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Be near me when my light is low,


   When the blood creeps, and the nerves prick


   And tingle; and the heart is sick,


And all the wheels of Being slow.







Be near me when the sensuous frame


   Is rack’d with pangs that conquer trust;


   And Time, a maniac scattering dust,


And Life, a Fury slinging flame.







Be near me when my faith is dry,


   And when the flies of latter spring,


   That lay their eggs, and sting and sing


And weave their petty cells and die.







Be near me when I fade away,


   To point the term of human strife,


   And on the low dark verge of life


The twilight of eternal day.


In Memoriam A. H. H.’


Alfred, Lord Tennyson
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PROLOGUE





January 1976






My mother once took an hour out of her romances to cast some light on the surface of things. I was just back from Rome and we stood together on the ramparts of Edinburgh Castle, watching the sky go black above a warship anchored in the Firth of Forth. Picture that time of day in the old city when the shop windows stand out and the streets of the New Town begin to glow with moral sentiment. She took my arm and we rested like passengers bound for distant lives, warm in our coats and weak in our hearts, the rain falling down on the stone.


‘David,’ she said, ‘I’m going to give you some guidance that is more serious than the afternoon requires.’


My mother turned and I saw the gleam of old stories in her eyes. ‘Always trust a stranger,’ she said. ‘In this life, it’s the people you know who let you down.’


‘You are a great tonic,’ I said. ‘If I go too long without exposure to your bad character I begin to grow affectionate.’


‘An adverse growth, as your father might have said.’


‘Quite so.’


When the light had disappeared and our hands were cold, we thought better of going round a pictorial history of the one o’clock gun, walking instead to a chintzy tea room at the top of the Royal Mile. The place smelled of wet carpets and Calor gas, and the counter was taken up with those three-tier cake stands, ornate and sad and heavy with scones. ‘Lovely plates,’ said my mother. ‘Bohemian glass.’


We warmed our fingers round cups of tea.


‘A person not willing to have their heart broken is barely alive,’ she said, putting a piece of shortbread into her mouth. ‘I don’t mean you, David. You’re a different case altogether.’


‘Stop it, Mother,’ I said. ‘I’m not some whey-faced character from one of your books. Crazy-haired. Mad with grief.’


‘I don’t see why not,’ she said. ‘There’s nothing wrong with grief. You’ve been through such a lot.’


‘Rome put it behind me.’


‘I don’t know about “behind you”. In my experience, nothing is ever behind anyone.’


‘Oxford has vanished,’ I remember saying. ‘All that stuff. It seems so mysterious to me now. You know, Conor almost gave me a way of thinking. It was like the world was going to go our way at last.’


‘It might still,’ she said.


‘We would fight all the spite and shame of the world.’


I told her I was looking forward now to a quiet ministry in Blackpool. ‘Maybe that will be my tribute to Conor,’ I said. ‘Just working in an ordinary parish and greeting the faith of ordinary people.’


‘You’ve always been addicted to sweet thoughts,’ she said. ‘But I advise you to put your faith in strangers. Sometimes it’s nice to just be on the surface of things.’


‘Not easy for a priest,’ I said.


She paused to lick her finger and dab some grains of sugar from the corner of her mouth. Her watch said twenty past five and it gleamed as she reapplied her make-up.


‘Just don’t forget your way back.’


‘No,’ I said. ‘I won’t.’


People passed outside in the rain. I could see them stooped beneath their umbrellas, voyaging home, wrapped in privacy. ‘I suppose you belong to Lancashire,’ she said. ‘But there is always a place for you here.’


‘I know.’ I lifted my cup. ‘But here’s to the south. We go where we must go to find the right weather, don’t we, Mother?’


‘Oh, yes,’ she said. ‘If we have the wings, that is what we do. Just keep your scarf round your neck and your phone numbers handy.’


‘You’re so practical, Mother.’


‘I know,’ she said, with a lipstick smile, ‘but what else is there?’






















CHAPTER ONE


Sundial





One is never prepared for the manner in which home changes over time. That tea room was twenty-nine years ago. Scotland was my mother’s world, and my years in Blackpool were spent in pastoral oblivion, a kind of homelessness which has followed me everywhere. Lancashire was the place where I grew up, my father’s world, but serving there as a parish priest provided me with nothing much greater than the small comforts afforded in my line by the habits of duty.


