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			‘I love this novel. It pulls off the three-card trick of being entertaining, genuinely touching, and a  fascinating insight into Hopkins’ poetry’ 

			Harriett Gilbert, presenter of A Good Read

			‘A splendid mix of literary detection, historical description and contemporary romance. Edge’s witty debunking of the Vatican conspiracy genre will appeal equally to fans and detractors of Dan Brown’

			Michael Arditti

			‘Wonderfully enjoyable: a masterful mash-up of contemporary literary satire and poetic erudition which had me laughing out loud and then reaching for Hopkins’ collected works. Prepare to be delighted’

			Liz Trenow

			‘A compelling and captivating debut’

			Laurie Graham

			‘A fascinating interweaving of fact and fiction; Edge has cleverly told three stories that deal with some of life’s biggest questions, in a way that is both humorous and deeply touching’

			Helen Batten

			‘A deft fusion of genuinely funny writing and deeply  poignant drama bound artfully around the vividly  imagined character of Hopkins, who is long overdue a revival and deservedly takes centre-stage’

			Jennifer Selway, Daily Express

		

	
		
			Tim Cleverley inherits a failing pub in Wales, which he plans to rescue by enlisting an American pulp novelist to concoct an entirely fabricated ‘mystery’ about the poet Gerard Manley Hopkins, who wrote his masterpiece The Wreck of the Deutschland nearby.

			Blending the real stories of Hopkins and the shipwrecked nuns of his poem with a contemporary love story, while casting a wry eye on the Da Vinci Code industry, The Hopkins Conundrum is a highly original mix of page-turning fiction, literary biography and satirical commentary.
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			SIMON EDGE read philosophy at Cambridge and edited the newspaper Capital Gay before becoming a gossip columnist on the Evening Standard and a feature writer on the Daily Express. He has taught creative writing at City University and also worked as a spin doctor. The Hopkins Conundrum is his first novel.
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			I CAUGHT this morning morning’s minion, 

		    king-dom of daylight’s dauphin, dapple-dáwn-drawn Falcon, in his riding
Of the rólling level úndernéath him steady áir, and stríding
High there, how he rung upon the rein of a wimpling wing
In his ecstasy! then off, off forth on swing,

		    As a skate’s heel sweeps smooth on a bow-bend: the hurl and gliding
Rebuffed the big wind. My heart in hiding
Stirred for a bird,—the achieve of, the mastery of the thing!

			Brute beauty and valour and act, oh, air, pride, plume, here
Buckle! AND the fire that breaks from thee then, a billion
Times told lovelier, more dangerous, O my chevalier!

			No wónder of it: shéer plód makes plóugh down síllion
Shine, and blue-bleak embers, ah my dear,
Fall, gáll themsélves, and gásh góld-vermillion.

			Gerard Manley Hopkins

		

	
		
			The Lords of the Admiralty received a telegram from Sheerness reporting that a small life-boat had washed up on Garrison Point Beach this morning, containing one man alive and two dead. From the imperfect English the survivor speaks it was ascertained that the boat was washed away from the Deutschland, of Bremen. It is supposed this vessel struck either the Galloper or Kentish Knock Sands, at the entrance of the Thames. A tug has been sent from Sheerness to search and afford aid. The following telegram has also been received from the commanding officer of Her Majesty’s ship Penelope, at Harwich:

			“The Deutschland, of and from Bremen for New York, with emigrants, grounded on the Kentish Knock on Monday morning. She afterwards knocked over the sand, and is now lying in four and a half fathoms, apparently broken amidships. Estimated number of passengers and crew lost, 50. Remainder landed and under the care of the German Consul at Harwich. The Locust, tug (sent from Sheerness to assist wreck), will pass Kentish Knock on the way to the Galloper.”

			From The Times, London, Wednesday, December 8, 1875

		

	
		
			Florida, the present day
London, 1876

			Two men called Barry each read a communication on a Monday morning in May, and each of them frown. They don’t know one another, because they have been born a hundred and twenty-nine years apart, one in the old world, the other in the new, which means the two Mondays are separated by five thousand miles and fifty thousand days. And because of this gap in time, only one of the men actually thinks WTF? But the other effectively thinks it too.

