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Chapter 1: Drainage
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The clay was the colour of liver and twice as heavy. Ros drove the spade in at an angle, levered up a wedge of it, and dropped it onto the spoil heap beside the trench. The heap was already three feet long and growing. She'd been at it since eight and had cut maybe four yards of channel, which was good going for this soil. Heavy clay over chalk, saturated after a week of rain, with a water table that came up in October and didn't drop until March. The churchyard drained the way a bathtub drains when you leave the flannel over the plughole: slowly, grudgingly, and not without complaint.

She was working along the base of the boundary wall, on the Victorian extension side. The wall was dressed limestone, three feet high, capped with half-round coping stones that had been repointed sometime in the eighties — she could tell from the mortar, which was too grey and too hard for the original build. On the medieval side, the ground rose toward the church, shaded by the four yews. On her side, the extension sloped gently south toward Acre Lane. The slope should have helped with drainage. It didn't, because the path gravel at the wall's base had compacted over a century into something approaching concrete, and the water pooled there instead of moving through.

Her plan was simple. Cut a channel eighteen inches deep along the wall's foundation, lay perforated pipe bedded in gravel, and route the water south to the existing soakaway near Row 20. She'd done the same thing on the other side of the extension in March and it had worked. The French drain along Row 12 was holding — she'd checked it last weekend, pressed her boot into the turf, and the ground gave without pooling. That had been a good morning. This was a wetter one.

A root crossed the trench at the two-yard mark. Ash, probably — there were three self-seeded ash trees along the north side of the wall, and their roots went wherever they pleased. She knelt and cleaned the clay away from it with her trowel. The root was two inches thick, pale, running east to west across her line. She'd have to cut it. She checked the angle and the direction. It wasn't a primary root — the tree was ten yards off, and this was a lateral runner looking for water. She could take it without doing damage. She unfolded the pruning saw from her belt and cut through it in three strokes, clean, flush with the trench wall on both sides. The severed ends would callus over. The tree wouldn't notice.

She stood up and stretched. Her back was holding but her knees were complaining — she'd been crouching for the better part of two hours. The churchyard was quiet. A blackbird was working the leaf litter under the nearest yew, flipping leaves with a violence that seemed excessive for the task. Beyond the wall, in the medieval section, the church tower stood square and grey against a sky that couldn't decide between overcast and rain. October in north Dorset. The light was flat, the air was cold, and the ground was full of water. Drainage season.

She went back to digging. At the five-yard mark, the spade hit something that wasn't clay.

The sound was different — a dull knock rather than the wet give of soil. She stopped and crouched down. Brushed the clay away with her gloved hand. Stone. Pale, fine-grained. Portland limestone, by the look of it — the same stone they'd used for most of the Victorian headstones in the extension. She cleared more clay. The surface was flat, dressed, with a slight bevel at one edge. A slab. Not a natural stone — this had been cut and finished.

She stood up and looked at the parish plan she'd pinned to a clipboard and left on the wall. The plan showed every plot in the Victorian extension, numbered by row and position. She was working along the base of the boundary wall, between Rows 1 and 2. There were no burials here. The space between the wall and the first row was a service margin — a yard of clear ground for access, drainage, and maintenance. No one was supposed to be buried in it.

Back at the slab, she cleared more of the surface. It was about two feet by eighteen inches — the right size for a grave marker or a footstone. She found the edge and traced it with her trowel. The stone was sitting on a prepared bed: levelled, compacted, with a thin layer of sand underneath that was not native to the clay subsoil. She pressed her thumb into the sand. It was sharp, angular, the kind you'd buy from a builders' merchant. Someone had dug a hole, prepared a base, and set this stone in it. Deliberately. Competently.

She sat back on her heels and looked at the slab. She checked the bed again, running her trowel along the edge where the sand met the surrounding clay. The join was clean — no mixing, no root intrusion, which meant the sand had been laid in a single operation, not built up over time. The clay beneath the bed had been cut flat with a straight edge, not dug with a spade. She could see the tool marks in the subsoil: parallel lines, evenly spaced, the kind left by a bricklayer's trowel or a mason's float. Whoever had done this had taken the time to get the foundation right. Had checked the level. Had probably tamped the sand with a board, working it firm so the stone wouldn't settle unevenly. The work was good. Better than good — it was careful in the way that suggested someone who understood that a properly bedded stone would sit flush for decades, invisible under the turf, undisturbed by frost or root movement. The only reason she'd found it was that she'd cut her trench exactly here. A yard to the south and she'd have missed it entirely.

