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For dear Rosalie


ἀστέρων πάντων ὀ κάλλιστος











Friends firm. Enemies alarmed. Devil angry. Sinners saved. Christ exalted. Self not well.



Charles Haddon Spurgeon, letter (late 1850s)
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Female hysteric under hypnosis at Salpêtrière, 1876-80








I am almost convinced (quite contrary to opinion I started with [sic]) that species are not (it is like confessing a murder) immutable.


Charles Darwin, letter to Joseph Hooker (1844)







Prelude


Anna sits back on her heels. The wilderness at the garden’s end is her world, and the grassy mound’s a world within this world. A tump in a field of tumps. Secret from Beatrice. A place where, if you look, you’ll see things, both beautiful and terrible, that nobody else notices. Gorse and broom send up their heady scents and screen Anna from the house. From her pocket she extracts her finds from Old Sarum where the men were digging and they’d found, they informed Papa, a skeleton wearing leg-irons. A felon or a slave, or conversely a martyr or a heretic. His head had been cut off, and lay beside him. Anna did not see that. She saw the shackles, rusted and black. He may have died for Truth, said Papa. Or lies.


Once there was a cathedral at Sarum, Anna knew, but the monks weren’t happy because the soldiers from the castle terrorised them. Also, it was draughty in the windy middle of Salisbury Plain and they liked their creature comforts, said Papa, being idol-worshipping Roman Catholics. So the cathedral moved to the banks of the Avon, where it stands now. Anna likes to think of a flying cathedral.


Anna’s own finds are an amber bead and a leaf-shaped arrowhead. She levers up the turf of her mound and here’s the earthenware pot she buried there. Opening it, Anna takes the amber bead and the leaf-shaped arrowhead, kisses them and places them in the pot with her other treasures, which she fingers one by one: the silver bell, the bone comb minus four teeth, the ox tooth, the green fragments of mosaic. You glean these bright fragments as you ramble, for the earth is planted with treasure like seeds: it works its way up to the chalky surface, the plough releases it or a badger’s sett uncovers it. She pats the turf back into place over her hoard.


Everything settles down. Anna, cross-legged, observes the entanglement of life on her beautiful tump, the best in the world: insects flitting, plants quivering, ants clambering over grass blades. It’s not still under the earth. Mama’s in the earth, over the road in the churchyard, beneath another mound. There’s life down there in the dead realm, a tumult of activity. Earthworms, beetles and moles enrich the soil, treasures light the blackness. And it’s not still above the earth either. When you think all’s quiet, there’s violence. The blackbird died, Anna’s blackbird with the yellow beak – the cat caught him, Anna’s cat with the mint-green eyes. Maggots feasted on his gaping wound. Oh put that down, shrieked Beatrice; look what she’s got hold of now – she’s covered in filth; don’t come near me; her brain is skewed; she’s left-handed.







Chapter 1


1860


Body to body in the one bed: this is how they’ve always slept, lying like spoons, back to front. Or face to face, mouths lax, sleep-drool slipping from the corners; opening eyes upon the other’s opened eyes.


‘The two of them … like twins, so devoted to one another,’ the Pentecost family agreed.


The motherless sisters would strive silently, wielding different weapons. Beatrice, who remembered a time before Anna, would start it. From the first she’d cherished the dream of sending the usurper back where she came from, especially once she heard it whispered that the baby had killed Mrs Pentecost. She banged Mama’s murderer’s forehead against a window clasp, accidentally on purpose, and the telltale sign remains to this day, a curved scar between Anna’s eyebrows. Beatrice, wincing, smooths it with her fingertips. Other attacks have left further marks. Early in her life Anna mastered a knack of turning blue and toppling backwards, eyes wide but the pupils sliding upwards, mouth squared in a silent scream, not breathing.


‘Speak to me, Annie!’ Beatrice fell for it every time.


The innocent lamb was hushed and shushed, hauled high in the arms of love. The arms of their father the Baptist pastor were also in some sense the arms of Almighty God.


‘I’m sure it was an accident,’ everyone agreed. ‘Dear Beatrice never tells lies. Do you, darling? Honest to a fault.’


And yet the closest tie Beatrice knows is to her younger sister. It’s a bond of which she’s all but unconscious when they’re together but, sundered for more than a day, the root of their affection twinges; kinship all but biblical quickens. Ruth and Naomi, David and Jonathan. Don’t leave me, Anna, never do, let us live and die together.


When Papa married for the second time, a half-brother Jocelyn killed a new mother; he was confided to the care of a wetnurse. As he grew, Joss attached himself to Nelly the maidservant. He’d trail her round like a puppy, a bunch of her woollen skirt in his fist. He’d be found kneeling at the sooty grate, his cherub face nearly as black as hers. Beatrice and Anna, recoiling from the soiled boy, had one another and saw no need to attach themselves to a dirty servant and a dirty servant’s hanger-on, though Anna in course of time has grown close to the good-natured, unambitious Joss. Anna asks less of people.


Warily, the family recovered and Papa eventually married again.


The fire subsides in the grate; the last coals jostle; ashes flake down. Anna’s pain shakes the walls of Sarum House at night and brings Beatrice’s reprobate soul to heel.


She climbs into bed with Anna in the early hours: it’s as homely and familiar as when they were youngsters dreaming one another’s dreams, embroidering the dreams with Anna’s stories in the morning. Anna wrote them down in tiny books fashioned from wallpaper scraps and flour bags. She sketched the characters they imagined, matchstick people running amok up and down the margins. But Anna did not write down the tales correctly: the matchstick folk would keep rebelling against their stories. They were never set to rights in a wholesome way at the end of their adventures, for the writer was nearly as unruly and anarchic as they were. They changed gender and acted inconsistently. In their lawless realm the wicked went unpunished, the good unrewarded. Beatrice was bitterly critical. She preferred order. Anna said it was not her fault. The daredevil people did what they liked and she couldn’t control them.


Anna also kept a secret collection of papers sewn together and labelled in her minute writing ‘Tump Book’. What’s a tump? Beatrice asked. It’s a little world, Anna said, smirking. My little world. Where is it then? Somewhere else, was all Anna would say. Beatrice pried into the mirror-written tump book a few times, deciphering it in the looking-glass. Very silly stuff and rather nasty: insects eating each other; flowers throttling other flowers. None of the creatures or plants did or said anything quaint.


