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A Derbyshire Funeral

It was just another small Derbyshire village, a few shops and
houses with an unremarkable stone church. But something about it
struck a chord. I pulled up in the small car park near the post
office and glanced towards the aforementioned church. The tower was
definitely Norman, my particular area of interest, so I decided to
wander over and take a look around. The November drizzle finally
stopped and a small patch of blue appeared between the lowering
clouds as I went through the small wooden latch gate to the
churchyard.

I found several interesting features around the outside, but
what I really wanted was to get inside. Many of these small country
churches looked unassuming from the outside but had a rich history,
which only revealed itself on close examination of the internal
structure. Victorian additions often hid a treasure trove of
delights and a font can often tell you more about a church's
history than any amount of stones and carvings. I tried the door
not really expecting it to be open, but luckily it was. I heard
voices, so I tiptoed into the back pew so I could get my bearings.
A small group were gathered at the front of the church, then I saw
the coffin and realised I'd intruded on a funeral. I sat quietly,
hoping nobody would notice me. Perhaps when they had left I could
have a word with the vicar and he might let me look around.

I watched the gathering from the shadows and noticed one woman
standing a little apart from the others. She didn't seem to be
paying any attention to the proceedings but stood looking around
her. As she did, she glanced in my direction and stared at me
intently for a few seconds. Then she began to walk quietly but
determinedly towards me - it was too late to make an escape, so I
sat tight. The others were intent on the service and obviously
hadn't noticed her leave their group. She sat a short distance from
me and smiled in a friendly way.

"Hello" she whispered, "have you come for the funeral?" I shook
my head.

"I came to look at the architecture, I didn't realise the church
was being used."

For a moment she turned toward the small cluster of people near
the altar and sighed. I looked at her carefully. She was quite
young - about 30, light brown shoulder length wavy hair and hazel
eyes. Her rather old fashioned dress hung loosely from her small
slim body, as though it belonged to an older plumper woman. She
shivered and pulled the heavy coat she carried closer around her.
"Someone walk over your grave?" She turned sharply, a startled
expression on her face. "Sorry" I touched her arm, "that wasn't
very tactful was it."

"That's ok, I suppose I'm being over sensitive."

"Is that your family?" She nodded, looking down at her lap.

"Most of us have gone now, and those remaining don't have much
time left."

We sat in silence for a while, the rest of her family were
rather old I had to admit. Quite where she fitted in I wasn't sure.
Maybe she had been a late baby, perhaps it was one of her parents
who was being buried: it seemed rude to ask. As if she'd read my
thoughts she whispered, "We have a family plot here. My
grandparents and parents are already there, plus one or two aunts
and uncles." That partly answered my question, it wasn't her mother
or father being buried.

As we watched, the pall bearers lifted the coffin and began the
slow walk towards the exit, followed by the mourners. As they came
closer my companion became more and more restless. "I have to go"
she sounded anxious. "I wish he were here."

"Would you like me to walk down with you?" I asked, wondering
who 'he' was.

"Oh would you - please?" She grasped my arm, her hand was very
cold. I smiled reassuringly. She clung to me as we followed the
funeral party into the graveyard behind the church. As we neared
the grave she began to shake uncontrollably.

"He should be here - he should be here" she muttered to
herself.

"Who should be here?" I felt her try to control herself.

"My husband, Andrew" she almost sobbed. "I don't think I can do
this on my own." It seemed strange that she should suddenly become
so afraid. When she had first approached me in the church she had
been relaxed and calm.

"I don't even know your name," I said trying to distract
her.

"Maureen" she replied absently, her eyes searching the
surrounding area as if looking for something or someone. "Andrew,
where are you?"

"Maybe he'll be here soon" I soothed.

"It may be too late then" she sounded resigned. Then suddenly
she brightened. "No, there he is - look" I turned and saw a young
man waving. She turned to me smiling. "Thank you so much for
staying with me, but I must go to Andrew now."

"Of course, but won't your family wonder where you are?"

"Oh they know where I'll be," she said enigmatically. She ran
towards Andrew and he caught her up in his arms. I glanced over
towards the mourners; they didn't seem to notice the young couple.
I looked back to where Maureen and Andrew had been standing - there
was no sign of them. I turned to look around the graveyard,
nothing. They must have moved very quickly, I'd only looked away
for a second. But they couldn't have got out of the graveyard
without me seeing them. The gate was over the other side; to reach
it they would have had to go past the grieving family so I would
have seen them leave that way. To get back to the church they would
have had to come towards me, so I still would have seen them. To
make sure I went back into the church. It was empty.

I stayed to look around the rest of the church. The vicar was
very helpful, telling me all he knew of the church's history and a
little about the village. Before I left I asked him about the
funeral he had conducted there that morning. His answer left me
even more perplexed than ever.

"We buried Maureen Lewis."

"Oh! Was the young lady I spoke to named after her?"

"What young lady?" he looked puzzled.

"I spoke to a young woman - about 30, she said her name was
Maureen and she was waiting for her husband Andrew." The vicar went
white.

"I'm afraid you must have been mistaken, the Lewis family are
all very elderly, there's no one under the age of 70. The Maureen
we buried was 87 when she died, her husband died 10 years ago."

"What was his name?" I was suddenly having trouble breathing.
The vicar looked directly into my eyes as he said quietly:

"Andrew."
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