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To my mum, Jessica Edna Baynes,
the best-read person I know, who
made us all go to Sunday School!
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Easter Eve






Lighten our darkness, we beseech thee, O Lord …


From the third Collect at Evening Prayer








The cold evening light flooded through the Gothic windows of the flower vestry at All Saints Church. Phyllis Drysdale was bending over the bucket of arum lilies, which were just opening on their stiff green stems, but she looked round to catch the glow. Outside, the sun was starting to set beyond the North Country fells in a final burst of chilly gold, as if to say, ‘Look what you’ll be missing!’ Within half an hour it would disappear behind Tarnfield Scar.


‘Goodbye, Phyllis,’ the Reverend Nick Melling called from the church. ‘Will you be all right working here by yourself? It’s nearly six o’clock.’


It would soon be dark, but there were only the lilies left to do. They were to be the crowning glory of the big Easter Sunday arrangement at the altar, after the bleak flowerless days of Lent.


‘Yes, of course I will. Thank you, Nick.’


She disliked calling him Nick. Phyllis was old enough to find diminutives too familiar, except for babies or pets. But Nick Melling, the new parish priest, was in his early thirties and insisted on informality.


Phyllis shivered.


She was used to working in the cold. But Easter was very early this year, in March, and it seemed especially icy in the flower vestry, which was at right angles to the main church, about twelve feet square, with windows facing east and west on each side, and a big stone sink in the corner. All Saints had been built more than a century and a half earlier. In the 1980s someone had added metal shelves to the flower vestry’s stone walls but they were now bent and scratched, packed with plastic urns and huge lumps of oasis foam, and the wires, scissors and secateurs needed for the job.


A piece of rusty chicken wire stuck out and jabbed Phyllis’s elbow through her cardigan as she straightened up.


‘Ouch!’ she gasped.


You needed to be careful. Some of this stuff was dangerous. She groped around for her toolbox on the floor. The sun was still there in the west, but through the opposite east-facing windows of the vestry it was already night. With her fingers wet and aching from cutting and wiring, Phyllis thought it was a good job her arthritis wasn’t so bad in her left hand. Her right was pretty useless but at least she could still manage. Oh, the spiteful trials of age! She was tired now. She would put the lilies in place; then it would certainly be time to go home.


Tarnfield village was always quiet at this time of the evening, especially on a Saturday during a bank holiday weekend. No one was at the Chinese takeaway yet, the Lo-cost supermarket was almost empty, and the last bus had gone. It was getting colder. Phyllis loved Easter when it came in April, but she thought March was a mean month, showering you with bitter little raindrops or slicing you with icy blasts of wind, just when you thought it was warming up. Still, she was pleased with the flowers. There were lilies, forsythia and flag iris and tons of daffodils – though of course they wouldn’t mix with the others. Daffs were poisonous to other flowers.


Poison. The thought stopped her rummaging through her tools. Phyllis was worried. She was one of those rare people who feel uncomfortable with gossip. The backbiting which was so much a part of parish life worried her. It seemed there was nobody she could talk to about the information that was wriggling away in her brain like the nasty little caterpillars they sometimes found in the chrysanthemums at Harvest Festival.


She heard the porch door at the back of the church creak and swing open, and Suzy Spencer shouted, ‘Are you there, Phyllis?’ Carrying the lilies, Phyllis nudged open the vestry door. She caught sight of Suzy’s cropped bright highlights in the final shaft of silvery sun through the rose window.


‘Yes, Suzy, I’m fine. I’m just doing the lilies now. I’m so glad we splashed out on the arums. There’s no need to stay. I know you’re busy, you get away …’


‘Oh, thanks, Phyllis. I’ve got to get the kids on the six fifteen train to their dad’s …’


‘I understand, dear. You ought to hurry.’


Suzy raised her hand in a wave and disappeared. She was an unlikely helper, Phyllis thought. Two children, a job ‘in media’ and a husband, if he was her husband, who was obviously living somewhere else. And surprisingly it had been Phyllis’s dear friend, the late Mary Clark, who’d recruited Suzy Spencer.


‘Not really our type,’ Mary had said briskly to Phyllis, ‘but she was hanging round the church and she seemed to need something to do.’ Phyllis was surprised at Mary’s interest. Mary had been conventional – and judgemental sometimes. There was no doubt Suzy’s lifestyle as a harassed working mum had clashed with Mary’s perfect housekeeping standards.


Suzy often missed the meetings of the flower arrangers’ group. At the last gathering, one or two of the others had taken the chance to bitch about her, something Mary had done constantly before she died. Phyllis had said nothing, but it had made her feel awkward. Yvonne Wait, a smart single woman in her forties with a bell of glossy dark hair, had groaned, ‘I see Suzy Spencer isn’t here again. I don’t see why she can’t be a bit more organized. Anyone would think having two children meant your brain was on hold!’ Yvonne was an administrator at the local hospital.


Phyllis had said quietly, ‘Well, she does work as well, you know …’


‘Oh, I really don’t agree with working mothers,’ tall, faded fair-haired Jane Simpson had added regally. Jane lived in Tarnfield House, and had one grown-up son who’d spent most of his adolescence at boarding school. Phyllis had sighed. She could remember when Jane had been just Jane Strickland, a girl from the village, with secret pretensions. Phyllis had never really liked ‘Lady’ Jane, with good reason. But she was far too mild-mannered to let the past intrude.


Monica Bell from Bell’s Wood Yard had tried to change the subject. ‘Well, whatever you think of Suzy Spencer, we need her energy. No one else here can get up the ladders to put those floral swags on the pillars.’ Monica, small and stocky, was always practical. Her husband Frank had fixed great hooks into the church masonry to hold trailing displays of flowers and, like Frank himself, they were big, solid and just a bit awkward. It was a great relief to Monica that Suzy Smith was agile enough to get up the ladder to them. Monica was too heavy, Jane was too grand, Yvonne was too smartly dressed, and poor Phyllis was limited by her arthritis.


