“Oh, I see...I suppose they might.”

			“In a heartbeat, they will.”

			Peter sipped his coffee. “But, then, it might actually be...if there’s been bad feeling.”

			Mason smiled. “The pathologist muttered something about ‘less a machete more a ceremonial sword.’ Some of them go in for that sort of thing.”

			“So...wait! You don’t want anyone saying it’s related to the mosque, but you’re thinking it is.”

			“I’m going to have to investigate all the possibilities. The calmer the environment I get to work in, the easier it’ll be.”

			“Right...best of luck.”

			“So, I’ll be—I hope my team will be—talking to all the neighbors, interviewing all the parishioners, everyone who uses the church hall.”

			“Blimey! That’ll be quite a list.”

			“Your uncle said you could help compiling the names.”

			Peter exhaled loudly. “I’ve seen the office. It isn’t what I’d call organized. I’ll do what I can.” He nodded slowly. “Sure, that’s something I can do.”

			“Good. Now, people will be coming and going, gossiping and talking,” said the detective quietly, “I’d like to know what’s being said. Know what I mean?”

			“Keep my ear to the ground?”

			“I can’t be everywhere, and uniformed officers aren’t most people’s first choice to chat with. Your uncle’s put you in pole position to hear what’s being said.”

			Peter nodded but felt uncomfortable; Uncle Dave should have mentioned that part of it.

			“There are some other little wrinkles in working on this,” Mason continued.

			Peter’s phone vibrated. “Hold on a sec. Who’s this?”

			Mason waved for him to answer it.

			

			“Hello? Sorry, who? Oh, right, yes, sorry. Uncle Dave said you’d call...right. At the church? I’m not there right now. Hold on.” He held the phone away and said to Mason, “John Marx, a vicar, wants to see me. How long shall I tell him?”

			Mason nodded his head and replied, “We can walk back now. I’ll talk to him too.”

			“Oh...okay.” Back
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