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An Edwardian Romance of Gold, Frankincense and Myrrh


From the novel by Florence Barclay







For Elizabeth


Lovely, intelligent and kind. A rare combination.
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CHAPTER ONE



David Rivers was home on sick leave from the wilds of Central Africa. His evening sermon was ready. He leaned back in his armchair and mentally relaxed the tension at which he had been sitting. The final sentence silently thrilled into the quiet study in words which would resound soon through the half-empty little village church.





David felt as did the young David of old, when he paused at the brook and chose five smooth stones for his sling on his way to meet the mighty champion of the Philistines. David Rivers was now ready to go forward and fight the Goliaths of apathy and inattention; the lifelong habit of the congregation of not listening to the preacher or giving any heed to the message he brought. He was accustomed to people to whom every thought was news and every word was life, men ready and eager to listen and believe and willing, once they believed, to be buried alive or tried to their last breath, tied to the stake, rather than relinquish or deny the faith he taught them.





The congregation in the little Hampshire village where the venerated Rector had suffered influenza, consisted entirely of well-to-do farmers and their families, labouring men who came because the public houses had been closed and it was the only warm place to be found on Sunday; a few devout elderly men and women and a fair sprinkling of village lads and lassies who took more interest in themselves or each other than divine worship.





The Rector, father of his people, could do no wrong. He had christened, confirmed, married and buried them for fifty years but they would as soon have thought of trying to understand his sermons as of questioning his soundness. As he slowly and carefully mounted the pulpit each Sunday, the hearts of his people were with him. Every well-known routine was safely accomplished each Sabbath and in it all they acquiesced without question. So they slumbered, fidgeted or thought of other things until the benediction bowed them to their knees and the first strident blasts of the organ sent them gaily trooping out of the church and home to Sunday dinners, virtuous and content.





Into this atmosphere of pious apathy strode David Rivers, aflame with zeal for his Lord … a young prophet of fire in the still waters of a Hampshire village. As David convalesced, he had wondered how on earth he would scrape together the necessary funds to enable him to return to his beloved Africa, so the Rector’s advertisement for help, offering attractive terms for a short while, appealed to him.





A friendship between the two men was speedily cemented. The white-haired old man, overflowing with geniality, punctilious in old-fashioned courtesy, reminded David of his father long dead, while the young enthusiast with white, worn face and deep-set shining eyes struck a silent cord in the heart of the easygoing old Rector. He saw him as someone he himself might have been had he chosen a harder path when standing at the cross-roads of life. It was too late now to sigh after a departed ideal but as belated tribute to its memory, he doubled the remuneration he offered, left the keys to the bookcase in the library and recommended David to the special care of his faithful housekeeper, Sarah.





The fact that young David Rivers had left his heart among the wild tribes of Central Africa had made him careless of ordinary creature comforts so he tended to decline the sherry offered to him by a solicitous Sarah after a full days work on Sundays although he undoubtedly did look as worn and tired as Sarah thought. Nevertheless David enjoyed the Rector’s large armchair upholstered in maroon leather and delighted in the oak-panelled study with its atmosphere of calm and dedication.





This last Sunday of his ministry at Brambledene happened to fall on Christmas Eve. Also, for once, it was true Christmas weather. As David walked to church that morning, every branch and twig, every ivy leaf and holly berry, sparkled in the sunshine. The frosty lanes were white and hard and an indescribable exhilaration was in the air. Church bells, near and far, peeled joyously. The Christmas spirit was already here.





‘Unto us a Child is born, unto us a Son is given,’ quoted David as he swung up the lanes. Movement seemed a pleasure. Mentally he contrasted this keen frost with the mosquito-haunted swamps of the African jungle. It was five years since he had a Christmas in England. The unaccustomed sense of health and vigour brought the contrast of his deathly lassitude and malarial fever, sharply into focus. But instantly his loyal heart cried, ‘Unto them a Child is born,’ and he knew again his high and holy calling and how would they believe in a Son who was given to them if they had never heard of Him. How would they hear if he did not go back to them.





The little church was bright with holly and heavy with evergreens but to David that morning his sermon had seemed to him a failure. His text confronted him in letters of gold on crimson background of the massive old church Bible.


‘Emmanuel - God with us.’