Frost heave didn't prepare beds of sharp sand. Subsidence didn't cut and level a foundation. This stone had been placed here by someone who knew what they were doing — someone with the same skills she'd use if she were laying a path or setting a memorial.

She got her phone from her coat pocket and photographed the slab from three angles: straight down, from the east, from the west. She photographed the prepared bed, the sand layer, the clay around it. She measured the slab with her tape — twenty-three inches by sixteen — and wrote the dimensions in her notebook along with the location: boundary wall, extension side, five yards from the lych gate path, between Rows 1 and 2.

Then she checked the parish plan again. Row 1, Plot 1 should be six feet south of the wall — a proper six feet, measured from the wall's foundation, not its face. She paced it out. Six feet south brought her to a headstone she knew: James Ogilvie, died 1887, Portland limestone, the lettering still sharp after a century and a half because whoever carved it had cut deep and the stone was good. She looked back at the wall. The slab she'd found was sitting roughly where Plot 1-0 would be if Plot 1-0 existed, which it didn't, because the numbering started at 1 and the space between the wall and the first row was meant to be empty.

She looked at the slab for a long time. Then she covered it over with a tarp, weighted the edges with clay, and kept digging. The drainage channel still needed cutting. She'd deal with the stone when she'd finished the job she'd come to do.

By half three the light was going and the trench was done — nine yards of clean channel, eighteen inches deep, graded to fall south at one in sixty. She'd lay the pipe and gravel tomorrow. She collected her tools, cleaned the spade and trowel at the standpipe by the shed, and locked everything away. Her hands were raw with cold and her trousers were caked to the knee. She peeled off her gloves and flexed her fingers. The callus on her left palm had split again — it did that in October, when the cold made the skin brittle. She'd tape it tonight.

She walked up to the church and let herself in through the vestry door. The vestry was warm — properly warm, after five hours in the clay — and she stood in it for a moment and let the heat settle on her. The room smelled of radiator dust and the polish Brian used on the woodwork, something lavender that he applied every Thursday with a soft cloth and a concentration that suggested he was performing a sacrament rather than maintaining furniture. The radiator under the window ticked and gurgled. A noticeboard above it carried the flower rota, the cleaning schedule, and a reminder about the harvest supper that was three weeks past. Nobody had taken it down. Nobody would until Brian noticed, and Brian noticed things on his own schedule.

He was at the counter, filling the electric kettle from the tap. He used the same kettle he'd brought from home when the old one died — a brushed-steel thing with a dent in the side that he was protective of in a way that did not invite questions. He was seventy-two, retired from the post office, and had been the verger for nine years. He did not, as far as Ros could tell, have any religious convictions. He liked the building and he liked having a job title and he liked the vestry, which was his in the way that the churchyard was Ros's — not owned but occupied, daily, with the proprietary calm of someone who knew where everything was.

"Tea?" he said.

"No, thanks. Just dropping off a report."

She put the incident form on the desk. She'd written it up on the clipboard between digging: location, description, photographs referenced, recommendation for further investigation. She'd kept it factual. Displaced stone, prepared bed, non-standard placement relative to parish plan. She hadn't speculated about how it got there or why.

Brian glanced at the form. He had reading glasses on a chain around his neck that he put on with one hand, a manoeuvre that had become automatic. "What've you found?"

"A slab. In the service margin along the boundary wall. It's not on the plan."

"Probably an old path stone. They used to have a path along there, years back."

"It's set on a sand bed. Path stones don't get sand beds."

Brian considered this with the unhurried attention of a man who had nowhere else to be. He took off the glasses, let them drop against his chest, and folded his arms. "Could be a memorial that got moved. They used to shift things around, back in the day. Before it was all computerised."

"Maybe," Ros said.

"You'd be amazed what they got up to. I found a kneeler behind the organ last year that had Queen Victoria's jubilee embroidered on it. Nobody knew it was there. Sixty years behind the organ."

"This isn't a kneeler."

"No," Brian agreed. "But the principle's the same. Old places accumulate things. Not everything's where you'd expect it."

