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“The ashes represent the frailty and finality of our lives. And though we wear them as a sign of our faith, brothers and sisters, the overarching theme today is one of humility. And rebirth. For we know that leading up to Easter Sunday we learn how Jesus died for our sins but that he rose again so that we might be forgiven for our venial nature. Of course, my brothers and sisters, this does not condone our sinful natures, but rather it gives us hope that we might do better, that we might live a life that our savior Jesus Christ urges us to do.

“And in the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus gives us just such a direction for how we might go about living a more authentic and a more humble life. He entreats us not to sound trumpets when we give alms, not to practice our piety before others so that we might be seen as good and pious people. No, my brothers and sisters, humility is the theme by which we ought to practice our faith. Do not give in to pride for pride is anathema to the practice of our faith. Indeed, it is one of the cardinal sins.

“So as we continue the practice of our faith over this period of Lent, let us remain vigilant to the practice of humility. And as we fast from meat over Lent let us not carry dismal countenances that show our great sacrifice. For our sacrifices during this Lenten period are nothing compared to the ultimate sacrifice of the Son of God and our savior Lord Jesus Christ...”

It was close to spring in 1946. Lady Marmalade was visiting her dearest friend Florence Hudnall in Puddle’s End. Lady Marmalade had not attended mass regularly for many years. In fact, it had probably only been a handful of times since Eric had died in 1939. Except for the year after when she had tried to reconcile her faith with her loss. That had been difficult.

Then there was the war, and before that the Great War. Over one hundred million dead between the two wars. Almost five percent of the world’s population. Frances found it difficult to conciliate a loving God with such tragedy. Though sitting in mass as she was, there was comfort in the rhythm and the routines of the church. And that brought her some peace. It had been Flo’s idea to come to Ash Wednesday afternoon service. It was in Latin of course but it was not the first Ash Wednesday service of the day and as such, not the longest.

Frances had been invited up for what was turning out to be some much needed respite and relaxation. The war had been grueling and difficult. And she had needed a change now that it was over. There was much rebuilding to be done. London had been pummeled back at least a couple of decades and it would take several years to build it back to the vibrant center of business and leadership it was renowned for.

But out here in the country you’d be hard pressed to remember there had been a war at all. The flowers had started to bloom, making the meadows verdant and fragrant in their bursting rebirth. The hills and dales were somnolent and lazy. She had arrived the Sunday before and already the stress of the years past had started to melt off her like the snow had done some weeks ago here in Puddle’s End.

Frances got up and followed Florence to receive ashes. She wasn’t sure how long she’d stay. Flo had beseeched her to stay until summer at least. And she might. She just might. She’d stay at least a month, that was certain, perhaps even into summer. There was no pressing need to hurry back. Alfred and Ginny were holding down the fort in London at Marmalade Park. Frances had thought of summering at Avalon at Ambleside, but perhaps she’d pop in there after her visit here at Puddle’s End. Not that she was needed at Avalon, her staff were quite capable. Still she had found it a comforting place to rest.

“Meménto, homo, quia pulvis es, et in púlverem revertéris.”

Father Kane Fannon dipped his thumb into the vessel of ashes and rubbed them on Lady Marmalade’s forehead. She returned to her seat and sat back down next to her dear friend.

Mass was almost over but her mind had been racing all over the place. The war was the most pressing concern. They had won of course. Though there were moments when she had doubted it. And it wasn’t without the help of the Americans. But not out of the kindness of their own hearts. No. They had helped because it had been in their best interests to help. They had been bombed on their own soil after all. Still, she couldn’t help thinking that this war had marked a real branch in the journey of world leadership. Britain would take years to recover. America would no doubt rise now as the superpower. Perhaps that wasn’t the worst thing that could happen. Everyone’s time comes and goes and Britain had had her fair share.

Still, it was a pity that it was war that was needed to change it all. Nevertheless, it seemed that the economies didn’t mind. Employment was higher now than it had been in decades, especially since the difficult twenties. Yet it bothered her. And upon deeper reflection, as the priest bid them farewell in peace, it dawned on Frances that perhaps what was the burr at all this discomfort was the death. It had always upset her. Ever since she’d seen, as a young girl, the dead bird outside her bedroom window after it had crashed into it.