I wanted to add something new to my mother’s life. She had always been so original, so full of words, so ready with money, the distances between us being no bar to her encouragement of me, her enjoyment of our hard-hearted jokes. But she was growing old. I thought we might do more laughing together and visit the places she liked. The year before last, I came back and took charge of a small Ayrshire parish, to see her, to be close to her, though I can hardly say that the move was made in heaven.


Troubles like mine begin, as they end, in a thousand places, but my year in that Scottish parish would serve to unlock everything. There is no other way of putting the matter. Dalgarnock seems now like the central place in a story I had known all along, as if each year and each quiet hour of my professional life had only been preparation for the darkness of that town, where hope is like a harebell ringing at night.


It all began to happen on Good Friday. The rectory was pleasant and well-groomed, and my housekeeper, Mrs Poole, brought two large bowls of lettuce soup to the sitting-room table. I had just come back from the second service of the day, feeling tired, with a heaviness in my legs that made me wonder if I wasn’t ageing rather badly. It is not always easy to know the difference between religious passion and exalted grief. I felt Mrs Poole was watching me and ready to say a number of things, but the light of the chapel still glowered in my head, willing me to regret the need for human contact and the niceties of lunch. Mrs Poole was in her most efficient mode and soon had me smiling.


After several months in Dalgarnock I noticed she was more at home in the rectory than one would have expected. She loved it there, loved what she called ‘the feel of the house’, and her admiration was particularly drawn to the presence of numerous clocks and books and second-rate pictures, the stuff of my own past.


‘You’ve a bit of education up yer sleeve, Father. That’s the thing. When people have been places you can just tell. What a house for pictures. You are somebody just like me: you like yer wee things round about you. Now, half the people you meet go on like their home is a prison. But when you walk in here, you see right away it’s a place for thinking.’


‘I don’t know about that, Mrs Poole.’


‘Oh, away ye go. A man like you knows how to think.’


She made a fetish of the house plants, speaking to them, paying tribute as she bent with the watering can to the good company they provided. She was a great enthusiast for the environment, by which she meant the outside world, but the inside world was the domain of her greatest exactitude. Hours would come and go as she moved about the place, the dust a sign of some freedom she had barely known, the cluttered rooms full of corkscrews, prayer books, exhibition catalogues and seed packets seeming to her to indicate a peaceable universe very unlike the one she maintained in her house by the railway bridge.


‘Mrs Poole,’ I said, ‘don’t get me started on big topics. I’m looking for laughter today.’


‘You’ve picked a fine day for it,’ she said. ‘There’s a dirty great sponge of vinegar being presented to the Lord’s face as we speak.’


‘That’s fine,’ I said. ‘But I need a glass of wine.’


‘Bloody hell,’ said Mrs Poole. ‘When I was a girl, Good Friday was a day for closing the curtains and hanging yer head. Now you’re all calling for the wine bottle. You’ll be casting lots for the bloody cloak next.’


I spun my keys and looked up at the ceiling. A frosting of cobwebs sat lightly over the old chandelier.


‘Did I ever tell you, Mrs Poole?’ I plucked at my bottom lip and pointed up.


‘What’s that?’ she said.


‘This very chandelier was hung in my first set of rooms at Balliol. Can you imagine? A present from one of the Anderton aunts.’


‘Heaven save us.’


‘It’s true. My aunt thought it was criminal for a young man to have to study under an oil lamp. I used to stare up at it during the night instead of writing essays on the English Civil War. It was even dirtier then. Can you imagine that, now? This very chandelier?’


‘A right ticket you must have been, Father,’ she said, ‘with your chandeliers and all the rest of it. Very nice. As you lay there inspecting your fancy light, my sister and I, we were five years younger than you and working nightshifts.’


‘Hard work. How dreadful. Was she cured of it?’


‘Oh, aye,’ said Mrs Poole. ‘We were all cured of that soon enough.’


‘I’ll take your word for it,’ I said, ‘given the amount of muck on that chandelier up there.’


‘Don’t start me,’ she said. ‘There’s work enough to be done. Too much work to be bothering wi’ yer daft lights.’


‘Get you,’ I said. ‘It’s Mutiny on the Bounty.’


‘Slave driver.’


‘Yes, indeed,’ I said. ‘You wouldn’t want it any other way.’


Mrs Poole was forty-two, but her attitudes made her seem older. Only when she smiled did one notice she was quite young. She had no college education, nor did she come from a background that supported her enthusiasms, but she had schooled herself with the kind of personal passion that verges on panic, and her mind absorbed and retained. This process had started years before I met her – with night classes in French, with cookbooks – but she always said that side of her had become important in her time with me.