In the twinkling of an eye the feuding, loving lasses have become twenty-eight and twenty-six. Both parents are in the earth, the mother long ago, Papa only last year. I feel as if God were dead, Anna confided, her face ashen; I can’t feel Him there any more. At all. Papa seemed immortal. We all came and went but he was a rock. There’s no sense in any of it. Although his God was so harsh, Papa was mild and tender.


Beatrice endlessly corrects Anna: there is sense, of course there is, but we can’t yet discern it. Jocelyn does his best but cannot do for the young women what Papa did: stretch eagle wings over them and hold off Heaven and Hell. He was a roof against rain and against whatever else up there waits to fall on them, God Almighty’s inscrutable justice louring down. Beatrice, the heir, must take his place; hold out both arms, act father and mother. And now Anna threatens to die.


Inside the parental bed, Beatrice slips into Papa’s dip, warms her cold hands between her legs before nestling at her sister’s back, folding her petals round Anna’s ribby thinness.


‘Where does it hurt? Show me, darling.’


There are paroxysms of pain in Anna’s belly; Beatrice’s warm, calm fingers seek out the root of its billowing madness and soothe and bless it away. Perhaps in the past she has been tempted to welcome her sister’s pain: it brought Anna to heel. Not now. Give me back my sister, on any terms. Slant rain drives against the pane. They snuggle close. As a child Anna would lisp, ‘I hate doctorth, don’t you, Beatrith?’ Dr Quarles is an ass, up to now they’ve agreed on that, but he may have to be called in.


*


Eternal Wiltshire rain souses smocked labourers as they lead carthorses through the lane that bounds Beatrice Pentecost’s two acres. They tip their hats, most of them. Some of the older men glare, the sullen remnant of the Swing riots thirty years back when rebels fired ricks, destroyed machines and their leaders went to the gallows or the colonies. The remnant bent to their lot, living in thatched cottages built of cob, rubbly chalk mixed with chaff, horsehair and water. When derelict, the cob houses vanish into the fields nearly as rapidly as they were built. The labourers and their multitudinous offspring have nothing to complain of, living to ripe ages on a diet of bread, bacon and skim milk, with apples and potatoes, and eggs perhaps on Sunday.


Chauntsey, with a population of two thousand, boasts seven Christian churches, as many as in Asia Minor at the turn of the century. Opposite the Baptist chapel stands the ancient parish church of St Osmund’s, whose disdainful spire echoes the needle of Salisbury Cathedral on the skyline. There are Methodist and Congregationalist chapels – and the meeting house of the Plymouth Brethren. Though few in number, the Brethren make their presence felt: the elect pass by in black, as if in mourning for the crinolined persons mincing along the pavements. A mile out stands a Supralapsarian Chapel which teaches … whatever does it teach? Beatrice is unsure. There are traces of atheism too in Chauntsey and a handful of freethinking or frankly atheistical tradesmen cluster around an infidel analytical chemist and an unfrocked minister who has taken what Papa called ‘German Scissors’ to the Scriptures.


Despite the busy activity of prayer meetings, Dorcas meetings and tea meetings, Beatrice senses that something has leaked away. Her childhood Jesus, who walked the potholed flint and chalk roads of Chauntsey barefoot, who jounced the children on his knee outside the school and carried his cross between the thatched houses of Butterfurlong Street, has withdrawn. Jesus was so real to the child that the hem of his garment had only just whisked away round the next corner. He might be that shepherd over there in Farmer Musselwhite’s pastures, carrying a black lamb. The forge of Edwin Fribance, the blacksmith, was the site of his fiery glory. Now cabbage fields and pastures rolling to the grey horizon are spiritless matter, empty of his footprints.


Beatrice prays, down on her knees beside the bed where Anna lies in an early morning trance of light sleep under a dark hump of blankets, her hair caught up in a net. Long may my darling repose, enjoying dreams of health, Beatrice prays; bless her and pour out sunlight upon her. And may Sukey behave herself today and I be less tyrannical and vile-tempered when she irks me.


Only Joss can get Sukey to take her duties seriously, not that the large, flabby fellow ever issues orders or reproaches. His genial presence is enough to encourage Sukey to use elbow-grease on the brass; at a wink from him she’ll kneel to the scrubbing of the front steps, backside in the air, sleeves rolled up. What is Joss’s secret? Whatever it is, Beatrice doesn’t share his knack. Many a time she has come upon Sukey sprawled with her feet up, toasting herself at the kitchen range. Oh well, says Joss. We all need a rest. Her brother has always seemed happier in the stable or kitchen than amongst clerical guests. Beatrice has put it to Joss that this indulgence cannot be good for Sukey. It teaches her to live beyond her sphere. Spiritual equal she may be: who could dare to deny it? But social equal, of course not. A modern generation of girls turns up its nose at the distinctions God has set between higher and lower orders. And Sukey who, at her hiring, expressed a vague wish for salvation, remains profane.


I’ll pray for her, Beatrice thinks. And be silent about her shortcomings. The liberties Sukey takes with Joss or that Joss takes with her: which?


And yet one cannot imagine harm in Joss. The word eunuch comes to mind and Beatrice recoils from it, ashamed. Is he, however, quite manly? There’s something flaccid in him. Effeminate even. The way he prinks his moustaches. Beside Christian Ritter Joss looks plain feeble. But who wouldn’t?


Up and bustling, Beatrice chivvies Sukey, but as usual does the lion’s share of heavy work herself. She tries to be patient with the lumbering girl, who’s moaning that she didn’t get a good night’s sleep at all; the blooming owl woke her up and besides her throat hurts. It really does. She can’t swallow. Beatrice mixes her a warm drink of honey and camomile and hopes she’ll feel better soon.


‘And now shall we get on, Sukey?’


The Pentecosts organise hospitality on such a heroic scale that Sarum House might be a lodging house or mission station. Folk tramp in, folk traipse out, folk guzzle at their table, folk snore in the nine spare beds, turn and turn about, so that often there’s no possibility of changing the sheets. Like it or lump it, Beatrice murmurs inwardly to ministers who arrive without warning, expecting hospitality. This is the house we were born in and will die in; Beatrice’s inheritance. My house, our home, your hotel.


Pastor Elias and his man-of-all-work carry Anna downstairs: ‘Where shall we put her?’


She’s not a sack of potatoes, for goodness’ sake! Settled on the sofa at the look-out window, Anna draws shallow breaths. In her gaze, rain and wind drive a blizzard of blossom over the garden. The fire mopes and spits as rain finds its way down the chimney. She’s clutching a pile of papers tied with ribbon.