So much of death seemed so unnecessary. Most of it really. At least the deaths she’d been involved in. And that’s why she had gotten into sleuthing. If only to try and right the wrongs. And yet it was a Sisyphean task. But one hundred million lives lost in the space of three decades. That seemed like a tragedy insurmountable. She shook her head and got up out of the bench. She genuflected towards the altar and lead her friend outside, crossing herself with holy water at the exit.

“You must be new to the parish. Welcome,” said Father Fannon, shaking her hand.

He was outside greeting the parishioners as they exited. He was a man of average height but quite portly, even through his purple vestments. He had a ruddy and round face with bushy white eyebrows and thinning white hair combed backwards. Frances would put him in his seventies. He was friendly and his thick hands were warm.

“I’m just here visiting my friend Florence,” said Frances, turning to look at Florence.

“Ah, my dear Mrs. Hudnall, you didn’t tell me you had a sister?” said Father Fannon, his eyes glinting mischievously as he shook her hand.

No one would have mistaken the two of them for sisters. Florence was almost a foot taller than Frances and although they both wore little makeup, Florence usually none, Frances was clearly the prettier of the two.

“We get that a lot,” said Florence, trying to be accommodating.

Father Fannon looked back at Frances.

“I hope we’ll see you more often whilst you’re here. How long are you planning to stay in our bucolic hamlet?”

“Nothing firm, but I should think I’ll be here at least until the end of the month.”

“Marvelous, we will see more of you then, won’t we?”

Father Fannon looked from Frances to Florence and back again.

“That would certainly be my intention, Father,” said Florence.

They walked down the path and out of the church’s gate. It was a small church and the only Catholic Church in Puddle’s End. It was an old stone building and one of the more modest churches that Frances had known. The interior was simple and plain as was the altar, but the high stained glass windows were impressively artistic.

Florence’s home was a leisurely twenty minute walk from the church and they took to the lane to walk home. It was a wonderful and brisk ten degrees and Frances kept her woolen coat open as they walked in the cool air and bright sunshine which was playing hide and seek from one cotton wool cloud to the next.

“Do you attend mass often, Flo?” asked Frances.

“Good Lord no,” said Florence, smiling at her friend as they walked in lockstep down the country lane. “I’m afraid my faith lost me some years ago. Nevertheless, one is wont to keep an oar in the water so to speak, isn’t one?”

Frances nodded.

“Yes, it is comforting I suppose, the routines and rhythms of the service. Father Fannon seems like a jolly priest.”

Florence nodded.

“He does, though I’m not quite sure. He’s always quite pleasant. And yet...”

“And yet what?”

Florence shook her head.

“I’m not sure. Just something seems not quite right about him. I can’t put a finger on it. Perhaps I’m just being unkind.”

They walked in silence for a while. After some time they stopped and backed off the lane a bit as a farmer with a flock of sheep walked lazily by. He tipped his Ascot at them.

They were close to home, turning onto the lane that led to Florence’s home when Florence spoke again.

“Father Fannon has been with this parish as long as I’ve been here. And I’ve heard he was here some time before that.”

“You’ve been in Puddle’s End since thirty-two or thirty-three, isn’t it?” asked Frances.

“It was the spring of 1935,” said Florence. “Father Fannon’s been here at least since twenty-five I should think, if I’ve heard properly.”

“So at least twenty years?”

Florence nodded.

“I should think at least that long.”

She opened the gate and let her friend in, she closed it behind them and led Frances up the path and into her home. It was warm and smelled of scones. She had baked some that morning to go with the marmalade that Frances brought up with her from London as a gift.

They took their coats off and entered the cozy cottage. It was a single level bungalow with two bedrooms. Florence in the one and Frances in the guest room. They retired into the kitchen.

“How about a cuppa?” asked Florence.

“You’re a saint,” said Frances.

“To the Philistines if you ask some,” she said, smiling.

Frances raised her eyebrow.

“I jest. Well mostly I jest, some of the old spinsters are always curious about a young woman like me not married and yet not quite as pious as they’d like to see.” Florence laughed. “Young indeed. Though you know I’ve never really had much time for men. I’m not, shall we say, as attractive to them as other women are.”

