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Tea and No Sympathy



“Somebody killed him, Fiona.”

She looked startled.

“We assumed he fell in the dark and hit his head.”

“No. He was lying on his stomach, and the whole back of his head had been knocked in. There was a big brass lamp on the floor beside him, and it was covered in blood.” I started shivering as the images came back into my mind.

“Don’t think about it. It will all be sorted out. Come along, drink that tea, and let’s hear no more nonsense.”

“Is the fire out?”

“Yes, finally. But the cottage was destroyed. Just parts of the wall left standing. It was an awful eyesore, but I suppose a new owner could have made it over into something livable. You can hear the hoses, they’re still watering it. I think the whole village is out there watching.”

I winced and closed my eyes again. The pain in my burned arm was getting worse, making it hard to concentrate on what she was saying.

“How can these things be happening?” I said. “Two men have been murdered in this village, Fiona.”

“My dear, what a thing to say! I’m afraid you’re rather going off at half cock.”

“You don’t believe me!”

“Let’s not talk about it any more. How about a biscuit?”
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To Robert and Emily, my favorite techies.






Chapter One



I pulled the car in close to the hedgerow and turned the key, and that amazing silence came down. It was the silence I had been wanting for more than a year, since my husband had left me, since I’d decided my only hope of peace lay in the ancient rhythms of an English village.

I used to wake in our apartment on West Eighty-third and listen for that silence through Manhattan’s background hum. Keeping by long habit to my side of the bed, I would see behind closed eyelids the narrow country road and the old cottages with roses in bloom on their walls, as they had been when Quin and I had first come to Far Wychwood.

The village inn had been more affordable than an Oxford hotel when we’d come over to attend the wedding of our daughter, Emily, in Christ Church Cathedral, and we’d loved it so much, we had stayed there again when our grandson was born. The memory had become a refuge after Quin told me he’d fallen in love with another woman, and then through the hard labor of adjusting to life alone.

I closed my eyes and sank into the silence. When I opened them I saw my new home, standing where it had stood since the seventeenth century. Built of honey-colored Cotswold stone, its slate roof thick with velvety lichen, its windows mullioned and diamond-paned, a trail of brown vine by the door with the ghosts of last summer’s roses clinging—it looked like a Travel Britain poster, and it even had a name, in the English way: “Rowan Cottage.”

I had been right to give the realtor an order for “a nice little furnished place in Far Wychwood” and leave the rest to her. She knew the kind of thing we Yanks were looking for.

I stepped out of the little car I had rented that afternoon at Heathrow, on a surge of relief at having made it all the way to Gloucestershire on the wrong side of the road without killing myself or anyone else. It would have been more sensible to have spent the night in London, as Emily had urged me to, but I couldn’t wait to see my new home.

I pulled my suitcase and carry-on from the trunk. I had given everything to my friends in New York except a modicum of clothing, and the books, CDs, and photo albums I’d shipped. The rest belonged to the three quarters of my life Quin had shared, and I never wanted to see it again. I looked forward to leisurely days browsing county markets and antique shops for the furnishings of my new, solitary life.

But as I opened the gate and started up the worn brick path, the first pang of doubt struck. Could I be turning into a crazy old lady already, in just the first year of my sixties? It was kind of crazy to leave a circle of friends, a long career as a librarian, a whole country behind on the strength of a memory. After thirty years in Manhattan, could I be happy out here in the sticks? Wasn’t I liable to go crazy from boredom?

The great adventure I’d been having began to feel like one more example of “going off half-cocked,” as Quin called it, that impetuous nature he and Emily found so trying. But I realized I was veering perilously close to self-pity. This mood had to be the result of a drop in endorphin levels from two days without a good long walk, I told myself firmly.

My English realtor, a woman named Eleanor Coleman, had sent me a key. When I opened the door and stepped into the narrow hallway, the musty smell of a long-closed house rose around me. I flipped a wall switch and an overhead light came on. Thoughtful Eleanor Coleman! She’d had the electricity turned on.

I stepped into the room on my right and pushed another light switch. I was in a cozy little sitting-room with bare, random-width floorboards. A sofa covered in classic chintz and a green baize wing-chair flanked a fireplace. The far wall was ridged with empty bookcases from floor to ceiling.

The kitchen, across the hall, was the real English article, with stone-flagged floor, wooden dish rack over the sink, and glass-fronted cabinets. The only appliances were a rather elderly refrigerator and a huge Aga stove that took up most of one wall. I opened a door beside it and started up a steep, boxed-in staircase.

The second floor was tucked under the eaves, the ceilings low and slanted. There was an adequate, old-fashioned bathroom and two bedrooms freshly painted in a nice pale peach color, with good firm beds. The leaded casements of the larger room overlooked the back yard, its bare trees and bushes soft-edged in the twilight. The other bedroom looked out on the road and somebody else’s cottage across the way, with one lighted window.

I leaned on the sill and looked out. Whoever lived in that little cottage was my only near neighbor. Woods and fields surrounded us, except for an abandoned building with a fallen-in thatched roof a few hundred yards down on my side of the road. We were apparently the last two occupied dwellings at this end of the village.

My second thoughts were multiplying into third and fourth ones. Everybody had said I was so brave when I’d told them my plans, but could it be that, under the surface bravado, I was really just one of those awful clinging mothers?

Emily had been a Rhodes scholar. As soon as she had finished her Oxford degree she had married her tutor. While I’d felt some regret that she would be staying in England, I’d had my chosen life and wanted her to have hers, too. She’d gone on to qualify as a psychotherapist and found a great job at an Oxford hospital. As it turned out, it was better that she was overseas during the breakup. It had hurt her enough at long distance.

That had all happened while she was still on maternity leave. Only after she went back to work had I begun to hear stress in her voice over the transatlantic wires. A succession of babysitters proved unsatisfactory, the hospital wanted her to take on more patients, little Archie came down with the usual baby ailments. She had sounded so delighted when I’d suggested coming over to live nearby and lend a hand. But how would she feel now that I was really here?