‘Well, I’ll be off then, ladies! Ta ta!’


‘Already?’


Off prances the pastor over the road to tinkle on his piano before evening service. Dandruff speckles his dusty old jacket: Beatrice itches to spank it with a brush. If his wife were any kind of housewife, she’d spruce him up by turning the jacket for him outside in. The Welsh have no pride. The Eliases’ house is a pigsty. The small Eliases are never still and rarely disciplined. Tom’s and Jack’s mop-heads bob at the window as they caper to their father’s polkas. Little tykes. Whatever is wrong with the world has infiltrated God-fearing households. The older Elias children backchat not only the mother but the paterfamilias, whose word should be law. Doors slam; they snarl, feral. Old values are everywhere under siege. Chauntsey’s poor no longer feign gratitude for their comparative good health but murmur and perhaps curse behind the backs of their betters. They snatch the charity from one’s hands as if it were a right.


The knot that secures one’s own contradictions is being unloosed: Beatrice, feeling this within herself, tries to grip the threads tight.


The back of Anna’s head is infinitely touching, hair caught in a topknot, curls straying at the nape. Her dark, thick and usually glossy hair is greasy, really needs washing – and Beatrice will do that for her later. Anna will feel better then, her scalp will relax. Anna’s neck is so thin. Like a swan’s, Papa would say fondly: just look at her, our baby Annie will be the beauty of the family. Jealousy seared through Beatrice’s veins. But now poor Anna is wasted. Perhaps because of my ill-wishing? The wonder is that such a stem can support the head at all. She wants Anna’s luscious, headstrong beauty back.


Even if it does outshine her own mere handsomeness. For Beatrice will always enjoy the rank of elder sister, head of household. The suitors flock for her, not for Anna.


Hands on Anna’s shoulders, Beatrice looks along Anna’s eyeline. Between the chestnut and the end of the tumbledown stable and paddock, the Pentecosts’ pet lambs adorably pass the Sabbath of their springtime. Do the creatures recognise they’re orphans? Do they take their human benefactors for their mothers? Have they an inkling that we fatten them for the kill? For even pets must be translated into mutton. That’s just how it is.


Sarum House and its grounds are what remain of generations of Pentecosts. Father and three mamas: their own, then Jocelyn’s mother, sensible, devout Mary, and finally, surviving only long enough to present the family with a defective infant, the bride Father brought from his visit to Lübeck. Lore Ritter, two years Beatrice’s junior, was a shock. – Who is this pockmarked foreigner coming in my door claiming to be my new Mama?


Anna adored her. Beatrice tried and failed to ignore the fact that Lore made their father silly in his uxoriousness and melted her sister’s heart. However did she do that? Beatrice disliked the tender way Papa and Lore climbed the stairs hand in hand at the end of the day. She recoiled from the likelihood that Sarum House would be taken over by a mob of children. And surely Papa would favour the males: without intending to, he would: only natural. Joss has somehow never quite counted. But Lore could well be breeding for twenty years. Instead she had time only to coach her stepdaughters in German – and Anna in the rudiments of Greek – and to sew ten lacy dresses and caps. Then she too was blown away like dandelion seed. Father and his three wives lie together in the turf of the chapel garden.


The only way Beatrice and Anna will be evicted from Sarum House is feet-first. As long as they possess these intimate spaces, these two acres, the great old trees and pasture, the Pentecost sisters will be secure. Papa, who left two houses and the farm with its tenant to Joss, willed the home and half his capital to his elder daughter. Safe, I am safe, she reminds herself.


The scullery’s thick with steam; the window runs. Beatrice, a sweating scullion, heaves the wringer handle and grey water gushes from the sheets. She transfers the load to the mangle, extracting a pinch of jaded pleasure from completing the chore. No genteel woman has muscles like Beatrice’s or hands roughened by labour: yet to her these signs are worthy of respect. An active and practical person, she’s unashamed to work alongside the household’s one servant. If only the servant worked half as hard as the mistress. But Beatrice was stung when Joss’s friend Arthur Munby, visiting for the first time, took her for the maid-of-all-work and seemed confused when she drew herself up to her full height and introduced herself as Miss Pentecost.


Mr Munby is a gentleman and an enigma. What can Joss have in common with him? Just as bafflingly, how come Mr Munby condescends to know Joss? For he’s an Anglican and a university man – and not a saved person. His wife Hannah only intensified the conundrum. Statuesque in her black London silks, mightily gloved and hatted and entirely silent, she sat to attention while the charming and loquacious Mr Munby held forth on the condition of the female working classes. Even in their gloves, Mrs Munby’s hands were like shovels, Beatrice thought, still smarting. And her complexion! As if she’d been left out in wind and rain for a year. Mr Munby expatiated, with relish, on collier-lasses soot-black from head to foot; London dustwomen in their filth; crossing-sweepers and the flither-lasses of Filey who scale the cliffs to haul up baskets of bait – sitting on ledges way above the sea, shouting and whistling to the ships. A powerful woman in trousers in Wigan, he said, is considered less barbarous than a crinolined fine lady. Joss hung on his every word.


The rain dies down. Beatrice steps out to peg up sheets and, glancing back, sees with a qualm an invalid behind the pane. The heavy sheets billow like canvas sails. In the interior gloom, the sick woman, not yet twenty-seven, is a patch of shadow against the cushions. Anyone else she could bear to lose. But spare Anna. Beatrice offers the Almighty without a second thought Elias (not his wife though), Mrs Peck and all the Salisbury Pecks and Hatchers. Toss in the small Eliases. Beatrice can’t abide children. They bring noise and care; they kill mothers. She’s seen it too often to be intensely eager for marriage.


Don’t think these things, don’t. But how do you stop yourself thinking the thing before it’s thought? It’s a test. Mortals cannot win. Calvinism is in the Pentecost blood. Jehovah decided everything aeons ago: when He created the world, He knew me in advance. He sees through me; His lidless eye penetrates to my heart and kidneys. You’re open to the Almighty like a coroner’s corpse on a slab, putrescent with sin. To Him we are like the jelly tadpoles wriggling round in the pond, transparent.


And Anna said the other night in a lull between pains, ‘Have you ever thought, Beatrice, that if Almighty God were human, He’d be a criminal, we’d have to send Him to the penal colonies or … hang Him as a mass murderer? Look at the mess He’s made.’