How difficult it was getting church people to work together without all sorts of personality clashes, Phyllis thought. It had been different when Mary was alive. She had been Phyllis’s best friend since they were children in Tarnfield, but she had died just over a year ago. Mary Clark had virtually run the church, whipping everyone into shape, and her death had left a big hole in Phyllis’s life – no, in the life of Tarnfield. Mary’s husband Robert tried hard to help, but he had never been as committed to All Saints as Mary, and he was wrapped up in his own grief. He was a quiet man, five years younger than Mary, too young to be one of those people Phyllis considered ‘their’ generation, the last generation really to have any sense of old-fashioned values, so he failed to fill the gap for her. Phyllis had always been rather shy of men. They could be so temperamental, she thought, remembering her own past. And now she had the Bible study group to deal with. Oh dear. Mary had always coped with it all before.


Phyllis went back into the flower vestry to get her scissors, and blinked in the growing gloom. Just this last armful of lilies to do, and then she could get home to the bungalow. But where did I put my final Bible study list? she wondered. Oh, why am I so absent-minded? I never imagined Mary would go before me, she thought yet again. Phyllis had been the older one with the weak heart, the one who barely survived rheumatic fever in childhood, the ‘old maid’ with endless complaints. Yet Mary, efficient and capable, had died, and Phyllis was left. God certainly moved in mysterious ways.


As she thought the word ‘moved’, Phyllis sensed there was someone behind the vestry door, in the church, but she stifled the idea.


‘Look to the west,’ she told herself, ‘and turn your back on those dark east windows.’


Outside, the fells were a dusky skirting board to the setting sun, but its dying brightness still filtered into the pointed lead-lighted windows. Phyllis thought of Psalm 121, I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills, from whence cometh my help, and tried to ignore her sense of disquiet. Such a pity Nick Melling hated the psalms so much. He’d replaced them at the Family Service with songs to guitar, which Phyllis found fatuous. Mary might have talked him out of such silliness. But he wouldn’t listen to anyone else, and he was stubbornly enthusiastic. Phyllis sighed.


There was a rustle behind her again, but she ignored it. She didn’t want to grope for the light switch. Electric light so finalized the day. Ah, here was the Bible study group list.


Phyllis looked through it: apart from the women who did flower arranging too, there were the three men to add. Clever but sad Robert Clark who was Mary’s widower; grumpy and crude old Tom Strickland, the veteran churchwarden; and super smooth Alan Robie who lived with his ‘friend’ in Church Cottage.


Oh, and of course there was also Daisy Arthur. Phyllis sighed. Daisy was still just a girl, who’d come back to the village after university. Phyllis put the list in her pocket thoughtfully. Apart from Daisy and Suzy Spencer, it was mainly old faithfuls, which was a shame. Phyllis had felt particularly hurt at being snubbed by the new churchwarden and his wife, Kevin and Janice Jones. They were young marrieds who lived in Tarn Acres, the new houses behind the church. They maintained that they couldn’t come to the group because their children were so tiny, but Phyllis suspected that they secretly sneered at traditional scripture study. Janice was a straightforward local girl, but Kevin Jones was a Yorkshireman with a round shaved head who wore black T-shirts with slogans on. He was very chummy with the new vicar, whom he called Nick the Vic. Best not to think about that, Phyllis told herself. There was a nagging suspicion at the back of her mind that both Nick Melling and Kevin Jones would be quite happy to get rid of the traditions she was trying so hard to maintain.


But some people appreciated her efforts, and, surprisingly, spiky-haired Suzy Spencer was one of them, despite Mary’s misgivings. Suzy was a neighbour of Kevin and Janice Jones in the ‘executive homes’ in Tarn Acres. She had turned out to be kind and helpful, but … Phyllis sighed. It wasn’t just her casual appearance, or the time she’d used a four-letter-word in church. Perpetually on the go, Suzy had a favourite saying, ‘If a job’s worth doing it’s worth doing badly,’ which she would repeat with a laugh whenever her flower arrangements collapsed, which was often. Most people at All Saints took it all more seriously.


The rustling in the main church was growing.


‘Who’s there?’ Phyllis shouted. Her voice trilled from the flower vestry as crackly as the dried thistles they had sprayed gold one Christmas. The rustling stopped.


‘Who’s there?’ she said again, trying to sound authoritative. The words echoed like a church mouse’s squeak.


I will have to go into the dark and see, she thought. Propelled by a sense of both duty and foreboding, still clutching her scissors and the last few lilies, she opened the flower vestry door and moved in between the pews to the church nave.


It was the last voluntary move she made.


Robert Clark suddenly noticed that the sun was setting behind him and he stopped digging. He wasn’t quite sure why he was turning the earth over anyway. But the garden had always been his wife’s territory and, like so many other things, he felt he had to keep it going as Mary had left it. Carefully, he knocked the clumps of soil from his spade, took it to the shed, wiped it, shut and locked the door, and walked round to the front of his house so he could leave his heavy shoes in the vestibule. He sighed. The front garden fence was in need of attention.


‘Evening, Robert.’


He turned to see Alan Robie from Church Cottage out for his evening walk. ‘Just my daily constitutional,’ Alan boomed. Alan played the role of middle-class countryman to perfection, with his pipe and tweed jacket. Robert found it rather touching. Everyone knew Alan was gay.


‘Evening, Alan. I expect you’ll be at church tomorrow?’


‘Oh yes. Never miss Easter Sunday, you know. Just hope Nick Melling isn’t going to astound us all with his guitar playing again. Not my cup of tea.’


‘But Stevie likes it, doesn’t he?’


At the mention of his partner, Alan assumed a paternal look. ‘Younger people, you know. I suppose they have to be catered for. By the way, Robert, are you joining the Bible study group again?’


‘Oh yes, I think so!’


‘Jolly good!’


Robert watched Alan walk purposefully down the lane from The Briars. He smiled, but Alan’s remark rankled slightly. I don’t think of myself as old, he thought. But perhaps that’s how other people see me. And of course Mary was older than me, which might explain it.


Inside, he took off his boots and straightened out the hems of his brown corduroy trousers, hung his gardening hat on the convenient peg, and ran his fingers through his hair, where he’d perspired under the tweed cap. He still had a lot of hair, not all of it grey. Mary sometimes used to kiss him on the top of his head. He put the kettle on. It was fourteen months and two weeks since she had died, and he missed her more now than ever. Hadn’t C.S. Lewis written something about how, when shock and grief end, the power of memory kicks in?


