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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.
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