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Twelfth Night


TWISTY OLD DEVIL.


Looked as if it held a grudge in every scabby branch, and if you touched it there’d be sharp, pointy bits, like thorns. And it wouldn’t give you any fruit, on principle, wassail or

no wassail, because, left to rot, apple trees ...


... they grows resentful.


Merrily’s grandad had told her that once, when she was a little girl. Frightening her, because you always thought of apples as cheerful and wholesome. Oaks could be gnarled and forbidding,

pines scraggy and cruel. But apple trees were essentially good-natured, weren’t they? All the same, every evening for weeks afterwards, Merrily would go down to the orchard and wish the trees

a wary goodnight, assuring them they could always count on being looked after as long as she was around.


This was Merrily’s problem. Always felt responsible.


Perhaps, to get Grandad Watkins’s point, you had to see a tree as old as this one on a night this cold, the orchard glittering grimly in bilious lamplight.


Merrily shivered like a little rabbit inside her tired, old, fake Barbour, stamping her boots on the stone-hard earth in the clearing.


There’d be about thirty of them, strangers now, but people she’d have to get to know very well if she decided to go for it. They didn’t look over-friendly at the moment, all

hunched up in a hand-rubbing, steam-breathing circle, like tramps around a brazier.


Except there wasn’t a brazier. Just this frosted, naked apple tree, the biggest one remaining in an orchard left to rot for years. But no ordinary apple tree – according to Mrs

Caroline Cassidy, of the famous Cassidy’s Country Kitchen, this was the Apple Tree Man.


The very spirit of the orchard.


So now we all know. Merrily turned away and sighed, and the sigh recorded itself on the frigid air as a tiny white cloud. Uncle Ted, who’d excused himself because of a cold, thought it

might be an interesting experience for her. To observe a cross-section of the parish. Go undercover, armed with Ted’s word-portraits of the major players. All of them at least occasional

churchgoers. But wasn’t this ritual just a bit ...?


‘Barbaric,’ Miss Lucy Devenish muttered, more loudly than she needed to. ‘Utterly barbaric. Isn’t seemly. Isn’t local. Isn’t right.’


Actually pagan had been the word Merrily had in mind, but barbaric would do. According to Uncle Ted, Miss Devenish had been muttering about this for most of the past week. Been along to a

meeting of the parish council to demand they get it stopped. Which, of course, was beyond the powers of the parish council to do even if they’d wanted to offend Councillor Powell, who owned

the orchard. She’d also have known better than to petition the vicar. Lesson one, Uncle Ted said: keep your nose out where you can.


‘Isn’t traditional to the area,’ Miss Devenish said. ‘And so it can’t be right. Do you see my point?’


She wore a big, wide-brimmed hat and a camel-hair poncho. Looked like an old Red Indian scout, talked like a headmistress. Delightful old girl, Uncle Ted had said. May, however, be

some sort of witch. Don’t be tempted to get too close. But Miss Devenish was talking to her.


‘Well ... picturesque though,’ Merrily said feebly. ‘In a Christmas card sort of way.’


Some folk were holding up hurricane lamps, throwing oily light on frosty bark, bringing up a dull lustre on the barrels of the shotguns.


Which were not very Christmas card.


Seven of them. Carried by local farmers and landowners and patrons of the Cassidy restaurant who happened to be country-sports enthusiasts or clay-shooters. Lesson seventeen: where

bloodsports are concerned, sit on the fence and hope for the best.


‘Oh hell,’ said Lucy Devenish. ‘Here it comes.’


Smiling a troublemaker’s smile at the arrival of the organizer, Mr Terrence – Not Terry, If You Don’t Mind – Cassidy. Long, herringbone-tweed overcoat,

Russian-style furry hat. Learned-looking, in half-glasses.


‘Right. Are we all here? Good, good.’ Mr Cassidy positioned himself under a lamp on a stick. ‘But do we all know why we’re here?’


Like a teacher addressing an infants’ class. According to Uncle Ted, who’d lived here most of his adult life, the secret of being accepted in the village was to keep your head well

down for two years’ minimum. But the Cassidys clearly weren’t keeping-your-head-down people. While her husband was lecturing the poor primitive yokels about the importance of their

traditions, Mrs Caroline Cassidy, all kitted-out for skiing in the Alps, was arranging plastic beermugs on a wooden picnic table beside the frost-rimed cask of cider. Occasionally flicking a glance

towards Miss Devenish, who was Trouble.


Through the hoary trees behind her, Merrily could see the village lights: yellow, amber and red behind drawn curtains: very cosy, but strangely far away. By day, you would have seen the church

through the naked trees. At night, the orchard was a separate place.


‘... and so, people, we revive a very ancient custom.’


Mr Cassidy had a high, nasal voice, like the wind down a drainpipe. He reminded them that next May would see the start of the first Ledwardine Festival: a summer-long smorgasbord of music,

poetry, drama, houses and gardens open to the public, guided tours. A major exhibition of Our Heritage.


Lucy Devenish snorted.


Mr Cassidy raised his voice. ‘And as fine local cider was that heritage, we intend ... that it should be revived.’


Pause for gasps that didn’t come. Nice enough idea, Merrily thought, but it was never going to be any more than a gimmick. The cider trade in Herefordshire was pretty well sewn up, most

growers in these parts selling their apples in bulk to Bulmers or Dunkertons. Anyway, most of the orchards hereabouts had been grubbed up during the great Victorian cider-slump.


‘We shall be recommending local cider at our own restaurant. The Black Swan, will also, I trust, promote it. But, of course, the creation of this venerable beverage depends upon obtaining

a significant crop of the famous Pharisees Red. As grown for centuries, in this very orchard, by ...’


Cassidy extended an arm, like a variety-show compère.


‘... the Powell family.’


Everybody stared across at Garrod, farmer and county councillor, and his son Lloyd. And Grandad – Edgar, was it? – gripping the stock of the family shotgun with fingers like knotty

little roots and staring directly at Merrily. But not seeing her, she was sure. He wasn’t here at all, wasn’t old Edgar.


Everybody else merely didn’t want to be here. Because, of course, it was pointless, it was artificial, it had been put on mainly for the Press who hadn’t bothered to turn up.

And it was so ... bloody ... cold.


Merrily pulled up the hood of her fake Barbour. This wasn’t the right attitude, was it? She should be cheerful, hearty. Joining in. But this ... this facsimile of rural life as it was

thought to have been lived, this ‘traditional’ gathering involving, for the most part, incomers, while the members of the old, yeoman families sat at home watching the late movies with

cans of lager and the remains of a tandoori ... well, this also left her cold.


Lucy Devenish was breathing like a bull over a gate as Mr Cassidy explained how the Powells had graciously agreed to let them have last year’s crop for the festival cider.


‘However, as the apple harvest in recent years has been somewhat limited, my ever-resourceful wife proposed that we might resort to the time-honoured method of arousing the, ah,

temporarily dormant fecundity of the orchard.’


‘Pompous arsehole,’ Miss Devenish growled.


‘The happy tradition of wassailing’ – Mr Cassidy, looking as happy as the night and his thin, pale face would allow – ‘dates back, presumably, to pagan times, it

being necessary to petition the gods in good time for spring. I am not myself particularly moved to call upon the services of those ancient deities, but I do believe that the good

wishes of neighbours – symbolically expressed here tonight – will have a strongly beneficial effect on this once-supreme orchard, and on the festival ... and, indeed, on the fortunes of

our village.’


‘Do you know how long they’ve lived here?’ Miss Devenish muttered. ‘One and a half years. Our village.’


‘Gerronwithit.’ A small, wiry man in a flat cap and a muffler bit down on his cigarette. Gomer Parry, Merrily remembered. Former digger-driver and contractor. Frost had turned his

little round glasses into communion wafers. ‘All bloody hot air,’ Gomer mumbled. His plump wife – pink earmuffs – nudged him in the ribs.


Merrily glimpsed a smirk on the taut, patrician face of James Bull-Davies, of Upper Hall. He was passing a chromium flask to a blonde woman next to him. Very much next to him. She had a

swig and giggled as she helped him stow the flask inside his sheepskin bomber-jacket, hungrily kneading his chest through his sweater.


Hence the smirk. Merrily pretended not to notice. Lesson five: Don’t offend anyone called Bull-Davies; the church would be rubble but for them.


‘With all this talk of paganism,’ Cassidy was saying, ‘it’s a pity we don’t at present have a parish priest to balance things up, but I’m assured a number of

candidates for the living are being interviewed. And, indeed, the word is that one of them may even be in the village tonight.’


Oh no. Merrily shrank behind a lesser apple tree.


‘I don’t think I should say any more than that.’


Good.


‘And so, without further ado, I call upon James and his colleagues to check their cartridges or whatever they need to do. And let the wassailing—’


‘One moment!’


Miss Lucy Devenish had swept back her poncho like a veteran warrior from the Dark Ages and marched into the centre of the clearing.


‘You really don’t know what the hell you’re doing, do you? This has always been a peaceful place, a place of seclusion. It is also virtually adjacent to the churchyard and is

itself a burial place ...’


‘Miss Devenish—’


‘And there is absolutely no way at all that you can justify these frightful guns.’


‘Miss Devenish, we’ve been into all this before—’


‘And I’ll prove that. I’ll prove it to you. Because, you see, I have with me’ – Miss Devenish paused dramatically and held up the large book she’d been

concealing under her poncho – ‘Mrs Leather!’


Ella Leather. The Folklore of Herefordshire, published 1912.


‘This ...’ Mr Cassidy rose up in the lamplight, ‘is inexcusable.’