Not one mind seemed to be with David as he gave it out, read it twice, slowly and clearly, and then proceeded to explain that this wonderful name, Emmanuel, was never intended to be the world’s name for Him. However, at this statement, Mrs. Churchwarden Smith raised her eyebrows and began turning over the leaves of her Bible. Encourage by this unusual sign of attention, David leaned over the pulpit and tried to drive the thought home. It had been a discovery to himself the evening before and was beginning to mean much to him.





‘The name Emmanuel,’ he said, ‘so freely used in our church decorations at this season, occurs only three times in the Bible, the most important one is quoted in Matthew and says, ‘Behold a virgin shall bear a Son and shall call His name, Emmanuel.’


David continued looking earnestly down and endeavouring to disregard the rustling pages. ‘I want you to realise this was His mother’s name for Him, for the new-born King, for the Babe of Bethlehem, the little son in the village home of Nazareth. His presence there, meant for that humble mother, ‘God with us.’ If you want to find our name for Him, look at the angel’s message to Joseph, ‘You shall call His name Jesus, for He shall save His people from their sins.’ David paused and looked earnestly into the church for some response to the thrill of his own soul.





‘As she clasped the infant to her through the long hours of that night ride to Egypt, she could say, ‘God with us in our flight and peril. In the carpenter’s home with the many trials and vexations of a village life of poverty where He was always subject to His parents, always patient, gentle and understanding, she could often say, ‘Emmanuel, God with us!’ said David, slowly and impressively, ‘if only boys in your village could be this to their mothers. If their loyal obedience, gentleness and love could make it possible for their mothers to say, ‘When my little boy is at home, the love of God is here. I see the Christ-like life in my boy. Truly, Emmanuel, God is with us.’





‘Whatever did he mean by trying to take the name Emmanuel from us?’ said Mrs. Churchwarden Smith at the dinner table at the farm. ‘Seems to me if he stays much longer we’ll have no Bible left.’ ‘I’ve no patience with these young chaps,’ said her husband as soon as speech was possible and his mouth was a little less full. He always enjoyed his good wife’s Sunday lunch and his sleep afterwards. ‘They’re all ‘Ebrew and Greek to parade their own learning.’ Mrs. Smith watchfully bided her time. Then she said, ‘Popish too, to talk so much about the mother of our Lord.’ ‘Did he mention her?’ said Mr. Churchwarden Smith.





Yes, as he thought it over during his lonely lunch, David felt more and more convinced that his morning sermon had been a failure. Notwithstanding, he prepared the evening sermon with equal care, a spice of enjoyment added, owing to the fact that he would possibly - probably - almost to a certainty - have in the evening congregation someone able to understand and appreciate each point, a mind of the calibre of his own, a soul he was bent on winning.





As he closed his Bible and relaxed over the thought that the sermon was complete, he smiled into the glowing wood fire, saying to himself in glad anticipation, ‘My Lady of Mystery will undoubtedly be there. Now I wonder if she believes there were three Wise Men!’




CHAPTER 2


David thrust his hands deep into his pockets. It was a short, well-cut but slightly threadbare and well loved coat. He crossed his knees, lay back in the Rector’s big chair. Sitting in warmth and comfort, he let his thoughts dwell in detail on the first time he had seen her. The Christmas snow fell softly and gathering twilight slowly hushed the day to rest.


‘Yes, undoubtedly my Lady of Mystery will be there,’ thought David Rivers, ‘unless this fall of snow keeps her away.’ It was so long since he had preached in England, he soon realised that, with his eyes down on a written page, he had no hope of keeping the attention of his audience. On all subsequent Sundays he half memorised his sermons and hardly realised how constantly, in their delivery, there flowed a subconscious depth of thought clothed in eloquent and appropriate language.





On his second Sunday evening he had stepped to the pulpit depressed and discouraged. In the morning he had fallen out with the choir. Large numbers of church offspring sat on each side of the chancel and vied with one another to out sing the other. The rivalry resulted in a specially loud and joyful noise. David, jarred in every nerve, and forgetting for the moment that he was not dealing with his African aborigines, wheeled round, held up his hand, and had said, ‘Hush!’ This resulted in the loss of the tenor solo and, from the organist, a prolonged search for a suitable voluntary during the whole of the sermon. Wishing himself back in his African forests, David began the service in a chastened voice on that second Sunday evening.