It was Easter Saturday. Tomorrow would be the biggest day in the Church’s calendar and he would be there, singing in the choir as he had done for ten years, smiling and pretending he was coping. Christ is risen, he thought. But Mary is dead. It was now, when all the activity was over, that he really hurt. He’d been distraught when her cancer had been diagnosed, but then they had fought it so hard it had energized them both. Mary wasn’t the sort of person to give in. But astonishingly, she had lost. Her death had been a sort of outrage, a massive event, which had its own grim momentum. Now, there was nothing.


He sat alone at his scrubbed wooden kitchen table, with Mary’s china collection in the dresser and the copper-bottomed pans he never used hanging on the wall. He was drinking his tea, aware it was getting dark. What could he do to fill in the next hour? At seven thirty he would go to the Plough for a pint. He remembered how, when they’d married, Mary had said, ‘You must do your writing while I make dinner.’


That had been the plan, but he’d given up his attempts to be a novelist. Being a teacher suited him better. Mary had occasionally hinted at her disappointment, but they had rubbed along happily, just the two of them. In those days, women over thirty didn’t usually start families and Mary had been thirty-four when they married. When she suggested that it was too late for children, he had agreed. And generally, their marriage had been good. It had its ups – and one very big down – but in the end they had each other and that had been enough.


What am I to do with myself? he thought. There was nothing for it but to go on, living the life Mary had chosen for them. She had loved Tarnfield, and she’d encouraged Robert to apply for his job at Norbridge College. She’d seized the chance to move back to the village where she had been brought up. As a girl, Mary had been ‘someone’ in Tarnfield – the local doctor’s daughter. When her childhood home, The Briars, had come up for sale she’d rushed to make an offer and all their available resources had been spent on the deposit and mortgage. It was a lovely detached Edwardian house, double-fronted with two bay windows, and a fanlight over the door. It was at the end of a little unmetalled cul-de-sac. Even with Mary’s salary from the part-time job which she’d taken in the office at Bell’s Wood Yard, there was no money left for anything else. The house had been their world. Keeping it going was a huge drain on Robert’s resources. But he couldn’t imagine any other way of life.


Tomorrow he had been invited to Easter Sunday lunch with Monica and Frank Bell, nice people of this parish, though Frank never darkened the church’s door except to do odd jobs. With a little glow of pleasure at having something to do, Robert remembered he needed to iron a shirt.


He went upstairs, pausing in the loo and afterwards looking at himself in the mirror. Short brown hair, grey at the sides. A nice average face. Sad eyes. I’m becoming an old fogey, he thought, with my outdated interest in the church, and my clean living and my silent misery, guaranteed never to embarrass anyone. The thought of sex worried him a little, but he was never the sort to resort to glossy mags, or the internet, or lap-dancing clubs in Manchester. He was aware of all that of course and he was sad that his sex life was over. But he also knew from experience that in times of trouble that was the first urge to go. When it pounced back sometimes, he sublimated it in grief for Mary, his only lover for twenty-five years. He imagined that people thought a middle-aged churchgoing couple had none of that. But they were wrong, and once again he longed for the smell and touch of her.


He always did the ironing in the little spare bedroom at the front of the house. There was still enough light from the setting sun to mean he could stand there in the darkness for a moment, looking out up the lane to the main road which wound like a grey tarmac ribbon down the hill. As he watched, he saw a car coming towards the village.


To his surprise, instead of passing the end of the lane, it trundled round the corner and came straight towards The Briars. Robert knew exactly what was going to happen, and there was nothing he could do but watch. The car slowed down as the lane flattened out, but then it continued on towards his low front-garden fence. There was the crack of contact, a silence, then the sound of falling timber. As he turned to run down the stairs, Robert recognized the driver. He groaned. It was Suzy Spencer, the woman his efficient wife had labelled the local flake.
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Easter Eve, earlier






We acknowledge and bewail our manifold sins and wickedness.


From the Confession at Holy Communion








A few hours earlier, Easter Saturday had become the day from hell for Suzy and the rest of the Spencers, or at least those of the family who still lived in Tarnfield. Nigel Spencer had escaped three months earlier to live with his PA in a smart new apartment in Newcastle. He had left his wife and their two children in the picturesque village he had chosen when he uprooted them from London and moved the family ‘up North’ for his job in advertising.


‘I don’t want to go to Daddy’s,’ squealed six-year-old Molly. ‘It’s my best friend’s party today.’


‘Well, we can’t all go to everything, sweetie.’ Suzy smiled through clenched teeth. ‘Daddy’s meeting you and Jake off the six o’clock train. He’s taking you roller-blading tomorrow, and he’s booked Pizza City.’


‘I don’t like pizza any more.’


‘Molly, that’s ridiculous. I’m not listening to this. Where are your roller-blades?’ Suzy Spencer yelled up the stairs: ‘Jake? Have you packed?’


‘Yeah.’


‘What about your clean jeans?’


‘They’re still wet. I’m going to wear these ones.’


‘With the bum down to your knees? No you’re not. Are you taking your sax?’


‘Yeah, I want to practise.’


Well, that was a turn-up for the books. Jake’s enthusiasm for music was a surprise, since neither Suzy nor Nigel could play a note. It was great that he was taking the sax over to Newcastle. The kids didn’t realize how lucky they were to be getting out of the village for Easter, Suzy thought, despite all the upheaval.


She suspected Nigel had been disappointed with Tarnfield from the start. He’d chosen it because it was pretty; the houses in Tarn Acres were smart but relatively cheap; and now that Suzy was forced to be a part-time freelance TV producer, she could drive the children to school in Norbridge. But Nigel’s knowledge of country life had come from reading a leisurewear catalogue and he couldn’t cope with a place where you needed to be third generation in order to understand the bus timetable. Country life could be very stressful, the Spencers had discovered. The Lo-cost supermarket shut at eight, and the cinema and video shop were miles away. Without a car you’d be lost. There was toughness about Tarnfield too. It hadn’t always been a cosy place to live and it had a ferocious history. The sheltering dark sandstone walls of the church, rebuilt in Victorian times on a site a thousand years old, cuddled the Plough Inn protectively from marauding Scots. The High Street formed a backbone against which everything else clustered.