“You’re being modest,” said Frances.

Though she knew, or at least she felt she knew, what might be the real reason for Florence’s single ways. His name was Reginald. Reggie to his friends and his fiancé. Frances had known him. A noble man with a confident sense of purpose. It had been that purpose that had gotten him killed at the Battle of Verdun, more aptly called the Mincing Machine of Verdun. It was a devastating battle in the Great War. Took place in late February of sixteen if Frances remembered correctly. A French battle and German offensive, but Britain had some men fighting alongside the French, and one of those men was Reginald Burrows.

“Not modest at all, Fran,” said Florence. “The boys have always had an eye for you.”

She looked over at her friend. Frances didn’t say anything. It was true. She had been a looker in her day.

“I won’t deny it, but you can’t deny you never had a male companion either,” she said.

Florence put the kettle on the stove and lit the burner with a match. She turned back to face her friend.

“That is true. Nevertheless, one only needs one love to have a fulfilling life, doesn’t one?”

Frances nodded. She took out some plates and teacups and saucers. Florence took out a serving trays and cutlery. They put everything on the tray including the scones and butter and marmalade and clotted cream.

“You miss him still, don’t you?” asked Frances.

Florence thought about asking who Frances meant, but she knew who. She nodded. She scooped out tea from a tin with a silver spoon and put it in the teapot. It was a lovely teapot that was part of the set that the teacups were from. It was dotted with clumps of pink and purple roses just the same as the teacups, the creamer and the sugar bowl. Made of bone china it always impressed her guests.

Florence looked at her friend.

“It’s odd, isn’t it? Over thirty years now and I still feel that hole in my heart.”

Florence’s eyes misted over but she held back the tears.

“Almost seven years since I lost Eric,” said Frances, “and it still hurts. Especially in the quiet moments. Those empty spaces when the world just rushes by and you’re left holding nothing but the memories.”

“I understand, Fran. Believe me I do.”

“I know you do, Flo, and that’s why it is not surprising to me that you choose to remain happily single.”

Frances smiled at her friend as the kettle whistled. She took it off the stove for a moment before pouring the hot water into the teapot. They gathered everything onto two trays and took it through into the small living room. This was one of Frances’ favorite spots in Florence’s home. It overlooked the relatively large back garden which was green and lush and thick with bursting colors from a variety of flowers.

They sat down and let the tea simmer for a few minutes more.

“You planned to marry that spring of 1916, didn’t you?” asked Frances.

She knew all of this of course. But talking of these things from the past was therapeutic. It was for her. It gave new life to the loves and lives lost. Brought them back into the moment and let them breathe, if only for a brief time.

“Yes, Fran. We were to marry on the vernal equinox. Twentieth of March it was in that year.”

Frances nodded.

“I remember. I had never been happier for you, and I was honored to serve as your maid of honor.”

On the side table where Florence sat, on top of the lace cloth was a black and white photograph of a man in his British Army uniform. It was roughly five by seven inches. He was a nice looking man with a pleasant face. Clean shaven with bright eyes. He had his hands clasped behind his back and he was looking off past the right shoulder of the photographer.

“He was a handsome man, Flo,” said Frances.

Florence nodded. She picked up the teapot with both her hands.

“Are you having cream?”

Frances nodded. Florence poured a cup for her and handed it to her. They sat next to each other with a larger coffee table in front of them both. Frances added her sugar and cream. Florence poured herself a cup and added the same.

“You’ve ruined my tea,” said Florence, smiling at her friend, “getting me to put cream instead of milk in it.”

“But isn’t it that much better?”

Florence nodded.

“Absolutely. But getting back to Reginald. He was more than a handsome man, Fran. He was a brave and honorable man. But you know that.”

“I do. Eric liked him a lot. They got on very well together. Regaled each other with tales of the Boer War. They both served there as you know.”

Frances paused for a moment.

“It affected him badly you know,” she said to Florence. “That Boer War. Never really spoke to me about it much. And yet he had no problem talking to Reginald about it.”

Florence nodded.

“I know. One of the many mysteries of men.”

They sipped tea in silence for a while. Outside the grass was green and still damp from last night’s rain. The sky was still blue. Mostly. The sun was playing peek-a-boo with yet more clouds. By late afternoon it would likely be mostly cloudy rather than mostly sunny.