I flashed on her face, younger than her years, the blue eyes going cold behind her glasses. I remembered her voice, that patronizing tone she could assume so easily: “No, Mother, I don’t think he needs a little cereal. That’s an outmoded idea from your generation. The best authorities say milk is all a baby should have for the first six months, so please don’t keep on about it.”

That had been fourteen months ago, the last time I’d seen her. Quin, as always, had backed her up, and I had swallowed my opinions to keep the peace, hard though that always was for me.

Having burned all my bridges behind me, how would I now stand up to her when she gave me the Look, as sooner or later she would?

You will not go on worrying like this, I told myself sternly. I knew I was strong enough to forget the past and deal with whatever dilemmas the future would bring. It only required determination and will, and plenty of exercise. I ordered myself to think about something else—that cottage across the road, for instance, about as old and picturesque as they come.

The little structure had spent centuries settling into its plot of ground, and now it leaned noticeably to one side. There were a couple of broken panes in one of the casements, which must make it pretty cold in there on a March evening like this. The window and door frames hadn’t been painted for years, and the yard was such a tangle of weeds, I couldn’t see a path. I wasn’t going to find any new friends in that decrepit place, I thought glumly.

Then I noticed something grey and wispy, easing out under the door. I peered closer. Yes, it was smoke, seeping around the door, blowing through the missing window-panes. As I watched it came faster and faster, and then the light went out.

 

I ran downstairs and across the road, and pounded on the door. There was no answer, but I could hear somebody blundering around in there, knocking things over.

“Hey!” I shouted. “Your house is on fire! Hello!”

There was still no response, so I turned the knob. The door swung in abruptly, and I was enveloped in smoke. Something black went whizzing past my feet and out the door. I didn’t stop to see what it was, but plunged in, holding my breath.

The fire lit up the far wall. I could see the flames rising from a stove, reaching for the rafters. They had begun to consume a curtain above the stove, and a piece of the fabric was drifting to the stone floor, just missing a burlap sack that lay there.

As I came near the fire a shape loomed up beside me, tall and dim in the smoke. It stood there unmoving while I groped for the stove knob and twisted it. The fire died into the burner. I grabbed the curtain rod and jerked the burning curtain to the floor, leaned across to the sink to turn the faucet on full blast, let the water partially fill a battered tin pot, and upended it over the curtains. Then I did it again. The damp smoke gagged me, but the flames smoldered out.

I pressed a towel over my mouth and nose and went around opening casements. In a few minutes the smoke began to clear. Now I could make out that figure by the stove, a tall, thin man with a beard, bent over, coughing spasmodically. Why hadn’t he made a move to help me?

As we both began to draw breath again, he spoke. “Annie?” he said in a high-pitched, quavering voice.

“No,” I choked out with exasperation, “my name’s not Annie!”

I grabbed his arm and pulled him out the door. We stood on the doorstep, dragging in air and looking each other up and down.

The moonlight showed me what a very old man he was. Gnarled bones stood out under the furrows of his face. His clouded eyes were sunk back in their sockets and his mouth caved in on toothless gums. His shirt was a mosaic of food stains, his fly was half unzipped, he wore a broken-down shoe on one foot but only a sock on the other. And he smelled. The odors of unwashed flesh and stale urine floated to me on the night breeze.

He was glaring at me indignantly. “You bain’t Annie!” he growled.

“No,” I said, much more gently, now I could see the old man must be senile. “My name’s Catherine. However did that fire start?”

He glanced back into the cottage, shaking his head of long, matted grey hair.

“Don’t know, do I? Just fixing a bit of egg and bacon for dinner, I were, and there the cooker took fire. It’s they witches, I don’t doubt.”

“Right, must have been witches.” I felt too sorry for the poor old fellow to laugh. “Well, it’s about cleared out, and I’m getting cold, aren’t you? Let’s go back inside.”

He followed me. The inside was just like the outside, cluttered and unkempt, with burlap bags of produce standing around, dry sticks that must once have been herbs hanging from the rafters, food-crusted dishes and pans on the table and in the sink, and under the smell of smoke the smell of rot.

There only seemed to be one source of light, a big brass lamp lying on the floor under the window. Crossing the slanted floor to get to it was like walking up a ramp. It was heavy, and, when I set it on a table and twisted the switch, its light was flickering, inadequate.

The old man went straight to the stove and reached for a box of wooden matches sitting next to one of the burners.

“No, no, no, you’re going to do it again!” I exclaimed, pushing in to grab the matches out of his shaking hand.

“I’ll have me egg and bacon!” he shouted feebly.

“Why don’t you just sit down, Mr.—What’s your name?”

“Me name?” He stared as if unable to believe a person lived who didn’t know who he was. “Me name’s George, ain’t it? George Crocker, same as it’s been for more nor ninety year.”

“Sit down, then, George. I’ll fix you some bacon and eggs.”

He sank into a chair by the big wooden table, muttering unintelligibly.

“You shouldn’t be trying to cook,” I said. “Isn’t anybody living here with you? Your wife, or a son or daughter?”

“Wife?” He squinted with the effort of remembering. “Died long years ago, didn’t she, Emma? A son, aye, I’ve a son. I’ve taken gurt care of him. He’ll not want after I’m gone, won’t Arthur.”

“Why isn’t he taking care of you?” I demanded. “Where is he, while you’re setting fire to your house?”

“Arthur? In his home, and that’s at Oxford. Did ye think I’d forgot where Arthur lives?”

“Does he ever come to see you?” I asked, already disliking Arthur, as I sawed at a rock-hard side of bacon sitting on an old hutch. “Why doesn’t he hire somebody to stay with you, or get you into—” I stopped, realizing I might be treading on dangerous ground.

“A workhouse?” He fired up instantly, his eyes flashing back in their caverns. “Nay, Missus, Arthur knows I’ll never go to the bloody workhouse!”

“No, of course not. Don’t worry about it. They haven’t had workhouses for a long time.” A vision of the dancing orphans in Oliver went through my head. “So, Arthur’s your only child?”