He said this without emphasis, the way he said most things. Brian's conversational style was a kind of gentle, lateral drift — he arrived at points by way of anecdotes that were entertaining enough to distract from the fact that he hadn't quite answered the question. Ros had learned to wait him out.

"Shall I put the kettle on?" he said.

"I'm heading off. Leave the form for Father Leigh, will you?"

"Right you are." Brian set the form on the far corner of the desk, where it would sit until Leigh came in on Monday. He squared it with the edge, a small habitual neatness. "You coming to the Crown later?"

"Probably."

She walked out through the south porch and down the central path. The churchyard was empty now, the blackbird gone, the light a thin grey wash above the yews. She could see the tarp she'd laid over the slab, a dark rectangle against the grass by the wall. It looked deliberate, which it was. Everything in the churchyard looked deliberate if you looked at it long enough — the spacing of the headstones, the angles of the paths, the way the rows in the Victorian section marched south in their numbered grid. Someone had planned all of it. The question was whether the plan she had on her clipboard matched the plan in the ground.

Through the lych gate, the oak beams dark above her, she turned left onto the high street. The Co-op was still open. The bakery was not — it closed at one on weekdays, a fact that had taken her eighteen months to reliably remember. The charity shop had put a cardboard box of books outside the door, which meant Janet was feeling optimistic about the weather or had run out of shelf space. Ros walked past them all. The Crown was at the far end, its windows lit, the sign — a battered gold crown on a dark blue ground — swinging slightly in the wind that came up the valley in the evenings.

She didn't go in. Not yet. She walked home instead, down Church Lane and along Acre Lane to the cottage. The field behind was dark. The river was there somewhere, below the hedge, making the sound it made. She unlocked the door, turned on the light, and stood in her kitchen with her boots still on, looking at nothing in particular.

A slab in the service margin. Set on a prepared bed of sharp sand. Not on the plan.

She took off her boots, washed her hands, taped the split callus, and put the kettle on. She ate two slices of toast with butter and marmite, standing at the counter, because she'd missed lunch. She made tea and took it to the kitchen table, where she spread out the parish plan and the photocopies she'd made at the diocesan archive last year, back when she was sorting out the Row 12 drainage and needed to check plot boundaries. She found the boundary wall section. The service margin was marked as clear ground. No annotation, no exception, no pencilled note from a previous groundskeeper.

She circled the spot where the slab was in red pencil and wrote the date beside it.

Then she washed up, put the plan away, and went to the Crown. The door was heavy, oak, and it opened onto a room that was low-ceilinged and warm and lit by the kind of light that pubs have been lit by since before electricity — a brownish glow that came partly from the wall lamps and partly from the fire and partly from the fact that five hundred years of tobacco smoke and wood soot had darkened every surface to the colour of strong tea. The beams were genuine, not decorative. The ceiling between them was plaster, cracked in places, low enough that a tall man would think about his head. The bar was along the back wall, scarred oak with a brass rail, and behind it the bottles and the pumps and Pete Farrow, who was drying a glass with a cloth that had been drying glasses since before Ros arrived in St. Edda.

He drew her a pint without being asked and set it on the bar. Pete was fifty-something, compact, with the watchful economy of a man who spent his working life listening to other people talk and had learned that the less he said himself the more they told him. He had opinions — Ros had heard them, occasionally, on matters of drainage or cricket or the quality of the brewery's seasonal bitter — but he dispensed them sparingly, the way a good pharmacist dispenses medication: only when indicated, and at the minimum effective dose.

"Cold one," he said.

"Yep."

She took her pint to the corner table, the one by the window that looked out onto the high street. It was the table she always sat at. Nobody else used it on weekday evenings, either because they understood it was hers or because it was next to the window and the window let in a draught, and only someone who spent her days outdoors in October would choose a draught over the warmth of the fire. Two men she recognised from the farms were talking at the bar. A woman was doing a crossword in the other corner. The fire was lit and the room was warm and the beer was the same beer it always was. Ros drank it slowly and did not think about the slab. Or tried not to. The sand bed bothered her — the competence of it, the care. Whoever had put that stone there had known what they were doing. Had taken the time to do it properly. Which meant they'd wanted it to stay.