During the singing of the first of the evening Psalms, the door at the further end of the church was pushed gently open. A tall figure entered alone, closed the door noiselessly behind her and stood for a moment in hesitating uncertainty. Then the old verger hustled out of his seat and ushered her into a cushioned pew halfway up the church.





The congregation awoke to some interest. The choir infused a tone of excitement and in each pew as she passed there was a nudge or a whisper. David’s first impression of her was of an embodiment of silence and softness - so silently did she pass to the end of the empty pew right against the stout whitewashed pillar. No rustle, no tinkle, marked her progress, only a silent fragrance of violets. And of softness; soft furs, soft velvet and soft hair; soft grey eyes beneath the brim of a dark green velvet hat.





But his second impression was different. She was looking at him with an amused scrutiny and her eyes were keen and penetrating. The beautifully moulded chin was firm and white against the soft brown fur. She regarded him steadily for some minutes then looked away. David became aware with that subtle intuition which was a sixth sense to preachers, that nothing about the service was reaching her. Her mind was far away. Whatever her object in entering the little whitewashed church in Brambledene, it was not worship.


But when he began to preach, he arrested her attention.





She glanced up quickly, interest in her clear eyes. Afterwards, although she did not lift them again and partly turned away, leaning against the pillar so that he could only see the clear cut whiteness of her perfect profile, he knew that she was listening.





From that hour, David’s evening sermons were prepared with the more or less conscious idea of reaching the soul of that calm, immovable Lady of Mystery. She did not attract him as a woman. Her beauty meant nothing to him.


He had long ago faced the fact that his call to Africa must mean celibacy. He would never allow a woman to share such dangers and privations as those through which he had come. Five years of the climate had undermined his own magnificent constitution and if he took a wife there, it would simply mean a lonely grave. So David had faced it and had not the smallest intention of swerving from his decision. His people were his children. So no element of romance entered his thoughts concerning the beautiful woman who leaned against the pillar each Sunday evening. Even though she showed, by a slight flicker of the eyelids or curve of the proud lips, that she heard and appreciated each point in his sermon. How far she agreed, he had no means of knowing. Who she was and from where, he did not attempt to find out. He preferred that she should remain as his Lady of Mystery. He never chanced to see her arrive and nor did he see her depart, always resisting the temptation to leave the church hurriedly himself. So she remained as he had first seen her, the Lady of Mystery, and now his last Sunday had come.





So as he thought of her, he longed to see a look of faith and joy dawn in her cold, sad eyes. He wanted this beautiful personality, this forceful character, this strong, self-reliant soul, for his Master’s service, for the kingdom of his King.


He wanted nothing for himself. Why should he? He wanted to win her for his Lord. He wanted it more ardently than he had ever desired anything in his life before. He was most perplexed at the strength and insistence of the thought. And now his last chance had come.





He rose and went to watch the snow fall. ‘Undoubtedly,’ said David again, ‘she will come.’


He paced up and down, repeating stray sentences from his sermon. Sarah brought in the lamp, drew the heavy curtains and shut out the snow and darkness.





Sarah, stout, comfortable and motherly, looked with dismay at David’s thin, worn face, and the clothes which seemed to hang so loosely. It tried the kind heart and practical mind of the Rector’s good housekeeper. She was used to the rosy-cheeked plumpness of her easy going master. ‘But when he looks up and speaks,’ she confided in a friend who had dropped in for tea and her hot buttered scones, ‘his voice is like music, so ‘tis, and he seems so alive although ‘e’s so shrunk up, something burning and shining inside of ‘im. Oh, I don’t know!’ She concluded, alarmed by her own eloquence. ‘Creepy, I call it,’ said the friend. ‘Creepy, it is,’ agreed Sarah. Nevertheless she watched carefully over David’s creature comforts and he owed it to her insistence that he weighed a good deal heavier when he left Brambledene than when he arrived there.





She now brought in tea, temptingly arranged on a tray and poured his first cup. ‘My last Sunday, Sarah,’ said David, looking at her with those deep-set shining eyes of his. ‘I shall not bother you much longer. I’ve a service tomorrow, Christmas Day, then I’m off to town and in a couple of weeks sail to Central Africa. I wonder how you would like Africa, Sarah. How are you with snakes? Are you afraid of them? ‘Don’t mention anything like that, Mr. Rivers, sir.’ replied Sarah in a whisper. ‘Nasty, evil things! If Eve had been as fearful of them as I am, there’d never have been no fall. You wouldn’t catch me standing there talking theology to a snake.’ ‘You forget the attraction of the luscious fruit, Sarah.’