“Nay. There was Annie.”

He subsided, staring down at the flagstones, shaking his head sadly.

“I’d not mind if she were still here, but she’s gone, ain’t she? It weren’t her fault. She were a good girl, always reading them books. Only a lass she were when it happened. And she made it right in the end, didn’t she?” He slammed his fist down on the table, as if I were arguing with him.

I wondered if he knew what he was talking about, any more than I did. The bacon was sizzling now. I filled the tin kettle from the tap and lit another burner with the last match in the box. The room was getting chilly with everything open, and the smoke had cleared, so I shut the windows and went to shut the door. Just beyond the doorstep, a skinny black cat was sitting among the weeds, its tail curled neatly around its feet. It stared up at me, unblinking. As I started to close the door, it sprang up and ran past me into the cottage, as fast as it had streaked out before.

It went straight to George Crocker, sniffed his sock gingerly, and rubbed its body against his leg.

“There, Muzzle, ’twas naught in the end,” he reassured it.

“What’s its name?”

They both looked at me with wary hostility.

“Muzzle’s his name.”

“What kind of a name is that for a cat? Muzzle?”

“Aye, Muzzle, Muzzle—where the bloody mouse lives!”

“Oh, Mousehole!”

He went back to stroking its scruffy fur.

“He can find ’em out better nor any cat I ever had, and do for the mouse as well. Do ye see any vermin runnin’ about me house? Nay,” he answered himself, “Muzzle’d not stand for it.”

The cat slunk under the old man’s chair and crouched there in lion-position, glaring out at me malevolently.

“Should I open a can of food for him?” I asked.

“Nay, he don’t need you to do aught for him, no more nor I do! You go on home and mind your own dinner. Muzzle and me’s fine on our own. I’ll make the dinner, I been doin’ it for fifty year!”

It was no use arguing with him. I looked around at the mess, wondering whether he would have a fit if I brought a mop over tomorrow. Old men were impossible to predict, I knew from experience. I remembered how my father had been in his last years, never as cantankerous as George Crocker, but ready one day to cooperate with anything I proposed, and the next in a feeble rage at an innocent word.

My eye lighted on a wavering line of white paint drawn around the whole room, where the floor met the walls.

“What did you do that for?” I asked, pointing at it.

He stared at me as if he doubted my sanity. “Why, for the witches, bain’t it?”

“Oh, come on, George.” I couldn’t help smiling.

“It don’t do to make game of the witches, Missus. They’ll not cross one of they lines, everybody knows that. Think I want to be strangled with witch-weed in me sleep?”

It was hard to believe that thirty-six hours ago I’d been hailing a cab in mid-Manhattan traffic, and now I was listening to a character out of Thomas Hardy recommending the best way to deter witches.

“This were ever a gurt place for ’em,” he rambled on. “Tell that by the name, can’t ye? That’n’s mother were a witch’s familiar.” He pointed under the chair. “The witch vanished away one day, like they do, with his cat, and left its kitten behind, and I took him in. I reckoned then the witches’d leave me be, and so they have.” He chuckled at his own shrewdness.

“Then what do you need the white line for?”

“No harm in bein’ double-sure. Not when it comes to the witches. What are ye grinnin’ about? Them as don’t credit the power of the dark ones’ll turn up in the wychwood one night with a rope of the witch-weed about their neck!”

“Well, Catherine, you were looking for old and quaint,” I muttered sarcastically as I turned the bacon and eggs out on a cracked plate.

When I set it before him he grumbled about the way the food was cooked, but stuffed it in ravenously. Finally he set the plate on the floor. He had left one of the eggs, and the black cat crept out and ate it. When I went over to pick up the plate, the scruffy thing drew back and hissed at me.

“That is the meanest cat!” I exclaimed. “If it would act halfway friendly I’d get it some food, but—”

“Forget that!” the old man ordered. “It’s got late. I can’t be nattering with fools all the night. I’m off to bed.”

“Do you need any help?”

“Don’t I tell ye I’m fine on me own?” he flared up again. “I’ve seen the day I could throw the smith over his smithy, if I’d a mind to. You ask folk, they’ll tell ye.”

I made sure the burners were off before I left. A quick look around had not revealed another box of matches, so I gave myself orders to bring some over tomorrow. I’d already decided to come back and cook him another meal.

Rowan Cottage was cold, and the musty smell was everywhere. I was too exhausted to figure out how the central heating worked. In fact, I opened one of the back windows in the kitchen to air the place out.

Before going to bed I picked up the phone. There was a dial tone, another detail seen to by miraculous Eleanor. I would have to be sure to look her up and thank her for all the extra trouble she’d taken.

I longed to hear Emily’s voice, but something told me it would be better not to disturb them so late. I’d call in the morning.

I wandered around the place for a while, turning lights on and off, opening cabinets, the refrigerator, the stove, sitting down on the sofa to test it for comfort. Tired as I was, the thrill of actually being in my own seventeenth-century cottage, as different from a Manhattan apartment as anything could be, kept me going for half an hour or so. I felt safe for the first time in a year.

Finally I climbed the narrow, boxed-in staircase again, carrying my baggage. I was too weary even to bathe. I got my flannel nightgown out and put it on, found the mystery I’d started on the plane, and slipped into bed under the one thin blanket.

I read for a while, finishing the book. When I clicked the bed lamp off, the dark was profound with no street lights outside, and the silence I had so looked forward to was actually a little scary. Now I didn’t feel so safe. I was used to the night sounds of screeching brakes, voices in the street, the rumble of the subway under the sidewalk. This was like being the last person left on the planet. Except, of course, for George Crocker, but somehow knowing he was nearby wasn’t all that reassuring.

“What are you going to be scared of next?” I demanded into the darkness. “Maybe you’d better get a can of paint tomorrow, and make a line around the floor to keep the witches out!”

A minute later, I was asleep.