There’s something that comes over Anna that makes one think the word hysterical. A word Beatrice prefers to heretical. If truth were known, they’re both backsliding daughters. But only Anna seems to reckon this a virtue rather than a sin.


‘Annie, we did execute him,’ was all Beatrice said. She spoke in a tone of rueful triumph. ‘We crucified our Saviour. You know we did. For loving us.’


‘I didn’t.’


‘You did. The Jews killed him on behalf of the human race.’


‘Not with my consent. I wasn’t there. Anyway I meant God the Father, not the Son.’


‘They are the same, dear. Think before you speak.’


‘Well, that’s what I do. Perhaps it’s better not to think?’


‘Or not to read all those unsettling books and journals.’


‘Mirrie brings them. I like to discuss them with her.’


‘When is Mrs Sala going off to the Continent?’


Anna’s friends, Mr and Mrs Sala, are rich and cultured Unitarians from the north of England: to them Jesus Christ is not God, just a good man. Beatrice shudders at this atheistical rationalism. Something in Mrs Sala distresses one: a big-boned lady with a contralto voice, the light of a terrible, questioning sincerity in her pale eyes and no limit to her powers of speculation. She exerts an all but mesmeric influence over Anna. Indeed, it’s not impossible that Mrs Sala practises the art of mesmerism. Her face plunges forward at you, staring with sympathetic intensity. Apparently there exists a phrenological cast of this formidable skull: Mrs Sala is said to have had her hair shaved off in order that its bumps could be measured.


Are all these bluestocking females such simpletons? Can they really imagine that the key to the human soul resides in the bumps of a skull?


First Lore, with her head-in-the-sky philosophical notions, and now Mrs Sala with her heresies have holed Anna like a colander full of doubts.


Hush now, hush: Father would have counselled that doubt is natural, a part of faith. And I was a better person, kinder, less caustic, Beatrice thinks, before I had to step into Papa’s shoes. Tapering, buttoned, many-times-mended, Father’s boots intimately remember him. His scent is trapped there, so their neighbour’s labrador bitch told them, nose snuffling into leather innards. Beatrice is still giving away his belongings to the Baptist poor. Good folk with only one pair of boots apiece. Beatrice will not give to every pauper or pariah or Methodist or Irishman down on his luck. How would that further God’s work? Following in Papa’s footsteps, she dispenses charity, exhortations and pious tracts, reading aloud Mr Spurgeon’s sermons to the sick, with a burning face because this is not easy for a woman to do. A husband would relieve her of such duties.


I have no likeness of you, Annie, Beatrice thinks with a shiver. We should have your photograph made or perhaps a miniature. Never mind the cost. There should be something left of your face. Beatrice kneels at the sofa, head on Anna’s cushion; lavender fails to screen the unhealthy sourness on her sister’s breath.


‘Is Mr Elias still here?’


‘No and good riddance. Wouldn’t you think he could at least offer to pray with you or read to you, Annie?’


‘Well, quite honestly, I can do without Elias reading to me. He gabbles.’


Anna’s affliction is a stronghold from which she assails the values on which their house is built. Affliction should temper the soul, subduing us to acceptance of our lot. But I’m no better, Beatrice thinks. Principled master of herself though she likes to appear, hardly a day passes without internal rebellion; discontent races like port wine through her veins.


And part of it is that one gets a kind of nether view of the visiting clergy, in rather the way that Sukey is acquainted with the contents of the Pentecosts’ chamber pots. Subtle and gentlemanly Mr Montagu is distinguished by his surprising avarice, for despite his wife’s affluence, he’s a skinflint. Mr Elias is known for his facile piano-tinkling; Mr Kyffin for nervous tics and the ginger tobacco stains on his teeth; Mr Anwyl for his capers and caprices. And all by their appetites; their guzzling enjoyment of Sarum House’s hospitality.


Up to the elbows, Beatrice’s hands are swallowed in the chilly insides of Tilly the Goose. Tilly’s mate Hector continues to search for his mate in the pond, swimming in baffled circles. Sukey mixes herbs for stuffing, humming a folk tune, something pretty and profane. Beatrice wants to whistle and refrains. The side door opens: Mrs Elias – bonnetless, hair a muss of greying waves tumbling from its bun, a wide smile.


‘You’ll come tonight, won’t you, dear, to the service?’


‘Of course, Loveday. If Anna feels she can manage without me.’


‘Oh Anna, dear heart, you can’t miss this! You get so few treats, cariad.’ Loveday Elias, seating herself beside the invalid’s sofa, takes Anna’s hand. Can’t they push Anna across very gently in the wheeled chair? It’s just over the road, no distance.


‘Bowels,’ mouths Beatrice. She shakes her head behind her sister’s back. Anna’s bowels close up or they loosen, without rhyme or reason. They are quite honestly hysterical bowels.


‘Mr Elias warned me,’ Anna sings out. ‘Your countryman Mr Idris Jones of Bedwellty and his three ranting, canting sons! Oh no, please. I just couldn’t bear it.’


Loveday takes no offence; never does. ‘Dyna ni. But you’ll miss something world-scale. Mr Elias prevailed upon Mr Jones to preach tonight. The chapel will be packed out, if last week at Mickel Green is anything to go by. Weeping they were in the aisles. Stamping and crying out like Methodists. And indeed Wesleyans attended. Souls were touched.’


‘I’d be weeping in the aisle if three youths with conkers on a string and round-button collars undertook to lecture me.’


‘Well, chwarae teg, Anna, the Jones boys are all over seventeen and baptised,’ Loveday says, smiling. She receives Anna’s asperities with comfortable serenity. ‘And – consider – they are getting older by the moment. I must admit that Mr Elias and I were sceptical. But, as I reminded him, how old was our Saviour when he lectured the elders in the Temple? Two years younger than Mr Spurgeon when he set out on his great work. And you know, we do need an Awakening! It’s been too long.’


The Eliases often chat in Welsh together and with Mr Anwyl; there are so many Welshmen in Wiltshire that their homeland must be depopulated. Ministers in Wales don’t have two pennies to rub together, so it’s hardly surprising that sixty pounds a year in England is a magnet. Still, Beatrice is fond of Loveday; can’t help warming to her scatterbrained sincerity. Loveday can be quiet at the heart of a storm: a storm she has herself awoken in the form of five little sinners she and Mr Elias have called into the world and permitted to thunder barefoot over the tilting wooden floors while the piano plays a mazurka and unused mops rattle in pails and they all fall into bed at night innocent of soap and water.