“I don’t think any war affects us well,” said Florence. She looked over at Frances. “You know how you said the Boer War affected Eric poorly. I don’t think any war is any different. Full of strife and suffering. There are no winners.”

Frances nodded.

“I’d agree with that,” she said. “We’ve apparently just won one, haven’t we? At least that’s what the newspapers say. You wouldn’t know it though, would you, from looking around?”

Florence shook her head as she held her teacup to have a sip of tea. Frances had put hers down and was tearing open a scone that she could feel was still warm inside. She put a slather of butter on each side followed by marmalade and then followed by clotted cream.

“That does look good,” said Florence. “Though if I can be indelicate, shouldn’t it rather be strawberry jam with the clotted cream? I do have some.”

Frances smiled at her friend.

“I think this will be quite lovely. Thanks though. Isn’t it funny how we cling to rituals as if they’re the laws of the land? That’s how I came to put cream in my tea instead of milk.”

Florence put her teacup down and picked up a scone and did the same as Frances. Her one half was different though, instead of marmalade with clotted cream on top she put strawberry jam and clotted cream on top.

“I’m going to do a side by side taste test and see how I like it,” she said.

“I like it quite a lot,” said Frances. “Sometimes I just think our rituals could use a little invigorating.”

Florence was eating a bite from the half with the marmalade and clotted cream.

“This is surprisingly good,” she said.

Frances smiled and nodded.

“Of course,” she said, “it’s all to do with the marmalade, Flo.”

Florence took a bite of the other half with the strawberry jam and clotted cream. Frances waited for the final verdict. Florence nodded and hummed and chewed and chewed, drawing it out.

“I can’t choose a winner, Fran, I honestly believe you might be onto something. They’re both as good as each other.”

Frances finished her one half and put the plate down. She picked up her tea and took a sip.

“Rituals do help to inform our lives, don’t you think?” asked Florence. “You were just saying how comforting they were at church. Perhaps they help give us order and boundaries to what is really a chaotic world.”

“I agree, Flo,” she said. “And aren’t we enjoying the ritual of afternoon tea with scones. I suppose I just think the little things, the minutiae if you will, can be pushed a little.”

“And that’s what you’ve done. You’re making a heathen out of me, Fran. First it’s cream and not milk and now it’s marmalade instead of jam. Whatever will be next. Coffee!”

Florence laughed.

“Good God no,” said Frances, “never coffee. That is the devil’s own vile swill.”

They both laughed.

“You don’t care for it then I guess?”

“Not particularly,” said Frances, “I find its effects and taste both too strong.”

Florence was nodding.

“I would agree with that. Seems more of a working man’s drink than a retired lady’s beverage of choice.”

Frances nodded. She looked outside at her friend’s garden. It was wonderful. A peaceful, tranquil oasis just like the whole of Puddle’s End was. Except for that murder of Ginnie Forsyth some years ago. But murder sought nor restrained itself to boundaries or rituals. Frances discarded the thought. It was unpleasant and today was a pleasant day with her dear friend she hadn’t seen in some time.

“You were going to tell me about Father Fannon,” said Frances.

Florence took a sip of her tea and put it back down on the table by her plate with the remainder of her scone.

“Yes,” she said, looking out the window into the garden. “I can’t put my finger on it, and one feels awful about thinking odd thoughts about a man of the cloth, and yet, there’s just something about him that rubs me the wrong way.”

“Ever since you’ve been here?”

Florence nodded.

“Yes, you don’t have that opinion of him, do you?”

She looked eagerly at her friend. Frances shook her head.

“No, but then again I’ve just met him. Seems likable enough and friendly. What is it that sort of rubs you the wrong way?”

“Hard to say, Fran. He just seems a little too friendly with some of the younger women in town. Nothing obvious, just the look he might give one now and then. I can’t help but think he’s a wolf in sheep’s clothing. There seems something slightly lascivious about him.”

Frances nodded.

“And there’s never been anything overt. Never any police involvement or statements made to them about him?”

Florence shook her head.

“No. Nothing like that. But then again who would? Who would risk trying to sully a man of the cloth without a large amount of evidence to show for it. That’s what irks me a little. Seems the cloth would be a perfect cloak for someone of a bent nature to hide behind.”