			It is certainly the spirit of Father Aloysius Barry’s reaction as he slits open a slim envelope, addressed in a tangled, coiling hand to his employer, at their cramped fourth-floor offices in Davies Street, Mayfair, and unfolds the manuscript it contains. Father Aloysius is used to opening submissions of little merit and is well versed in the various tactful phrases that can be employed when he returns the unwanted material. But this offering is on a different level. Written in the same hand as the envelope, the text looks instantly peculiar, because it is spattered with bizarre dashes and ellipses of a kind he has never seen before. The lines are neatly arranged and legible enough, but the words do not convey meaning in any conventional sense, and no amount of reading and re-reading makes them any clearer, which Father Aloysius is certain is not for want of education on his part. The effort to make something of it causes his head to spin, and it comes as a relief when he gives himself permission to stop trying. Even to his own relatively inexperienced eye, this submission is not just unpublishable: it verges on the insane. And considering the address the package has come from, that could be a matter of more than just literary concern. It will certainly need more careful handling than the usual polite refusal.

			Father Aloysius sighs, puts the manuscript at the bottom of his pending pile, and hopes something will come to him by the time he reaches it. Perhaps his editor will know what to say.

			For Barry Brook, author of The Poussin Conundrum, there are no syntactical thickets to negotiate, no obscure vocabulary or wild system of notation in the message he reads on his iPhone at his large, Mexican-style canal-side home in Fort Lauderdale, Florida. It’s just an ordinary tweet among the many from fans who remain enthralled, nine years on, by his murderous conspiracy thriller tracing the bones of Jesus Christ to a cave in southwestern France, and who don’t seem as perturbed as he is by his failure to produce a follow-up. They assume he is toiling away on a new masterwork of even greater complexity and have no idea that he sits at a blank screen day after day, month after month, transfixed by a terror that the global sensation which astonished no one more than himself was an unrepeatable fluke. He scrolls through the notifications to see if there’s anything particularly complimentary he can retweet to keep his profile up and maintain the illusion he’s still in the game.

			One message stands out. It comes from a sender called @Wreckileaks, a name that seems to be making some kind of point, although he doesn’t quite understand what. It’s mildly abusive, but there’s nothing remarkable about that. Over the years he has become familiar with invective in all its forms, and at times has been so mesmerised by it that he counts himself a connoisseur. He has managed to offend the religious and the non-religious, the literate and the illiterate, the French (for setting his book in their country) and the non-French (for not setting it in theirs), and he inspires extraordinary creativity in the imaginations of those who wish or threaten on him a violent death, with a strong correlation between goriness and religious fervour (and a touching faith among all who suggest it that they are the first to think of ramming one of his precious set-squares far up his rectum). Whatever his analyst may say, there is something oddly flattering about this frenzy of hatred among people he has never met. It makes him so much bigger and more important than they are, in their sad little bedrooms spewing impotent bile into their keyboards. It makes him feel more secure, not less – although he has naturally spent a small fortune on electronic and other fortifications for his property, just to be on the safe side.

			In the present case, the rudeness is pretty mild. It’s the content itself that intrigues him. The message reads: @barrybrook if you want to know the real secrets of the Vatican you cynical bastard think shipwrecks not geometry. Interested? More soon.

			Maybe he needs to get a life, but he is interested and he does want to know more.

		

	
		
			North Wales, 1875

			Hopkins woke sweating in the ice-chill small hours, long before the pipes had begun their slow clank into what passed for life. He could tell without striking a light that there was at least an hour to go before the caller did his rounds, opening every door along the corridor to shout “Deo Gratias” and not budging until he received the same sleep-slack answer. Usually it was an effort to rouse himself but now, in this unaccustomed wakefulness, he lay staring up at the dark shape of the crucifix on the wall opposite the narrow window, fearful of returning to his dream.