One winter had been enough. It had been no surprise in the spring when the telltale signs of another of Nigel’s ‘flings’ appeared – late working, weekend conferences, new bright-coloured underpants. They’d been living in the village for eighteen months when he said he couldn’t stand it any more and decamped. Just after Christmas, in a weekend of tears and hysteria – some of it genuine – Suzy closed the door behind him with relief.


And now here she was, stuck in a close-knit northern village where she had no friends, working for three days a week as an assistant producer at Tynedale TV, getting the odd bit of work for Granada in Manchester, looking after Jake and Molly, but with no social life of her own. And for the first time since she’d left university years before, she had no idea where life was taking her.


‘I want to go to Sunday School tomorrow,’ wailed Molly, surprisingly.


‘That’s funny. Half the time you don’t want to go when you can!’


‘But we’re making an Easter garden tomorrow with Daisy.’


Daisy Arthur was one of their neighbours in Tarn Acres who also ran the Sunday School at All Saints. She was a pretty but earnest girl who had come home to Tarnfield after uni, with sleek light brown hair and a taste for bright colours. Molly was at the age when she thought all teachers were wonderful, and Mummy had become boringly familiar.


‘Well, tough. You’re going to your father’s.’ Sometimes Suzy cracked with the effort of persuading the children to love their defecting dad. ‘Jake … hurry up!’


Jake had been experimenting with fierce sulking because he wanted to spend Easter Monday on a car trip down the M6 to a paint-balling centre near Preston with some of the older village lads.


‘No. Out of the question,’ Suzy had said. ‘That’s just the sort of long journey that could end in a nasty accident on the motorway.’


‘Dad wouldn’t say that. You only say that because you’re a crap driver yourself.’


He had stormed off to his room where the sound of loud incoherent music started to bounce off the walls. It was cosmetic anger: Jake was an easy-going boy and usually he and his mother got on well. But Suzy was irritated because she knew he was right. She was a bad driver. And she felt bad about banning his expedition. Was she projecting her own failings on to him and his mates? Would Nigel have said, ‘Yeah great, go for it’?


Then, infuriatingly, the washing machine flooded the kitchen. And just when Suzy was trying to mop up, one of her neighbours knocked on the door, ostensibly to ask her to join the ‘Ban the Wheelie Bins’ campaign. Barbara Piefield had been born in one of the Tarnfield labourers’ cottages and she and her husband had upgraded to Tarn Acres as soon as it was built. Keeping the neighbourhood ‘up’ was Babs’s life’s work. She viewed Suzy with a mixture of curiosity and suspicion, but she liked to gossip. Though she wasn’t a churchgoer herself, she loved all the speculation and controversy surrounding Nick Melling, the new vicar, and his intentions. No one was really sure which way All Saints would go now – high church or happy clappy – but most people in the village had an opinion about it, even if they never went near the place.


Babs sat and chatted and wouldn’t go home, so it was three o’clock before Suzy phoned the washing machine engineer on the 24/7 hotline.


‘Ooh, Tarnfield. The earliest we can possibly get there is Monday week sometime between eight o’clock and one o’clock.’


‘So I have to take the day off work?’


‘It’s not our problem’ hovered unsaid.


‘God, this place!’ Suzy swore to herself, not for the first time.


And yet … if she was fair, it hadn’t been too awful. After some enquiries – and a few raised eyebrows from the earth mother brigade – she had arranged for Sharon Strickland to come and look after Molly for a few hours after school when she was working. And two of the ‘school gate mums’ from Norbridge had invited her for coffee. But going to see them meant a twenty-minute drive. Tarnfield was tiny by comparison to the nearest town, and in the village almost everyone was connected to everyone else through birth or marriage. Getting to know people was like trying to catch up with a soap opera – except that this drama had been running for at least fifty years, to the same participating audience. It wasn’t the life Suzy had expected for herself and her children – and it was alien and frustrating at times – but even so, when the larks sang like celestial smudges in the screensaver blue sky, or the smell of woodfires curled round the village on autumn evenings, she felt it wasn’t all bad.


One lonely Thursday shortly after moving to the village, she had visited All Saints. She had been brought up as an Anglican so it was one of the few things in Tarnfield that felt familiar. She went in and sat down in a pew. There was a quiet beauty to the church and a sense of its being lovingly cared for. After the chaos of an aggressive marriage and frantic family life, the peace brought tears to her eyes. Then she had heard voices, and suddenly Mary Clark had waylaid her, assuring her of a warm welcome at services. Mary had been insistent, in a bossy, efficient, noexcuses kind of way, and Suzy had felt obliged to go back the next Sunday.


It wasn’t such a bad idea. Going to church meant she could escape from Nigel’s weekend blues for a few hours. Suzy sensed that Mary Clark didn’t approve of her, but Mary dutifully chivvied her into getting the children involved. Molly went to Sunday School and even Jake had been persuaded to take part in some sort of male bonding, clearing the churchyard undergrowth with lads wielding serious metal implements. But that had been nearly two years ago. The super-competent Mary Clark was dead now. This was Suzy’s second Easter in Tarnfield and, despite the church, she felt like an outsider.


By five o’clock on this Easter Saturday, she was still mopping up the water on the kitchen floor with old towels. She needed to hurry. She wanted to call in at All Saints on her way to the station to check that Phyllis Drysdale was managing with the Easter lily display, despite her arthritis. The train to Newcastle passed through Tarnfield Junction at six fifteen. If the kids weren’t on it Nigel would go mad. He had been working all day – on yet another crucial deal, of course. But he had insisted the children come to him for Saturday night when his girlfriend would meet them off the train. They would stay for Easter Sunday and come home that evening, leaving him and his partner to Easter Monday in peace. It was all organized to suit him, and to avoid Suzy meeting his current ‘squeeze’. Sod him! Suzy thought.


By now she had given up on clean jeans for Jake but there would be hell if Molly forgot her roller-blades. Taking them blading on Easter Sunday was something Nigel had promised weeks ago. She imagined that the girlfriend would look gorgeous in lycra leggings.


‘But Mum,’ Molly was whining, ‘I can’t find the bag for them.’


‘Just grab them, and get in the car. I’ll find a plastic bag in the boot.’


‘I can’t carry them, not with Flowerbabe as well.’ Molly had recently taken to carting a grotesque baby doll around with her.


‘Jake, take Molly’s roller-blades. Don’t argue. Do it now!’