Chapter Two



I opened my eyes to the glitter of sunlight through wavy old glass in the casement at the foot of my bed. For the past year my first thought on waking had been that Quin was gone, my first chore of the day to bully myself out of the resulting depression. But this morning it wasn’t like that. I remembered with a rush of joy that I was in my own house on the other side of the ocean from all that misery. Who could say what new places and people were waiting for me outside? Whatever they were, I knew they would be so fascinating, I would forget him and the old days in no time.

I tried out my shower, got into a pair of comfortable old slacks, and layered a polo shirt and cardigan. Before I laced my cross-trainers I picked up the phone and dialed my daughter’s number.

“Mom!” she exclaimed with unmistakable delight. “You’re really here! When did you get in?” When I told her, she demanded, “Why didn’t you call right away?”

“I was really tired, darling. I thought I’d come over and see you this afternoon, if it’s not inconvenient?”

“Inconvenient! I can’t wait. But we’re coming out there. No, no, we want to. We have to see your house, don’t we? We’re going to take you to dinner at the Longbow to celebrate. Expect us about two, after Archie’s nap. Oh, Mom, I’m so glad you decided to come!”

After that, of course, last night’s worries weren’t even a memory.

I didn’t bother to lock the door when I went out to explore my new world. Why should I, in this peaceful countryside? I knew character was a product of environment, and as those who grow up in ugly slums are likely to become criminals, so people nurtured in the innocent beauty of a place like this would be virtuous.

George Crocker’s place looked even more decrepit in daylight. There was no sign of life inside, but he must have been up because the black cat was out, sitting on the overgrown front path, glaring sullenly at me. I made a face at it as I turned left from my gate, figuring I’d take a look at the open country beyond my house and explore the village later.

My side of the road stretched out in a grassy meadow just starting to green. On George’s side it was all deep woods, a tangle of great, gnarled oaks and beeches that must have been old before America was discovered.

St. Etheldreda’s Church was the only building in sight. It stood on a rise, maybe a quarter of a mile beyond Rowan Cottage. I could see it from the road, almost fortress-like, the squat tower and small round-topped windows, and the leafless trees and stone grave-markers in the churchyard around it.

I turned down Church Lane between steep hedgerow banks, drinking in the clean, fragrant air like a cordial. Bumblebees droned as they burrowed into the barely opened primrose flowers under bushes that still held their blossoms inside tight brown buds. Birds were darting among them with dry grasses dangling from their beaks, and I stopped to watch them. A little grey bird with a white breast eyed me speculatively, and then actually ran into a hole in the ground! I’d never seen a bird do that. And another, a big brown one, rose into the air and hovered over the meadow, warbling. A skylark, I was somehow sure, and Browning’s words came back to me:


The lark’s on the wing,

The snail’s on the thorn,

God’s in His heaven—

All’s right with the world.



Quin and I had looked around St. Etheldreda’s and taken one of the pamphlets left out for visitors, so I knew it was built in the twelfth century by order of the Norman lord who had got this area as his share of the Conquest. This gentleman, a Monsieur d’Ameurle, had it built right down the lane from his manor house, so the family wouldn’t have far to walk on Sundays. I could see the big house at the end of Church Lane, where according to the pamphlet his descendant still lived. Now it was a mixture of architectural styles, torn down and built onto by every generation of the family, whose name had long since been anglicized to Damerel. There was very little left of it a Norman lord would recognize.

As I got closer to the church I began to hear a heavy, metallic banging. It drowned out the bumblebees, even the skylark. I opened the lych-gate under its arbor, built to shelter coffins and pallbearers waiting for the priest to escort them into the church. Now I was among enormous trees, some of them as big and old as those in the woods around George’s cottage. Most of the tombstones that filled the yard were very old, weather-beaten, and colonized by mosses and lichen. The few newer ones I noticed were farthest from the church, beside the low stone wall.

I had meant to go inside and poke around, but it was impossible to ignore that noise, a heavy clanking like the chains of Marley’s ghost, like the ghosts of the whole Marley family. A few moments of silence, then more clanking. It was coming from the other side of the church. I hurried past the front entrance, a stone arch carved in the fang-like zigzags beloved of Norman architects. I was getting increasingly indignant at whoever was disturbing the peace of this beautiful place—my peace.

I came around the corner and stopped in amazement. My eyes were caught by an object that definitely didn’t fit into the scene, a piece of heavy machinery, a glass box on huge tires with a yellow engine compartment in front, and behind a deep, toothed bucket which was in the process of tearing out a thick square of the churchyard’s turf. Two yellow lights blinked incessantly on top, and inside the glass box a stocky, grey-haired man manipulated long levers and moved his legs up and down, pushing pedals. I didn’t know much about such mechanical monsters, but I was pretty sure it was called a backhoe.

In great contrast, at the edge of that opened square of ground a stone cross rose from a low pedestal. Small, exquisitely detailed figures were carved from top to bottom and across the two arms, centering at the axis on a crucified Christ whose agony leaped out at me despite the effects of centuries of weather that had blurred the contorted features of his face.

I looked on in horror as the backhoe started up with a growl, shuddered forward, and dropped its bucket again. Grass and wildflowers hung over the side. It swung into the air on a jointed, yellow arm and dumped out another big chunk of the churchyard. One whole side of the cross was exposed now, almost to its foundation three or four feet below ground level.

Then I caught sight of a young man standing close to the church, only a few yards from the digging. He wore his dark, curly hair to his shoulders, loose and unkempt, and he was dressed in frayed jeans, dirty-white running shoes, and a grey jersey with the word “Manchester” across his broad chest. He stood with folded arms, watching the desecration of the cross with a satisfied smile.

“Hey!” I yelled at him, straining to be heard over the din as the backhoe jolted forward a few feet, beeping a raucous warning. The man inside pushed and pulled and the bucket sank into the soft spring earth again with a hungry clank.

The fellow by the church looked over in surprise as I charged toward him. Close up, I could see that his nose was flattened like a boxer’s, and a silver stud gleamed in one earlobe.

“What do you think you’re doing?” I demanded. “What right do you have to come here and vandalize this village’s antiquities? That cross must have stood there for centuries!”