‘Now. According to Mrs Leather, the custom of wassailing on Twelfth Night involved lighting fires in the fields – usually wheatfields, not apple orchards, for obvious reasons,

but I shall let that pass – and there is no mention at all ... of the use of firearms.’


A few people started murmuring. Miss Devenish glared defiantly at Cassidy in the lamplight, clasping the old book to her chest.


‘Now just a minute!’ Mrs Caroline Cassidy had appeared behind an impatient frown. ‘Terrence ... torch!’ She had a large book as well.


Mr Cassidy directed the flashlight beam as his wife riffled through the pages.


‘OK, right,’ Caroline trilled. ‘Collected Folk Customs of the British Isles, page one hundred and five. I quote: “It was customary for such members of the local

yeomanry as possessed guns to assemble around the largest tree in the orchard, referred to as the Apple Tree Man, and to discharge their weapons into its topmost branches in the belief that this

would drive away evil spirits and stimulate fertility.” There.’


‘Where?’ demanded Miss Devenish.


‘I’ve just told you, Collected Folk Customs of the British Isles, by C. Alfred Churchman—’


‘I mean where abouts in the British Isles is this nonsense supposed to have been enacted?’


‘In the West of England, of course. Are we not—?’


‘Precisely?’ Miss Devenish tilted her head under its enormous cowboy hat. ‘May one ask?’


‘Oh, this is utterly nonsensical.’ Mrs Cassidy getting increasingly shrill. ‘Everyone knew what we’d agreed.’


‘What we’d agreed? My dear Mrs Cassidy, if we had to do this, some of us might have preferred an innocent singalong over the wassail cup. As distinct from a remake of

the Gunfight at the OK Corral.’


‘Oh, a singalong.’ Mrs Cassidy threw up her hands, appealing to the crowd. ‘How very spectacular.’


‘Certainly less insulting to the poor trees. Now, are you going to tell us where this dubious business with guns was last recorded, or not?’


Mrs Cassidy looked sulky and brushed at her designer ski-jacket. ‘Devonshire. But I don’t see that it matters.’


‘Well, you wouldn’t, would you?’


‘Now, look here—’


‘Ladies!’ James Bull-Davies had stepped forward now, shotgun casually broken over an arm. ‘Look. Mindful as one must be of old customs, it really is awfully cold. Why

don’t we proceed with the aspect we’re all agreed on and pour out this excellent cider ‘fore the damn stuff freezes over? Discuss it over a drink is what I’m

suggesting.’


Recognizing the semi-military tone of the Old Squirearchy, even the Cassidys shut up. Bull-Davies bent over the cask and started filling the plastic tumblers himself. Merrily smelled the cider,

sour and musty. She wondered where they’d got it from.


She found herself glancing at old Edgar Powell. His face like an old tobacco pouch and his eyes wide open, still looking her way. He wasn’t here tonight, old Edgar, wasn’t here at

all.


Perhaps, wherever he was, that was a better place to be tonight.


‘Of course, we all know what all this is about,’ Miss Devenish told her in a very loud whisper. ‘These awful people – these Cassidys – they think

the Powells could be terribly quaint and old-fashioned, with their ancient cider press and their old recipe, and they just want to turn them into a tourist sideshow. And Garrod Powell’s going

along with it to keep the peace and just in case there’s a few quid to be made without too much work, and—’


‘Is that so bad for the village?’


‘Bad?’ Miss Devenish snorted. ‘The Cassidys’ll just turn honest cider into some horrible fizz in champagne bottles and sell it for a quite ridiculous price in their

ghastly restaurant to awful people like themselves. When I was a gel, the farm labourers still used to receive gallons of Pharisee Red as part of their wages. It was the People’s drink. Do

you see?’


‘My grandad used to say it was just a way of keeping them grossly underpaid and too drunk to notice,’ said Merrily.


‘Your grandad?’ Miss Devenish observing her shrewdly from under that hat, possibly putting two and two together. ‘Are you local, my dear?’


‘Sort of. My grandfather had a farm about six miles away. Mansell Lacy.’


‘Jolly good. Who was your grandfather?’


‘Charlie Watkins?’


‘Didn’t know him personally, but there are many Watkinses in the area. My God ...’ Miss Devenish was gazing over Merrily’s left shoulder. ‘Just look at that little

whore with Bull-Davies. She’ll have his cock out in a minute.’


‘Huh?’


‘Alison Kinnersley. A destroyer, I suspect.’


Merrily risked a glance. Bull-Davies was talking to some of the other guys with guns. Alison Kinnersley was standing behind him, keeping her hands warm in his trouser pockets.


‘That poor boy.’


‘James Bull-Davies?’


‘Good heavens, no. Kinnersley’s boyfriend. Former boyfriend. Not the Bull. The Bulls can look after themselves. Trouble is, they want to look after everyone else. But it goes wrong.

Never trust the Bulls, my dear. Remember that. Remember poor Will.’


‘Sorry?’


‘OK! Listen, everybody!’


James Bull-Davies had disentangled himself from Alison. He reached up, snapped a lump of brittle, dead branch from the Apple Tree Man and banged it on the cider cask, like a chairman’s

gavel.


‘We’re going to do it. Had a brief chat with the chaps here. Seven of us brought shotguns along, and if we’re talking about old traditions, well, I rather suspect there must be

one about it being bad luck to take one’s weapon home without loosing orf a single shot. Miss Devenish – apologies, but we’re going to do it.’


Miss Devenish stiffened as the shotgun men gathered in a semicircle around the tree, shuffling cartridges from their pockets.


‘Something we have to sing or something, is there, Terrence?’ boomed Bull-Davies.


‘I have it here, James. It’s a sort of chant. If you say it after me ...’


‘OK. Orf you go then. Stand back, everybody. Well back.’


There was silence, everyone waiting.


Miss Devenish said loudly, ‘Well, I’ve done all I can. If you wish to disturb the dead, go ahead.’


Her voice still rang in the hard air as she turned away. Bull-Davies shrugged as he accepted the folklore book, cleared his throat and began to read.


‘Hail to thee, old apple tree!’


‘Hail to thee, old apple tree,’ the shooters chanted, gruffly self-conscious.


‘And let thy branches fruitful be ...’


‘And let thy branches ...’


‘Going to cause offence.’ Miss Devenish had a prominent hooked nose; it twitched. ‘Can’t anyone see that? Deep offence.’


Merrily shook her head, tired of all this. It wasn’t as if they were going to shoot any animals; just blast a few pounds of shot into the air through branches that were probably mostly

already dead.


‘Why did he have to break off that branch? Showing his contempt, you see. For the tree and all that dwells there.’


‘Well,’ said Merrily, ‘there’s nothing dwelling in there now, is there?’


Miss Devenish pulled the wide brim of her hat down over her ears as the gunmen chanted.


‘... armsful, hatsful, cartsful of apples ...


Huzzah!


Huzzah!


Huzzah!’


And shouldered their shotguns. Merrily thought, unnerved for a second, of a firing squad, as Miss Devenish turned away and the night went whump, whump, whump, whump-ump-ump, and the air

was full of cordite farts.


Merrily was aware of a fine spray on her face. Probably particles of ice from the shocked branches, but it felt warm, like the poor old Apple Tree Man was weeping.


When the shooting stopped, there was a touch of anticlimax. Obviously the book didn’t say what you did afterwards.


‘Er ... well done, chaps,’ James Bull-Davies said halfheartedly.


A few villagers clapped in a desultory sort of way. Caroline Cassidy came out from behind a tree and sniffed.


‘We haven’t got a single picture of this, have we? As for the BBC ... I shall write and complain.’


Merrily was aware of a silence growing in the clearing, the sort of silence that was like a balloon being blown up, and up and up, until ...


The half-scream, half-retch from only yards away was more penetrating than any bang, and it came as Caroline Cassidy’s features went as flaccid as a rubber clown-mask, lips sagging, eyes

staring, and she cried, ‘What’s that on your face?’


In the middle of the scream – it had come from Alison Kinnersley – Merrily had put a hand to her face and felt wetness, and now she held up her hand to the light and it was smeared

dark red.


‘I say, look, get ... get back ...’ The voice of James Bull-Davies pitched schoolboy-high.


‘Bloody Nora,’ Gomer Parry said hoarsely.


Merrily saw black drips on Garrod Powell’s cap-shaded cheeks. A smear around Lloyd’s mouth like badly applied lipstick. Spots on Gomer’s glasses. Blotches on his wife’s

earmuffs, hanging around her neck like headphones.


Caroline Cassidy teetered back in her thigh-boots, making an ugly snuffling noise, and Merrily saw the worst and went stiff with the shock.


Between the Powells, at the foot of the stricken old tree, what looked like a milk churn in an overcoat was pumping out dark fluid, black milk.


A scarf of cold tightened around Merrily’s throat.


‘What’s the matter?’ Terrence Cassidy’s cultured tones rising ludicrously out of the clearing, like something out of Noël Coward. ‘What’s happened? I

don’t understand. For heaven’s sake, all we wanted to ...’


Gomer Parry looked up at Cassidy through his red glasses and spat out his cigarette. ‘Somebody better call the police, I reckon.’


Merrily had found a handkerchief and was numbly wiping the blood from her face. Unable to pull her gaze away from the horror inside the collar of Edgar’s overcoat, knowing that most of his

head would be in the tree, hanging like some garish leftover Christmas bauble amid tinselly, frosted twigs.


She crumpled the handkerchief. Her face was still wet. It felt like some horrific baptism.


And, hearing Miss Devenish whispering, ‘I knew it, I knew it,’ she knew she would have to look up into the tree.
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Third Floor


MERRILY HAD A recurring dream. She’d read somewhere that it was really quite a common dream, with obvious symbolism.