‘Babes and sucklings have their place,’ observes Anna. ‘In cribs, on reins.’


*


And still you are smitten, Anna thinks, with the quivering expectation that Papa will appear up there in the high pulpit; he’s been hiding, round some twist in time and space. The mind tricks itself into thinking that if it waits long enough, the beloved will come home and set us all to rights. He’ll calm my tumults with a ‘Peace, be still.’ Oh, you are such a coward, Anna goads herself, forever on the run from reality. Your father will never come again. You’ll never see his face on this side of the grave, any more than you’ll see Lore’s. Accept it. The arrow speeds into the soft tissue of her belly; it lodges there and the venom it carries spreads. Pain radiates, she’ll faint, she perspires, she’s unwholesome: what if Anna soils herself in front of the congregation? Better to make Jocelyn take her home while there’s still time.


The chapel reeks of rotten lilies or is that Anna’s own smell?


The doors close behind her. Folk crowd the back of the chapel and gallery. Leaving the wheeled chair at the door, Joss supports his invalid sister to her place. Seated between Beatrice and Loveday and catching her breath, Anna is penetrated by birdsong from beyond the arched pane of plain glass. A yellowhammer surely, calling ‘A-little-bit-of-bread-and-no-cheese!’ She’d like to be out there in the freedom of the open air. Joss with a small cough excuses himself and sidles off to sit amongst the servants. Anna hopes Beatrice will not notice and have her outing marred. She probably will. If there’s something negative to see, Beatrice’s eye will register it and darken. The dear fellow hasn’t even been baptised: never quite got round to it.


Joss, who never came up to scratch, was an embarrassment to Papa but he always hoped for his son’s improvement. Joss tried his best and Papa, a just and charitable man for all his hellfire Calvinist theology, acknowledged the boy’s good heart while he lamented his flabby will. As for Anna, he indulged his younger daughter; denied her nothing and praised her even for ruffianly behaviour, which he called ‘spirit’. Down on the dappled grass Jacob Pentecost cast himself to snort like a pony, bucking while she rode him under the apple trees, whipping his horsy flanks with a switch of twigs. His silver hair was a mane she pulled or stroked. Paternal displeasure, which Anna rarely felt, was the end of the world to her.


He was curiously innocent, she thinks. So interested in the antiquities at Sarum and Avebury, he never allowed questions of geological time to touch his faith. Never, that is, until the last couple of years. Every modern town, the suave Mr Montagu wryly remarked, should have a Village Darwin as its idiot, a Lesser Baboon, if one might so phrase it. He and Papa attended a lecture on the mutability of species by Mr Lee the analytical chemist. Mr Montagu was well pleased with his own contribution to the debate; he’d shot a whole quiverful of arrows into the soft belly of the undereducated fellow. They say one comes to look like one’s dog or one’s hobby horse: in the case of poor Mr Lee there’s a speaking simian likeness, Mr Montagu observed.


Papa was quiet; he didn’t throw stones. In our day, he muttered, shaking his head, it seems most naturalists are infidels. And poor Papa did not make a good death. But that was his illness.


Curious expectation murmurs round the chapel. The deacons, seated in a row facing the flock, swivel their heads as one. There’s a sudden stillness, a rustle; the preacher slips through the partially open door – and is not Mr Idris Jones of Bedwellty but Mr Clifford of Praed Street in London.


Easy, all too easy, to fall headlong for a young man floating aloft in a shabby coat and the mercy of Christ Jesus in his eyes. So easy if you cared a fig about young men. Anna can’t seem to melt feelings of friendship into passionate attraction to any of the eligible young ministers who visit Sarum House. She remains cool, comradely. John Clifford, introduced by Mr Elias in glowing terms, is a shy-looking soul in his twenties, pale hair beginning to recede. He looks as if he never ate cake; his face is all angles and points. At the same time he’d be glad to see you eating cake. Anna glances sidelong at Beatrice: she’s taken up with the wrigglings of Tom and Jack Elias, who, managing to dodge their ma (and how willing Loveday is to be dodged), have nabbed a place at the outer end of the pew.


Yes, a lovely man, to whom Beatrice will surely be susceptible, having collected in her time reverend followers as a cat laps cream, turning from one to another in a whirl of bewilderment, finding that none could offer the thing (what is it?) that she craves. As one does crave, Anna thinks. Above them all towers Christian Ritter for whom – ever since she was a girl – Papa intended poor Beatrice.


What Anna herself desires, she cannot exactly fathom. An end to pain and physical weakness would be a start. Beyond that: some urgent scope denied to her. Action. Vocation. Rather than sitting here under the pastor’s spell, Anna imagines being the pastor, up on a public stage, offering milk and honey from her lips, and bitter herbs too. To be the mouth rather than the ears.


Foot-binding. Mr Thoms brought home from the mission to China a pair of doll-sized slippers. He told of women mincing on crippled feet; they were considered more beautiful when deformed. Anna said, ‘Oh yes, Mr Thoms, we have that here but less blatantly.’ Beatrice kicked her under the table. Mr Thoms looked mildly puzzled. Silenced, Anna exploded inwardly: our tongues are bound, our brains are bound. Women are not fully awake; never have been. One is condemned for thinking – and thinking aloud – oh, heresy! This farce, this hypocrisy, this stupefaction! With every throb of rebellion, Anna finds transient relief from her spasms. The spirit of the Puritan Pentecosts scintillates in Anna’s veins, hot as the brandy Mr Sala brings to relax her pain, as he puts it, and for a while it does.


Mirrie Sala, intellectual, freethinking, has somehow got away. Or rather she’s got away with it. How did she do that? I don’t believe I shall, Anna thinks. The worst thing about being ill is being unable to ride Spirit. Anna can hardly bear to meet her pony’s melting eyes.


I’ll get better. I’ll ride again, she promises herself. I will write if I cannot speak.


She hears the word slave and pays attention. Mr Elias, introducing Mr Clifford, explains that Mr Idris Jones of Bedwellty, accompanied by the fruit of his loins, has taken ship for America. Not in search of lucre but in order to invite Mr Henry Ward Beecher to return to England. Beecher the anti-slavery preacher, charismatic, brilliant, stands at the centre of the tempest at present shaking that unhappy nation. America is moving inexorably, it seems, towards civil war. Baptists have a long and honourable record in the anti-slavery movement. Anna remembers Mr Knibb, their father’s friend, describing the hell of slavery in Jamaica so that they all wept and, more to the point, opened their purses.