They scrambled into the car with seconds to spare and Suzy swung it into the village. It took her about three minutes to call into All Saints and check that Phyllis was fine, and then she started uphill to the station. It meant driving past Tarnfield Scar, with its sudden dramatic cliffs cutting down to the Tarn river, and then on to a higher valley which dissected the slab of the Pennines and followed the Tarn east. At Tarnfield Junction the kids tumbled out in a state of panic and sudden diffidence. It was getting dark.


‘Here’s the ticket money. Pay the guard on the train. You’ve seen me do it.’


‘OK, Mum don’t fuss.’ But as well as giving her his usual perfunctory hug, Jake had kissed her.


‘You’ll be fine,’ she murmured, sensing his nervousness. ‘You love blading and Dad will have got you fab Easter eggs. Save me some chocs. And I’ll meet you here tomorrow. Look after Molly. It’s only a half-hour journey.’


Through the carriage window she could see the comforting outlines of women who’d been shopping. And there was a ticket collector on this train, patrolling up and down. Jake was thirteen and Molly was six, hardly a baby. It was quite safe. But as the train heaved noisily away towards the blackness of the eastern plateau she felt a moment of panic.


Then it was quiet and still again, and she trudged slowly back to the car. She called Nigel on her mobile and tried not to react to his terse office-bound interrogation. Yes, the kids were on the train, they had everything they needed. Why does he treat me like some sort of inadequate? she thought. Perhaps because his girlfriend doesn’t need to lose pounds, and I bet her roots don’t show. It was funny how Nigel’s women ‘on the side’ were always cool, dark and willowy. She thought that people tended to go for the same type, yet his lovers – and she knew there had been quite a few – couldn’t be more different from her. It made her feel frumpy and unattractive.


Well, tonight she had her freedom. She was going to open a bottle of white wine, ring her friend Rachel Cohen in London and talk for about an hour without anyone shouting ‘Mum’ at her. And then she’d watch a film. It would be fine without the kids – though even thinking about them made her strain to hear the distant growling of the train levering its way over the hills. It was silent. They’d gone.


In the car she started to think what news she would have to tell Rache. They’d been best friends since starting work together in Manchester. They always had a giggle about Suzy’s attempts at flower arranging. She remembered how Mary Clark had approached her one Sunday, as if it were an honour.


‘We could really do with some help, especially for festivals, now Phyllis’s hand is getting worse,’ Mary had said. ‘So can we count on you for Harvest?’


And Suzy had actually enjoyed making the huge hedges of chrysanthemums and autumn leaves. Mary and Phyllis had been to a decoration wholesaler’s in Leeds and come back with mounds of additional stuff – bright red and orange varnished berries, and some really vicious-looking reeds and rushes with wire spines.


‘They’ll stiffen up the displays,’ Mary had said, and Phyllis had twittered, ‘Oh, like “All Things Bright and Beautiful” … You know, the tall trees in the greenwood, the meadows where we play, the rushes by the water, we gather every day.’


‘You should have seen me struggling with the lungwort and hellebore,’ Suzy told Rachel.


‘Try antibiotics,’ her friend answered.


Suzy took the turn down towards Tarnfield a little too sharply. Something shot from under the dashboard on to the floor. It was one of Molly’s blades. Oh bugger, she thought. Bugger, bugger, bugger. She tried to reach down with her left hand but it had fallen under the clutch pedal. With her scrabbling, she failed to change gear, and took the corner back into the village far too quickly. She tugged on the handbrake and the car careened right. There was nowhere to pull over, even if she could brake, so she turned the wheel, crossed the carriageway, and the car shuddered into Briar Lane.


‘Please God, let it stop,’ she prayed, but even as she did she knew God had bigger things on Her mind. The car rolled down the lane and hit the late Mrs Mary Clark’s garden fence.


‘Oh fuck,’ said Suzy as her chest gently bounced off the steering wheel and the sound of splintering woodwork rippled through the clear, still evening.


That wasn’t the only noise in Tarnfield. Up at the church, someone slammed the door of the flower vestry on the dark east side. A glance up and down the alleyway leading on to the High Street revealed no one in sight. The door was locked swiftly, and the figure slipped away into the village.
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Easter Eve, continued






Defend us from all perils and dangers of this night.


From the third Collect at Evening Prayer








‘Time for a sundowner,’ said Alan Robie in his best plummy voice, as he opened the cottage door. He’d been for a Saturday evening stroll around Tarnfield and had been standing at the end of the High Street, looking down with satisfaction to the cottage he shared with his partner Stevie. This evening, his sense of security was greater than ever. He was so glad to be living here. He enjoyed village life, playing a full part in the parish as a member of the Parochial Church Council and the Bible study group, and helping the good lady flower arrangers from time to time with the heavier decorations. For years previously, his only recreation had been as a leading light in the amateur dramatic society in Norbridge, the town where he had practised law for thirty years. Being homosexual wasn’t what people expected from their family solicitor and he’d spent his time miserably lusting after the bereaved or newly divorced, knowing it was highly unprofessional.


Each summer his one spurt of activity had been at the Edinburgh Festival. One evening, watching a dire modern version of She Stoops to Conquer in 1920s dress, he had been taken by the lithe figure of Stephen Nesbit. Later, in the harsh light of the Assembly Rooms bar, Stephen had looked every one of his thirty-three years, but Alan found his lined and tired face as much a turn-on as the choirboy looks he’d expected. He wanted to rescue Stephen from his life as an emotional victim and disappointed thespian.


Within months of their meeting, Alan had taken over their lives, going for early retirement and buying the house in Tarnfield, bringing Stephen to live with him. They’d been there for five years, turning the place from a dreary nineteenth-century labourer’s cottage into an amalgam of styles and ideas which should have been ridiculous but wasn’t. Stephen was definitely into fabrics, with curtains and flounces on everything. Alan was much more macho, wanting stainless steel kitchen units and white roller blinds. But thanks to their ability to buy the very best of everything, the mixture worked. Alan’s inheritance had come at just the right time.


Stephen came to stand next to him by the french windows, which looked over their Tuscan-style patio. At the back, the eastern fells rose steeply, so that the light was fading as they watched.


‘It should be a nice day tomorrow,’ Stephen said.