“Seven, actually,” he answered in a matching shout. “High time it made way for the needs of today’s world!”

“Who are you to decide that?” I yelled. I looked around desperately and spotted a two-storey stone house on the other side of the wall, without doubt the vicarage. “I’m going to tell the vicar!”

As I started away he called out, “I am the vicar.”

I turned back and stared. He held out a beefy hand, threw me a rather nasty grin, and shouted, “Ian Larribee, incumbent of St. Etheldreda’s parish. In no way required to take orders from Yank tourists.”

“I am not a tourist! And I don’t believe for one minute you’re—”

Suddenly I realized I was shouting into a silence violated only by the comparatively low hum of the backhoe’s engine, idling. It was standing still, bucket suspended, beside the cross which seemed to teeter at the edge of that hole in the earth. The man inside was talking on a cell phone, glancing over at us.

The Manchester man strode over and rapped on one of the windows. The operator slid it open, still holding the phone against his cheek.

“What’s wrong? Why have you stopped?”

The man muttered a few more words into his phone, then folded it up and looked out at Ian Larribee, quite unintimidated by his bluster.

“Job’s done,” he said. “Cost me my license to go on now.”

“Done? You’ve only dug out one side! The whole object has to be dug out and moved to the far end of the churchyard, you were told that.”

The backhoe man pointed calmly to the trench he had made.

“Human remains,” he said. “I just been on to my gaffer, and he’s contacting the coppers at Oxford. Can’t be no more digging here till that’s been investigated proper.”

He started up his machine again, reversed, and backed away from the cross.

Ian Larribee was staring into the excavation with an expression of mingled disgust and disbelief. I went over and peered down, and for the first time I knew what Hamlet had meant when he saw the skull of Yorick—“My gorge rises.” My gorge had to be the creature writhing up through my chest and into my throat, stopping my breath, gagging me as it made its way into my gullet. I tried to turn and run away but I couldn’t tear my gaze from the thing in the trench.

It had once been a man or woman, but now all its flesh had been consumed and its bones had separated. Some of them were still partly submerged in the clay subsoil, but I could see an arm, broken at the elbow, both legs bent in the fetal position, parts of a spine still covered in tattered strips of rotten cloth. They clung to the delicate flanges of the ribcage, too, whose ends were soft and dark with the beginnings of decay.

Just beyond, the skull rested on one side, eye cavities caked with dirt, teeth, like pebbles, scattered near the un-hinged jaw.

Larribee spoke to me in a bewildered voice, as if we had not been in a fight moments before.

“This isn’t part of the cemetery. There are no graves just here—certainly none right up against the cross like that.”

The backhoe man had joined us. “There’s a funny hole in that skull,” he said in his unflappable way. “See, just behind where the ear went.”

I saw it, one neat, round circle.

“Odd, that,” he went on. “And the way the bones is just laying there loose, not in a coffin like they ought to be. What I’d say is, that poor chap was shot in the head and dumped here so nobody’d find him.”

“Shot!” Ian Larribee boomed, as if he was being accused.

“No, that couldn’t be,” I choked out, “not here!”

The backhoe man shrugged. “Coppers’ll be coming directly, they’ll sort it out. Any road, it needn’t bother you. Happened years ago, from the state of them remains—long before your time, vicar.”

I backed away, unable any longer to resist that creature climbing up my throat. They didn’t even notice me stumbling toward the gate. Before I reached it I had to stop and grab hold of one of the big trees for support. I doubled over and let the creature have its way, escaping seemingly with everything I had eaten for the past couple of days.

Then I could breathe again, though I felt shaky. I had seen my parents dead, but they had been laid out with care, posed as if sleeping in satin-lined caskets, surrounded by wreaths from friends and family—death as we want to think of it. A human being thrown into the ground without shelter or marker, rotting away in secret, that was the cold reality of death.

In this haven of peace I had dreamed of for so long, everything was not right with the world after all.

I didn’t raise my eyes from the ground as I made my unsteady way down Church Lane and then the town road toward my house. The idea of exploring my surroundings was as dead as that poor soul huddled by the cross. I just wanted to get inside and sit down.

But as I came near Rowan Cottage I glanced down the road and saw a little group of people standing in front of one of the cottages, looking in my direction. Before I could get through the gate one of them came trotting toward me, a woman about my age, a little plump, with grey hair braided and wrapped around her head. When she reached me I saw clear blue eyes and a smile that held nothing back.

“How do you do?” she said, putting out her hand. “I’m Fiona Bennett. We all want to welcome—Oh, my dear, are you all right?”

Her smile changed to a concerned expression, and I realized how stricken I must look.

“I don’t know. I just saw something—horrible. In the churchyard.”

Her lips set in an angry line. “Right, the churchyard! I don’t wonder you’re upset, especially if you’re a believer, or even just a lover of art. That cross is one of the few in the country to escape Cromwell, and now it’s fallen to another rampaging clergyman! Did he actually get it moved into some back corner? He didn’t—break it, did he?”

“No, it’s not that,” I said. “There’s a dead body in the ground beside it!”

The other four members of the group had now gathered around us, and one of them, a thin, silver-haired woman in a lacy old-fashioned dress and hat, said, “A dead body in the churchyard? But that’s where the dead belong, isn’t it?”

“P’raps it’s done different in America,” said a big, lumpy woman, looking at me with a suspicious scowl.

“No, it wasn’t in the cemetery part,” I explained impatiently. “It was right beside the old cross, where they were digging to move it. It hadn’t been buried in a coffin. And it had been murdered.”

There was a general murmur of consternation.

“Who could that be, then?” said the lumpy one, squinting at me. “I’ve never heard of nobody in Far Wychwood getting themself murdered, and I’ve lived here all me life.”

“Let me introduce you round,” said Fiona Bennett. “We can discuss it all better if we know each other’s names. This is Enid Cobb, our shopkeeper and postmistress.”

The last speaker gave me a grudging nod, her small eyes traveling over me appraisingly. A short bald man stood beside her, smiling serenely.