By recurring ... well, she’d have it maybe once every few months, or the gaps might be even longer nowadays.


There was a period, not long before Sean died, when it came almost nightly. Or even, in that intense and suffocating period, twice or three times the same night – she’d close

her eyes and the dream would be waiting there like an empty train by a deserted platform. Sometimes it was merely puzzling, sometimes it seemed to open up exciting possibilities. Occasionally, it

was very frightening and she awoke shredded with dread.


What happened ... she was in a house. Not always the same house, but it was her own house, and she’d lived there quite some time without realizing. Or sometimes she’d just forgotten,

she’d gone on living there, possibly for years, without registering that the house had ... a third floor.


It was clear that she’d lived quite comfortably in this house, which was often bright and pleasant, and that she must have passed the extra staircase thousands of times, either unaware of

it or because there was simply no reason to go up there.


In the dream, however, she had to go up. With varying amounts of anticipation or cold dread. Because something up there had made its presence known to her.


She’d nearly always awaken before she made it to the top of the stairs. Either disappointed or trembling with relief. Just occasionally, before her eyes opened, she would glimpse a gloomy,

airless landing with a row of grey doors.


In reality, if you excluded flats, she had never lived in a three-storey house.


Now, however ...


‘Jesus,’ Merrily said. ‘We can’t live in this.’


‘Yes, I suppose it is big,’ Uncle Ted conceded. ‘Didn’t think about that. Never a problem for Alf Hayden. Six kids, endless grandchildren ...’


It was big, all right. Seventeenth century, timber-framed, black and white. Seven bedrooms. Absolutely bloody huge if there was just the two of you. Very quaint, but also unexpectedly,

depressingly grotty; nothing seemed to have altered since about the 1950s.


‘Of course, it’s church policy these days to flog off these draughty old vicarages,’ Uncle Ted said. ‘Replace them with nice, modern boxes. Worth a lot of money, your old

black and whites. Well ... not this one, at present, not in the state it’s in after thirty-odd years of Alf and Betty.’


There was quaint, Merrily thought, and there was horribly old-fashioned. Like the steel-grey four-bar electric fire blocking up the inglenook. Like a kitchen the size of a small abattoir with no

real cupboards but endless open shelves and all the pipes coiled under the sink like a nest of cobras.


‘Besides,’ Ted said, ‘we haven’t got any nice, modern boxes to spare. Three applications for housing estates’ve been turned down in as many years. Not in

keeping.’ He frowned. ‘Conservation’s a fine idea, but not when it turns a nice, old village into an enclave of the elite.’


In his habitual cardigan and slippers, Ted Clowes, two years retired, didn’t look at all like a lawyer any more. His face had gone ruddy, like a farmer’s, and his body had thickened.

He looked as seasoned and solid as one of the oak pillars holding up the vicarage walls.


As senior church warden, Ted had made himself responsible for getting the vicarage into some kind of shape. Negotiating with builders and plumbers and decorators. But, well into April, the work

had hardly begun; it looked as though Merrily was going to have to spend the first month of her ministry in a bed-and-breakfast.


She was relieved, in a way. A place this size – it was ridiculous. And an unoccupied third floor, full of dust and echoes.


She stood on the first-floor landing, miserably looking up. ‘All these staircases.’


‘Yeah,’ Jane said thoughtfully. ‘This puts a whole new perspective on the entire scenario.’


‘It does?’


Merrily watched warily as the kid took off up the stairs to the third storey. She’d been sulking, on and off, for three days. She’d quite enjoyed the two years in Birmingham while

Merrily was at college, loved the time in Liverpool when Merrily was a curate. Big-city woman now. On the way here, she’d said that if Cheltenham was an old people’s home, rural

Herefordshire looked like premature burial.


‘Yes.’ Jane paused halfway up, looking around.


‘You like this?’


‘At least we’ve cleared all those rooms now,’ Ted said. ‘Alf and Betty were generous enough to leave us a quarter of a century’s worth of junk. Yellowing newspapers

with pictures of the first moon-landing.’


Jane had a forefinger placed pensively on her chin. ‘Far more rooms than you’d need, Mum, right?’


‘Mmm ... yes.’


‘Even for all your Bible classes and parish meetings and visiting evangelists from Nigeria.’


‘Ye ... es. Unless, of course, they’re travelling with their extended families.’


‘So this whole storey is, in effect, going spare.’


‘Conceivably.’


Her daughter was starting to operate like a slick barrister. (The barrister Merrily might have become had it not been for God’s unexpected little blessing. Would she still eventually have

wound up in the Church if Jane hadn’t come along?)


‘Don’t look at me like that, Mum. All I’m saying is I could have a kind of group of rooms up here. Like a suite. Because ... because ... if you think about it, those

back stairs come off a separate entrance ... a third door, right?’


Ted chuckled. He knew all about daughters.


‘Right,’ Merrily said. ‘And?’


‘So it would be kind of my own entrance. It would be ... in fact ... like my own flat.’


‘Oh. I see.’


The third door with its own illuminated bell and a card under perspex: Flat One. Ms Jane Watkins. She was fifteen.


‘And you’d pay the heating bills for this, er, suite, would you?’


‘Oh God.’ Jane glared down over the oak banister. ‘Here we go. Mrs bloody Negative.’


‘Or maybe you could sub-let a couple of rooms.’


Jane scowled and flounced off along the short passage. Oak floorboards creaked, a door rattled open. That empty sound.


‘Could be a double-bluff,’ Merrily said, her daughter pacing bare boards overhead, probably working out where to put her stereo speakers for optimum sound. ‘The picture

she’s feeding me is that she’s going to be so bored here she’ll have to invite half the young farmers’ club over for wild parties. All these rural Romeos popping pills on

the back stairs.’


Ted laughed. ‘Young farmers aren’t pill-popping yet. Well ... none that I know of. Pressure job, now, though. Diminishing returns, EC on your back, quotas for this, quotas for that, a

hundred forms to fill in, mad cow disease. Suicide figures are already ... Sorry. Bad memories.’


‘What? Oh.’


‘I seem to remember saying, “If you want an informal picture of village life, why not pop along to this wassailing thing?” Not quite what I had in mind. Awfully sorry,

Merrily.’


She looked through the landing window, down into a small, square rose garden, where the pink and orange of the soil seemed more exotic than the flowers. Over a hedge lay the churchyard with its

cosy, sandstone graves.


Oddly, that awful, public death hadn’t given her a single nightmare. In her memory it was all too surreal. As though violent death had been an optional climax to the wassailing and, as the

oldest shooter in the pack, Edgar Powell had felt obliged to take it.


‘You know, standing in that orchard, covered with that poor old bloke’s blood, that was when I decided to go for it. I clearly remember thinking that nothing so immediate and so

utterly shocking ever happened quite that close to me in Liverpool. That maybe, in some ways, this village could actually be the sharp end. I thought, am I going to wash off his blood and walk

away?’


‘It always affects you more in the country.’ Ted came to stand beside her at the window. ‘Everything that happens. Because you know everybody. Everybody. And

you’ll find, as minister, that you’re regarded as more of a ... a key person. Births and deaths, you really have to be there. Even if nobody from the family’s been

to a church service since the war.’


‘That’s fair enough. Far as I’m concerned, belonging to the Church doesn’t have to involve coming to services.’


‘And you’ll find that hills and meadows are far more claustrophobic than housing estates. You see somebody coming across a twelve-acre field towards you, you can’t dodge into a

bus shelter.’


‘Fine.’


Ted raised a dubious eyebrow. ‘And everybody gossips,’ he said. ‘For instance, they’ll all tell you Edgar Powell’d been handling that shotgun since for

ever.’


‘Making it suicide?’


‘What it looks like, but they haven’t got a motive. Money worries? No more than the average farmer. Isolation? Hardly – not living on the edge of the village. Depression? Hard

to say. Perhaps he’d just had enough. Or perhaps he simply wanted to ruin the Cassidys’ olde English soirée. Been a spiteful old bugger in his time.’


‘You are kidding, aren’t you?’


‘Anyway, Garrod Powell’s insisting it was an accident. Came to consult me about it. He’ll be telling the coroner the old chap was simply going soft in the head. Can’t

blame him. Who wants a family suicide? I suggested he have a word with young Asprey, get something medical. But it could even be an open verdict.’


‘What’s that mean exactly, Uncle Ted?’


Merrily turned to find Jane sitting on the top stair, elbows on knees, chin cupped in her hands.


‘Means they can’t be entirely sure what happened, Jane,’ Ted said.


‘Wish I’d been there.’


Merrily rolled her eyes. Having made a point of leaving Jane at her mother’s when she’d come to do her bit of undercover surveillance prior to applying – or not – for the

post. The kid would’ve given them away in no time.


‘Do you get many suicides in the village?’ Jane asked.


‘Not with audience-participation,’ Ted said dryly.


Merrily was thinking, half-guiltily, how she’d scrubbed and scrubbed at her face that night and had to throw away the old fake Barbour.


They stayed the night at the Black Swan, sharing a room. On the third floor, as it happened, but it was different in a hotel. The Black Swan, like all the major buildings in

Ledwardine – with the obvious exception of the vicarage – had been sensitively modernized; the room was ancient but luxurious.


Jane was asleep about thirty seconds after sliding into her bed. Jane could slip into untroubled sleep anywhere. She’d accepted her father’s death with an equanimity that was almost

worrying. A blip. Sean had lived in the fast lane and that was precisely where he died. Bang. Gone.


Sadder about the girl in the car with him. She could have been Jane in a few years’ time. Or Merrily herself, ten years or so earlier.