They were going to visit some lesbian friends down in North Lancashire. Stephen was particularly excited. Though he loved the cottage and could cope with Tarnfield, he liked the emotional thrills and spills of gay politics and needed his fix of the bigger picture. But Alan was the boss. Stephen snuggled up to him in a puppyish way. One of the delights of their relationship was its private code. They allowed themselves no affectionate gestures outside the cottage, but inside it was an erotic dream, the conventional Alan besotted by the camp, risqué, streetwise Stevie.


‘People can suspect what they like,’ Alan had said. ‘But why should they know?’ Coming out wasn’t his style.


‘We’ll get away in time after the service tomorrow, won’t we?’ Stephen said in his sweetest voice. He didn’t mind the churchgoing – in fact he’d recently taken a new interest – but he didn’t want Alan hanging round puffing his pipe, talking to the other middle-aged men for ages about the current gossip. Their friends would be annoyed if they kept them waiting again, as they had done when the former vicar had had his breakdown and Alan had gone into Mr Reliable mode, taking over the crisis and spending hours sorting things out.


‘Yes, of course.’ Alan had his own reason for getting Stephen out of church. Nicholas Melling, the new vicar, was a good-looking lad, though he was taking his role too seriously. He was too febrile for Alan’s taste, which veered towards a ‘bit of rough’. Stephen on the other hand seemed entranced by the Reverend Nick. He simpered at everything he said, and had started to play his keyboard again, badly, in the hope that they might do a ‘jam session’ sometime. Alan was suspicious of all this modernity at All Saints. He sighed.


Stevie had gone to get the gin-and-tonics. Alan loved habit and routine. This was what they always did on Saturday evenings. And tomorrow it would be Choral Eucharist for Easter Day, then the trip south, which they made every three months to catch up on the news. He liked Stevie’s old friends from the gay scene, but was always glad to get back on the road to Tarnfield.


Steve returned to his side and Alan put his hand affectionately on his right buttock. If they weren’t out to dinner or seeing a film on Saturday nights, they usually went to bed and ate supper later in their dressing gowns, watching telly. Standing together, Alan felt the pure happiness which life with Stevie brought him, even with the occasional tearful rows and tantrums.


‘It’s a pity that Sammi and Wendy invited us tomorrow, you know,’ Alan said, ‘because the Bells asked me if we’d like to go there. I’m not sure if they realize …’


Oh, dream on, thought Stevie. Sometimes a reality check was needed. Everyone here knows about us. They’re just too polite to say anything. Well, perhaps polite was the wrong word for some of them …


‘But I’ve had a few nasty looks from Tom Strickland.’


‘Don’t be paranoid, Stevie. Tom Strickland is all bark and no bite.’ Alan’s voice was husky with affection. ‘And you’re all right here. No one in Tarnfield will harm you.’


He turned towards his lover protectively. This will take his mind off Tom Strickland, he thought, as the sun finally went down. He put his arms round Stevie’s smaller, slighter figure.


‘Oh Al, I do love you,’ whispered Stevie. ‘I’d die if you ever left me alone again.’


Across the Green in their council semi, Tom Strickland and his wife were settling down for their favourite Saturday night entertainment. He lowered himself into his chair, and wiped the back of his hand under his large, mottled nose. His big frame was hunched now, and he slumped rather than sat in front of the TV while he fiddled with the remote. He and Vera liked their Saturday night telly. They weren’t highbrows, Tom thought, but at least he was a churchwarden.


Mind you, his influence mattered less now. He frowned at the screen. He had been right-hand man to the former vicar. But the Reverend George Pattinson had had a breakdown of some sort and been sent on extensive sick leave by the Bishop, which was disappointing in someone who was officer material. That was why the Bishop had asked his curate, Nick Melling, to run the show.


Tom Strickland shook his head. In his opinion, Nick Melling had some very weird ideas. Tom liked his clergymen to be warm, jolly and upper crust. George Pattinson had been just right. All this modern first-name stuff, clapping and guitar songs in church, was going too far, he thought. Of course Phyllis Drysdale tried to keep tradition going but she was an irritating old bat who was willing to compromise. Tom was firmly conventional.


It was a pity that Mary Clark had pegged it. He’d admired Mary for years. She’d have put Nick Melling in his place. Why she’d married that wet bloke Clark, he’d never understood. Robert Clark was another person who was trying hard not to fall out with the new vicar, but Tom thought that was a waste of time. He even suspected that Nick Melling might be a queer, like that nancy-boy Stevie Nesbit who lived with Alan Robie. And Alan seemed such a decent bloke too. Disgusting. What was the church coming to?


It needed sorting out. But as an ex-squaddie, I’ve never minded doing things that bothered other folk, Tom said to himself. He decided to have a couple of beers at home till his favourite show was over, and then walk the dog up Tarnfield Fell to a snug little pub he knew, where he could have a few shorts. He smiled as he got the right channel and the TV programme flowered into life. He had every confidence the church would get back to normal soon. He chuckled grimly and raised his pint pot to his lips.


I’d go out again, except I don’t want to bump into Tom Strickland, mused ‘Lady’ Jane Simpson as the locals mockingly called her. And I do wish Phyllis Drysdale had taken my advice, she thought irritably. Surely there was no need for all those arum lilies? The daffodils would have been tasteful enough, and Jane had been loath to contribute extra money to the flower-arranging fund. She took off her rather worn Burberry mackintosh and beige cashmere beret, then shook out her greying blonde hair – which she highlighted herself every two months – and went into the front room of Tarnfield House to turn on the electric fire and try to get the place warm.


The room badly needed decorating, but she wasn’t sure if they could afford it. Jeff had never been much good at DIY, and now he was over seventy there would be no chance of his even trying! She looked away from the growing patch of damp above the deep cornice.


Standing in the gloom, gazing out of the big Victorian bay window, she saw her husband going across to the Plough. He never bothered to say goodbye these days. Heavy and bad-tempered, Jeff Simpson was an unhappy man. Jane sighed. His family had been in business in Tarnfield for over a century but Jeff had been forced to sell up. It still rankled. The Simpsons had once been the equivalent of the local gentry – trade of course, but ‘well-todo’. Things were different now.