‘You just sit there quiet half the time,’ she said. ‘But I know you’re boiling with arguments, Father.’


‘Is that right?’


‘Oh, piping! And don’t be shy. There’s a thousand things to discuss and hardly anybody to talk to.’


‘Very good, Mrs Poole.’


My mother made the point that my housekeeper was like a heroine in Jane Austen: she would have distinguished herself in any class, yet her circumstances acted upon her like a series of privations she was determined to overcome. The fact made her unsteady sometimes but pretty much always likeable. She had little time for The Tongues, as she called them, the people of the town, and saw our friendship as an overdue reward and a lucky extension of her long dedication to self-improvement.


‘I have finally found my job,’ she said. ‘And a person who knows how to put a sentence together.’


‘Good stuff,’ I said. ‘Just don’t forget I’ve a gangplank through there for people who yell about their rights.’


‘Fascist,’ she said.


‘Uh-huh.’


‘Roman soldier!’


‘That’s right,’ I said. ‘That’s my job.’


She smiled and hooked a dish towel over her shoulder. ‘That’s enough of your cheek, Father. Come and have your lunch.’ She swept a theatrical hand over the dining table in the manner of a far-travelled merchant presenting his latest silks. ‘Quickly now. It’s soup. Potage de Père Tranquille.’


‘Du Père,’ I said.


‘Right. The best abstinence money can buy.’


‘Goodness, Mrs Poole. Lettuce soup. There are monks and starving people who would thank you for this. Can we go wild and add a few bits of bread to the feast?’


‘Suit yourself. Be my guest. If you want to remember Christ’s agony by gorging on crusts, I can’t stop you.’


‘Just a few delicious dods of the old pain de campagne.’


‘That’s fine,’ she said. ‘I bought the organic stuff.’


Mrs Poole worked only two and a half days a week. She liked to smile at unpredictable things and gave the impression she showed sides of herself in the rectory that she couldn’t show at home. Her husband Jack was a part-time gardener for the council. ‘He just cuts the grass,’ she said, as if to separate his efforts from the sorts of things we might do ourselves.


Mr and Mrs Poole appeared to live together in a state of settled resentment. She said they seldom went out and that he had given up on trying to make her happy. He wasn’t the man she had married, apparently, and a thousand things had happened, she said, that made it clear he couldn’t deal with responsibility. Even after the events of that year, I don’t think I ever came to understand what Mr Poole really thought of his wife and the world she craved. But she may have been wrong to assume that his drinking was the biggest part of him, that he was, in some barely conscious way, a standard-bearer for the town’s worst prejudices. Some might have called him a broken person, yet there was more to him, and more to her, than either of them would find time to recognise.


It was Mrs Poole’s habit to see him as a failure. I think perhaps his biggest failure, in her eyes, was to seem to deny something very essential in her as they got older, something that might have made them more elevated and more sophisticated than the people around them, the people – ‘his people’, she would say – of whom Mrs Poole had come to feel perhaps too easily scornful, and whom he, Jack, had an equally natural ability to understand and to rub along with quite nicely.


‘Yes,’ she said once. ‘Being one of them.’


‘Don’t be too hard on Dalgarnock,’ I said. ‘The people from here are no different from people elsewhere, except they probably have more to deal with and smaller means to do it.’


‘You’ll find out if I’m too hard on them,’ she said, and I knew from the way she said it that she’d heard things against me or against priests in general or people from England.


Mrs Poole thought that Jack saw her new habits and interests as being pretentious and wanted to deny her an opportunity for personal growth. ‘He doesn’t know me,’ she said. ‘You know me better than him.’


‘I don’t know about that, Mrs Poole. I only know a few old prayers and a dozen facts about Marcel Proust.’


‘That’s you then,’ she said. ‘But it’s not nothing. It’s a damn sight more than most people round here. Most of those people wouldn’t give you daylight in a dark corner.’


‘Is that one of your native expressions?’


‘That’s right. They wouldn’t give you the shine off their sweat.’


‘Nice,’ I said. ‘Proust would be proud of you.’


‘Shush,’ she said. ‘You know what I mean. You can’t expect a priest to know much about life, but at least you’ve read a couple of books.’


‘Whatever you say,’ I said.