Too many thoughts crowding in, Merrily upended the pillow behind her, leaned into it and lit the last cigarette of the day. Through the deep, oak-sunk window, the crooked, picture-book roofs of

the village snuggled into a soft and woolly pale night sky.


Perfect. Too perfect, perhaps. If you actually lived here, with roses round the door, what was there left to dream of?


‘How are things financially, now?’ Ted had asked in the lounge bar, after dinner.


Jane had mooched off into the untypically warm April evening to check out the village. And the local totty, she’d added provocatively.


‘Oh’ – Merrily drank some lager – ‘we get by. Sean’s debts weren’t as awesome as we’d been led to believe. And a few of the debtors seem less

eager to collect than they were at first. I think it was meeting me. In the dog collar. It was like ... you know ... dangling a sprig of garlic in front of Dracula. I’m glad I met them. I

don’t feel so bad about it now I know what kind of semi-criminal creeps they are. Jesus, what am I saying, semi?’


‘I won’t ask. But I did think he was being a little overambitious setting up on his own. Why didn’t you both come to me for some advice?’


‘You know Sean. Knew. Anyway, I blame myself. If I hadn’t got pregnant instead of a degree, it was going to be Super-lawyer and Lois-thing, defending the poor, serving the cause of

real justice. Zap. Pow. But ... there you go. He was on his own, and with the responsibility of a kid and everything, he was floundering, and he got a little careless about the clients he took on.

It’s a slippery slope. I wasn’t aware of the way things were going. Too busy being Mummy.’


‘You blame yourself for letting him get you pregnant?’ Ted raised helpless eyes to the ceiling. ‘Blame yourself for anything, won’t you, Merrily? Dangerous that, in a

vicar.’


‘Priest-in-charge.’


‘Only a matter of time. Now Alf Hayden ... he never accepted the blame for anything. Act of God. Providence. His favourite words. Had us tearing our hair. But you can’t get rid of a

vicar, can you? Once they’re in, they’re in and that’s that.’


‘Not any more. My contract’s for five years.’


‘Red tape,’ Ted said. ‘Don’t worry about it.’


‘Please, Uncle Ted. Don’t do anything ... anything else.’


‘You’re not feeling manipulated, are you?’


‘Of course not. Well ... maybe. A little.’


As if having a woman priest in the family wasn’t enough, her mother, from the safety of suburban Cheltenham, had been out of her mind when Merrily had gone as a curate to inner-city

Liverpool, all concrete and drugs and domestic violence. Running youth clubs and refuges for prozzies and rent boys. Terrific, Jane had thought. Cathartic, Merrily had found.


While her mother was putting out feelers.


Good old Ted had come up with the goods inside a year. The vicar of Ledwardine was retiring. Beautiful Ledwardine, only an hour or so’s drive from Cheltenham. And Ted was not only senior

church warden but used to be the bishop’s solicitor. No string-pulling, of course; she’d only get the job if she was considered up to it and the other candidates were weak ... which, at

less than fifteen grand a year, they almost certainly would be.


‘You’ve had a stressful time,’ Ted said. He’d never asked her why she’d abandoned the law for the Church. It was evidently taken for granted that this was some kind

of reaction against Sean going bent. ‘But you do feel right about this place now?’


‘I think so. And listen, don’t imagine I’ll be giving you an easy time.’


‘Ha. Alf was always far too apathetic to sustain a decent dispute. What did you have in mind?’


‘Well, you need toilets in that church for a start. I don’t care if it is Grade One listed with five stars, a lot of people won’t come to a place where they’re

scared of being taken short. Especially on winter mornings.’


‘Shouldn’t be too much of a problem. If you can raise the money.’


‘I’m also into more streamlined services. No, streamlined’s not the word exactly. Shorter and more ... intense. Fewer hymns. Less meaningless ritual. I mean, we

won’t be kicking people out afterwards. There’ll be tea and biscuits and all that, though I won’t ask for the espresso machine until I’ve been around for a while.’


‘What about the prayer book?’


‘Oh, strictly Book of Common Prayer. And no happy-clappy. Well, not much, anyway. Not for the grown-ups.’


Ted Clowes twisted his brandy glass around, as if contemplating something. ‘I shouldn’t really be saying this, but a few people were a little wary about you at first. Big parish for

... for ...’


‘For a woman?’


‘Well, yes.’ He looked uncomfortable. ‘But there were other considerations. It’s a mightily useful church, you see. Big. And with quite remarkable acoustics. Best concert

hall for a good many miles.’


‘So I gather.’


‘And no shortage of people who recognize its qualities. People who’ve moved into the area. Dermot Child, the composer and early-music expert and your organist, of course. And Richard

Coffey, the playwright.’


‘He lives here?’


‘Well, some of the time. With his young friend. An actor, not one you’d have heard of. And the Cassidys are very, er, cultured. Well, that’s just the core of it, but there are

lesser figures and acolytes and followers. And you have to take notice of these people because they bring bodies – and money – into the church. Into the diocese. And a certain ...

cultural cachet. Can’t be cynical about this sort of thing, Merrily.’


‘Has the Church ever been?’


‘Perhaps not. And most of us realize the Church needs a kick up the backside, and if it’s delivered by a more prettily shod foot, fair enough. Alf was always a bit of an old woman,

time for a young one. But, naturally, we have our traditionalists. People who may have tried to block the way.’


‘Ah,’ Merrily said. ‘Would it help if I knew who they were?’


Ted didn’t hesitate. ‘Well, James Bull-Davies. He’s the only one counts for anything. Funny sort of chap, James. Career army officer. Then his marriage breaks up and his father

dies quite unexpectedly from some sort of embolism following a routine op. James has to give up his career, come back and take over the estate. Catapulted into the situation really.’


‘What situation’s that?’


‘Weight of tradition, I suppose. Had to sell land and property to cover death duties and what have you, in addition to whatever it cost him to pay Sarah off. Left him with Upper Hall. And

the burden of tradition. Soldier mentality, you see. Taken on the role of the squire in a way his father never did. Feels it’s his function to stop the slide of country values. Keep the

modern world at arm’s length.’


‘I see,’ Merrily said. ‘And that includes ... what’s her name? Alison?’


‘Oh, well, nobody knows what goes on there. Power of the flesh, I’m afraid. Anyway, women in the boudoir, that’s one thing. Women in the pulpit of the church housing the bones

of one’s ancestors is something else entirely.’


Merrily slowly shook her head.


‘It isn’t you, my dear,’ Ted assured her. ‘It’s the principle. The tradition. However, to his chagrin, he’s found that, in what was once a little world where

the squire was a demigod, there are now other influential parties. Notably the affluent, articulate incomers, most of whom were rather keen on the idea of a lady cleric. Question of image, you

see.’


‘Image? Somebody said that?’


‘They tolerated Alf, of course. Fat, scruffy old cove. Not very ambitious, not terribly bright. Always a bit of egg-yolk on the old cassock. But what the parish needs at this stage of the

village’s development is someone more sophisticated, more attuned to the, ah ... is Zeitgeist the word I’m looking for?’


‘They’d prefer a woman priest because it’s cool and state-of-the-art? Jesus.’


‘Not merely a woman.’ Ted shuffled about a bit. ‘I mean, when they saw you at the wassailing and somebody put two and two together ...’


‘What?’


‘Oh, Merrily, don’t make me spell it out. You’re young and you rather, as someone said, rather smoulder ... in black.’


‘Oh no. Oh, hell. Who said that?’


‘Not going to say. Told you I shouldn’t have said anything.’


‘Bloody hell, Ted.’


Merrily awoke just as it was growing light. Above the timbered gables, a wooded hill had formed.


She was brightening with the sky. What had been outrageous last night seemed quite funny now. Smoulder. Who’d said that? And where? Hopefully, not at the bishop’s palace.

Things really had changed, hadn’t they? Used to be schoolgirls falling for the new curate.


Merrily smiled, feeling younger than she had in quite a while. She looked across at Jane, who was still asleep. Hey, what the hell? If she wanted to set up some kind of apartment under the

eaves, why not? The kid had given up enough these past years: two changes of school, becoming single-parented, coping with a mother who spent whole nights fuming about some of the crap they threw

at you in theological college.


And, for Merrily – she glanced at the thick-beamed ceiling – it would take away the irrational, background stress connected with an empty third storey.


She went to the window which was set into a wall divided into irregular, white rectangles by huge varicose veins of Tudor oak. Jane, who was into fine art these days, said those white areas were

just crying out for something interesting with acrylics. Oh dear.


Merrily gazed out over the inn-sign, across to the intimate market square with the squat, crablike, oak-legged shelter they called the market hall or cross. Overhung with shape-shifting black

and white houses, every crooked beam and truss preserved and presented with pride.


The village wore its past like a row of glittering horse-brasses over an inglenook fireplace. Defined by its past, shaped by invaders. The Norman church with Saxon origins at the end of a Roman

road. The cramped, cobbled alleyway where the gutters had once overflowed with pig-blood and piss, now a bijou arcade, soon to be scented with fountains of flowers from a score of hanging

baskets.


For the new invaders, the Cassidys of this world, were here not to pillage or desecrate or change, but only to preserve, preserve, preserve. And wallow. Preserve and wallow.


Merrily looked down into the still-shadowed street, saw Dr Kent Asprey, heart-throb GP and fitness-freak leading his jogging party of sweating matrons past the new tourist information office.

Saw Gomer Parry, the retired digger-driver, kick a stone into the road and stand on the kerb, hands rammed deep into his pockets, cigarette jammed between his lips. He looked aimless. What, after

all, was there to do in this village but stand and stare, appreciate, absorb, be enriched?