She finished her pint, said goodnight to Pete, and walked home through the dark. The churchyard was a black shape against the sky, the tower just visible, the yews a darker mass at its edges. She didn't look at it for long. She'd be back in the morning.
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Chapter 2: Plausible Explanations
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Father Leigh's study was on the ground floor of the rectory, in what had once been the morning room. It had a high ceiling, sash windows that let in more cold than light, and the stillness of a room that was too large for one person's thoughts. The radiator under the window was on but losing the argument with the draughts. There were books on three walls — theology, local history, a shelf of poetry that looked read rather than decorative. A photograph on the desk showed Leigh with a woman somewhere green and sunny, both of them younger, both of them squinting. He hadn't mentioned her and Ros hadn't asked.

He sat behind the desk in a grey cardigan that might have been his or might have been inherited from someone broader in the shoulders. He listened to Ros with his glasses off, turning them slowly in his long fingers, nodding at intervals that were either thoughtful or habitual. She described the slab, the location, the prepared sand bed. She showed him the photographs on her phone. He leaned forward to look, put his glasses back on, and studied the screen with the careful attention of a man who wanted to be seen paying attention.

"And this is in the service margin," he said.

"Between the wall and Row 1. There's nothing on the plan for that area."

"No." He set her phone down on the desk, precisely, the way he probably set everything down. "It could be a remnant. An old path marker, or a foundation stone from when the wall was extended."

"It's set on a sand bed. Levelled, compacted. That's preparation for a memorial, not a path."

Leigh took his glasses off again. He tapped the arm of his chair twice with his index finger — a small, rapid gesture, almost a tic, as though his hand had started to say something his mouth had decided against. "What would you like me to do?"

"Look into it. Check the parish records for any burials in the service margin. There might be something in the vestry files that predates the current plan."

"I'll have a look," he said, in the tone of a man who would have a look next week, or the week after, or when the matter had settled into the category of things that had been acknowledged and therefore didn't need to be acted on. Ros had heard that tone before. It was the sound of a door closing politely, with an apology for the draught.

She waited, in case there was more. Leigh looked at the phone on his desk and then at the window, where the churchyard's yew tops were visible above the rectory garden wall. His expression was not blank — it was managed. He looked like a man who was arranging his thoughts before speaking, except that the arrangement was taking too long for the thoughts to be simple.

"I'm sure it's nothing alarming," he said. "But I'll check the files."

"Thank you."

She left through the rectory's front door — solid oak, painted black — and had to lean her weight into it to pull it shut. The hallway behind her was cold and dim — she'd caught a glimpse of it on her way in, the staircase rising into shadow, a coat stand with one coat on it, the kind of house that had been built for a family and was being occupied by a man with a cardigan and a filing cabinet. The rectory garden bordered the churchyard's north wall. She could see the yew tops above the stonework, dark against the grey sky. She walked around the building and out onto the high street.

The council office was a converted Victorian house, three doors down from the pharmacy. The ground floor had been partitioned into a front reception, a back office, and a kitchen that smelled permanently of radiator heat and the mustiness of old paper in warm rooms. The carpet was grey, institutional, worn to a shine along the path from the door to Sandra's desk. A noticeboard by the entrance carried a bus timetable, a planning notice for a shed in someone's garden, and a poster about a county-wide recycling initiative that had been there long enough to curl at the edges.

Sandra Potts was at the front desk, reading something on her screen with the expression of someone who had been reading similar things on similar screens for twenty years and had not yet found it interesting.

"Morning, Ros."

"Morning. I need to look at the churchyard files. Boundary section, Victorian extension."

Sandra pushed her chair back and stood. She was a small woman, round-faced, with reading glasses on a chain around her neck that she put on and took off so frequently the gesture had become involuntary, like blinking. "The boundary section. That's the wall between the old part and the extension?"

"Yes. I've found a slab in the service margin that isn't on the plan. I want to check whether there's a record of anything being placed there."

Sandra led her to the back room, where the records were kept in a fireproof cabinet that looked like it had been installed during the Cold War and not moved since. The drawers were labelled in a handwriting that wasn't Sandra's — older, neater, someone who'd used a fountain pen. Sandra opened the second drawer and pulled a manila folder with a tab that read CHURCHYARD — MAINTENANCE & ALTERATIONS.

"This is everything we've got that isn't in the parish registers," Sandra said. "Planning permissions, access improvements, that sort of thing. There's not much."