Mr Elias explains that a fortnight ago Idris Jones visited Aberystwyth, where a great Awakening has spread from America. There he dreamed of its advance into England. A Revival. The name of Mr Beecher occurred to him. Accordingly Mr Jones left for Boston on The Petrel.


‘Shushie shushie, darling heart,’ whispers Loveday to Jack, leaning across Anna and putting a finger to her lips. He takes no notice. Beatrice, red in the face, grips the squirmer’s wrist and gives it a spiteful tug. Mouth squared up to bellow, Jack Elias takes her measure through his tears.


‘You little monster,’ Anna hears her sister whisper to the lad. ‘Sit still.’


Jack’s resistance collapses. He slumps into a doleful heap of boyhood; his nose runs green mucus; one tear trickles down his cheek. Tom hugs him up against his side and tickles his armpit with the free hand.


‘Has he got earache, do you think?’ Loveday whispers helplessly. ‘He’s usually such a cherub.’


Beatrice’s face says: I consider you a true friend, Loveday Elias, but you’re half an idiot when it comes to your children.


Loveday’s face replies: I like you, Beatrice Pentecost; you are an excellent woman with sundry gifts, but maybe it will be wise for you and kinder to children not to marry.


Mr Clifford is on his feet. It’s no secret, he tells them, the northern accent thick on his tongue, that from the age of eleven he was a factory worker in Beeston, a jacker-off in a lace factory earning half a crown a week. And there he learned much; it was a college education to him. Splicing the cotton off the bobbins to ensure an even thread, he worked sixteen hours a day, slave of the machines. His father was a Chartist and he too has been a Chartist.


And John Clifford would say that he worked there with Christ. Yes. Jesus Christ in person. ‘You will perhaps wonder what I mean by that.’


He means his workfellows, the lace-makers, the suffering men, women and children of the northern factories, the so-called ‘hands’: and inasmuch as suffering was inflicted on these our Saviour’s children, it was inflicted on our Saviour.


As the workmen came out on strike, so too did Jesus. What was Jesus but a workman with lathe and saw? A radical workman who wants for his workfellows homes, food and hospitals, decent working conditions and a fair wage: aye, and a vote for every man in this land. John Clifford has since studied law and moral philosophy, geology and palaeontology and oh so many ologies. At base he remains not just the jacker-off of lace but his mother’s child. ‘John,’ Mrs Clifford said when he left for the Academy in Leicester to be trained for the ministry. ‘Find out the teaching of Jesus, make yourself sure of that, then stick to it no matter what may come.’


‘How simple,’ Mr Clifford says. ‘And how profound. Her voice still rings in my ears. The mother is the first educator of and minister to the child. In her gentleness, her humility, her grasp of the great simple Truth.’


Simple Truth in the person of Jack Emanuel Elias is chiefly under the pew, entangling himself with the Pentecost sisters’ skirts as he tunnels through to the aisle. His plump, bonny face pops up open-mouthed, bobs down again; he rams his way past his dreamy mother and is gone.


Mr Clifford looks down at an urchin pointing up. ‘Come on then, my little fellow. Up you come.’


Jack, hoisted up by the deacons, slips his right arm round the minister’s neck and sucks the thumb of the left.


‘We’ll change our text to the Book of Isaiah: And a little child shall lead them.’


Soft laughter pulses round the congregation; Mr Elias swivels round to his wife with a happy shrug; curly-haired Mr Anwyl also turns, winks, raises an eyebrow and grins at Beatrice, who pretends not to see him. Anna observes a small smile twitch the side of her sister’s mouth.


Restored to earth, Jack kneels on his father’s lap and seems to reflect on recent events, his flight to the kindly skies and his safe descent. He worms a finger into his father’s beard; half his face peeps round at the congregation. Hooking his chin over Mr Elias’s shoulder, Jack topples into sleep.


Mr Clifford’s social radicalism flings open the chapel’s doors and windows. He raises the roof like an awning to allow Anna, all of them, to peer for miles. The congregation’s eyes speed west towards the dying iron mines of Merthyr and its stinking slums, north to the sweat shops of Manchester, Leeds, Huddersfield and Sheffield. They see as angels see – but without the comforting immunity of angels.


Yes, this is the real thing, thinks Anna, this slaughterhouse of civilisation, policed by the birds of prey who rule us. These are the matters dearest Lore opened to Anna: the political meanings of the feeding of the five thousand, how the first should be last and the last first, how the leper begging at the gates would be fed and clothed and set in judgment over the rich. ‘Revolution will come, Annie, for God will no longer tolerate these injustices.’ Her father had been wounded on the barricades in Dresden in 1848, not so much fighting for democracy as standing for it, weaponless, a quietist. A quiet firebrand was Lore too, if such a thing can be said to exist. How I loved her, thinks Anna, and the pain shakes her again.


If Beatrice were to marry Lore’s cousin, a mirror of their stepmother would be forever haunting Anna. But it would be an authoritarian likeness. Christian’s a man who knows what he wants and will have it and can wait until he does. He terrifies Anna. It’s not that she dislikes him: he forces you to like him. His great height gives him a ridiculous advantage – and even tall Anna is dwarfed. There’s a glamour about him. Papa meant Christian for Beatrice. And now? Christian’s letters arrive weekly from America. Anna does not ask to read them, for her sister’s puzzled blush tells the story.


Mr Clifford makes other preachers, even the sublime Mr Spurgeon, look trite: they’re constantly referring you to the umbilicus of your own salvation. She forgets her belly’s gripings and clasps John Clifford’s wing as he soars. Anna sees it all now.


Half the congregation reaches its hands deep into its pockets; the remainder, uneasy about the political message, values the spiritual fare at sixpence.


Introduced to Mr Clifford at the door, Anna squeezes his hand. If she were to fall in love with one of these flying visitors, she thinks, it must be one like this, for sincerity and righteous anger are lovable beyond beauty. I want to tell you about Lore, she thinks. I want to tell you that Lore taught me all this before I heard it anywhere else. And yet what in Lore was theory and idealism, Mr Clifford has lived. Anna suffers herself to be lowered into the wheeled chair and to drop below the general regard. Mr Clifford chats with her sister and Mr Anwyl; he will gladly sup with them, he says, and perhaps, if they have a bed for the night? The weak light greys around them, lending an ashy pallor to skin and hair, as though all those lingering on the chapel path between the grave mounds were ageing by the moment.