I could only assume Mrs Poole came to work to live another sort of life. As with all her jealously guarded, self-defining hours – the night classes, the environment, the afternoons down at the Red Cross shop – her time at the rectory was spent, at least in part, in solid opposition to her husband’s view of her as a person gaining airs and ignoring the hands of her biological clock.


One day we visited the garden centre. It must have been a month into my time there in the parish. I had been telling Mrs Poole a thing or two about the older kinds of rose. We looked up some books, and it was decided that rose bushes were exactly the thing for the rectory garden, planted with care round the walls, each of us falling by degrees into a strictly imagined world of old fragrances. That day, Jack was in the children’s playground next to the garden centre when we came out bearing our new plants. He didn’t see us coming along, though I suspect Mrs Poole saw him, for she flinched and the small leaves on the bushes shuddered as we walked across the gravel.


‘Amazing,’ I said.


‘Sorry?’


‘That’s actually a twelfth-century rose you’re holding.’


‘The weight of it,’ she said.


Jack was sitting on the roundabout with a passive look on his face and a bottle of booze in a paper bag. We put the things in the car and then Mrs Poole went back to use the loo, while I sat behind the wheel and watched her mysterious husband removing table-tennis bats from a large blue bag and throwing them into the trees.




*





Before we’d started the soup, the postman came to the door and hammered on it with his usual disregard. ‘Nothing gets your attention like a knock at the door,’ said Mrs Poole, and she went out. I spent a moment playing a phrase on the piano, placing my foot on a dull brass pedal. Then I stopped and cocked an ear before putting Chopin into the CD player; I could hear very clearly what the postman was saying to Mrs Poole.


‘How’s yer English priest getting on then?’


‘He’s not English,’ she said. ‘He was born in Edinburgh.’


‘Don’t kid yerself,’ said the postman. ‘Yer man’s as English as two weeks in Essex. Get a load ae that rug lying there!’


‘What are you talking about?’


‘That thing under yer feet,’ he said. ‘They didnae have that in Father McGee’s day. That’s a pure English rug, that.’


‘Just go about your business and stop coming round here talking nonsense,’ said Mrs Poole. ‘This is a Persian rug.’


‘That’s Iran or Iraq,’ he said. ‘You want to get rid ae that.’ As he laughed he sent a menacing splutter into the hall. ‘There’s blood in they carpets. Our troops are over in that place and they’re not buildin’ sandcastles. There’s young men dying out there. You have to watch out for the Iraqis.’


I’m sure there’s an essay in which Liszt writes of Chopin’s apartment on the chaussée d’Antin, the room with a portrait of Chopin above the piano, and the belief of the younger musician that the painting must have been a constant auditor of the sound that once flamed and lived in that room, bright and brief as a candle.


‘The postman?’ I said.


Mrs Poole put a letter into its envelope and folded the whole thing in three. She creased it as people do who never file their letters, holding the stiff paper in her hand like a small baton. ‘Aye,’ she said. ‘Just another of yer local idiots.’


‘Isn’t Good Friday a bank holiday? Don’t they get the day off?’


‘Not in Scotland,’ she said. ‘That’s an English thing.’


She seemed more than slightly annoyed with the postman, as if his careless and brash way of talking had added some terrible degree of insult to the letter he had given her, the letter she now stuffed into the front pocket of her apron.


‘Are you all right?’


She smoothed one lip against the other. ‘In this country,’ she said, ‘they prefer to have an extra holiday on the second of January. They ignore Good Friday but they don’t ignore the second of January.’


‘Really?’


‘Of course,’ she said. ‘The second is the day after New Year’s Day, and they’d much sooner have an extra day with alcohol than an extra day with God.’


‘You’re very severe, Mrs Poole.’


‘No wonder,’ she said. ‘The idea of a person like that being responsible for bringing the post.’


‘He’s just doing his job.’


‘Don’t be soft,’ she said. ‘He’s an idiot. And you’d do well to recognise an idiot when you see one.’


Mrs Poole picked some lint from her skirt, and a moment of unease registered with her before she appeared to decide in favour of cheerfulness. ‘This is more of your film music you’re playing,’ she said.


‘It’s the best thing in the world.’


‘Oh God,’ she said. ‘We’ve got something good to talk about at last.’


‘Yes,’ I said. The swerve past the unmentioned letter was still there between us. ‘I’m afraid I like the Nocturnes more than anything else. More than Bach.’


‘Away ye go.’