‘Yes, poor Eve,’ said Sarah as she sidled respectfully to the door, ‘I’d ‘ave taken to m’heels and run. Eat your hot, buttered toast, sir, and give over thinking about snakes. Dear heart, it’s Christmas Eve.’ ‘So it is,’ said David, with a grin, ‘and my sermon’s about a star. I’ll stop thinking about snakes and look higher. All right! I’ll eat every bit, don’t worry!’





As David tramped to church the moon was rising. The church looked like a Christmas card and above its ivy-covered tower, luminous as a lamp, shone out one brilliant star.





As he reached the old litch-gate, two brilliant lights shone down the road from the opposite direction. The next moment a motor glided swiftly to the gate and stopped. A footman sprang down from beside the chauffeur and opened the door. Seated inside, half buried in furs, David saw the calm, sweet face of his Lady of Mystery. He stood to one side in the shadow of the gate and waited. The footman drew out the rug. She stepped out, tall and silent. David saw the calm whiteness of her features in the moonlight. She took no more notice of her men than if they had been machines, but passed straight into the porch. The footman bundled in the white fur rug, closed the door, took his place beside the chauffeur and the large, roomy car glided silently away. Nothing remained save a delicate fragrance of violets under the litch-gate beneath which she had passed.





The whole thing had taken twenty seconds and seemed to David like a dream. Nothing was left to prove its reality save the elusive scent of violets and marks of the huge tyres in the snow but as David made his way round to the vestry door, he knew his Lady of Mystery was already in her corner by the whitewashed pillar and also knew he had been right in placing her in an environment of luxury and wealth.





Christmas had produced a larger than normal congregation. The service was as cheerful and noisy as the choir could make it. David’s quiet voice seemed only to be heard at rare intervals. The Lady of Mystery looked alternatively bored and amused, her expression more calmly critical. She had discarded her large velvet hat for a soft silver-grey fur, placed lightly on a wealth of golden hair. This tended to make her look older and harder and David, who had thought her twenty-five, now began to wonder whether she was not older than himself. Her expression credited her with a full thirty years of worldly experience.





David mounted the steps of the pulpit to the inspirational strains of ‘While shepherds watched their flocks by night, all seated on the ground.’ In the midst of the congregation’s joyful and erratic singing of this peaceful scene on Bethlehem’s hills, David’s white, earnest face appeared in the pulpit, looking down anxiously upon them all.





The words of his opening prayer brought a sense of peace and the silence of his long, intentional pause after ‘Let us pray,’ had accentuated the remembrance of the hubbub preceding it. David felt the weird chanting of his Africans compared quite favourably from the point of view of reverence and music, with the singing in this English village church. His very soul was jarred and his nerves all on edge.





As he stood silent, while the congregation settled themselves into their seats, looking down he met the grey eyes of his Lady of Mystery.





He paused, confused, exultant. Her eyes said; ‘I am waiting … I have come for this.’




CHAPTER 3


David Rivers felt a sense of inspiration fill him. With glad assurance he gave out his text. ‘When they saw the star, they rejoiced with exceeding great joy. And when they had opened their treasures, they presented unto Him gifts; gold, frankincense and myrrh.’





Mr. Churchwarden Jones in his corner and Mr. Churchwarden Smith in his corner verified the text was really there in the Bible, close the books noisily, removed their spectacles, leant well back and proceeded to go unmistakably to sleep. David had got into the habit of reading his text slowly and twice while this performance took place.





When the two churchwardens were in position and their gold watch chains looped on the ample waistcoats the attention of the congregation was already wandering.


‘My friends,’ said David, ‘although it is Christmas Eve, I am speaking about the star because I shall soon no longer have the privilege of addressing you. I expect to be shortly on the ocean, carrying the Christmas message of peace on earth, goodwill to all men, to the natives of Central Africa.’





No-one looked in any way responsive. No-one seemed to care in the least where David Rivers might be soon … He tried to gain and hold their attention. ‘Our text talks about the Wise Men, guided by the star, journeyed over the desert in quest of the new-born King. If I were to ask you, how many of you would say, three wise men?’ No-one looked in the least interested.
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