“And Henry Cobb, of course.”

The silver-haired lady, introduced as Alice White, shook my hand shyly.

“Alice was our schoolmistress when that abandoned building next to your cottage was the village school. Then the juvenile population went too low to justify it, so now they bus the little blighters off to the big consolidated at Oxford.”

“Yes, indeed,” Alice agreed with a sigh.

“And this is Louisa Barry. Her husband is our local G.P.”

She, too, offered her hand, and then I told them my name.

Enid continued where she’d left off. “Where’d you get this idea of a murdered body in our churchyard, then? Happen vicar made it up. I’d not put nothing past that one.”

Louisa started to agree, when the up-and-down song of a siren broke into the stillness and a moment later a black-and-white police car came careening through the village past us, down Church Lane, and screeched to a stop by the lych-gate.

Everyone turned and stared at me in amazement.

Before they could speak, a highly polished black BMW followed in the police car’s tracks, only a little more slowly. It pulled onto the shoulder beside us. The driver’s window glided down and a woman’s large, horsey face showed in the opening.

“What on earth is happening?” she said in a high-pitched affected voice with an exaggerated Oxbridge accent. “That Panda car passed me on the Oxford road and stayed ahead of me all the way here, and now I see it has stopped at St. Etheldreda’s, of all places.” She looked out at us with the air of one who never doubted she would be answered promptly and satisfactorily.

Alice White said timidly, “Apparently a murderer has buried his victim right up against our churchyard cross.”

“How very odd,” said the woman in the car. The corners of her mouth turned down in disapproval. “I’ve never heard of a murder in Far Wychwood.”

“This body must have been there for years,” I told them. “There’s nothing left but the bones and some scraps of cloth.”

She stared at me, and Fiona said, “This is the American lady who bought Rowan Cottage. Catherine Penny, Philippa Damerel.”

“Damerel?” I said. “Then you must be from the family at the manor house?”

The horsey face broke into a smile. She got out of her car and offered me her hand with the attitude of one conferring a great privilege.

“How very well-informed you are, Mrs. Penny!”

“Just Catherine, please. Well, I read the brochure—”

“My husband’s people,” she went on as if I hadn’t spoken, “go back to Roger d’Aumeurle, who came over with the Conqueror—”

“And pinched all this land from Enid’s poor old Saxon ancestors,” Fiona said. “Yes, Philippa, she did say she’d read the brochure.”

Philippa threw her an offended glance.

“We were all very glad to hear that Rowan Cottage was to be occupied full time again,” the doctor’s wife said. “The previous owners, you know, were Londoners who kept it as a holiday cottage, and came down less and less often in recent years. Of course, this end of the village is awfully isolated. I hope you won’t be lonely.”

“Well, I’ve already met my only neighbor,” I said, “the old man across the road. He’s not the greatest company—but I do think it’s a shame the way his family neglects him.”

“Do you mean George Crocker?” Louisa said, wide-eyed.

They all stared over at his cottage, then back at me as if amazed.

After a moment, Fiona said, “Well, of course, she’s not to know about George Crocker! That’s purely a local scandal.”

They glanced covertly at Philippa, who looked as if she were trying to swallow a large slice of lemon.

“I would recommend you to keep away from that man,” she said to me. “Not only is he filthy and evil-tempered, he has in fact a criminal past.”

“Criminal?” Now I was the one amazed.

“There was some unpleasantness a few years back,” Fiona told me, “and George Crocker, as a result, is sort of the village pariah. He’s not at all a nice old man. Even his son seems to have given up on him.”

“Doesn’t he have a daughter, too?”

“Oh, well, Annie, she’s not been heard of for over forty years. She left Far Wychwood when she was just a girl.”

“The Crockers are another family that were here to greet the Normans,” Louisa said, “but when George dies, there’ll be no more of them in the village, as Arthur’s lived in Oxford since he’s been grown. And, of course, George is quite an age.”

“Ninety-three,” said Enid Cobb decidedly.

“Yes, the Cobbs are by way of being related to George,” Fiona said.

“Just by marriage,” Enid retorted. “George’s wife, Emma, was Henry’s cousin.”

“Don’t you ever go to see him?” I asked.

“Who, us, hang about with that old bugger? No, thank you, I don’t pass my time with thieves, and no more does Henry. Old George has a standing order for his provisions and I just send the boy over with them when it’s time.”

“I’m sure you needn’t concern yourself with such people, Catherine,” Philippa broke in. “There are plenty of nice people for you to know. We must introduce you to some of them—and show you that our village is not, for heaven’s sake, a hotbed of violent crime! Would you care to pop over to the Manor tomorrow evening for drinks? You are all invited, and your husbands, of course. I’ll ring up a few suitable people for her to meet.”

I agreed to go, with a shiver of excitement at seeing the inside of that house. There were murmurs of assent from all the others, except the Cobbs.

Enid said, “Well, I’ll say good day, and very pleased to meet you, I’m sure. I’ll expect to be seeing you at the shop regular,” she added pointedly.

She jerked her head at Henry and he followed her, still smiling, as she stomped off down the road.

Philippa said in a stage whisper, “Good heavens, you don’t suppose she took my invitation to include them?”

“Not to worry,” Fiona answered wryly, “she knows they’d never be asked to the Manor along with the suitable people.”

“Shall we say fiveish, then?” Philippa proposed as she climbed back into her car. We all agreed to be there. “I wonder if the police would give me any information about this incident in the churchyard, if I stopped by on my way down the lane?”

“I’d guarantee they won’t,” Fiona replied. “They have standing orders not to reveal anything to the public. And at this point they won’t know any more than Catherine does. The homicide squad will be sent out next, so I’ll try to find out something from John tonight and pass it on to everyone.” She turned to me. “My husband is a sergeant in the homicide division at Oxford, so he’s very likely to know what’s happened.”

As Philippa drove away, Louisa mused, “In a way, this skeleton turning up could be providential. The authorities certainly won’t let the vicar proceed with his plans for a while. It may give us enough time to talk the bishop round.”