			It had started as a pageant of obscene torment. There was a boy from school who had taught him the first of many lessons in disappointment; then a friend’s younger brother, running goose-flesh naked during the summer vacation; a coalman’s boy, randomly glimpsed during an afternoon walk and preserved in the photograph of his memory, the forehead smudge of grime completing the sense of angelic fall; and finally Dolben himself, not handsome exactly, but captivating, with the promise of a romantic interior world for anyone privileged to enter – and condemning anyone else to a miserable exclusion. In the dream they were on the meadow together, walking beside the Isis as they had done on one of those three perfect, never-to-be-forgotten days; but nothing held its form for long and the scene mutated to some lewder river where Dolben announced his intention to swim. Hopkins himself had also meant to bathe, but when he tried to undress he was thwarted by a stubborn collar stud, buttons that popped back through the hole he had just pushed them out of, knotted laces that were beyond untangling; and all the while Dolben was stripping. The dreamer’s depraved subconscious had been more than ready to supply the detail for a body that he had never seen in life: milky white shoulders, surprisingly broad (odd that you could be surprised by something your own imagination had invented, but it seemed you could); a wisp of hair at the middle of a plate-flat breast; a mole on the tender skin at the top of the left arm. Running towards the water, this gangling boy-nymph presented a dimpled haunch and musky cleft, as his observer continued to struggle with his wretched trousers. Hopkins’ apparel twisted itself with Gordian spite and he could only look on as Dolben plunged into the lucky pool – alone at first, but then there were two of them. His imagination knew with certainty – because it had invented the likeness – that this was his undeserving rival.

			The pair of them splashed together with a feigned innocence, but then the rival was there no longer, ordered away by whatever part of the brain was in charge of this sleep-show, and Dolben was alone in mid-stream, suddenly choking and gasping for breath. There was only the dreamer to watch, helpless from his bed-bound, sheet-wound river-bank, as the water closed over poor Dolben’s head. That was the moment when reason had taken mercy and reminded him that waking was possible. He had pushed gratefully off the muddy bottom of his dream and broken the surface of his lonely little cell, as drenched as if he had really been in the river.

			As his breathing slowed, Hopkins inserted an exploratory hand beneath his nightshirt. He was relieved to find that those earlier scenes had not caused any emission. But his pillow was sodden with sweat. He turned it over to use the dry underside. His nightcap was also damp. He peeled it off and flung it aside, pulling the rough counterpane up around his ears, then pushing it away again. Physical discomfort was the only remedy for the desires that had produced that revolting tableau. Forcing himself out of bed, he padded shivering along the oblong of threadbare carpet to his washstand and winced as he splashed water from the ewer onto his forehead. He had a fantasy vision of plunging his whole face into the bowl, holding it under to match poor Dolben, and losing himself to an oblivion where such dreams would never trouble him again. It was of course a sin to contemplate it. Even if it wasn’t, he doubted he was brave enough to endure the cold.

			And then he remembered that more recent set of drownings, the event everyone had been talking about the day before. The terrible account that Kerr had read from the newspaper, shocking them all because it came so soon after the Schiller tragedy, must have put the notion in his mind, and his own wanton fancy had supplied the rest. He shook his head, as if that would dislodge the memory of the dream, and splashed a little more water from the bowl, welcoming its icy jolt now.

			Still not striking a light, he ventured off the carpet onto the cold tiles. He lifted the lid of his window seat and groped for the familiar rope handle. They had been told as young novices that any more than twelve strokes was vain-glory. He pulled his nightshirt over his head and knelt at his prie-dieu, below the dark square that would lighten into a portrait of Savonarola, his medieval hero, as the sun came up. With a wild flick, he flung the knotted chords over his shoulder. For a first effort it was feeble – the ropes barely tickled. He put more strength into the next stroke, getting a better reach so that one of the knots whipped round to nick his flank. His breath quickened and he warmed to the task as the force he put into each stroke pushed back the cold of his room and gave his bare skin something else to tremble about. Never. Again. Must these. Filthy. Visions. Come.

			He was sweating again as he reached the point of vain-glory, and continued well beyond.

		

	
		
			Bremen, Germany, 1875

			They were not just expected, which was perfectly natural considering they had written ahead to book their passage. They were actively awaited. The company had grasped that they were coming unchaperoned, and someone had written a note next to their names saying that they should be made as comfortable as possible. It was kind, but also a little alarming. Henrica would have preferred to travel with less fuss and less attention. Perhaps that was always going to be a vain hope.

			“There’s no need to go near steerage,” said the clerk in the offices of the shipping line. He lowered his voice with a theatrical glance at the rougher queue beside them tailing out of the door. “The working man can be boisterous on the crossing. Drink is the culprit. But the purser will do all he can to keep you undisturbed. In first-class we could of course have guaranteed your comfort, and in second-class we can only try. But it’s lucky the ship is so empty. One of you will have a cabin to herself, instead of having to share with a stranger.”

			“Empty?” said Henrica. “Everywhere seems so crowded.”

			“Crowded?” The clerk laughed. “There’s room for eight hundred passengers, but we have barely one hundred today. There are just only six first-class passengers, and twenty-five of you in second.”