Chapter 2


It’s like having a rat in the cellar. You make sallies with a broom and lay down poison. You invoke the rat-catcher. But what woman can be thinking of her depravity and its antidote every minute of every day? Too busy. Meanwhile vermin down there stealthily multiply into a colony. Beatrice hides her streaks of lust and greed, cruelty and envy as best she might – but your sister sees through every veil with eyes of caustic.


Beatrice wishes daily for some outlet for her own turbulent spirit but submits to her lot: catching the blood from the slaughtered sow, testing the rennin in junket and blackleading the fireplace. Feeding her guests.


Knives clink on plates; the company consumes scraps for dinner, odds and ends of cold pork, potato, egg. ‘Delicious! Miss Pentecost is a miracle worker!’ Conversation flows. Beatrice, who was faintly alarmed at the preacher’s political message, finds herself liking the unpretentious Mr Clifford and sees the point of him. He has a modest and kindly manner, a knack of listening, which, Heaven knows, not all the ministers she feeds at Sarum House share.


Mr Anwyl has not come.


A visitor of Mr Clifford’s stature can hardly be expected to lie in another guest’s sheets as the lesser ministerial fry cheerfully do. Where is Sukey when wanted? Would Joss help turn the heavy mattress? But Jocelyn and Mr Elias are moving off towards the smoking room to fill it with fug and spittle. Sukey follows with the pipes: Joss makes way for her, his arm stretched out like a courtier’s, a soft smile on his rosy face. Tobacco rots the moral being, it’s a scientific fact. Most male visitors reek of smoke. What’s worse, their offspring also sin in this way. The race is degenerating. Beardless Charlie Kyffin from Salisbury, a virtual child, not only out-smokes them all but consumes beer under his father’s very nose, and nothing is said.


Mr Anwyl will hardly come now.


John Clifford is explaining why, in his view, the church should not fear the new Biblical criticism that has come from Germany like a high wind. The more accurately we understand the Gospels, the clearer our faith will be. Why fear radicalism when our Jesus was himself a radical? Anna is expressing fervent agreement: but what does she know? Has she read Strauss and Feuerbach? Of course she hasn’t. She takes the Salas’ word for it.


The latch clinks. Beatrice’s spirit bounds up and races to the magnet of Will; she wraps her arms around his neck and he lifts her clean off the ground, whirls her round, skirts belling out, and oh, be careful! we’ll fall, put me down, you ruffian!


Of course she does nothing of the sort. Miss Pentecost sits still, feigning deafness. The hairs stand up on her neck; a tremor shakes her body. He’s wiping his feet, exchanging a few pleasant words with Sukey, who loves him, they all love him, though most have reservations: somehow, pastor or no pastor, ‘Mr Anwyl is Miss Pentecost’s inferior.’ That’s what they say. He’s the son of a labourer in some unpronounceable part of west Wales and it tells, every time he opens his mouth. His words tumble over themselves and stammer to a halt. Granted, our Saviour was the foster-child of a Nazareth carpenter but there the comparison ends. Sloppy manners, singsong accent – impoverished, overfamiliar, playful. Lackadaisical in his pastoral duties, by Papa’s standards, Mr Anwyl is unequal in status, education and property. Yes, yes, we know all that.


None of this need matter. No, it’s something to do with the honey of his attraction that rouses Beatrice as though she’d been bee-stung. It hurts.


Everything hurts. Her body rings with pleasurable pain. She withstands the throb at Will’s approach, welcoming him coolly. She avoids his gaze. What choice has her suitor but to retaliate by seating himself beside Anna; bending his head to the younger sister, speaking with quiet attentiveness? There’s a burst of laughter, as if he and Anna were sharing a private joke and the joke is Beatrice.


Anna’s languid body on the sofa looks sensuous, sinuous – and though she has lost weight, the drapery of her dress expresses the curve of breast and hip. But Anna is not paying full attention to Mr Anwyl’s blandishments, Beatrice sees: she has darkly lustrous eyes only for Mr Clifford, who is married already. And in any case, how could Anna marry? Her health would never stand it.


*


Mr Clifford has departed after his three-night stay. Anna’s upstairs resting. And Will arrives, the Peck girls in tow and callow Mr Crisp, suitor to one or the other. They’ve walked across the fields from Fighelbourn, whipping one another with long grasses, playing tag and gathering spring flowers, which Will presents with a bow and a grin. The Peck girls chirrup and whirl, to show off the gowns their aunt has made from imperfect stock: the mass of the skirts trailing behind them, the front being flattened, and this, claims Rose, is how skirts are worn in Paris now, a big bustle at the back, see?


‘My oh my. So that’s what the Roman Catholics are wearing in Paris,’ Beatrice manages not to say. The Whore of Babylon dresses flaunt the rumps of the two plump, sturdy girls; the hems have picked up cuckoo spit and burrs and must be sponged down. Beatrice takes in her hands the wilted celandines, periwinkles and buttercups Mr Anwyl and his fashionable disciples have brought.


Let’s play parlour games! Yes, do let’s!


Blowing the feather. First find the feather. Beatrice lets go of constraint. She races Will around the arbour walks. Here we are! Will snatches the feather; holds it out of reach and laughs into her face as she jumps. He puts the feather to his lips; tickles hers with it. Beatrice’s mouth opens slightly, lax. Something in the depths of her secret body seems to be tickled too. Sensations ripple there. The cellar-rats all run together this way and that. Her gut knots. Beatrice steps back.


‘Do you give in?’


No, Beatrice will never give in. She twists away and hurries back indoors.


Chairs are positioned in a circle. Sukey angles to join in the fun and has to be frozen out. Mr Anwyl explains the rules. No touching the feather; keep it in the air at all times. Once the feather touches you, you’re out, starting … now.


John Crisp leaps up and puffs for all he’s worth, whisking the feather out of reach of all players and chasing it round the room; he is sternly disqualified and ordered out of the circle. Players may lean. Like this. Mr Anwyl leans over Rose and sends the feather twirling up: Rose shoots Mr Crisp a look that says: You’re an inferior article, you booby, and I’m only putting up with you until someone better comes along, so there.


‘What about “Poor Pussy”?’


The chairs are pushed back. The pastor of Fighelbourn Baptist Chapel falls on his knees within the ring, raises his paws and meows. Uproar. He slinks round the circle, glancing up at each young lady with predatory eyes. Rose Peck places her hand on his springy brown hair and buries it in his curls. Pussy smiles and snarls and pads on. As Will angles his furry head sidelong at Beatrice, querying, tantalising, she has a sense of someone … over there, looking on, repelled.