Ideal, her mother had said. After what you’ve been through, you need somewhere quiet with no stress and no drug addicts and homeless people to make you feel guilty. Somewhere you

can sit back a bit and take stock.


Merrily knelt before the window to pray. She thought, No need for homeless people to make me feel guilty.


According to dream analysts, the one about the realization of a third storey was an indication of a whole new area of yourself which remained unexplored. A higher consciousness.


‘Dear God,’ Merrily whispered, her palms together, angled on the rising sun.


From behind her, she heard the squeak of Jane’s bed as the kid sat up.


‘Oh shit,’ her daughter muttered, sleepy and cross. ‘Do you really have to do that in here?’
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Black-eyed Dog


LOL PLANNED HIS suicide with all the precision missing from his life.


He drew curtains across the small, leaded windows facing the lane and the orchard. The curtains were cheap and thin but they took away the brightness of the morning. And also meant that Alison

would not be able to look through the windows for his body.


On the turntable, Lol placed his third, already-worn copy of Nick Drake’s first album, Five Leaves Left. The lush arrangements, the soft and ghostly vocals of a man with only five

years to live. All his adult life, he’d identified with Nick Drake, even though Nick had been taller and posher and dead – by his own hand – since 1974.


The album hissed and clicked into ‘Time Has Told Me’, veined through with Richard Thompson’s serene guitar. Lol went outside to check on the milk. With the bright mornings, the

milkman had been arriving earlier of late. So the bottle was already on the step.


OK. He went back for another bottle from the fridge – yesterday’s, unopened – and set it down next to the new one. Then he shut the door and went to explain to Ethel, kneeling

down on the carpet, looking into the unmoving green-gold eyes.


‘I’m going to have to shut you in. It won’t be for long. Don’t want you looking for me, OK?’


Ethel looked unconvinced, licked red mud from a paw. She was technically a stray, or maybe dumped. He’d heard this piteous mewling two nights running in the middle of January and finally

found this thing in the hedge, about five inches long and not much thicker than a piece of black hosepipe. At first, Alison had not been pleased, displaying that hard edge he used to think would

eventually wear away in the country. But on the morning she left, she said she was glad Lol had Ethel. Something for him to feel responsible for.


Lol went into the kitchen and didn’t put the toaster on; the smell of hot toast was one of the great scents of life. It would be hard to die with the smell of hot toast in the air. He

didn’t switch on the radio either. He didn’t rake out the woodstove. He sat down at the table, facing the pot of Women’s Institute plum jam. He pulled off the rubber band and the

parchment top, smelling the sweetness.


‘You should’ve told me,’ he said to the jam.


Meaning he should have realized. This was the last of the three pots Alison had brought back from the Women’s Institute. The day after she brought it, she’d told him herself and

he’d just broken down into tears, here at this table, with the shock.


He’d always been naive. As a kid. As a songwriter. But naivety was something you were supposed to grow out of, like spots.


At the time, the idea of Alison joining all the farmers’ wives at the WI had seemed, OK, a little bizarre. But also kind of quaint and homely. It showed that coming here had really worked.

It made him want to become part of the community too, a bellringer or something. Keep chickens, grow tomatoes for the chutney Alison would learn to make ... at the WI.


Just off to the WI. It had been a while before he’d realized that all those times she’d said she was off to the WI and returned a few hours later with a pot of jam,

she’d really been with James Bull-Davies in the big bed at the big farmhouse called Upper Hall.


How had it begun? He didn’t know. Everyone else in the village seemed to know – the new woman in the life of the Squire of Upper Hall, that was bound to be a talking point. But there

was nobody who’d have told Lol. He was a stranger, even to all the village newcomers. Lucy Devenish might have broken it to him, but he hadn’t known her then, in those long, hazy days

of trying to get vegetables to grow and watching Alison’s easy smile slowly stiffen in her beautiful face.


Lol’s chin dropped into the crumbs on the kitchen table. All he wanted was to know why.


He closed his eyes and saw Alison riding, as she did almost every day, down the bridleway from Upper Hall, along the edge of the orchard and out into Blackberry Lane just before the cottage

gate.


She was on her chestnut stallion. Alison knew a lot about horses and rode this one with something like contempt. It looked muscular and spectacularly masculine, a thoroughbred beast she could

make a gesture out of being able to handle with no particular effort. Like Bull-Davies himself, who was the horse’s owner but would never, Lol was sure, be Alison’s.


He’d kept watching out for her, convinced she’d come back. For several weeks he’d really thought she would. Then he’d thought that one day she would at least dismount,

lead the horse to the door, explain what had happened between them. But the morning ride always ended with an apparently casual glance towards the cottage, to see the smoke from the chimney, signs

of life, signs of Lol’s survival ... before Alison and the stallion turned, both heads high, back into the bridleway.


Today there would be no smoke.


‘You all right, mate?’


Lol’s eyes had shuddered open when the knock came at the front door.


‘Oh.’ He didn’t know how long he must have been staring at the postman. ‘Sorry. Do I have to sign for it?’


‘No, I just couldn’t get it through the letter box, could I?’


‘Oh,’ Lol said. ‘Right. Sorry. Thanks very much.’


‘Your milk’s come.’


‘Oh ... I’ll come back for it. Thanks.’


‘Cheers,’ said the postman.


Lol carried the parcel into the kitchen, laid it down on the table. Ethel jumped on it, whiskers twitching.


The parcel was about fifteen inches square and an inch thick. It was postmarked Wiltshire. His name was on the front, typed on a label. Did he know anybody in Wiltshire? Lol lifted the cat to

the floor and slit the brown paper with the butter knife.


Inside, under some stiff cardboard, was an LP record. Nick Drake. Time of No Reply.


Lol stared at it. He didn’t understand. He was afraid to touch it.


This was the posthumous album. The one with ‘Black-eyed Dog’, the bleak and eerie little song of depression and impending death. The one where Nick said he was feeling old and he

wanted to go home. He was twenty-five years old. At barely twenty-six, he’d taken one anti-depressant too many and his mother had found him lying dead across his single bed.


Lol began to shake. Out of the speakers, from slightly happier days, Nick sang ‘Way to Blue’.


What kind of omen was this? He looked up at the curtained window facing the orchard. Suddenly had the overpowering feeling that posh, languid Nick was standing out there among the trees, waiting

for him. A bass player he’d once met said he’d been to this party at someone’s flat and Nick Drake, six months before he died, had been there and had stood leaning in a corner

next to a candle for two and a half hours, spoken to nobody and then slipped silently away, like a ghost.


There was a letter with the album. Neat and official and word-processed and signed ...


... Dennis Clarke.


Oh. Lol sat down. Oh, yeah. It was, in fact, his own album, the one he’d left with Dennis when he went into the hospital.




 

  Dear Lol,


  I found this record when Gill and I were sorting everything out for the move. Sorry, I’ve been meaning to send it for months. To be honest, Gill kept putting me off, saying it might

  make you depressed again. But now we know you’re over it and settled with a nice lady, well, here it is.


  As you can see, we’re in Chippenham now, where I am a partner in a new accountancy firm. A couple of us decided to break away from the old outfit and set up on our own, and I think

  it’s paying off.


  Gill and I have got three kids now, and we live in a four-bedroomed, neo-Georgian villa, extremely suburban. I do think about the old days quite a lot, how things might have been.

  Disastrous, probably. On reflection I’m always glad it ended when it did. We still get our royalties, don’t we?


  Anyway, the real reason I’m writing is that I had a visit yesterday evening. From Karl.


 





Lol let the letter fall to the table. He didn’t want to read any more, and he didn’t need to, did he? Karl was over. Karl was gone. Karl was in ...




 

  If you remember, he was in Seattle, managing a band and doing very well. However, it seems they split quite suddenly (musical differences, of course!!) and Karl was left with quite a few

  pieces to pick up. Anyway, he’s back in this country now because this is now Where the Future Is. He says.


  

   I was a bit thrown when he went on to say he was convinced WE were part of that future. I never read the music papers these days, don’t have the time or, to be quite honest, the

   interest. However, according to Karl, the first two albums are now considered Seminal. That is, they have been discovered by a couple of the major bands – one of them might have been

   The Verve, no less – who list them among their influences, and sales are picking up again (expect to see this reflected in the next royalties, or I’ll want to know why!!).


  


  Needless to say, I’d be happy to see those albums get the recognition they never really had in their day (with whatever resulting remuneration might be forthcoming!!) but I’ve

  been out of the business for a considerable time now and that’s what I told Karl when he said we should be thinking seriously about re-forming the band. Look, I said, I shall be

  forty-five next year, I have lost most of my hair, I have got three kids to support and I am very happy to be a chartered accountant in a nice part of the country. Also I have had a periodic

  problem with my elbow and have not lifted a drumstick in about three years.


  Well, he didn’t push too hard, because, let’s face it, he can manage without me. I never wrote a song. I wasn’t even a very good drummer. It’s you he needs –

  not only the major talent in the band but nearly ten years younger than the rest of us and so less likely to seem like an old fart.


  I don’t know how you feel about this. I did wonder, with you being in a stable relationship now and perhaps better able to hold your own with Karl, whether you might not be ready

  for something like this. However, when he asked me where you were living now, I decided on caution. I said, Look, Lol’s had his problems, you had better go easy. I think he got the

  message. Naturally, I said I didn’t know where you were living now, and I rang that guy Chris in A and R at TMM and warned them not to give your address to him either, but

  somebody’s bound to leak it, and that’s why I’m writing. I would have phoned, but I find you are ex-directory.


  Anyway, I thought I had better let you know. Karl has changed ... well, a little. All the same, Gill didn’t take to him and was not at all happy when he took out what I would swear

  is the SAME TIN and rolled himself a joint, which, as you can imagine, is not exactly the drug of choice in our part of Chippenham.