“Why is he attacking that beautiful cross?” I asked.

“Ian Larribee has decided this village needs a youth hall,” Louisa answered, tight-lipped, “and that it must be built onto the side of the church. We’ve seen his plans, it’s just an ugly cinder-block box. He won’t listen to any of us, although even the young people for whom it’s intended tell him they don’t like his ideas. The old cross is in his way, so he’s determined to move it to an obscure corner of the churchyard.”

“He practically ordered the whole village to turn out today to watch it done,” Alice said indignantly, “quite like some sort of fete. Everyone agreed not to go near it. Show him how the parish feels.”

Louisa added sadly, “Most of us don’t even go to Sunday services any more. My husband says he will not enter the church again while that dreadful man is there.”

“Yes,” Fiona put in, “Dr. Barry is the leader of the opposition to Larribee’s schemes. But we’ve kept you standing here far too long. If you’d care to come home with me, I’ll be happy to give you some luncheon. A bit of nourishment is what you want now, and I’ve been making biscuits this morning.”

“No, thank you,” I said quickly. “I just want to clean up and rest for a while. My daughter and her family are coming out this afternoon—oh, dear, in just a couple of hours,” I exclaimed after looking at my wristwatch. “It’s been lovely meeting all of you, though.”

They left me with expressions of regret that my first day in their village had started so traumatically.

I went inside, closed the door, and sank down on the sofa. Now that I was over the original shock, I was able to look at things more calmly. Whatever had happened, it had been long ago. The people I had met were certainly normal and civilized. An old tragedy could not affect my new life in Far Wychwood where, as everyone agreed, murders did not happen.

After about ten minutes I heard a knock at the door. A little irritated, because I thought I’d made it clear I wanted to be alone for a while, I opened the door. A paper shopping bag sat on the doorstep. I looked down the road and saw Fiona’s sturdy figure walking away.

I brought the bag in and opened it. There was a fat brown teapot, a box of loose tea, a half-pint glass bottle of table cream, and a bag of homemade ginger cookies. A note was pinned to the shopping bag, written in a big, slapdash hand: “Don’t mean to disturb you, but you’ll want to give your family tea, and I’m sure the cottage isn’t provisioned yet. Fiona.”

I had time to take a leisurely bath and change my clothes before my company arrived, right on time. Emily looked thinner than I remembered, and there were dark circles under her eyes, but she still had the endearingly prim features and flowing blonde hair I knew and loved, with the new addition of horn-rim glasses. They failed to give her the mature and scholarly appearance I knew she was aiming for.

Her husband, Peter, was a quiet young man with a dry sense of humor, good-looking in an angular sort of way. Only in his twenties, he was already a recognized authority on the minor Elizabethan poets.

Archie, of course, was no longer a babe in arms, but an unstoppable toddler, curly and rosy, and obviously in better shape than his mother.

“It’s so hard,” she said as we drank Fiona’s tea and watched him empty out the cabinet under the sink. “I have an adolescent group Tuesday morning, emotionally abused women the same afternoon, then on Thursdays my recovering alcoholics, and still the hospital wants me to take on more groups! Then Wednesday evenings I have two private patients. That’s when Peter and Archie do their bonding.” She smiled at them fondly. “But this child still won’t sleep through the night. I can’t let him cry, of course, I know too much about the effects of parental rejection in early childhood—so I’m pretty much a wreck.”

“Isn’t ‘rejection’ a bit strong for letting him cry it out once or twice so he learns to put himself back to sleep?” I asked.

Peter caught my eye and made a grimace that obviously meant “dangerous waters.”

Sure enough, the Look solidified on her face. “There is a whole school of psychoanalytic study that traces adult neuroses back to trauma like that. You’ll just have to accept that I know more than you about this sort of thing, Mother, even if I am your child.”

“Of course, darling, of course. Only—” I hesitated, then plunged recklessly on, “it worked with you, and I’m sure I didn’t give you any ‘adult neuroses.’ ”

“Come along, let’s look over the property,” Peter said quickly, standing up. “I don’t think the son and heir can get much more out of that cabinet, and personally I’m ready to explore the gardens, aren’t you, darling?”

Emily threw him a rather rueful smile, and we followed him and Archie outside to discover the twin rowan trees in the backyard that must have inspired the house’s name, the budding cowslips, the shelves full of perlite and peat in the stone potting shed by the front wall. Emily and I forgot our little disagreement as we exchanged ideas for decorating the cottage, although I had a feeling it would just be a process of random accumulation, like in New York. She insisted on arranging a shopping expedition in Oxford the next day for the several dozen things I needed most urgently.

We set out at twilight down the village road to its only eating establishment, the Longbow. The old inn is recommended in several food guides for its kitchen and its carefully cultivated Georgian atmosphere, so people come from as far as London to eat there.

I was all right until we were past the Cobbs’ little shop, when the inn was close enough for me to pick out the stone profile of a woman set in a medallion over the entrance. Quin had said she looked like Fergie.

Without warning, I was caught up in the memory of the first time I had seen the place, from the window of our rental car. It had been almost four years before, and the cottages had glowed just the same way in the lowering sunlight. We had gazed in astonishment at this living illustration from one of Emily’s fairy-tale books. I had been to London after college and again a year or two before our marriage, but I’d never ventured into the countryside, and Quin—

Suddenly I smelled the combination of pipe tobacco and Old Spice that had been part of his identity, saw in my mind’s eye his stocky, muscular body in the Harris tweed jacket he’d bought in London the day before, his face with its cocky grin and square jaw, and his salt-and-pepper hair, a little shiny from the oil he used to keep the curl in check, regardless of the natural look the rest of the world had adopted.

Emily and Peter were chatting and didn’t notice me fighting with myself, unsuccessfully, to cast away his image and the memory of that night. We had laughed, while we looked through the vast building for our room, about Quin’s first right turn from the left lane, which had momentarily stopped all traffic on Lambeth Road. He had bet I’d do even worse if I drove back into London, and I took the bet and lost it.