The parlour door stands ajar: Beatrice rises. There’s no one outside. She turns, leans on the door and views the scene through Papa’s eyes. What have I let into my father’s house? Behind Papa looms the man Papa intended – destined – for her. Mr Ritter, who so possessed her childhood as to deprive her of it; who fashioned her like a clay pot. She views the young folk – and Beatrice’s no longer quite young self – romping like hectic children behind their parents’ backs. The pastor of Fighelbourn crawls on hands and knees mewing ‘Poor Pussy!’ to gales of laughter.


Lily is down. Down where she belongs, the cat. Down in her bestiality, not too strong a word, it’s in us all, the fangs and the claws and the heat that call the tom to the molly. They rub up against you in oestrus, they lick their genitals, yowl for days on end, they present their rears and spray out malodorous fluid. That’s how they are, they are beasts, they cannot help it. He made them so and blessed them.


But we are the tarnished children of the Redeemer; immortal souls immersed in carnal slime. Beatrice is ashamed, and crimson. And the fact is that, if Miss Pentecost so much as clapped her hands, they’d all have to disperse: she holds the authority. Then what does she do but rush back into the delirium? Harmless pleasure is not forbidden, after all.


*


Anna frees her hair from its coils and lets it flop into waves all down her back. She shudders her nightgown on, uses the chamber pot, creeps into bed. Lying listlessly, she listens in to the muffled hilarity downstairs. She sips wine and teaspoonfuls of the jelly Mrs Quarles sent round. As long as Mrs Q does not send her husband, everyone is happy. The pain gradually abates, allowing her to think of Lore. Her dear face, scarred as it was by variola, held such an expression of benign intelligence that you thought of her as handsome. Well, Beatrice didn’t, but I did. And this despite some spinal deformity that was also the result of smallpox. It thrust her head forward, giving Lore a questing look. Had she lived into old age, she’d have been a hunchback.


The painter of the miniature portrait in Anna’s locket erased the pockmarks by painting Lore in black silhouette. There’s something ghostly about the image: Anna looks at it rarely but likes to feel the warmed oval of metal against her throat.


Beatrice was jealous of Papa’s adoration of Lore. She resented the closeness that grew up between Anna and their stepmother. When Papa took Beatrice off to London on church business, the two girls left behind explored their world together, making a collection of fossils and flints – scallops and ammonites and especially the egg-like flint fossils that country people call ‘shepherds’ crowns’ or ‘fairy loaves’, pocketing them for luck and keeping them on their windowsills, to guard against evil spirits. Millions of years ago they were sea urchins, Lore said, creeping along the sea bottom – imagine that! And they died and their insides were eaten and the shells filled with silica jelly – and the sea became land and farmers ploughed them out of the chalk. It’s abject nonsense to say that the world is only six thousand years old, Lore maintained: which simpleton believes that nowadays?


Picking up one of these little beauties from her bedside cabinet, Anna coddles it between her palms. She traces with her fingertip the stippling of the five-pointed star. They fell from heaven, say the old folk. No, they wandered the earth like us, she and Lore believed; they had their moment too.


Anna recorded all their expeditions. She removes the diary from her chest. A life without pen and paper would be unthinkable. Pen and paper immortalise your witness. How sad for the children of the labouring poor that, even if they’re literate, they lack pencils or paper and must shape their letters with their fingers in sand trays, shake the sand and start again. Anna leafs through the diary to 1856, that golden year.


Lore & I to Stone Henge. We picnicked on a fallen bluestone & rambled round discussing the origins of the place. A temple, said I. To the Goddess, said Lore. We found nine chalk balls & part of a green glass jar, L believes the jar is Roman – some Ancient Romans came on an outing and ate their picnic here too, she said, & left their litter. It lay there for one thousand six hundred years or so whereupon those explorers of genius Anna & Lore Pentecost came along with their picnic and cleared up after them. Next week we plan to visit Old Sarum where Papa & I saw the skeleton unearthed.


Dined with the Montagus. Lore spoke not a word. If her inner voice doesn’t prompt her, she keeps her mouth shut. Papa tried to coax her – thinks she’s bashful. Mrs Kyffin knows better, she considers L uncouth, she heard us whistling in the wilderness – said nothing, her eyebrows said it all. Papa asked me if I thought L might be a trifle deaf & did it run in the family? Christian is also someone who cannot always hear what is said to him.


Lulworth Cove. First time I have ever seen the sea! A sheet of shiningness.


Today we bathed. Biting cold – delicious, delirious! Lore was flung by her father into the Baltic at the age of 5. She is practically fearless. Today she showed me how to float, holding her hand under the small of my back. The women’s bathing huts are sequestered & we can swim without concern. I wrote Beatrice & Joss a long letter & L wrote to Papa. My darling Lore is to have a baby – it is an intimate matter, L says, something a woman keeps to herself until she is ready to share it. She will tell Papa when we return. I woke in the night & placed my hand on her belly.


Anna can only bear to read snatches. Her diary is a calf-bound book of Mama’s in a brown paper jacket, stuffed with smaller leaves. Tiny, secret writing, cryptic as she can make it, writing backwards often: you can do this if you’re left-handed. Think of the calf that made the binding, Lore would say; the creature many years ago butchered and eaten. Everything in this world makes me sad, she’d say, the next one will be better. It’s a topic Anna sometimes muses on and can get no further than wondering at the slaughter the Almighty has unleashed on the Creation. She has qualms about questioning His ways but when it comes over her to do so, she’s helpless to resist. Lore, who questioned everything and still believed, held it lawful to do so. The patriarch Jacob wrestled with an angel for three days, and threw him. If Jacob, why not Lore and Anna Pentecost?


You, Almighty Father, have killed my Mama and Mary and Lore and Papa, Anna challenges Him. I cannot accept that I shall never see their faces again in this world. Perhaps in another world but that scarcely comforts me. If You, God, had been my child, I could never have treated You in the way you treat us and just leave us to it.


She has wrestled the Almighty to the floor many times – just by thinking, by following a logical train of thought. How can it be helped? If her sister could see how far down the road to heresy Anna has wandered, she’d be appalled. There’d be retaliation. Mirrie and Baines Sala have crossed over: doubt has led to agnosticism. Humanism, Mirrie prefers to call it, emphasising her positive faith. She respects and honours the faith of others, though she cannot share it. Anna shrinks from taking that step: she could never be at home in a godless universe.
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