“Although I sympathize with your feelings, Flo, perhaps you are looking behind dark corners for ghosts that aren’t there.”

Florence nodded solemnly, staring out into her garden.

“You’re probably right,” she said. “Ever since that poor woman was murdered here in Puddle’s End...”

“Ginnie Forsyth?”

Florence nodded.

“Yes, that’s right. Poor woman. Murdered by her husband, what an awful betrayal of trust. Ever since then, I’ve never looked at anyone here in Puddle’s End the same. I don’t know how you do it, Fran. How do you keep your equanimity about you while peering at the awful underbelly of humanity?”

“It’s difficult, Flo, to be honest. Not as easy as you think it looks. I comfort myself in seeking the truth and seeking justice for the innocent victims. But it’s hard. It’s a matter of mental gymnastics a lot of the time. I continually remind myself that the great majority of us are good and kind. That’s really all you can do.”

Florence nodded, picked up her tea and looked outside again.

“Then there was that awful thing that happened here even before that.”

Frances looked at her friend.

“What thing?”

“It was the Autumn of 1929 so I’ve heard. This was before I was here, mind you, so it’s all hearsay. Though it really did happen. There are police reports to prove it. Though nobody was brought to justice.”

Frances waited patiently. Florence was staring outside as if she were in a trance, reliving the very thing she was talking about. After some time of silence she turned to look at Frances with a pained and forced smile on her face.

“A Deacon was murdered on the grounds of St. Francis’ Church.”

“That’s where we had today’s service, isn’t it?”

Florence nodded.

“Yes, St. Francis’ Church is the Catholic Church where Father Fannon is the priest. He, or should I say the church, had a Deacon serving there in the twenties. I don’t know when he arrived but he left in 1929.”

“Left?” asked Frances. “You said he was murdered.”

Florence nodded.

“Yes, Fran, he was murdered. He left in a coroner’s van never to be seen again.”

Frances found her friend’s choice of words strange and unusual.

“What was his name?”

“Kerr Millar,” said Florence, not looking at her friend. “Funny how one can remember certain names and not others.”

“Tell me about him,” said Frances.

“Not much to tell. I didn’t know him of course. I haven’t seen the police reports but they are there. All I know is secondhand.”

“What happened?”

“He was found bludgeoned to death at the back of the church by a large oak tree not far from the graveyard.”

Frances hadn’t seen the back of the church.

“When was that?”

“I believe it was the morning of the tenth of September in 1929. That’s when he was found. Apparently he was murdered the day before. I think they thought it was the late afternoon.”

“Did they ever find who did it or have a suspect?”

Florence nodded, sipped her tea and looked over at her friend.

“Yes, they believe it was a drifter that the deacon and priest had helped by giving him odd jobs around the church just the month or two before. He was there until the morning of the tenth when the Deacon’s body was found. Nobody saw him again from that morning onward.”

“What evidence did they have against this drifter?”

“Apparently his fingerprints were found at the scene on a wheelbarrow and the metal handle of a spade that was close by. The deacon was bludgeoned with a piece of headstone. As I recall, there were broken bits of headstones in a pile by this tree. That’s what was used to murder him.”

“And did they come up with any motive?”

“Not that I know of.”

“So this fellow’s fingerprints were on file here with the local constabulary?”

Florence shook her head and put down her teacup. She picked up her plate of scone.

“No, but the sergeant in charge at the time. I forget his name... wait, I think it was Sergeant Owen Potts. Yes, that’s it. He was quite keen on the new technology of the time. He took a trip down to Scotland Yard to see if they might have this drifter’s prints on file. They did. I don’t remember the details but I don’t think they ever found him.”

Frances looked at her tea. It was getting cold and she only had a few sips left. She drank the rest. She reached for her scone and slowly ate the remainder of it. Florence was being counseled by her own thoughts as she nibbled on scone and looked out at her handiwork in the back garden.

“Perhaps that’s something we could do,” said Florence.

“What is?”

“Perhaps we could investigate this murder.”

“But you said the police did a fine job of it. Seems they have their suspect, they just never caught him.”