We’d had drinks and dinner, and walked beside the river in the dark. We’d made love and lain in the afterglow listening to car doors slamming below our window, people calling goodnights and driving away as the bar closed, leaving us in the silence, falling asleep together.

“I love this old place,” I heard Emily saying. We were coming into the forecourt of the inn. I managed a stiff smile.

“Yes, I’m glad they haven’t modernized it,” I said brightly.

I had said something very like that when Quin and I came back fourteen months ago. He had changed, but I didn’t admit it to myself. When I’d made a joke about those previous driving fiascos, he’d said he could get us there in one piece, even if I didn’t believe it. He’d spoken little on the way, and I’d told myself it must be business problems. He was an attorney with a high-pressure Manhattan firm and it was easy to lay his tension to that.

Tears stung my eyes as I followed Emily into the bustling lobby. How could I get through an evening here? I wanted to turn and run from the memories that waited to drift out of every corner.

He had fallen asleep without touching me that night, as he had for weeks. And though we could have stayed for more than five days, he wouldn’t consider it. Once I found him talking furtively on the phone in the lobby, his face furrowed with anguish. Business must be really dicey, I had told myself.

Emily’s lips brushed my cheek. I saw her blue eyes fixed on me, full of concern.

“I’m okay!” I said fiercely.

“I know you are.”

We went in under the dining room’s low, timbered ceiling. Red-shaded lamps on the tables bathed the rough-plastered walls and windows of wavy old glass in soft light. Big bowls of tulips and daffodils made splashes of yellow and orange above a dark Jacobean sideboard and a hunt table. A liveried waiter showed us to our table beside an enormous fireplace filled with leaping flames. There couldn’t have been a more comforting room, but I was still so distraught that when I went to hang my purse on the back of the chair, my shaky hands dropped it. Since I hadn’t snapped it shut, my keys, comb, pen, and lipstick rattled out onto the oak floorboards.

Peter started around the table to pick everything up, but a man dining alone at the next table got there first. He crouched down and scooped my belongings back into the bag, his silver hair gleaming in the firelight.

“One more little thing to make this day just perfect!” I said bitterly.

He stood up, holding the purse. He was around my age but as lean as a man in his thirties, tall and straight, with the striking combination of silver hair and deep brown eyes that were looking into mine with a galling sympathy.

“Yes, I know,” he said in an American accent. “My luck hasn’t been so good today, either.”

I felt an irrational resentment toward the man, knowing all the time I was really angry at myself. Brave, adventurous Catherine, indeed, her defenses crashing down at the first feint from the armies of memory! Turned such an emotional mess that any stranger could see it. What right did he have to offer me his sympathy?

He smiled as he hung my bag on the chair.

“Ohio, right?” he said.

The unexpected question startled me. “Oh—yes,” I answered reluctantly, “Cincinnati.”

“I grew up in Chillicothe,” he went on. “You never lose that midwest twang, do you?”

I had no answer, my mind on the wrong track for idle conversation.

Peter must have felt someone should be polite to the man. “Are you staying awhile in our village?” he asked him.

“No, I planned to when I came down this afternoon, but things didn’t work out. So I’m going back to London tonight.”

He smiled at me again as I sat down. “Nice to hear that accent so far from home.”

The waiter came to take our orders and when he left the man had gone. I wondered why he had made a special trip to this obscure place, only to leave again after a few hours. But my attention was quickly refocused on Emily, putting her hand over mine and saying, “We shouldn’t have come. I should have known you’d have issues with this place.”

“Oh, please, don’t you feel sorry for me too! I’m ashamed of myself.”

“No, Mom, it’s much healthier to express your negative—”

“Whatever the books say, wallowing is a distasteful practice that tends to make one a total pain in the neck.”

I could tell she was offended by my rejection of her expertise, but it was important to me to deal with it by myself. I had never had much faith in psychiatric treatment, and unfortunately she knew it.

After a few moments of uncomfortable silence, I asked, unwillingly, “Do you hear from him?”

“Oh, sure, he sends presents and everything.” A few more seconds, and she asked hesitantly, “Would you mind very much if he paid us a visit?”

“Of course not! I’ve told you, there’s no reason for you to go fatherless or Archie grandfatherless because of what he did to me.”

She looked relieved. “He has kind of suggested he might come sometime. I’ve made it clear that while he’s welcome, the Barbie doll is not.”

Although neither of us had ever seen her, Emily and I had pictured Quin’s new live-in love and nicknamed her accordingly.

Archie, who had sat silent while the grown-ups performed, grabbed his mother’s sleeve and began babbling incoherently, waving at the fire.

“What is it, darling?” she asked eagerly. “Try to say it. Is it about the fire?” She pointed to it. “Fire. Fire. Fire.”

“Um wum,” Archie replied happily. “Da doob.”

“Oh, dear,” Emily sighed. “Why doesn’t he show any interest in language acquisition? He’s sixteen months old and he hasn’t said his first word yet!”

“Runs in the family,” I told her. “Your Uncle Billy didn’t talk until he was two and a half. Mother used to tell people he was just waiting until he had something worth saying. And once he started, we couldn’t shut him up.”

Things went more smoothly after that, helped along by a wonderful dinner: Scottish salmon with roasted potatoes, a green salad and, in honor of the occasion, a trifle topped by a big mound of whipped cream.

Archie was sleepy and cranky by the time we finished, so when we got back to my house they went right to their car. I was opening my gate when I noticed that the light wasn’t on across the road. I felt a pang of guilt at having forgotten the old man’s supper. Too busy feeling sorry for myself, I grumbled inwardly. I had to see if he was all right, and fix him a little something.

He didn’t respond to my knock, but the door was unlocked as it always seemed to be. He was there, in the same chair, leaning forward with his head on the table, and I could hear him snoring. The cat’s eyes floated near him, two disembodied spots of green light. After a few minutes I made out its shape in the darkness, curving up from the table where it had posed itself like an Egyptian statue.
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