			“Why so few?”

			“Nobody likes to travel in December, dear lady, unless they have good reason.”

			Henrica studied his expression. Was he mocking them? Everyone knew about the ‘cultural struggle’, as their tormentor called his campaign against them, and it must be obvious from the way they were dressed why they were leaving. But the young man’s face seemed innocent enough. “We are much obliged to you,” she said. “Thank you, we don’t need a porter. We have no other luggage than this.”

			Until now, the biggest vessels any of them had ever seen were riverboats: massive barges some of them, hauling cargoes across the continent, or passenger liners serving the towns and cities of the Second Empire. But nothing compared to the monster that awaited them, its vast black funnel sandwiched between two towering masts on a deck that stretched as far as they could see. Two of Henrica’s companions crossed themselves, and even Aurea stopped her chatter. Everything about the ship asserted its readiness not for a tame inland river, but for the cold, grey sea.

			Stevedores were rushing about the quay, dodging between coils of rope as thick as a man’s arm, to ferry wooden trunks, sacks of food and bales of cargo into a gaping maw in the iron hull. Departing emigrants gripped relatives in final, grim embraces – tableaux frozen in a different plane to the frantic activity around them. A small boy wound tight in a muffler stopped to stare at a crate of chickens before being pulled protesting away, while just in front of them a liveried youth ushered a black-bearded gentleman in fur-trimmed coat through a rope barrier onto a carpeted stair. Henrica wondered if they were to board here too, but the youth said, “That way, madam,” pointing towards the front of the ship without bothering to look at her.

			Pressing on towards the far end of the quay, they climbed a ramp that doubled back in a long, gentle incline to raise them to the level of the deck. Henrica had imagined she might feel some pang of anguish at leaving dry land, but the journey from the mother-house had been so complicated – two days by road, with Aurea squealing with excitement all the way and Brigitta gasping at every bump; one night in a rough village coaching inn, and the next in the absurdly plush railway hotel in Bremen itself; the search for their own church in that bewildering, hostile city, so that they could hear their last Mass on German soil; and then the final, short leg to the port by train – that all she could think now was what a relief it would be to find their cabins. Above their heads, rope lines tapered up to the two masts. The sails were still furled on broad yards extending out over the quay. A row of raised skylights, like miniature glasshouses peeping up from the polished pine deck, glinted in the low winter sunlight. Through one of them she saw a vast mechanical wheel, like something from a watermill. An iron bridge straddled the deck at its broadest part, above an engine house built around the funnel. Now they were being ushered away from it towards a doorway that stood proud from the deck, encased in its own hut. Inside was a steep stairway plunging into the ship’s innards. Norberta the giantess had to go down backwards, clinging to the banister with one hand and her skirts with the other, with Henrica reaching her bag down after her.

			They found themselves in a small chamber, lit by a single small porthole. Trunks and boxes were stacked along the walls and there was an oily smell, seasoned with brine. What hit Henrica most was the din: a steady mechanical roar was punctuated by a regular series of creaks and clangs.

			An angular girl in a lace-trimmed cap bobbed to meet them, offering a hand to help each of them down the stairs, and introduced herself as Marta. “Are you all here? One, two, three, four … ah yes, and the tall lady.” She was shouting to be heard. “Don’t worry about the noise, you’ll get used to that. And if you follow me though this door you’ll find it’s quieter anyway. I’ve put you in the last set of berths…”

			The sway of the ship on the lapping tide was more noticeable in the gloomy interior than it had been on deck. They followed Marta along a narrow corridor and through two doors, and found themselves in a tiny lobby serving the compartments where they were to live for the next two weeks. They were four slivers of rooms, taller than they were wide, but not so very tall either. Each cabin contained two bunks built into the wooden panelling, more the size of cots than beds. There was a miniature wash-stand, a shelf, a narrow bench and a row of hooks. A curtain could be drawn along the front of each bunk, and there was another row of hooks above the mattresses, on one of which hung a white hessian life-belt.

			“… and to get into the top one you have this box, under the bed, which you may use as a step. Usually the smaller passengers find it easier to take that one. There are two other ladies coming who will share one of the porthole cabins. The other three are yours. I’ll leave you to decide which of you goes where. We sail at half three, with prayers on deck before we leave. Dinner is at six, breakfast at eight and lunch at one. And if there is anything at all… A bathroom? You did see one, madam, but that was for first-class passengers only. You have an excellent jug and basin here, and I can bring you fresh water. Now if there’s nothing else…?”