There wasn't. The folder contained a handful of documents: a 1965 approval for the lych gate restoration, a 1982 council minute about path resurfacing, a notice about the right of way along the south boundary. And a single sheet of typewritten paper, undated except for a pencilled "1974" in the top right corner, authorising "minor rearrangement of boundary plots for access improvement." No signature. No letterhead. No further detail.

Ros read it twice. "Minor rearrangement of boundary plots."

"Sounds like they moved some things around for access. They used to do that — shift a stone here or there if it was in the way. Before everything had to go through committee."

"This doesn't say what was moved or where."

Sandra looked at the paper over her glasses. "No. But it's an authorisation. If someone moved something, that's the reason why." She said it with the finality of a person who considered the records to be the last word on any subject the records addressed. The records said the rearrangement was for access improvement. Therefore the rearrangement was for access improvement. Sandra was not incurious — she was, Ros suspected, quietly smart about a number of things — but she had an institutional respect for the filed answer.

"Tea?" Sandra said.

"Go on, then."

Sandra made tea in the kitchen, in mismatched mugs, with the kettle that took three minutes to boil and made a sound like a small engine failing. She talked about her daughter, Amy, who was applying to university — Bristol, Exeter, and somewhere in Scotland that Sandra couldn't remember. Amy wanted to study psychology, which Sandra thought was impractical but was keeping that opinion to herself, or trying to. "She says she wants to understand why people do things," Sandra said, handing Ros a mug with a faded Devon flag on it. "I told her, nobody understands why people do things. That's the whole problem."

Ros drank her tea and nodded and let Sandra talk. She liked Sandra. She liked the council office, its radiator heat, its paper smell, its sense of things being filed and therefore finished. She did not believe the 1974 note explained the slab in the service margin. Minor rearrangement for access improvement did not involve setting a stone on a prepared sand bed in a space where no stone belonged. But she had no evidence for what it did involve, and Sandra's tea was hot and the morning was cold and the note was in the file. She finished her tea, thanked Sandra, and went back to work.

The afternoon was dry, which was a mercy. Ros walked the boundary wall again, this time with the parish plan and a pencil. She worked slowly, checking each plot marker in the first three rows of the Victorian extension against the plan's numbered grid. She started at the eastern end of Row 1, where the plots were oldest — 1880s and 1890s, mostly Portland limestone, the lettering styles ranging from the ornate seriffed capitals of the Victorian stonemasons to the plainer Roman letters that came in toward the turn of the century. The stone had weathered differently depending on its aspect: the south-facing inscriptions were sharp, the grain tight, but the north-facing surfaces had softened, the lichen working into the lettering the way water works into a crack, patient, destructive, indifferent. Most of the stones stood where the plan said they should stand, facing east, properly spaced.

At Row 1, Plot 7, she stopped.

The memorial was a cross — Portland limestone, late Victorian, with a draped-urn motif at the intersection that placed it somewhere in the 1890s. The carving was good: the urn was proportioned correctly, the drape fell naturally, and the stone had been cut from a clean block with no visible bedding planes that might split later. Whoever had made it knew their craft. The name was Esther Haverford, died 1893, aged forty-one. According to the parish plan, the memorial should face east. It faced north.

Ros stood in front of it and checked her bearings. The church tower was to her left, which was north. The lych gate was behind her, which was south. The cross was facing the tower. Facing north. She walked around the base. The plinth was square, set into the ground on a concrete footing that had cracked at one corner. She crouched and looked at the footing. The crack ran along a line where newer concrete met older — a patch, applied at some point after the original setting. She pressed her thumbnail into the joint. The older concrete was hard, dense, original. The newer concrete was softer, sandier, the kind of mix you'd get from a bag rather than from a proper batch. Someone had lifted this cross off its plinth, turned it ninety degrees, and reset it on a patched footing. The work was adequate — the cross was level, it wasn't going to fall — but it was rougher than the original setting. A different hand.

She looked at the plan again. Plot 1-7, orientation east. She looked at the cross. It was not facing east.

The rest of Row 1 matched. Plots 1 through 6 all faced east, as marked. Plot 8 faced east. Plot 9 faced east. Plot 7 faced north. She went to Row 2 and checked five more. Four matched. The fifth — Plot 2-4, a flat ledger stone for a Thomas Ashcroft, 1901 — was rotated about fifteen degrees clockwise from the orientation shown on the plan. Not dramatically wrong. Wrong enough. The ledger stone was Purbeck marble, darker than the Portland around it, with a polished surface that had held up well — Purbeck was harder, denser, less hospitable to lichen. The inscription was clean and the edges were square, which made the rotation more visible. A stone that crisp, set fifteen degrees off true, looked like a book placed crookedly on a shelf. You noticed.