  Let me know if you hear anything. Give my best wishes to – Alison, is it? We were both so delighted to hear things are working out for you at last on a personal level and once

  again, sorry for keeping the album so long.


  With very best wishes,


  Dennis Clarke


 





Dear old Dennis Clarke.


Methodical, play-it-safe Dennis. If you work it out for yourselves, lads, you’ll see that if we do these two gigs in Banbury, we’ll be twenty-seven pounds better off than if we go

up to Sheffield, taking into consideration at least three Little Chef meals, eleven gallons of petrol and tyre-wear ...


Dear old stupid, bloody Dennis. Put it behind you, Lol, it’s not the end of the world. Make a new start. In a couple of years you’ll be laughing about it.


Lol slumped into the old blue armchair.


Nick Drake sang ‘Cello Song’. Calm, upper-class English accent. And yet the black-eyed dog had been at Nick Drake’s door, as sure as the Hellhound had pursued Robert Johnson,

the poor bluesman, over half a century ago. Both of them dead before the age of twenty-seven.


The thought of the hellhound who was Karl Windling back on his trail made Lol’s mouth go dry.


He thought, Where will I go?


The days were growing longer. Living in the country, you could really feel the earth turning, and it made you dizzy.


He would do it. He’d go. Now. In the springtime, when the sun was beginning to linger over the village with its ancient black and white cottages and inns, its old and mellowed church, its

narrow, brown river.


In a similar village, not two hours’ drive from here, sometime in the night, Nick Drake had opened his door to the black-eyed dog.


Now, out there in the orchard, Nick was waiting for Lol.
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Local History


ACTUALLY, JANE THOUGHT, it was excellent living at the pub.


Even though they had to share a bedroom: her at one end knocking off her homework, Mum at the other agonizing over a sermon. Even though you had to be up and into the bathroom pretty early to

avoid having to watch Mum saying – oh my God – her morning prayers.


You tried not to be embarrassed, you really did try. But a grown woman, who actually wasn’t bad-looking for her age, down on her knees under the window, whispering sweet nothings to some

invisible old bloke in the sky ...


What a psychologist would have said, how a counsellor would have put it, was that Jane was actually jealous of God. This single-parent only child, OK, a semi-orphan, and

here’s her widowed mother taking up with Another Guy and this time it’s much more intense, this time it’s the Big Guy, the Real Thing.


This was what a psychologist would say. And was, in fact, more or less what a counsellor had said. The counsellor forced on her by Mum’s bloody theological college the time she

ran away, as they insisted on putting it. Or took a night off, as she tried to explain it to them.


Anyway, the night off had involved putting on some serious make-up and going to a pub and getting chatted up by a computer salesman from Edgbaston before being spotted by one of the prissy

bloody trainee vicars who fancied Mum and took great pleasure in grassing up the delinquent daughter. Jesus, how ironic.


‘All right, what’s on your mind, flower?’


Mum plonked two Diet Cokes on the pub table, the one near the toilets that was always the last to be taken – except, of course, when good old humble Mum was around.


‘Oh,’ Jane said. ‘You know. I mean, nothing really. As such.’


‘As such.’ Mum nodded solemnly.


‘Just wondering if I can put up with that bloody school for another two years before I wind up doing drugs and self-mutilation.’


Third new school in as many years. Though, frankly, when you’d done it once, it got easier. The kids were always more curious about you than you were about them, everybody wanted to hang

out with the new girl, and the teachers would give you the benefit of the doubt for months before proclaiming you Public Enemy Number One.


‘Mmm,’ Mum said. ‘Is it that particular school or just any school desperate enough to take you?’


Jane wrinkled her nose. ‘I just sometimes think I’m too old for it.’


‘Too old for school?’


‘Older than everybody else my age, anyway. Do you really have to wear that thing in here?’


Saturday lunchtime. With the post-Easter tourist season starting up, the bar was pretty full. Being seen lunching with your mother was one thing, sharing a table with the Vicar was something

else.


‘Yes, I really think I do.’ Mum patted her ridiculous collar with something Jane was horribly afraid could be pride.


She lowered her eyes. Hell, even a real dog collar would look better, one of those with coloured-glass jewels or brass spikes. People of Mum’s generation apparently used to wear

them quite a lot during the punk era. She remembered Dad telling her once that Mum, as a teenager, had been a sort of punk. Not exactly the full safety-pin-through-the-nose bit, but certainly

cropped hair and black lipstick. Dad talking in a way that suggested he’d been quite turned on by it. Pretty revolting, really. And the music was embarrassingly awful.


‘Going undercover was never a good idea,’ Mum said. ‘Not in the parish. It only leads to embarrassment later.’


Possibly meaning the guy who’d tried to pick her up in this very bar and had turned out to be head of English at Jane’s new school, the smarmball who could be teaching her A-level

next year. Which – him being married to the girls’ PE teacher – Jane would not hesitate to use to stitch him up if the oily git should give her any hassle.


It was OK staying at the pub, because you learned things about people. Things you might not find out for ages if you were banged up in the vicarage. Like that TV-playwright guy, Richard Coffey,

moving this youngish actor into his house on a fairly permanent basis. The actor was called Stefan Alder and was really succulent totty. Apart from being gay, of course. Or maybe he just

hadn’t met the right woman.


So, yeah, it was good at the Black Swan. Swinging off the school bus and strolling coolly into the bar. On the other hand, there was the question of her apartment. Mustn’t let that one

slide.


‘So, how long before they finish de-Alfing the rectory?’


‘That’s what I was about to tell you.’


Mum was taking delivery of a couple of ploughmans-with-cheddar from the waitress. Don’t do it, Jane pleaded silently. Please don’t say fucking grace ...


‘I meant to say last night.’ Mum speared a piece of celery. (Thank Christ for that.) ‘The rewiring’s complete, they’ve nearly finished work on the kitchen. And

yesterday, apparently, they took out that huge electric fire which is so old it breaks every known regulation. According to Uncle Ted, Alf Hayden must have been getting divine protection to have

avoided being fried. Anyway the bottom line is, we could be in by next weekend. Good?’


‘Yeah. Could be OK.’


Give her the whole of the summer holidays to get things together, apartment-wise. She had in mind this kind of Mondrian effect for the main room; you could paint the squares inside the timbers

in different colours. Ingenious, huh?


It was Uncle Ted, of course, who’d fixed it for them to stay on at the Black Swan, persuading the diocese to fork out for the Woolhope Suite, a bedroom, bathroom and small sitting room

with a decent-sized TV. It was still off-season, so Roland, the proprietor, had been amenable to the kind of deal that people like Uncle Ted prided themselves on making.


Uncle Ted was widowed and seemed to have an arrangement with a widowed lady in Church Street. Ledwardine was really quite liberal and sophisticated. Perhaps the country had always been like

that.


To Jane’s horror, the local paper had been along, to get a picture of her and Mum outside the pub. Mum had insisted on wearing the clerical clobber, and the photographer had made them both

sit on the pub steps, smiling like idiots. B and B Vicar Holds the Fort, it said. Yuk!


Mum’s only objection was to the word vicar. Priest-in-charge was the correct term. It was a temporary thing; apparently there was going to be this big reorganization and Mum could wind up

with about four extra churches, making her a kind of flying minister. That was when they’d give her the official title; meantime it was just the one church, which should have been a piece of

cake. Would have been to anyone but Mum, who seemed determined to become some kind of spiritual doormat: people cornering her in the pub all the time, emergency meetings of the Church Council,

articles to write for the parish magazine (Dear Friends ... yuk!), four trips to Hereford to see parishioners in hospital.


And three funerals inside a fortnight: mega-depressing, or what?


Well, obviously you’d get used to that – be like planting bulbs after a while. Except, if you were Mum, you felt obliged to spend most of a day and a night quizzing relatives and

neighbours about what kind of person the prospective interee was prior to being dead. It’s a life, Jane. You can’t just dismiss a life with a handful of clichés and a couple of jam

scones in the village hall.


She wasn’t even getting bloody overtime. And she was starting to look seriously knackered.


‘Ah. Merrily. Might one perhaps have a word?’


Jane looked up from her lunch. Yeah, she thought. The word is tosser.


‘Sure,’ Mum said. ‘Take a pew.’


‘Thank you.’


Mr Cassidy, of Cassidy’s Country Kitchen – naff, twee, or what? – parked his tight arse, in pristine stonewashed jeans, on the edge of a stool. He held a glass of white wine.

He smiled indulgently down.


‘And how are you, Jane?’


‘Getting by.’


‘We really must arrange for you to meet Colette.’


His snotty daughter, who went to the Cathedral School in Hereford. You saw her posing around the square in the evenings. Sixteen (nearly) and sultry. Jane kept her distance.


‘Super,’ she said.


‘Got a problem, Terrence?’ Mum said briskly.


Mrs Fixit. Why didn’t she just tell him to sod off until she’d finished her lunch?


‘No ... No ...’ Cassidy said airily. ‘It’s simply ... Are you doing anything special tonight?’


Is she ever?


‘Depends which part of the night, really, Terrence.’


‘Mum hates to miss Homicide, Life on the Street.’


The vicar frowned at her daughter. Mr Cassidy smiled thinly. Everything about him was thin, which told you all you needed to know about his bloody awful restaurant.


‘This would be about eight,’ he said. ‘It’s an impromptu meeting of the Festival Committee.’


‘Am I on the Festival Committee?’ Mum wondered.


‘Well, Alf Hayden wasn’t. But we rather thought you should have a say. Especially as we were hoping this year to make more use of the church itself in other than musical areas. To be

specific: drama.’