			And the girl was gone, bobbing still.

			They remained squeezed together in the lobby, the others clearly waiting for Henrica to decide who was going where. She hadn’t even thought about it. Should she take the cabin on her own? She had no particular desire to spend the voyage in solitude, so it would be a sacrifice. But the others might assume she was taking advantage. The wisest thing was to think who most needed the extra space to herself, in which case the two obvious candidates were Norberta, who needed it vertically, and Barbara, laterally. As it was, Barbara would barely fit between the bunks and the opposite wall. But Norberta was better suited to being alone. Barbara could take care of Brigitta, who had coped so badly with the coach journey and had turned an ominous shade of green after just five minutes on board, while she herself would room with Aurea and attempt to endure the constant prattle in that throaty Silesian accent that Henrica would never be able to love.

			“But there’s no porthole,” the girl was complaining already.

			“We can manage quite well without.”

			“We’ve got one. You can swap if you want. I’d rather try to forget we’re at sea.”

			That was Brigitta. She really did look dreadful.

			“That hardly seems likely,” said Barbara.

			This was less than helpful, but Barbara had been like that ever since they set out. With her wide-set eyes, her flat nose and her broad forehead, she was the eldest of the group as well as the stoutest, and perhaps she thought she ought to be in charge. But there was nothing Henrica could do about that. It wasn’t as if she had asked to be made leader.

			“May we go and explore the ship?”

			“Let’s settle ourselves first, Aurea dear. You’ll have plenty of time to see it all. What can you see from the window?”

			“It’s a porthole. Not much. Lots of people on the quay. Some of them are waving and some of them are crying.”

			We have no one to do either, Henrica thought.

			The door to the lobby opened again and the bobbing stewardess reappeared with a nervous-looking young woman in tow. Introduced as Fräulein Forster, she was no more than Aurea’s age. She smiled to reveal too many teeth in a mouth far too small for them, putting Henrica in mind of a colt she had ridden as a girl. Nodding back in as friendly a manner as she could muster, Henrica closed their own door so that Marta could carry on demonstrating the correct use of the wash-stand and the position of the storage hooks to the new arrival.

			A little while later there was a further commotion as the last occupant of their quartet of cabins arrived. From the gruff observations that punctuated Marta’s babble, it was clear that the elderly lady was not the meek type. Aurea was listening at the door.

			“Why doesn’t she go first class if she’s so grand?” she whispered.

			“The Lord is not always kind enough to bestow material wealth on those who believe they most deserve it.”

			Aurea giggled, then clapped a hand over her mouth as Henrica shushed her, and they both jumped as there was a knock on the door.

			It was Marta again.

			“Frau Pitzhold and Fräulein Forster are going up for prayers, if you’d like to join them.”

			“We will say our own,” said Henrica firmly.

		

	
		
			North Wales, the present

			The old man wraps his hands around his pint glass but seems reluctant ever to bring it to his lips. He has been nursing this one for forty-three minutes, which Tim knows because he started timing his principal customer’s beer consumption a few weeks ago and has found it hard to stop. The first one always lasts at least an hour. The old boy then follows it up with a half, which lasts the best part of an hour too. Tim doesn’t know how he manages it. He has tried to speed the process along by pouring the half-pint five or ten minutes before the full hour has elapsed and leaving it sitting on the bar, by way of temptation, but it doesn’t make any difference to the rate at which the first one slips down. He has also tried treating his customer to a second full one and only charging him for the half, to see if he can wean his intake up. But that just means the old boy drinks the second one even slower than the first, and the next night is right back to normal, ordering a half. Tim has come to the conclusion that it’s the talking that does it. This is an activity that generally makes people thirsty, but in the old boy’s case it keeps his mouth so busy, there’s little opportunity to use it for drinking.

			In the seven months that he has been landlord and owner of the Red Lion, Tim Cleverley has had plenty of time to reflect on the wisdom of coming here. It’s hard not to conclude that it’s one of the stupidest things he has ever done, which is saying something for someone nicknamed Not-So Cleverley, generally shortened to Notso, throughout his adolescence.