“But I’d really like to get a handle on motive. Why was the Deacon murdered? It sends shivers up my spine just thinking that a man of the church could be brutally murdered for just offering a kindness. That seems too awful to believe. Are none of us safe?”

Frances didn’t say anything. She put her empty plate down on the table and poured another cup of tea into her teacup.

“Well, I suppose it might keep us busy whilst I’m here,” she said at last.

“That’s the spirit,” said Florence. “Fac et aliquid operis, ut semper te diabolus inveniat occupatum.”

“Does that mean busy hands will do God’s work?” asked Frances, smiling.

“One can only hope.”

Frances sipped at her second cup of warm tea. It was just what was needed in order to grease the gears of the mind.

“You know,” she said, turning to look at her friend. “Perhaps you should start writing fictional accounts of some of these murders. That might help you understand them more. Give reason to the madness of them. Sometimes motive seems lacking, but in fiction you can always give the reader that satisfaction.”

“You mean sort of like that character. Oh, what was her name? Ariadne Oliver, that’s it. Sort of like that, and you can be Poirot?”

“Well, perhaps more like Miss Marple but I understand what you’re saying.”

“What was the author’s name. The one who wrote about Poirot and Oliver and Jane Marple. Her name’s on the tip of my tongue.”

Frances chuckled.

“You’re pulling my leg. Everybody knows who the author of Poirot and Marple are. It’s Agatha Christie, Flo.”

Florence winked at her friend.

“Oh yes, that’s exactly who I was thinking of.”

Florence finished her scone and poured herself another cup.

“I just don’t know if I’m a good writer. I’ve never written more than an essay and that was a long time ago at St. Mary’s.”

“Well, you wouldn’t have to publish them, Flo, and I bet you’ll get better as time goes by. It’s all practice I’m sure. Just like anything.”

“If you promise to get to the bottom of it, then I’ll promise to consider writing about it.”

“I can’t promise that, Flo, in real life, murders sometimes don’t make sense. It’s not like in the books.”

“Let’s give it a go, something to do while you’re here. See if we can’t add anything to this case. We’ll call it the ‘The Drifter, The Deacon and the Wheelbarrow: A Murder Most Sinful’.”

Frances smiled.

“Alright then, we’ll go to the station tomorrow morning.”

Florence nodded and sipped her tea. She looked over at the brave man looking at her from the gold frame on the white linen on the side table. Maybe all murders were senseless, just like his had been.
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St. Francis' Church 1929
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SERGEANT Potts was a very tall man. He stood six feet and five inches. But he was slim with it. He had a booming voice and a brown curly mop of hair with thick eyebrows. He had never lost his Scottish brogue even though he’d been in Puddle’s End for thirty years.

It was a quiet hamlet and he liked it that way. Law and order ruled the day. Except for today. He could count on one hand the number of murders that had taken place here in his time as a constable and now as sergeant. This murder meant he had to use his other hand to start counting. He didn’t like that.

To make matters worse, it was the murder of a man of the cloth. That enraged him, though from looking at him he didn’t look like a man enraged.

The constable was standing out back in the large grounds not far from the oak tree and the graveyard and the broken up headstones. Potts could see the Deacon even from this distance. His head out one side of the tree and his legs out the other.

Pacing not far from the tree, the constable and the dead deacon, was the priest. Walking towards them, Sergeant Potts put the priest in his sixties. He had thinning gray hair and a stomach that had known lots of good food. He was wearing green vestments. Potts looked at his watch. It was ten thirty. The priest had probably just finished up mass.

“What’s going on here, Constable?” asked Potts.

The young man's clean shaven and serious face under his custodian helmet belied his uncomfortableness with his first homicide. He had never seen a dead person before. And especially not one like this.

“Well Sergeant, ah, we have the Deacon here. He’s dead... as you can see. I’ve been guarding him since we arrived.”

“Does he look like he needs guarding, Constable?”

“Um, yes, I mean no, sir?”

Potts wasn’t looking at the young constable. He was looking down at the dead Deacon. Potts put him around fiftyish. He was a tall, slim man in his black shirt with clerical collar and black pants and black shoes. His socks were charcoal gray. His shirt was short sleeved. He had been hit on the back of his head towards the left side, probably more than once with a chunk of granite headstone that looked to be about the size of a large bible.

