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‘More tears are shed over answered prayers than unanswered ones.’

~ Attributed to St Teresa of Ávila

‘Men were deceivers ever.’

~ William Shakespeare, Much Ado About Nothing






CAST OF CHARACTERS

THE REV. MAX TUDOR, former MI5 agent, now vicar of St Edwold’s Church in Nether Monkslip, England

AWENA OWEN, Max’s wife and the owner of Goddessspell, a village shop of amazing things

PROFESSOR SIR COLIN WINDMILL, principal of St Luke’s College, University of Oxford, where Max Tudor was an undergraduate

THE REV. ACE GRAYBILL, the chaplain of St Luke’s, found dead in the college chapel in what his widow insists are mysterious circumstances

AGNES BOTHWELL, college porter. She sees much of what goes on in the college.

MAVIS DODGE, college scout. She sees even more.

JACK DIAMOND, an architect specialising in historic preservation and renovation and a former student at St Luke’s College. Ace Graybill worked closely with Jack on the long-planned restoration of the college chapel.

DR IVAN GUSSETT, director of development and alumni relations for St Luke’s College

HILDA WOLF GRAYBILL, widow of The Rev. Ace Graybill, whose pleas to the authorities to investigate his death have fallen on deaf ears

ANNA BELAROSA, Hilda’s friend from the United States. A former Rhodes Scholar and a graduate of St Luke’s College, she and her husband are now among its major benefactors.

DR MALCOLM COX, bursar of St Luke’s College

MRS MARY LUCAN, head of human resources for the college

DETECTIVE CHIEF INSPECTOR OLIVE HOPPS. She rudely dismisses Max Tudor’s concerns about Ace Graybill’s death, setting a strong-minded Max on the path to unravelling the truth.

BEAU MOREHEART, wealthy husband of college alumna Anna Belarosa

GEORGINA COX, wife of the college bursar

DR GRACE PAGET, college librarian. She complains to Max Tudor that ‘her’ books have been misfiled and one obscure book in particular has gone missing.

LOUISA SCHMIDT, St Luke’s chef de partie. Ace Graybill often complained about her cooking, but could that have led to his death?




DAY 1




Chapter 1

THE SUMMONS

The Rev. Max Tudor was expecting only good things to happen that unseasonably warm day, with England nearing the end of a fitful summer. He and Awena would leave Nether Monkslip early in the morning, taking a leisurely drive through the countryside, headed for their weekly ‘big shop’ in Staincross Minster. The trees might just be starting to dress for autumn, but the green hedgerows – thriving from England’s recent, abundant rains – would be humming with life, and cows, sheep and horses might be grazing in the fields as he and Awena drove past in the Land Rover.

Max had come to enjoy not just the drive but the shopping itself, having developed a keen eye for the freshest fruits and vegetables at the best prices. He would stride about the shops and the market square clutching a shopping list provided by Awena, looking for the best ingredients for the coming week’s dinners. He wasn’t above a spot of haggling over price, but only when he wasn’t wearing his priest’s collar, which he felt would give him an unfair advantage at the greengrocer’s.

But the truth was, most people in Staincross Minster recognised the handsome priest, who was often in the news, both local and national. Having deliberately left worldly concerns behind for a quiet life, Max found that the noisy world sought him out, despite his best attempts at obscurity. There had even been talk of a Netflix documentary of his life, which, had he come to hear of it, would have horrified him.

Thinking that a small parish priest might be stretched for cash at the best of times, the shop owners and farmers often let Max think he had won the skirmish over the last of the summer’s leeks or cabbages. Everyone wished him well, and Max was known as a good man to have in one’s corner.

But before Awena set Max loose in the marketplace while she went to buy yarn and supplies for Goddessspell, they would have lunch with a pint and a glass of wine at The White Hart. Sometimes, they’d meet up with friends for lunch, but more often they’d find a quiet corner of the pub and catch up on each other’s doings throughout the previous week.

It was their version of ‘Date Day’ – a Monday, the only day of the week a clergyman could call his own. Mrs Hooser, their housekeeper, would mind their son Owen, and insist they take their time getting back.

Max could only wonder at his good fortune. Not long after he had taken up his position as vicar of St Edwold’s, he had recognised his growing attraction to Awena, even as it complicated his investigation into the murders that winter at Chedrow Castle. Now here they were, many seasons later, married and with a small child they both adored. Max tried to shake off the superstition that overtook him when things were going too well. It was no doubt a leftover from his MI5 days, when it had been drilled into him that there was no such thing as good luck, only good planning, and mere brief lulls in the global storms generated by forces beyond his or anyone’s control.

Max liked to spend his day off away from his parish in Nether Monkslip whenever possible. Otherwise, parishioners had a way of popping in ‘for a chat’ and once dug in by the fireplace with their cares and worries and a nice cuppa, were difficult to remove. Max loved his calling and he loved all the members of his flock (some perhaps more than others). He just found them all easier to love after a day away from them and their problems, most of which could have waited until Tuesday.

But just as he and Awena were getting ready to leave for the market that Monday morning, the vicarage phone rang, and in Max’s position, ignoring the ring was never an option.

The patrician voice at the other end of the Bakelite phone carried bad news and conveyed an intriguing problem. Even before the voice identified itself, Max recognised it as belonging to the principal of St Luke’s – Max’s undergraduate college at Oxford.

‘Had you heard, Max?’ asked Professor Sir Colin Windmill in the rich, commanding tones of a man born to wealth and leadership. ‘Our chaplain has passed away.’