			When the solicitor’s letter first arrived to say a distant Welsh uncle whose name he can barely pronounce, let alone spell, had died intestate (of cirrhosis of the liver, it transpires) and left him a wholly-owned free house a few miles inland from the coast of North Wales, it seemed like a godsend. His mistake came when he relied on Google Earth, rather than an actual visit, to check out his inheritance. The online pictures, taken on a freakishly sunny day, revealed a quaint, low-roofed structure of whitewashed stone with a large car park that was empty when the Google cameras passed that way (as it is every other day too, Tim later learns). If the cameras could have seen inside, they would have shown an equally empty bar and restaurant, but Tim wasn’t focusing on that kind of detail at the time. He was too busy thinking about where he was going to live after his divorce, how little he was earning from his online life-coaching business, and how nice it would be to get away from it all and pull pints for the next few years in a bucolic Welsh idyll, where the pace of life was slow and the quality high. In what appeared in this dazzle of optimism to be perfect serendipity, the sum he would have to give the taxman in order to keep the Red Lion exactly matched his half-share of the proceeds of the flat that he and Nadine had just sold, once the mortgage was paid off and solicitor’s and estate agent’s bills settled. So when he eventually arrived in his rusting Suzuki Swift, with the few possessions he had to show for his forty years boxed up in the back, his debit/credit balance was a rejuvenating zero.

			Unfortunately his plans for a fresh start have not taken account of the fondness of most of his uncle’s former patrons for a cigarette. The smoking ban has kicked in at some point during the old man’s final illness, and if it’s a choice between stepping into the Red Lion’s rainswept beer garden every time those old regulars want a smoke, or staying put in front of their tellies at home, staying put seems to win the day – particularly now they can get six-packs of lager from the local Morrisons for less than three quid. The arrival of a new landlord who can’t even speak the language is evidently another reason for them to stay at home, and through most of the winter Tim has shared his evenings with those two or three regulars who don’t mind speaking English and whose home lives are clearly even more dismal than his saloon bar.

			Having always been Tim’s most loyal customer, these days Alun Gwynne is pretty much the only one. Of the other stalwarts, one has died, another is increasingly bedridden, and the third seems to have taken offence at a joke with which Tim was trying to lighten the mood. He still doesn’t see why it was offensive, because he heard it told by an actual Welsh comedian on some late-night TV show. But there was an ominous silence when he told it, and when he says the next night that he hopes Old Tom didn’t take his idle banter amiss, Alun Gwynne merely rolls his eyes ominously and clears his throat with a rattle of phlegm that makes his ancient black labrador Macca – short for Macaroni, apparently – break wind in alarm.

			He has spent the winter and spring expecting business to pick up when the summer visitors arrive. To listen to Alun Gwynne, who likes to think of himself as a local historian, the area is bursting with attractions, from the ruined coastal fortress built by English invaders in the thirteenth century, to the sacred spring where Henry the Fifth bathed on the eve of Agincourt. But these places are either so compelling that the visitors can’t tear themselves away, or Alun Gwynne’s idea of a good time is not most people’s. Now that summer has nearly arrived, it’s clear the passing trade is too busy passing to stop, or is somewhere else entirely. The school holidays haven’t started yet, but Tim is already adjusting his expectations downwards. He has become skilled at grunting at his regular’s stories without actually listening to them, and is wondering whether he can restart the online life-coaching (yes, he is aware of the irony) from a stool behind the bar. He is also considering offering odds on Betfair for how few pints a country pub can sell in one day and still remain open.

			At present the old man is running his fingers through his hair and scratching his scalp. He has a remarkably low hairline for his age, an improbable slate-gray thatch that starts halfway up his forehead and makes him look to Tim, who doesn’t want to admit how envious he is, like a slow-witted Mexican bandido. If that makes Alun Gwynne sound exotic, the snowstorm falling on the bar is less so. At the end of every night, Tim sweeps the flakes of dead skin away with a brush and dustpan.

			“Do you ever miss your own country, landlord?” the old boy asks in his sing-song nasal accent.

			“This is my own… oh, I see what you mean.” Tim knows he is an outsider here, but has never quite thought of himself as an expat. “No, not really. I mean, I had a difficult couple of years before I came here, so to be honest I’m glad to get away.”

			“That’s good,” says Alun Gwynne. “Because I don’t suppose you have much option to go back.”

			“How do you mean?”

			“Well you know, what with all these pubs going bust…” The old boy cocks a shaggy eyebrow and glances significantly around the empty bar. “Nobody else would want to buy it off you, would they? So I suppose you’re stuck here.”