‘Oh, I’m sure it’s seen plenty of that in its time.’


‘Quite. In fact, it’s about that ... You see, Richard’s over from London for the weekend ... Richard Coffey.’


‘With his boyfriend?’


‘Shut up, Jane,’ Mum said.


‘As you may have heard,’ Cassidy said, ‘Richard has agreed to write a short play especially for the festival, to illustrate a lesser known aspect of local history.’


‘Gosh,’ Mum said. ‘There’s prestigious.’


‘We originally had in mind something social. Perhaps showing how the trade in high-quality cider was almost irrevocably damaged in the eighteenth century by the growing fashion for

French wines.’


‘Yeah, you could invite the Euro-MP—’


‘Jane ...’


Jane retired behind a smirk.


‘However,’ said Cassidy, ‘Richard’s apparently become fascinated by the story of Wil Williams. Which I suppose also has a social aspect, in its way.’


‘Mmm,’ Mum said.


‘Obviously, it’s not something the village nowadays is particularly proud of.’


‘No,’ Mum said. ‘Quite.’


‘Although I suppose it has its tourist possibilities, in a lurid sort of way. Point is, Richard’s drawn certain conclusions which appear to have quite excited him. The case itself is

not well documented, as you know – probably some sort of kangaroo court. But this, of course, gives Richard considerable artistic licence.’


‘Right.’ Mum nodded.


‘And as he’s even talking about bringing in some professional actors, which would be wonderful, especially if the play went on to London. Be rather super, wouldn’t it?

Premiered in Ledwardine Church, and then conquers the capital.’


Mum nodded again. Her eyes had acquired a guarded look.


‘I’d have to talk to the bishop.’


‘Of course.’


‘And, er, Richard’s going to be revealing his plans at tonight’s meeting, is he?’


‘We hope so.’


‘Eight o’clock, you said.’


‘At the village hall. We normally meet in the restaurant, but Saturday is our busy night. You’ll be there?’


‘Well ... all right.’


‘You haven’t met Richard, have you?’


‘We’ve seen him in the bar, though,’ Jane said. ‘With his b—’


‘Look forward to it, Terrence.’


Mum laid her knife and fork neatly down the middle of her half-full plate. Another aborted lunch. You could get quite worried about Mum sometimes. She wasn’t getting any younger. Past the

age when you should be eating like a supermodel.


‘Splendid.’ Cassidy wove off through the crush, holding up his wine like some sort of sacrament.


Jane grinned.


‘I thought you didn’t.’


Mum tossed her bag on her bed.


‘How the hell should I be expected to know who Wil Williams was. I’ve been too busy to even think about local history.’


‘Never mind, you’ve got hours yet.’


‘No, I haven’t. I’ve got to meet Gomer Parry at four. The digger man. Wasn’t for him and the gardening club, the churchyard’d be some kind of nature

reserve.’


‘What a great idea.’


‘Don’t start!’


Mum flopped back on the bed, covered her eyes. The sun blared in through the old leaded window and turned her into a tableau: the exhausted saint.


‘And it’s Saturday afternoon, so the libraries are closed in Hereford and Leominster.’


‘Mum, this is ridiculous, nobody expects you to know absolutely everything.’


‘Yes, they do! That’s the whole point. Jane, I’m the bloody priest-in-charge. I’m supposed to have done my homework. I suppose I could go round and see ... who’s

that old bloke who does the all-our-yesterdays bit for the parish mag?’


‘God, no. I heard him in the post office once. Great queue of people and he was on about how you could send a three-piece suite through the post for less than a shilling in 1938.

You’d be lucky to get away in time for the meeting. Look, OK ... I’ll find out who he was.’


Mum took her hands away from her eyes.


‘How?’


‘Don’t look at me like I’ve never done anything for you ever!’


‘I mean ... properly?’


‘No, I’ll make it all up. Of course properly. And I’ll keep you out of it. I’ll say it’s for a school project.’


‘Where will you go?’


‘Ledwardine Lore.’


‘But that’s—’


‘Miss Devenish.’


Mum sat up. ‘Oh no. You said properly. You’ll just get the Miss Devenish version, which may not ... And anyway ...’


‘Yes?’


Mum did one of her heavy sighs. She’d had this thing about Miss Devenish ever since the great Powell suicide. The old girl had made a scene about this wassailing scenario being all wrong

and no good would come of it and ... bang! ... no good came of it. Spooky, yeah? Right. Jane was never going to forgive herself for missing all that. Of course, that was in her

Ledwardine Denial Period; she was over that now.


‘Mum, look, that’s the only shop in the village where you can get real local history books. We’re going to have to get one sometime.’


‘All right, just pop in and grab a book.’


‘I won’t know which one it’s in, will I? You can’t stand there in a shop that size, going through all the indexes. I’ll have to ask her about it.’


Jane sat on a corner of the bed, searching out her mother’s eyes. People said they had the same eyes, dark and curious.


‘Got you,’ she said. ‘You don’t like me going in there, do you? Because people say she’s a bit of an old witch. Daughter of the priest-in-charge mustn’t be

seen consorting with satanic forces, right?’


‘That’s cobblers, Jane. However, until we’ve got our feet under the table we’re going to have to tread carefully, walk on a few eggshells. Is that a mixed

metaphor?’


‘No, spot on, actually. In an accidental sort of way. So. How do you want to play it? Do you want me to find out who Wil Williams was, or do you want to busk it with Coffey and Cassidy?

Hey, you think Stefan might be there tonight?’


‘I have no idea.’


‘Can I come?’


‘Absolutely not. God forbid. Neither will you hang around the bar. You can stay up here and watch TV.’


‘It’s Saturday night.’


‘Look, flower, we’ll have a home in a week or so. We can start shipping all your clothes and your albums and books and stuff over from Cheltenham.’


‘Yeah.’ She supposed there had been cultural withdrawal symptoms, from the music especially. Weeks since she’d lain on a bed with her eyes closed in a room full of

Radiohead.


‘You won’t have to be bored any more,’ Mum said. ‘We’ll be settled, for the first time in years.’


‘You think so?’


‘Actually, I don’t know. I don’t really know what I’m doing.’ Mum sighed. ‘Sod it, flower,’ she said wearily. ‘I suppose I could consult Ted, but

I’ve been bothering him too much lately. Go on. Go and ask Miss Devenish who on earth Wil Williams is.’
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Straight Shooter


THIS FRENZIED SLAM, slam slam, flat of a hand on the door panels, someone who’d given up with the bell, given up with the

knocker.


Lol flailed out of unconsciousness. Must’ve fallen asleep. Did that so easily now in the daytime, result of spending evenings dozing in front of the stove, staggering miserably to bed and

lying awake until it was light. Yet there was something different about today ... wasn’t there?


Now the door handle was being rattled, the letter-flap pushed in and out, his name being screamed.


Oh my God. The black cat sailed from his knees. He rolled out of the chair. Alison. She’s here.


Go carefully. Go slowly. You only get one chance. Be cool.


Yeah, I’m fine. I just needed to talk to you. No weeping, no pleading. Just the truth. Because I can’t believe it was some fast-flowering infatuation did this to us, nor a sudden

realization that he was what you’d always wanted. I can’t believe you saw him in his tweeds and his gumboots and you thought, that’s what I need to give my life direction, a

genuine old-style landowner in a damp old seven-bedroomed farmhouse with cowshit on the lino and—


‘Laurence! Are you there? Laurence!’


Close to the door, Lol sagged.


It was not Alison. No indeed. He opened up, and there she was under the big hat, elbows making batwings out of the poncho.


‘You dismal tripehound! What the fuck are you playing at?’ Striding into the living room, flinging back curtains. ‘Do you know what time it is?’


He looked at the travel alarm on the mantelpiece. It said 14.15. This had to be wrong; maybe it had stopped.


Christ, six hours?


Lol looked sheepishly into Lucy’s hot, glaring face. ‘I ... fell asleep.’


He remembered that this was Saturday afternoon. He’d promised to mind her shop.


The Nick Drake album was still revolving on the turntable, the needle grinding it up. It would be ruined now. Like everything he touched.


‘Don’t know what happened, Luce. It was just like ... I got up this morning ... then like fell asleep in the chair. Just completely—’


‘You’re lying.’ She was advancing on him like a big policewoman. ‘Come on, hand them over.’


‘Huh?’


‘Pills.’ She held out a big, pink palm. ‘Don’t fart about with me, Laurence, I’m not in the mood. Pills. Want to see what they are.’


‘I haven’t got any pills.’ He spread his hands. ‘Honestly.’


‘People with a background like yours,’ Lucy said, ‘always have pills.’


‘Oh God.’ He was far too ashamed to explain. ‘Doesn’t everything go pear-shaped?’


‘What you mean by that?’ Her eyes nail-gunned him to the wall. ‘Two days’ milk outside? All the curtains drawn? I won’t ask you again ... How many did you

take?’


‘Lucy,’ Lol said, ‘would I leave a little cat to starve?’


She loomed over him. ‘Answer my question, damn you, or I’ll box your bloody ears.’


He stood back, both hands up. ‘I didn’t take any. No pills. All right?’


‘The milk? The curtains?’


‘See, I was lying awake all night. I’m thinking, you know, you’ve got to get your shit together, you can’t be a little wimp all your life, you’ve got to talk to

her. And that ... I mean, that isn’t easy. I can’t go up to her in the street, I’m not ready to do that.’


‘Why can’t you simply phone her up?’