From the middle of the extension, the rows stretched south. Twenty-two of them. Twelve to twenty-five plots per row. She didn't have time to check them all this afternoon. She didn't have time to check them all this week. But she had two anomalies now — the slab in the service margin and the Haverford cross — and a third that might be nothing or might be the beginning of a pattern. Three points make a line, her father used to say, which wasn't geometrically true but was close enough for plumbing, which was what he'd been talking about at the time.

She went back to the shed and found a notebook — A5, lined, the kind she bought in packs of three from the Co-op. She wrote the date on the first page and listed what she'd found:

Slab in service margin, boundary wall, 5 yds from lych gate path. Portland limestone. Sand bed. Not on plan.

Plot 1-7, Esther Haverford (d. 1893). Memorial cross. Plan says east. Actual orientation north. Patched footing — cross has been lifted and reset.

Plot 2-4, Thomas Ashcroft (d. 1901). Ledger stone. Plan says east. Actual orientation approx. 15° clockwise deviation.

She closed the notebook and put it in her coat pocket, separate from the work diary she used for drainage notes and maintenance schedules. This was a different kind of record. She wasn't sure yet what kind.

She finished the afternoon clearing leaves from the path around the south porch — mundane work, rake and wheelbarrow, the kind of job that let her hands move while her mind sat with something else. The leaves were mostly ash and sycamore, with a few hawthorn berries mixed in, dark red, splitting. The air smelled of wet earth and decay and the cold metallic edge that October brought to everything.

By four the light was done. She locked the shed, checked the tarp over the slab — still weighted, undisturbed — and walked out through the lych gate. The high street was quiet. A van was parked outside the Co-op with its hazards on. The charity shop was closed but the ceramic dog was still in the window, unmoved, committed.

The Crown was warm. Pete was behind the bar, restocking the shelves with the slow deliberation of a man who considered the arrangement of bottles to be a serious matter. He drew her a pint when he saw her come in and set it on the bar without comment.

"Cheers," Ros said.

She took it to the corner table and sat with her back to the wall. There were maybe eight people in the pub — the usual Tuesday-evening congregation, farmers and retired couples and a man she thought worked at the estate agent's, reading a paper. The fire was burning well. Someone had put a fresh log on recently and the bark was still crackling. Ros took out the notebook and opened it on the table beside her pint. She looked at the three entries. Slab. Cross. Ledger stone. Three things that didn't match the plan.

The 1974 note came back to her over the beer. Minor rearrangement. Access improvement. She thought about the sand bed under the slab — the neatness of it, the care. She thought about Esther Haverford's cross, pointing north when it should point east, and about what kind of access improvement required turning a memorial ninety degrees.

She didn't write anything else. She didn't need to. The notebook was open and the entries were there and they said what they said. She finished her pint, said goodnight to Pete, and walked home in the dark.
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Chapter 3: The Regular
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The drainage pipe went in on Wednesday, and by Thursday afternoon the trench was backfilled with gravel and the turf relaid. Ros tamped the last section with the flat of the spade and stood back. It looked like nothing — a faint line in the grass where the new turf hadn't knitted yet. In a month it would be invisible. In six months the grass would be thick enough to mow. The work that mattered most was always the work you couldn't see.

She packed the tools and hosed the wheelbarrow at the standpipe. Her shoulders ached from two days of shovelling gravel, and there was a bruise on her right shin where she'd caught it on the barrow's edge, which she'd done often enough that she should have learned to walk around it by now. She locked the shed and checked the tarp over the slab by the boundary wall. Still there, still weighted. She hadn't moved it since Tuesday. She hadn't mentioned it to anyone except Leigh and Sandra, and neither of them had mentioned it back.

She walked out through the lych gate at quarter past four. The light was already thinning — late October ate the afternoons, shortening them by a few minutes each day until November took the rest. Church Lane was empty. She turned right and walked north toward the high street, past the rectory's black front door, past the stone wall where the churchyard ended and the lane began properly.