We moved to the table and she straightened the cloth.


‘I’m no expert,’ she said, ‘but I’m sure that’s wrong.’ She looked cheerfully combative. ‘You might have to rectify it or else find a new cleaner.’


‘A new cleaner who likes nocturnes?’


‘That’s right,’ she said, enjoying her joke. ‘You’re such a dangerous snob, Father David.’


‘No danger to you. You’re the most gigantic snob I’ve ever met. I count it as part of my good fortune to have come across you.’


‘I intend to become worse,’ she said.


‘Be my guest.’


‘Only two and a half days a week, mind.’


I asked her again if she was all right, and she nodded into the tablecloth before lifting her spoon. She hoped it was fine to receive mail at the rectory.


‘By all means,’ I said.


She brushed her cheeks with the back of the spoon as if to cool them and then said we should get on and have our soup. ‘The stock is just right,’ I said. ‘The stock is perfection.’


She had no little regard for the small things, for the dominant note in a perfume – almonds, say, or vanilla – and she appeared almost girlish in her enthusiasm for finding the right shoes and dressing to her mood.


‘You’ve got to make an effort,’ she said.


‘You’ll see us all to our graves, Mrs Poole,’ I said. ‘You have more energy about you than any of us.’


‘I’ve got that,’ she said. ‘But you’ve got the other things.’


I asked for a little of last evening’s Alsace. ‘Very sweet,’ I said. ‘It will cut through the taste of your soup.’


‘That’s not very abstinent of you,’ she said.


‘Even at this sad time, Good Friday,’ I said, ‘we must have gaiety. We must have gaiety at all costs.’


At first she said she wouldn’t drink any, but then suddenly she changed her mind, bringing over a glass which she pinged with a fingernail. I filled it and she drank the glass in one go, lifting her napkin and dabbing the edge of her nose as if the napkin were a sort of accomplice.


‘Is that all right?’ I asked.


‘Parfait,’ she said.


‘You have a nice tone to your pronunciation.’


‘Thank you,’ she said. And after a moment: ‘Has France always been your favourite? I mean, of all the places?’


‘Well, it’s created some personable Englishmen.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘A little contact with France does an Englishman no end of good,’ I said. ‘But too much of it can make the French intolerable.’


‘Is that a joke?’ she said.


‘Depends if you’re English or French.’


‘And what if you’re Scottish?’


‘Bad luck,’ I said.


‘God, you’re a pain,’ she said. ‘One minute you’re Scottish yourself and the next minute you’re more English than Churchill. I’m sure I don’t know what to be saying about you.’


‘Well,’ I said, ‘here’s some advice. Only say sweet things about me and you’ll never go far wrong.’


‘A pain!’ she said. ‘Maybe you’re just a turncoat, and the war has turned you against France.’


‘Perhaps,’ I said.


Mrs Poole looked at me and bit her lip and said nothing, as if the matter was best forgotten and not looked into; then everything seemed to resolve itself as she asked again about the sweetness of certain wines. ‘I would like to go some day to France,’ she said, ‘and see these vineyards.’


‘Alsace is in the northeast.’


‘Like Aberdeen,’ she said.


‘Exactement.’


A print of Bernini’s Apollo and Daphne was hung so as to absorb the light from the window that faced the church. I saw myself buying the print long ago at the Galleria Borghese, a small purchase on a spring day after a walk under the pines of the villa gardens. Waiting for Mrs Poole to speak again, I looked at Daphne’s anxious face and noticed her fingertips flowering into branches and leaves. The light was very subdued.


‘I wish you’d turn that music off,’ Mrs Poole said. ‘It gets on my nerves. I hate all that watery music. I borrowed some of it from the library. God. It makes such a fuss of itself.’


‘You just like to argue with me, Mrs Poole.’


‘I do,’ she said.


She smiled and then laughed as she poured herself another inch of Alsace, her eyes flaring, willing me to argue my case.


‘Poor washerwoman that you are,’ I said. ‘The famous Scottish education system barely left a mark on you.’


‘Father, don’t make me swear. Jesus is up on the cross covered in wounds and you’re nearly making me swear.’


‘You will never go to heaven.’


‘It’s mechanical.’


‘You’ll never be happy.’


‘I’ll never be sad, more like! Gluttons for sadness, you Chopin fans. Bedwetters.’


‘Goodness, Mrs Poole,’ I said. ‘Strong words. I should say you were brought up in a bath of coal.’