‘Because either he answers and I hang up, or she answers and she hangs up. She doesn’t want to talk to me. But she likes to know I’m all right, that I haven’t done

anything really stupid. Like, what she really wants is for me to move out, but in the meantime she rides past the house every couple of mornings, presumably hoping she’ll see a For Sale sign

but, failing that, some reassurance that I haven’t set fire to the place, cut my wrists in the bath, you know?’


‘How thoughtful,’ Lucy said.


‘I find that ... comforting.’


‘That she’s worried she might have driven you to take your own life? Ah ...’ Lucy took off her hat, tossed it on the chair. ‘One begins to see. You really are a sick,

twisted little person, aren’t you, Laurence?’


He said nothing.


‘A silly charade. This was a silly, stupid charade. You wanted her to think you’d done it. You drew the curtains, made it seem as if you hadn’t collected the milk for two days,

put on some mournful record. And then what? She sees you’re alive and falls into your arms?’


‘We just talk,’ Lol said. ‘Finally, we talk. See, I tried calling to her. She won’t get off the horse. She just turns around, trots away. You run after her.

She—’


‘Pshaw!’ Lucy said. She was the only person he’d ever encountered who actually said this. ‘If attempted suicide is a cry for help, Laurence, this is, at best, a feeble

squeak.’


‘Mmm.’ He nodded miserably.


‘Laurence!’ Lucy held his eyes like a hypnotist. ‘You’re letting me bully you! You aren’t even putting up a fight against an old woman with no business interfering

in your affairs. We can’t have that, can we? Can we, Laurence?’


‘No,’ he said humbly, and she threw up her arms.


‘Aaagh! You can have what the hell you like, you clown. It’s your life. My God, but those hospital shrinks have a lot to answer for. Keep ’em drugged up to the eyeballs

and then send ’em out like zombies.’


‘Actually, I was a bit like that before I went in.’


Lucy shook her head. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Have a pee, splash some water on your face, and then we’ll go.’


Through the window, he saw her moped parked behind his muddied Astra in the short drive.


‘All right,’ Lol said.


She let him push the moped down Blackberry Lane, across the square and into the mews enclosing Ledwardine Lore.


Lucy insisted she needed somebody to look after the shop occasionally. When was she to do her own shopping otherwise? Used to be a girl came in two afternoons a week, but she’d had a baby

and left the area.


‘Everything’s priced,’ Lucy told Lol, unlocking the door. ‘And if it’s not, you can always make one up.’


She was doing this to bring him out, bring him into the village. He hated coming into Ledwardine on his own. They still smirked at him in shops. Been smirking at him for months. He’d

thought it was because he was such an obvious townie and maybe he should grow sideburns below his ears, buy a rusty pick-up truck. Not realizing they all knew what he didn’t, that the entire

bloody village knew.


‘And you won’t have to face any of the locals,’ she said, identifying his fears, gathering them up. ‘Only tourists on a Saturday.’


He relaxed. Lucy’s tiny, overcrowded shop had in it the essence of what he liked about this place, what he’d miss when he sold the cottage and cleared out: the red soil and the long,

wooded hills and the twisted houses with old bones of blackened oak. And the apples. Why were apples so cheerful and wholesome, while the orchard was so oppressive?


‘Bad for you,’ Lucy was saying. ‘Wrong type of woman entirely. Not that she won’t be bad for him. But that’s his lookout. And he’s stronger than you

are.’


‘Thanks.’


‘I never dress things up. Woman’s a destroyer. What you need is a preserver.’


‘We had something,’ Lol said. ‘I know I’m naive, I know I don’t see things. But you don’t set up a home with someone in a new place unless you feel

there’s something worth having.’


Lucy shook her head at his short-sightedness. Lol thought of the day he’d come home to find Bull-Davies’s big Land Rover outside the cottage, filled up to the canvas with

Alison’s stuff. How cool she’d been, how matter-of-fact about it, sitting him down at the kitchen table and telling him simply and concisely. Apologizing, in an almost formal way.

Kissing him calmly, like she was just going off to London or somewhere for the day.


‘If you’d seen her at that Twelfth Night debacle,’ Lucy said, ‘you wouldn’t be so damned charitable. Where were you on Twelfth Night, anyway?’


‘Oxford. With a bloke I’d done some lyrics for.’


‘A cruel woman. And yet curiously shallow. Horse-riding, point-to-point, driving around in muddy Land Rovers, racing up the sweeping drive, being lady of the manor ...’


‘You’re making her sound starry-eyed,’ Lol said. ‘She’s not.’


‘No, indeed. She’s cunning. Manipulative. Knows how to use her looks. And the Bull’s a male-menopausal stooge who’s known only two kinds of women, garrison-town whores

and county-set heifers. She’s got his balls in the palm of her hand and she’s not going to let go. And if you think a passing concern that little Laurence might top himself is any sign

she may come back when she tires of the Bull’s body then, my boy, you’re even less bright than you look.’


‘Thanks.’


‘I’m a straight shooter, Laurence. You were just a stepping stone to the mansion on the hill. Poor James.’


‘Poor James?’ Lol sat down on the stool behind the counter. ‘He’s got the mansion on the hill, even if it is crumbling around him. Now he’s got the girl,

too, no strings. Yeah, poor old James.’


‘I’m sorry. It’s just that I knew his father. Or at least I knew Patricia Young, who, I suppose, was one of the old man’s Alisons.’


‘Family tradition, huh?’


‘A tradition in most old country families. I say one of the old man’s Alisons, but she wasn’t at all like that. Patricia was bright, but a little naive. Like you. Stablegirl at

the Hall who hadn’t realized that part of a stablegirl’s job was to lie down in the hay with her breeches off, as required. For John Bull-Davies.’


Lucy frowned. She took a paperback book down from a shelf, laid it on the counter.


‘Dissolute old bastard, John Bull-Davies. Slave to the flesh, and let everything else slip through his fingers: money, land, public esteem. If he hadn’t died when he did,

there’d’ve been nothing left for James. Perhaps that would have been no bad thing, boy seemed to have been on the straight and narrow in the army. Now he’s been forced to pick up

the pieces. And seems, unfortunately, to have slipped further into the family mould than I’d have expected.’


‘What happened to the stablegirl?’


‘I warned her to get out and she did. She left. I’m sure he must have found a replacement – or two, or three – before he died. Time that family faded out of the picture,

I say. Turn Upper Hall into a nursing home. And that’s coming from an old conservationist. No, I hope your Alison takes him for everything he’s got, forces him to sell up and move away.

It isn’t healthy for him here, because James has some sort of conscience. But that’s not your problem.’


He no longer understood what she was on about. She looked down at him, pushed towards him the paperback book she’d taken down.


‘I shall be back by five-thirty,’ she said. ‘Read this between customers. If you don’t get any customers, you’ll be able to read the lot.’


Lol picked up the book. A Penguin Classic. Thomas Traherne: Selected Poems and Prose.


‘This is the man you need,’ Lucy said. ‘Sitting there playing your mournful, wistful records. Do you no damn good at all. It’s spring. Let Traherne into your life. Open

your heart to the Eternal.’


Lol had heard of the guy. Seventeenth-century visionary poet, born in Hereford, lived in Credenhill, about seven miles from here, where he was ...


‘He was a priest, wasn’t he? Vicar?’


‘Rector of Credenhill. I know what you’re thinking, but Traherne’s spirituality and your parents’ so-called Christianity are poles apart. That’s the whole point of

this. You never enjoy the world aright till the sea itself floweth in your veins, till you are clothed with the heavens and crown’d with the stars.’


‘That was him?’


‘You have to learn to open up. Let the world flow into you again. Go into the village on your own and go in smiling. That’s what Traherne did. Happiest man in the county. Discovered

felicity. His great realization was that God wants us to enjoy life and nature. That if we don’t, we’re throwing it all back in His face. Traherne walked the fields and was truly

happy.’


‘Maybe he’d just discovered magic mushrooms,’ Lol said.


Lucy snorted, pulled down her big hat and left him to it.
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Buds


THE TRUTH OF it was that, from that first solo stroll around the village, Jane had been looking for an excuse to go into Ledwardine Lore.


She’d been up to it several times, but you could see through the window that the place was too small to browse around and escape without buying something. Maybe that was why so few local

people seemed to go in – made more sense than all this stuff about Miss Devenish being weird. Like weirdness was something new in the countryside.


Emerging from the lustrous oakiness of the Black Swan, Jane skipped down the five steps to the cobbles. These were mainly new cobbles, the original ones being so worn away by horses’ hoofs

that they’d apparently been considered too dangerous; smart ladies en route to Cassidy’s Country Kitchen might fracture their stiletto heels.


The alleyway was just yards from the bottom of the steps. It was très bijou, the most terminally bijou part of the village, all bulging walls and lamp-brackets. In the days when

the Black Swan was a coaching inn, it was probably a mews, with stables. Now the stables and an attached barn had become Cassidy’s Country Kitchen, with its deli and its restaurant,

specializing in game and salmon and things served in nouvelle-cuisine-size portions at silly prices. Jane thought she’d have preferred it in the old days when the best you could expect was a

nosebag full of oats.


There were a few early tourists about. Also the famous Colette Cassidy, shrugged into the Country Kitchen doorway, looking like a high-class hooker in a short, white dress. She raised an eyebrow

at Jane but didn’t smile. Jane, in jeans and an old blue Pulp T-shirt, breezed past with a noncommittal ‘Hi’.


Ledwardine Lore was at the very end of the mews, crunched into a corner by the flatulent spread of the Country Kitchen. The sign over the window was uptilted so that ‘Lore’ was

almost pointing at the twisted chimney; if it had been horizontal they’d never have squeezed all the letters in. As she pushed open the door, Jane could have sworn she heard an amused snort

from Colette and was disgusted with herself for blushing.
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