‘Oh, no. Not Ace Graybill.’ Max remembered the chaplain well, although it had been years since Max had matriculated at St Luke’s College. The Reverend Dr Acerton Graybill, M.A., D.Phil., Dip. Theol. (Oxon), was legendary in his way, part of the warp and woof of the ancient college after so many years as the spiritual guide for thousands of students.

Perhaps more shoulder to cry on than guide, thought Max. Nonetheless, he had been responsible in some way for Max’s leaving MI5 to study for the priesthood – a move Max had never regretted. For one thing, he doubted he would have survived the next car bomb, which surely would have been aimed at him.

‘I’m so very sorry to hear this,’ he said to the principal. Even though Ace must have been nearing the end of his useful life, there was always hope that people as good as he would be granted a reprieve.

And Ace, in Max’s memory, had been one of the very good ones.

‘Was it his heart?’

‘Only in a manner of speaking.’ Professor Sir Colin Windmill proceeded to fill Max in on the details, as much as he knew of them. ‘And his wife telephoned me almost right away,’ he concluded.

‘Hilda?’

‘Yes, that’s right. What a memory you have. Anyway, Hilda insisted something was amiss. She continues to insist that, although the coroner was satisfied that it was not unexpected that a man of the chaplain’s age and – how shall I put it? His dietary habits – should pass on. Ace liked food and wine, perhaps more than the next man or woman. His idea of heaven – apart from the real heaven of his beliefs, I mean – was having a chat over cheese and port in the Senior Common Room, a chat that could carry on into the small hours.’

‘No post-mortem,’ said Max. It was not a question. The coroner would not order a post-mortem of such an elderly man unless the circumstances surrounding his death were indisputably suspicious.

By this point Awena had entered the room and stood quietly, waiting, one elegant dark eyebrow arched quizzically, a shopping bag slung over her shoulder. She knew from long experience that the day’s plans were being disrupted.

‘He was eighty-six and taking medication for his heart,’ the principal told him. ‘But she – Hilda, Mrs Graybill – felt something was wrong.’

‘Surely the Oxford police— ’

‘Thames Valley Police, to be precise. They won’t touch it, Max. They looked into it initially, of course, because she’d kicked up such a fuss, but since then they’ve rather given her the brush-off – politely but firmly. I can see their point, can’t you? While crime rages, the death of an elderly man, a death officially from natural causes, is hardly a priority. They say there’s no evidence pointing to anything but a dicey ticker, which Hilda admits he had. Angina in a man his age … you know.’

‘But he had seen a doctor?’

‘Of course he had.’ The principal was using the imperious voice he generally saved for the undergraduates. ‘That’s where he got the medication. But I gathered from Hilda … Well, she won’t admit it plainly now, but I did gather Ace wasn’t religious about taking his prescribed medicine, if you’ll pardon the expression. I mean, he’d forget, skip a dose. You know.’

‘Well, there you are. I—’

‘But she insisted I ring you, Max. I’m rather afraid she’s not going to let this go until “a real expert” – her words – has had a look. She’s called your bishop already, I’m afraid. I thought I’d give you fair warning.’

‘My bishop?’

‘Yes, of course, he is an old friend of her family’s, didn’t you know? She is a Wolf – you know, the famous Wolf family, always in and out of favour at Whitehall. Not to be confused with a pack of wolves, of course. I’m told they’re rather pleasant once one gets to know them. Anyway, the bishop promised her he’d send you out, apparently. She said she wanted “someone who could be trusted to be discreet and to get to the truth”. When can you get here?’

Well, that was his agenda set for him, thought Max. Once his bishop was involved, ‘no’ wasn’t really an answer. He thought it interesting how the bishop had gone from dreading the publicity engendered by Max’s murder investigations to actively sending him out on missions to solve crimes in the area – and beyond. Now it was Thames Valley. How the man thought Max’s pastoral duties were being fulfilled was anyone’s guess. Too much was already falling on the shoulders of his curate, Destiny.

Max offered a feeble protest that came out sounding rather like a bleat to his own ears, even knowing that once he’d been ‘activated’ by his bishop – exactly like some action figure in a priest’s collar, now he thought about it – there was little he could do or say that would prevent the inevitable.

Still, he gave it one last shot. ‘I can’t just show up and start asking questions about the chaplain’s death,’ he said. ‘Won’t people wonder what I’m doing there, anyway?’

‘I’ve got a solution to that, Max. I’ll appoint you as the Interim Chaplain, so you can move about the college freely and ask questions under the guise of settling in and getting to know people. It’s rather a perfect solution, since we’ll need time to find Ace’s replacement, anyway. Let’s see … You’ll need a list of names of the people who were here at the relevant time. Fortunately for our purposes, there aren’t many people around in summer vacation. The undergraduates have mostly gone home and only a few loose graduate cases hang about. The people in administrative positions – the bursar, and so forth – must, of course, be here, preparing for the next intake at Michaelmas term.’

‘I’m not sure I c—’

‘It was your bishop who suggested it. He seems rather taken with his role as spymaster.’

This Max knew from previous experience. Max’s exploits shone a positive light on a Church often perceived as irrelevant at best, mired in corruption at worst.

‘Do you suppose he’s bored?’ asked the principal. ‘I would have thought the Anglican Church would have given him lots of things to fill his time. Anyway, mustn’t disappoint him, Max. Or Hilda.

‘There’s a good chap.’
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