
            Chapter Thirty 

Mistress Body-Snatcher

Alf Hardy had been a miner in the Durham coalfields – all his life 
until he was made redundant. For a long time he had been bitter. 
He had taken part in all the protests against closure, and failed. 
He missed the companionship of men working together in a 
tough, difficult job. He resented feeling worthless and unwanted. 
He accepted the redundancy money because it would be stupid 
not to. A year after the redundancy his wife died, and he left the 
area to live with his son in the decadent south. He expected no 
benefit from the move, but there was nothing to keep him in 
Durham and his son wanted him.

His son and daughter-in-law made huge efforts to provoke 
him into constructive action, presenting him with brochures for 
further education and searching out job opportunities. Alf always 
found some reason to reject them until his son pushed the local 
paper under his nose and said, ‘Here’s a job just made for you, 
you miserable old bugger. Working in a crematorium.’

Alf liked the idea. Coal was black, death was black. In 
times past everybody had been buried underground. There was 
some emotional connection with his previous work. Down the 
mine, there had always been some danger of death. Here it had 
actually happened. He applied, and he got the job. He liked his 
fellow-workers, some of whom shared his lugubrious sense of 
humour. He enjoyed using his strength to move coffins around. 
Now and again a coffin would bear the name of some well-
known footballer. Alf would talk to them,

‘That was a great day when you scored twice against 
Arsenal in the first five minutes. I watched you from the old 
south stand.’

Alf was on duty at the loading bay where mortuary vans 
come in from the undertakers to deliver a coffin. Pete Gimman, 
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              Frobisher’s usual driver had just driven off after handing over a 
coffin on which the brass plate said Grant Toppley. He did not 
immediately put it on the conveyor, but sat down to enjoy a quiet 
smoke – forbidden inside the building. Then the phone rang. It 
was the gatehouse, saying that the Frobisher’s van was back and 
checking that he was still on duty. Should they let it in? Alf said, 
‘Yes.’ Maybe Pete had forgotten something.

When the van reached the loading bay, it was not Pete 
Gimman who got out. It was a girl, and not just any girl. This 
was a real looker. Tall, slender, black. She had the Frobisher 
emblem on her jacket.

‘Are you Alf Hardy?’
‘Yes. Can I help you?’
‘There’s been a terrible error back at Frobisher’s. That 

consignment Pete has just delivered is not Grant Toppley. We’ve 
got to switch immediately or there’s going to be a major row.’

Alf had no difficulty appearing shocked. This was unheard 
of. ‘I’ll say it’s an error! What on earth happened? And how do 
you come into it? You’re not one of the usual drivers.’

The woman explained. ‘No. I’m in the office, but my 
boyfriend is Mick Taylor who works on the coffins. He mixed up 
two brass plates. He put the Grant Toppley one on the coffin that 
had Geraint Tinsley in it, and the other way round. You’ve got 
Grant Toppley booked in for cremation, but it’s Geraint Tinsley 
in the box. Don’t tell me it’s in the furnace already!’

‘No. He’s not due there till 10.15am tomorrow morning. 
But what an error. Your Mick has to be a grade one idiot. Anyway, 
I thought the brass plates were put on when the coffins were 
made, not after occupation.’

‘They are. But the engraver let us down and for the past two 
days we have had to screw them on last thing. Do help me.’

Alf had read books in which women were described as 
‘wringing their hands’. He had never seen it, but this woman was 
getting close. She was very agitated indeed. His instinct was to 
help her, but the manager had strong views about ‘irregularities’, 
as he called them. If a mistake had been made, he would want all 