“Who found him?”

“The, er, groundskeeper, sir. He’s inside with Constable Parsons, sir.”

Potts nodded. He turned towards the priest.

“You are the pastor here at the church, Father?”

“Yes,” said a visibly shaken Father Kane Fannon. He kept glancing over at the body. “I’m Father Kane Fannon. I am the parish priest.”

“Walk with me, Father,” said Potts, trying to discourage the priest from continually looking over at the dead body. “Constable Noble, remain at your post.”

The young Constable nodded. Potts took Father Fannon by his elbow and led him back towards the church.

“You knew the deacon quite well?”

“I did, yes,” said Father Fannon. “This is simply terrible. I don’t know why anyone would want to kill him.”

“What was his name?”

“Kerr Millar.”

“Do you know how old he was?”

“Fifty-four I believe.”

“How long had he served here?”

“Nine years. He was assigned to my parish in the summer of 1920.”

“Had he any troubles with anyone over the years, particularly anyone recently?”

Father Fannon stopped walking. They were halfway towards the church. He shook his head.

“No, not at all. This is a peaceful hamlet, Sergeant. You know that. Our role as servants of God is to serve the community. We are faithful disciples of Jesus Christ. Our ministry is service.”

“So you can offer no names for who might have held a grudge against Deacon Millar?”

Fannon shook his head again.

“I cannot.”

“Are all parish staff accounted for?”

Father Fannon creased his brow for a moment.

“There’s Deacon Millar. There’s me, of course. There’s Matilda Walmsley, she’s our administrator and she takes care of the day to day administration, appointments that sort of thing. The groundskeeper, Peter Bolton. I believe he is inside. Then there’s our housekeeper Isabel Slaughter.”

“That’s your complete staff?”

Father Fannon nodded. Potts continued to walk him up the gently rising grounds towards the back of the church.

“We do have a young man helping us around the grounds. Millar recommended we help him with odd jobs. He’s a drifter I believe. I had never met him before. Seemed like a fine young man, just down on his luck. Quiet and keeps to himself. He should be here someplace. He’s been working on cleaning out the broken bits of headstones lately. I think that’s what Millar was getting him to do.”

“What’s his name?”

“Carbry Turnbull.”

“How would you describe him?”

“Well, I always found his name quite suits him. He’s about my height but thick as a bull. Not fat you understand,” said Fannon, patting his belly subconsciously. “He’s got a mess of wavy, black hair and a scraggly beard to match. Has some missing teeth. We try keep him out of the public eye as he doesn’t take to water or a razor very well.”

“How old is he?”

“I think he must be around thirty if I were to guess. He didn’t have any papers, you understand.”

Sergeant Potts nodded. He wasn’t writing any of this down. His memory was trustworthy.

“And you never saw Millar or Turnbull arguing?”

“Quite the contrary. Kerr had a way with him. Like some people do with wild animals. Carbry seemed quite relaxed with Kerr. With me on the other hand, he always seemed quite stiff so I left the dealing with him to Kerr. Other than that we had no problems with him. Didn’t say much, but he was quite respectful of Matilda and Isabel.”

The coroner came up to them with two other men and a stretcher.

“Are you finished with him, Sergeant?” the coroner asked.

“I am.”

“We’ll need you at the inquest as you know,” he said, smiling.

Potts nodded.

“I’ll be there.”

Potts watched the men walk down towards the tree. Doctor Brant Holme was an old man. Probably would be retiring soon, thought Potts. He had to be in his seventies. Potts smiled. He’d known him for many years. A very thorough and trustworthy man. But not one for socializing. Potts turned back to Father Fannon.

“I’ll need to be speaking with your staff now. There’s nothing else you can do here, Father. I’d suggest offering some comfort to your people when we’re done.”

Father Fannon nodded and both he and Potts walked back up to the church and entered the rear entrance. Matilda Walmsley, Peter Bolton and Isabel Slaughter were all sitting on a bench up front. Isabel was kneeling and praying.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Police Station

[image: ]




IT was raining on Thursday the day after Ash Wednesday. That meant they’d drive down to the police station instead of walking. On a nice day it would only be a thirty or so minute walk. But walking in the rain was out of the question. They climbed into Hudnall’s red Alvis Speed 25 and she drove aggressively down to the station.