And worry over their son Russell didn’t help. He had refused to get any qualifications and worked in Newcastle in some sort of meaningless modern job to do with marketing and ‘clients’. Jane knew he was constantly asking for handouts, and spent money like water. Jeff and Russ had never really been close, perhaps because Jeff had been so much older when Russ was born. At one time it had been vital to provide an heir, but now she wondered if there would be anything left for Russell to inherit. Not that he showed any sign of producing progeny in turn. He was far too busy drinking, clubbing and driving down rural roads at breakneck speed with his pal Matthew Bell from Bell’s Wood Yard.


The electric fire was making little impression on the big, dank room. I’ll walk over to The Briars and see Robert Clark, Jane decided, though she would have to avoid Tom Strickland on one of his evening prowls. She preferred not to remember that she and Tom were distantly related though it had served her purpose once before. She glanced at the carriage clock on the mantelpiece, then the noise of a pick-up truck hurtling past made her look out of the window. Frank Bell, driving like a maniac, she thought. Monica Bell was nice enough but the Bell men were rough diamonds and it was a shame Russell was so friendly with Matthew. What he needed was a nice girlfriend.


Walking would keep her warm. She pulled on her beret and Burberry again, and set off, in the opposite direction to the Bells’ pick-up.


Half an hour later, outside the large modern house next door to their wood business, Frank and Monica Bell were unloading the shopping from Tesco’s in Carlisle in the growing darkness. Monica had been to Carlisle in the Volvo. She was going to do a big family roast on Easter Sunday, and she’d invited Robert Clark as well as the rest of the family. Monica Bell liked her food. She had put on weight over the last year or two, but her hair was still brown and curly, and thanks to her hysterectomy she’d seen the menopause off a few years earlier. Monica thought looks were an overrated asset. She had health and strength, and a good husband. What more could you want in your fifties?


She was keeping her fingers crossed that Matthew would be prepared to stay at home for Easter Sunday lunch, and not escape in his boy racer car with his best mate, Russ Simpson from Tarnfield House. She’d bought nineteen-year-old Matthew’s favourite Tesco trifle and some extra drinks. There were a lot of bags to cart into the house. Her husband Frank had been out, she noticed, because he was on the doorstep wearing his wellies when she backed the car into the drive. He was really balding now, and he looked rather miserable, like a hungry vulture.


‘You were a long time,’ he said crossly. So that was his problem! Frank liked to know where she was.


‘Yes, it was busy,’ she answered. ‘Where’ve you been?’


‘Delivering some shelving to the church. I didn’t go in, though. Didn’t want to bump into Phyllis Drysdale. She might have asked me to be in the Bible study group. Or arrange flowers!’


Monica laughed. ‘She really annoys you, doesn’t she?’


‘You can say that again. She wasn’t so bad when Mary Clark was alive. But she’s become even more of a nag now. You’d think she’d have learnt I’m not the Bible-bashing type.’


‘I know.’


Monica had been through this, hundreds of times. Frank had no objection to her churchgoing but he would have nothing to do with it himself. Except of course to be indispensable as handyman and supplier, and so entitled to express his view all the time. Her husband was one of those men, she thought shrewdly, who crave attention but had been brought up to believe that ‘putting yourself forward’ was a cardinal sin. Frank pretended to be sensible, but underneath he was inclined to let his heart rule his head. It was a good job she was so practical.


‘Well, never mind, Frank. Maybe Phyllis will stop trying to persuade you eventually. She’s got me roped in for the Bible study group though, not to mention the flowers. Tell you what, you can do a good Christian thing anyway and help me unload the shopping.’


Frank Bell made a grumbling noise, and then started heaving bags into the house. Funny, thought Monica. He was usually quite good-tempered. But something was eating him tonight. She hoped he’d cheer up for Easter Day.


At 6 Tarn Acres, Kevin and Janice Jones were bathing their toddler daughter and the baby and feeling excited about the Easter Festival. Kevin was getting the children a bit too worked up, his wife thought, as bath water slopped on to the carpet and Zoe, aged three, shrieked with hysterical laughter. Janice felt her sweatshirt getting drenched. She was red-faced and perspiring, conscious of her excess weight as she crouched by the bath. She had been working hard. The Easter eggs had all been hidden round the house for the hunt after church the next day and, as ‘born again’ Christians, she and Kevin were looking forward to Easter Day.


‘What’s Nick got planned for the service?’ Janice asked her husband.


‘Well, there’s the Easter Anthem and I suppose we’ll have to sit through the usual old rubbish. But he’s talking about some of the Songs of Fellowship stuff during communion, on guitar. That should shake them up a bit.’


‘Good thing,’ said Janice heartily. But her mum, who farmed just outside the village, would be there on Easter morning. She wouldn’t appreciate the music. Her mother had always been a bit unhappy about Kevin’s brand of Christianity. He wasn’t a Tarnfield boy, of course, which didn’t help. Janice had met Kevin at college in Yorkshire. He’d been her first and only boyfriend and she had loved him from the day of their first date. He’s my husband, Janice thought, and I’ve got to support him. He for God only, me for God in him, like John Milton said. And that was all there was to it.


‘Did you get the baby shampoo when you went up to Lo-cost?’ she asked him.


‘I think we’d better use our shampoo, love, with lots of water added. They’d run out when I got there.’


‘Oh.’


Their children splashed happily, unaware of the shadow that had crossed their mother’s face. She had seen plenty of baby shampoo on the shelves a few days earlier. If Kevin hadn’t got any, why had he been away so long?


So Tarnfield was settling into its Saturday night routine. But in the church, Phyllis Drysdale was dying, her eyes fixed on the thing piercing her left hand.




4


Later Easter Eve into Easter Day






It is better, if the will of God be so, that ye suffer for welldoing, than for evil-doing.


From the Epistle for Easter Even, 1 Peter 3:17








In The Briars, Suzy Spencer sat with her head in her hands at the kitchen table. To his own surprise, Robert Clark had found it quite easy to deal with his gatecrasher. He’d been amused to hear the expletives punctuating the clear Tarnfield evening and, far from being distraught and flaky as he’d feared, she seemed to be coping well.


‘I’m OK, really I am. I’m just so sorry.’


‘Well, at least you missed the variegated holly bush. That was Mary’s favourite.’


‘I’m glad about that. But your fence will need completely replacing.’