			He chuckles to himself and takes a tiny sip of beer.

			“Thanks for that, Alun. Very comforting. But I’m not planning on going bust.”

			“I’m glad to hear that, landlord. I just thought, you know, when a man doesn’t open his bills…” He gives another significant glance at a pile of unopened brown envelopes on a shelf beside the bar. “It’s never a good sign, is it? Not that it’s any of my business. But I like to have somewhere to go of an evening.”

			Tim gives him a wintry smile, wondering at what stage it’s acceptable to tell your sole customer to mind his own sodding business.

			“Don’t you worry, Alun. I’m not planning on closing the Red Lion any time soon. Not when I’m having this much fun.”

			But it’s a worrying thought, he acknowledges when Alun Gwynne has finally shuffled off homewards and he is locking up. He doesn’t have many other options so it’s high time he found a way of making the damn place work. The alternative – having to slink back to England even poorer than when he left – is too gruesome to contemplate.

		

	
		
			North Wales, 1875

			The iron-grey sky of the past week had gone and the sea shone blue in the bay. It was a recreation day, and Hopkins had drawn to walk with O’Rourke, a labourer’s son known at lectures for asking complicated theological questions in Liverpool-accented Latin. He would not have been Hopkins’ chosen walk-mate, but that was the point of these lotteries: there was no choice. In the hazy past before Hopkins had joined the Society, walks had been an occasion for developing friendships and for confidences. Such things were forbidden to him now, and his old life was so long ago that he was sure he had lost the art of expressing feelings, even if he wanted to. Each with their parcel of sandwiches, he and O’Rourke would restrict their conversation to religious subjects and natural phenomena.

			They chose to head south, up the valley away from the sea. The college sat tucked in a sheltered thicket on the side of a minor range of hills. Beneath, the valley widened into a gentle saucer that might have been Oxfordshire, were it not for the purple drama of Snowdonia in the distant backdrop. But the hillsides were a tougher kind of country: narrow, winding roads banked with tall hedgerows, behind which rough farms sprawled; fields scattered with spent implements and weeds, where cows and crows were languid companions and the rush of running water was never far away. They passed through the first village, with its mean stone houses and ancient church dwarfed by its guard of colossal yews, and then the second, with St Stephen’s more modern tower sprouting from the corner of the spur.

			They were heading for Moel y Parc, with its wooded ring giving way to a treeless tonsure that was topped at this season with a cap of gleaming snow. Hopkins was the only member of the community who had taken the trouble to learn that moel did not actually mean hill, even though so many of the peaks had it in their name, but ‘bare’ or ‘bald’, and was pronounced ‘moil’; or that the mutations of the Welsh language came in the initial consonant rather than at the end, so that it could also be foel, which you pronounced ‘voil’. Of course his enthusiasm had been thwarted by the rules of the Society. He might only learn the language, the Rector had told him, if he planned to convert the locals – and since it was obvious just by looking at the native population that there was no hope of that, he had been forced to drop his formal studies. But he could hardly be accused of disobedience if he continued to observe names and signs while he walked around.

			As they turned onto the trail that led up the hill, something cawed from off to their left. Hopkins had heard it before, three identical beats on the same note, but was never sure what it was. Daa daa daa came the call, then again daa daa daa, purely rhythmic, with no variation in tone. Daa daa daa. It could be saying Ding dong bell, which was his favourite metrical conundrum. Three beats and three stresses: how did you scan it? You couldn’t have more than one stress in a foot, but neither could you have a foot with just one beat, not in conventional metrics anyhow. To Hopkins, that just showed that the rules were wrong. Every child knew the rhythm of Díng dóng béll, just as they knew Óne, twó, búckle my shóe, and they were unconcerned by the supposed impossibility of the meter. How could it be impossible if you could say it?

			“There it is,” pointed O’Rourke, and they looked up to see the crow soaring above them. From below, its silhouette was like a cross against the sky, the wings forming perfect broad right angles as they came out from the tail and neck. The bird hovered lower now so they could see its five distinct feathers reaching beyond the end of the wingspan, like heavenly fingers reaching out into the sky.

			They stood still and gazed up at it together.

			“Do you ever wonder how we know it so easily to be a crow?” said Hopkins.

			“Because of its tail. It’s fan-shaped, almost stumpy. If it had a pointed tail it would be a raven.”