‘Born and bred. But I still know Chopin is dodgy stuff.’


‘If it wasn’t for Chopin his people would still be kicking up their heels in circles and baring their black teeth to the vodka jug.’


‘And you a good whatsit – socialist,’ she said, lifting the plates and doing a little victory sashay into the kitchen.


‘Not in a long time,’ I said.


There was a decent pause. I looked at the swirling carpet and felt ashamed of its cheap, nasty appearance, the purple and beige nylon a field of static electricity. ‘Three months and we’ve still got that terrible floor,’ I said.


I looked at the Bernini again and my eye travelled to a framed photograph beneath it on the mantel. It was me at school in my black tie and blazer, a bare hawthorn tree standing behind on the hill above Ampleforth, its branches seemingly shaped by the wind. Next to that was a picture of an elephant rising on its back legs surrounded by workers from a Yorkshire factory. I looked up as Mrs Poole came back. I could see she was happy with the progress of our talk.


‘Sorry,’ she said, looking down at two new bowls, the redness high in her cheeks. ‘Here’s the pudding. It’s a bit so-so, I’m afraid.’


‘Never mind,’ I said. ‘Good things are temporary.’


The light at the window reminded me that I must soon be off to the school. I wanted to tell her I wasn’t half as serious as she thought. I wanted to say that neither of us needed especially to believe what we said. But something in her and something in me made actors of us both when we were together, and I couldn’t admit how much I looked forward to being with the young people at the school, just so as to lose myself and to fall in with whatever they were doing. I tried to joke with her but she would always bring me back. She believed my teases were just pauses between big pronouncements, and she wanted them more than anything, the pronouncements, as if I owed them to her.


‘So what are you saying?’ she said.


‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘That I like music with a sigh in it, that’s all. The Nocturnes are hymn-like.’


Mrs Poole lifted a pencil from a pot on the bookshelf. It was idly done, how she examined the pencil, stroked its length and then pressed the point into the fold of flesh between her left thumb and forefinger, before licking another finger and erasing the mark.


‘Oh, who cares?’ I said. ‘It’s all just a way of going on.’


‘Lovely!’ she said. ‘I’ve got you going now, haven’t I?’


‘Yes, you’ve got me, Mrs Poole. But I won’t argue with you today. I’m in too good a mood and I’ve got tasks.’


She smiled. ‘That’s right,’ she said. ‘Tasks. But I’m glad we have time for our wee conversations.’ She wiped a spot from the table. ‘I won’t say I very often agree with you.’




*





My father always said one wasn’t a man and knew nothing of life until one could read the local newspaper from cover to cover and find every item interesting. Everything from the church news to the prices of used cars, from the legal notices to the births, marriages and deaths. I was very small, but I clearly remember him reading the Lancaster and Morecambe Citizen with a bone-handled magnifying glass, enlarging the specimens of print – even in the house he showed his love of science, his capturing eye – to discover the inner pattern and the secret of life.


Yet I can’t quite see his face. It appears to me in dreams sometimes, like my own face but tougher, his high forehead signifying an easy and proud domination of family routines as well as some unspoken understanding of the world’s troubles. My father was a surgeon and he took a surgeon’s interest in what might be called the near certainty of outcomes. He was an educated man of his generation: more interested in habits than in character, more given to thought than declaration. Such men are apt to remain a mystery to their sons, but I know my father believed in preparation, he believed in the professional approach, and, when it came to the consideration of life’s priorities, he liked to quote Samuel Johnson on the notion that there was nothing too small for such a small thing as man. That was his unbending rule.


He hated chaos and impropriety. People who failed to make their beds in the morning were reprobates to him, and those who failed to pay their taxes were worse than murderers. One had a duty to polish one’s shoes and give up one’s seat. It was crucial to know when to shut up and when to tell the truth about oneself. His standards were not especially high, just especially precise and rigid, giving one the impression that a netherworld existed beyond shoe-polishing and bed-making, a region he had come to know about in his life’s travels, a terrible hell for people who did not know how to live and who had no gratitude. He doubted the arts and anything remotely ‘airy-fairy,’ content to live, as he did, in a world of concrete objects and brown English likelihoods. I’m sure he would have come to find my mother and me quite intolerable. He wanted simple proof of everything, the weather, for instance, or the existence of God, and my going into the priesthood would have seemed to him, like my mother’s novels, a grand and unnecessary bid for an idealism too proud to accommodate the facts.