Robert found he was smiling. Now with the fence to be repaired, there would be something to do in the two long weeks left before college started again. Apart from his Thursday evening creative writing class, there was nothing in his diary. And sorting out this mess would be more interesting than marking assignments.


Suzy stared at him. ‘You think it’s funny?’


‘As a matter of fact, I do. I watched you come down the hill. I could see the panic on your face. I didn’t recognize you at first. But then you stopped. Or the fence stopped you, to be accurate!’


‘God, it was awful! The car just kept rolling. I turned the ignition off but it had its own momentum. I hadn’t a clue what to do!’


It was good of him to take it so well, Suzy thought. Mary Clark would have made a huge fuss.


‘Would you like coffee?’ he asked. ‘It might help you get over the shock. I assume you’ll want to drive home. The car doesn’t seem too damaged.’


‘Coffee would be nice. That’s another stupid thing, not being in the RAC or AA or anything. That was something Nigel used to sort out. But as long as the car goes, I don’t care. I’ve got to drive to work on Tuesday.’


‘What is it you do exactly?’


‘I’m a part-time producer on daytime TV. It’s the sort of job that makes people at dinner parties treat you as a moron. Or a dangerous dumber-downer.’


‘And are you?’


‘Absolutely not! Bondage and body piercing are the real issues of our time!’


Robert wasn’t sure if she was making fun of him or herself. He put the kettle on.


‘I’d better drink up and get away,’ she said. ‘It may be getting dark, but if the car’s stuck there for more than half an hour the whole village will know about it.’


‘They will anyway, Mrs Spencer.’


‘Actually, it’s Ms,’ Suzy said. ‘But people don’t use titles in my job. Anyway, Ms is much more appropriate now my husband’s buggered off to Newcastle to live with his PA.’ He might as well know, she thought. It would mean another raised eyebrow, but there was no point in him thinking that a man was going to appear any minute, give him a cheque, and carry her off home.


‘I’m sorry.’


‘I’m not, not very anyway,’ she said. ‘And my problems aren’t in your league. Nigel’s still alive, more’s the pity!’


Ouch. How gross! The shock was making her gabble. To get over her faux pas, she added, ‘I came to Mary’s funeral, you know. You must have been devastated. She was an amazing woman.’


‘Yes, she was.’


‘She got my daughter Molly into Sunday School. And she persuaded Jake to do some gardening. She was certainly a forceful lady. I wasn’t really her cup of tea of course, but she talked me into going to church.’ I’m trying too hard, Suzy thought, he must know his wife never really took to me! I always wondered why she was so keen to get me into the congregation at All Saints.


Robert passed the coffee and an overloaded plate of biscuits. He looked at the woman sitting in his kitchen. She wore flared jeans with patches on, and her hair could only be described as two-tone. She had one long earring, but the other had been a casualty of the accident. Or maybe not. Maybe she’d forgotten it anyway. He’d heard Mary saying Suzy’s house was a tip, toys and books everywhere, and the TV on in the afternoon.


‘I’m sure Mary liked you,’ he said, looking away.


‘Oh, come on! Of course she didn’t. She hated daytime telly. I certainly wasn’t her sort. Mind you, I respected her. She was pretty formidable and she certainly got me organized.’ Where was this stuff coming from? Why couldn’t she just make soothing noises like everyone else?


Robert looked back at her. This was a very different approach from the usual condolences. But Suzy had reddened. She said, ‘I’m sorry. I’ve had a bugger of a day. I didn’t mean to be rude …’


‘It’s OK, you really don’t have to be tactful with me,’ he said quietly. ‘Actually I get sick of everyone pussyfooting around.’ He smiled. They both knew Mary had criticized Suzy roundly behind her back and he suddenly felt there was no point in pretending. And Suzy looked so crestfallen at her indiscretion. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘I know my wife could be very bossy sometimes. Just because you love someone doesn’t mean you’re blind to their faults. Anyway, people are bigger than the sum of their parts.’ It was such a change to be able to tell the truth. One of the problems of a community like Tarnfield was the conspiracy of kindness – everyone subscribed to the same story. Mary Clark was universally agreed to have been wonderfully efficient and the backbone of the church, and that was all there was to say. The real Mary had got lost in the myth.


Suzy’s eyes widened in surprise – and relief. She hated trying to say the right thing. And why was talking to the bereaved so hard? Especially to someone like him, who looked you in the eye and smiled. Social lies required complicity, but he wasn’t going to help her utter platitudes. What is going on here? she thought. One minute I’m yelling rude words and my car is covered in planks, and the next I’m sitting here talking to this man like a confidant. Yet she was touched by Robert’s openness, and his realistic love for his wife. If only she felt like that about Nigel. But she never thought of him as bigger than the sum of his parts. His parts were always running the show, anyway.


There was a sudden sharp ring from the doorbell. Robert said, ‘Excuse me,’ and got up and left her. She could hear him welcoming a woman with a posh voice, and explaining to her about the fence. Jane Simpson, she thought. She heard the bustle and smelt the perfume before the grand entrance.


‘Dear me, Mrs Spencer, what a state the garden is in! How awful! Poor you, Robert!’ Jane Simpson turned imperiously away from Suzy to monopolize Robert’s attention. ‘I came round to talk to you about Phyllis Drysdale’s Bible study group. I think Nick would prefer an Alpha course, which would be so nice with the meals and the entertaining and so on. I think Phyllis is such a nuisance, really. I’m sure Mary would have made her move with the times.’


Robert smiled. It was amazing how his dead wife could be invoked to endorse almost everything. He opened a kitchen drawer and took out a printed card with his details and handed it to Suzy.


‘Let me know about the insurance.’


‘Of course,’ Suzy said, and looked at the card. He was so efficient it was painful. He and Mary Clark must have been an awesome combination. Mr and Mrs Perfect.


‘Thanks,’ she added, standing up. ‘I’d better be going.’


Robert took her to the door in silence. He seemed preoccupied. He must want to get back to Jane Simpson, Suzy thought, she’s more his type. Her eye caught the coat rack in the stained glass vestibule with Robert’s mac and anorak hanging on coat hangers, surmounted by two tweed hats. He’s rather an old fart, she decided. For a nanosecond in the kitchen the coffee, the good humour and that hint of sensitivity had fooled her.
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