Joan Dereham's house was fifty yards further on, on the left, set back from the lane behind a low wall and a garden that was maintained with the kind of attention that looked effortless and wasn't. The lawn was still green despite the season, the edges cut clean against the border. It was planted in the structured, year-round way of a professional arrangement — evergreen box, winter jasmine trained along the wall, a bay tree in a stone pot by the front door. The house itself was detached, Victorian, built in the 1880s from the same local limestone as the church — the colour of pale honey when dry, though it was rarely dry in October. Bay windows on the ground floor, sash windows above, a slate roof with good pointing. It was the kind of house that declared its owner's position without saying anything specific: solid, well-maintained, proportioned to suggest comfort rather than wealth. The lights were on in the ground-floor rooms. The curtains were open. Through the bay window Ros could see a standard lamp, the edge of a bookcase, the top of an armchair in which someone might or might not have been sitting.

Ros didn't know Joan well — they'd spoken at committee meetings, exchanged the kind of greetings that people in small towns exchange without making anything of it. Joan was the chair of the parish council, which meant she controlled the grounds maintenance budget, which meant she controlled Ros's salary. Ros had seen her at church, at the bakery, once at the Co-op buying olives and a Telegraph with the air of a woman who had specific expectations of the day and intended to meet them. They were polite to each other. Politeness in St. Edda covered a lot of ground.

She walked on, past the lane's last houses and onto the high street. The estate agent's window showed the same three properties it had shown for months. The pharmacy was closing, the lights going off in stages. She walked west toward the Crown.

The Crown was half full, which was normal for a Thursday. Pete was behind the bar, talking to a man Ros recognised as one of the farmers from the valley — tall, waxed jacket, the sunburned face of someone who worked outdoors in all weathers and didn't wear sunscreen on principle. They were discussing something about the county show with the low intensity of men who had been having the same conversation for years and would continue having it until one of them died. Pete saw Ros come in and started drawing her pint before she reached the bar.

"Cheers," she said.

"The bakery's got a new sourdough," Pete said, setting the pint down. "Not bad, for round here."

"Better than the last one?"

"Couldn't be worse."

Ros took her pint to the corner table. The fire was lit, which meant Pete had decided it was cold enough to justify it, a decision he made unilaterally and without reference to the calendar or the thermostat. The room was warm and smelled of wood smoke and the particular yeasty staleness of a pub that had been serving beer in the same building for four hundred years. The ceiling was low — Ros could have touched it without fully extending her arm — and the beams were blackened to the colour of treacle. There were seven other people in the room: the farmer at the bar, two women at a table near the door sharing a bottle of wine and talking about someone's kitchen extension, a man eating a ploughman's by himself, and three people she didn't know, probably walkers, with muddy boots and an Ordnance Survey map folded on their table. One of the women glanced at Ros, smiled vaguely, and went back to her conversation. The walkers were studying the map and arguing, quietly, about whether a footpath marked on it still existed. This was St. Edda's social life at seven on a Thursday: people in a warm room, talking about kitchens and footpaths, while the fire cracked and Pete dried glasses and the dark pressed against the windows.

She sat with her pint and watched the room the way she watched it most evenings — not studying it, not making observations, just present. This was part of her routine and she had stopped questioning whether it was healthy or pathetic or simply what she did. She came to the Crown after work three or four times a week. She drank one pint, occasionally two. She sat at this table. She said hello to Pete and goodnight to Pete and in between she was quiet. Pete never asked her why she came or why she sat alone or whether she was all right. He drew her pint and let her be. It was, she thought, the most functional relationship she had in St. Edda, and possibly the most functional relationship she'd had anywhere.

She finished her pint at five and walked home. The high street was dark now, the streetlamps on, the shop fronts closed except for the Co-op, which stayed open until eight and cast a fluorescent rectangle of light across the pavement. She turned down Church Lane, past the church — the tower a dark block against the sky, the clock face lit from below, showing twenty past five — and along Acre Lane to the cottage.

The cottage was cold. She turned on the heating, which clunked and ticked for five minutes before producing warmth, and put the kettle on. The kitchen was small and clean and had the particular character of a room that one person had used for five years without ever deciding to decorate. There were books on the shelf above the radiator — a Hillier's Manual of Trees and Shrubs, a thumbed copy of Graham Stuart Thomas on ground cover, two novels she'd been meaning to finish since the summer. A decent coffee maker that Helen had given her for Christmas two years ago, still the most expensive thing in the kitchen. A coat hook by the back
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