			“No, no. I mean, yes of course that’s true, but that’s not quite what I meant. It’s only part of it, anyway. I mean rather, what is the essential crow-ness of it, that makes us know beyond doubt that God is showing us a crow and not, say, a rabbit?”

			O’Rourke was grinning uncertainly at him.

			“Because rabbits don’t fly?”

			Hopkins sighed. “I… I’m not explaining it very well. Never mind. Come, have we time to go on higher before we turn back?”

			The first time he had come up here, not long after his arrival, the entire landscape had been swathed in the suffocating, cloying grey that was the worst aspect of this part of the world. It struck him then that the hills were suckling the rain from the clouds. But the landscape could not look more different now, as they toiled up through the snow-line, shielding their eyes from the white dazzle. He gasped with the nobility of it as they finally stood at the cairn on the summit. He was grateful for his two jerseys: the one the incompetent village laundress had shrunk, squeezing his chest like a corset, and the replacement his mother had sent, fitting loosely on top, but even that woollen armour under his robe was no defence against the rasping cold. O’Rourke was suffering too, groping for a handkerchief to wipe away a dewdrop.

			On the way down they saw a kestrel, floating on the airstream high above the meadow. From their vantage point on the hill path they were almost level with it, and they could see the crook of its neck hanging from its outstretched wings as it scoured the fields for some hapless mouse or vole. A vole on the foel. Ha, it worked wonderfully if you spoke it. Now the bird was off, swinging forth on the current to scan another part of the field. That elegant curve brought to mind the young skaters Hopkins had watched last winter on the little fishing lake over the hill. The ones who could really do it swept around as if they were tying a bow on the ice, and here was the bird doing the same on the air. Now it came to a halt again, as if the air beneath it were completely steady, and it stared hungrily down at a hedgerow far below. What majesty and terror all in one. 

			Other men had not ventured so far, and the recreation room was crowded when the pair of them arrived back. Hopkins took coffee and bread for himself and sat gratefully on one of the stiff-backed wooden chairs. He would never compromise on the length of a walk, however cold or wet the conditions; but his feet ached horribly. Kerr was pacing in front of the low fireplace, so inadequate to heat the tall room, waiting for The Times. Now he came over with it, apparently set on reading out the latest reports. But Hopkins had no stomach for them today.

			“Really, I’m more than happy to wait my turn.”

			“If you’re sure…”

			Kerr took a seat of his own and bent over the paper. An aristocratic Scot who was rumoured to have distinguished himself in the Crimea, he had been a naval commander before joining the Society, so it was inevitable that the maritime disaster would have a fascination for him.

			That left Hopkins free to describe the kestrel to Bacon, who could always be relied upon to show interest in his natural observations.

			“Did you see it plunge?” the other man asked. Bigger and broader than Hopkins and about five years his senior, he was also a convert, also from London. He had a fresh, pleasant voice, lighter than you expected from a man of his bulk.

			“Not while we watched. The hawk went hungry and the prey went free.”

			Bacon had seen a flock of starlings on his own walk.

			“It was a sight that you in particular would have loved, Hopkins. They settled in a row of trees and then at some signal known only to themselves they rose, one tree after another, making an unspeakable jangle and sweeping round in whirlwinds. It was joyous to watch because their cries seemed somehow delighted, as if they were stirring and cheering one another.”

			“Could they really have been delighted, I wonder?”

			“No doubt that was my own illusion, an emotion of my own that I conferred on them.”

			“I don’t know. Perhaps all God’s creatures feel the joy of him.”

			“A controversial thought.”

			“We should subscribe to Descartes’ view that animals have neither souls, rights nor feelings,” put in Rickaby, his little monkey face beaming in a way that always irritated Hopkins. “It’s better to think of them as automata constructed by God. If they happen to make noises, so does a clock or a steam engine. Thomas Aquinas was also adamant that an animal has no soul. Imputing enthusiasm or delight to them is highly irregular.”

			Hopkins pursed his lips. He would be prepared to consider a starling equivalent to a clock when the former started striking the hour and the latter learned to fly. But he kept that to himself, knowing that Bacon was right: he was at odds with the Society over this and it could prove an impediment if he held too obviously to the view. But Rickaby was waiting for a reply, smiling as irritatingly as ever, and Hopkins was relieved to have his attention diverted by Kerr, who had finished with The Times and was offering it to him.
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