“This is so exciting,” said Florence as they neared the station.

Frances clutched her umbrella across her lap.

“I’d prefer a less exciting speed, Flo, if it’s all the same to you.”

Florence smiled at her friend.

“Sorry, Fran, I forgot you don’t care for speed all that much. I’ll slow down.”

And she did. Florence slowed down a little, but not enough to allow the blood to enter back into Frances’ white knuckles.

“The last time we did this was in thirty-nine, wasn’t it?” she asked Frances.

“Yes, it was. The spring of thirty-nine. Similar time to now.”

Lady Marmalade’s eyes were fixed on the road. They turned the last corner and there on the main street was the police station. A modest affair amongst the other shops. The baker and the pharmacist on either side. Florence parked in front and they got out.

Inside was a small waiting room with a wooden bench for a seat. Nobody was there except for an old woman talking to the desk sergeant about her lost cat. He was commiserating with her. Frances and Florence sat down on the bench and waited until the woman had exhausted all possibility of help from the sergeant. The last thing she did was dig into her purse and pull out a small photograph of the missing cat in question.

He wrote down something on a piece of paper and promised that he’d share it with his constables and they’d keep a look out for ‘Missy’. Though he was certain that Missy would come home soon of her own volition. The old woman, who must have been eighty with extra years added, nodded and smiled and thanked him and then turned around and left with that same smile on her face.

“Mrs. Hudnall,” bellowed the Sergeant. He waved his arms at them to come on over. He had a bushy mustache and a round face that represented well his round body. His face was reddish in complexion and his eyes twinkled. Florence and Frances got up and walked over to the desk. Frances put him in his late thirties to early forties.

“Good morning, Sergeant,” said Florence. “This is my friend from London, Lady Frances Marmalade.”

“Pleasure to meet you, my Lady,” he said, “I’m Sergeant Charles Noble, but my friends call me Chuck.”

Frances shook his hand over the desk.

“Please call me Frances,” she said.

He nodded. He was a very friendly man, full of enthusiasm. He looked towards the door where the old woman had not long ago left through.

“Poor woman,” he said, “Mrs. Salisbury comes in once a month, I’d say, asking if we’d go looking for her lost cat. I gave up telling her that her cat’s been dead for years some time ago. Now she just seems happy that I promise we’ll do our best.”

“That’s very good of you, Chuck,” said Florence. “Kindness is the grease that keeps the gears of civilization going, isn’t it?”

“Hate to see it though. My own mother passed, God rest her soul, some years ago from dementia. It’s terrible to lose someone to something like that.”

Florence nodded.

“I’m sorry,” said Frances, “she must have been young.”

“Sixty-two,” he said. “Well, what brings you two out here to the station?”

“Frances is a sleuth you know,” said Florence, “she’s helped Scotland Yard on many cases.”

Noble nodded his head.

“I remember you were involved in the Forsyth murder. That was, let me see, around seven years ago?”

Frances nodded.

“We were just talking about it. Spring of thirty-nine. Almost seven years ago to the day.”

Noble nodded.

“Terrible business that was.”

“I’m sorry to say I don’t remember you at the time,” said Frances.

“Nothing to be sorry about,” he said. “I wasn’t here then. Me and Potts were training in Scotland Yard.”

“I see, and what about Inspector Hank Gibbard?”

“He retired shortly after, moved to the country. I’m not sure where. So you’re looking to do some sleuthing in my backyard, are you?” He said with a twinkle in his eye.

“We won’t be a bother,” said Florence. “Isn’t that right, Fran?”

Frances nodded.

“I believe you,” said Noble, “except we haven’t had much of anything lately except for a broken window from a boy’s catapult.”

“This is an older case,” said Florence. “Not sure if you know of it, happened in 1929. Do you remember the murder of the Deacon up at St. Francis’ Church?”

“Do I know it?” asked Noble with a rueful smile. “I was the one set to guard the body until the coroner took it away.”

“You don’t say,” said Frances.

“Good Lord,” said Florence, “what a coincidence.”

“I remember it well. I was wet behind the ears. My first homicide as I recall. Terrible mess and we never found the killer.”
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