Yet he wasn’t morose. He was excited by his life. He enjoyed getting up in the morning and kept a woodpecker clock by the bed, a Swiss contraption that shocked him out of sleep at 5 a.m. He had leather carpet slippers ready on the floor, which he wore for the journey to the bathroom, a gleaming place where everything waited in good order, foreign soaps, tooth powder, his shaving things and a bottle of cologne. Every small element of life fascinated him and he wanted to get it right. The kitchen was a laboratory and so was the garden. It was always clear to me, even as a boy, that my father was the type to believe that human beings, even if not capable of it, should be ready to have an influence on everything around them and be conscious all the time of how to live and what to do.


Once a swallow’s nest fell from the eaves of the house. My father gathered us together in the front room. He made us sit quietly by the window, watching the unfolding drama, seeing if the chicks inside the nest would be rescued or abandoned or stolen. In the end it was all too much for him. He brought the nest inside and taught me how to feed the chicks with a dropper. Two of them died, but one survived, and he put everything into the life of that bird. He took a pencil and pointed to the bulging purple skin that seemed to cover the bird’s eyes and he showed me the place where its heart was beating.


‘We have interfered,’ he said. ‘But that is what people are meant for – interfering. That is what we must do.’


‘Why?’ I said.


‘Because we are human beings. Speed the plough. Search the galaxies. Find a cure for smallpox. That is us.’


‘Will the bird live?’


‘It may do,’ he said. ‘It may fly to South Africa with our help, if we can fix its bastard wing.’


I smiled, but that’s what it’s called: the bastard wing.


‘It may die,’ he said.


‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Is that possible, after all the time we’ve spent? And you’re here. Not many birds have their own surgeon.’


‘It’s possible,’ he said. ‘But, David, haven’t we learned a great deal about what it takes to keep a thing living?’




*





Mrs Poole gathered a heap of newspapers in her arms and carried them outside to the recycling bin by the front door.


‘All these trees,’ I heard her say. ‘Some day people will open their eyes to what they’re doing to the world.’


Sitting at the table, I thought of an old man who had come to ten o’clock Mass that morning with his usual bags. He was a town councillor years ago, apparently, but now he just came to Mass every other day with bottles of sweet cider secreted in plastic bags along with a number of newspapers and library books. He always wore a raincoat that was faintly charcoaled with age and he sat in one of the side chapels, under the crucifix, reading the Morning Star. Once I saw him at a table towards the back of the Lite Bite, a café down the road. The bag containing the cider was jammed under the formica table and a dish of lasagne sat going cold at the centre of his papers and his scribbles.


I spoke to him that morning. His name was Mr Savage. He often seemed ready to be spoken to, though few people went near him, leaving him alone with his scribbling and his tea. He was one of only two people, the other being Mrs Poole, who told me to watch out for myself in that town. I just smiled at his comments. He seemed like an aged version of some people I had known in my youth, and I liked him for that. He told me he took holidays twice a year with a company called Progressive Tours, always to places like Cuba or Vladivostok or Dresden.


He came up to me after Mass.


‘Why no altar-servers?’ he said.


‘We seem to have lost them all,’ I said. ‘My predecessor, Father McGee, hadn’t taken on any new altar boys for a while. We had an elderly gentleman who was serving morning Mass but he’s not in good health.’


‘I’ve seen him, yes.’


‘Young people are busy, I suppose.’


‘You know what they’re like now,’ said Mr Savage. ‘They’ll want a few quid before they’ll agree to do anything.’


He smiled and I saw he had the most perfect teeth. I wanted to ask him if he’d had them done in Poland, where all the dentists are said to be cheap and where Progressive Tours might still go.


‘It’s the dictatorship of the proletariat,’ he said.


I asked him if he was a Marxist.


‘Naturally,’ he said.


‘And yet you come to Mass?’


‘It’s the auld alliance. Uncle Joe and Jesus Christ.’


‘Oh,’ I said. ‘I’ve not heard that view expressed for years. It was something we used to play with in my youth.’


‘Aye, well,’ said Mr Savage. ‘There’s them that plays and them that stays. You’re missing half your theology, Father.’




*





I caught sight of myself in the mirror as I stood up from the table, the old dog collar feeling rough and my suit too warm for the day. Something in my discussion with Mrs Poole had stirred me, as if I might find a way to dispel boredom and burn my routines. Was I hoping for something the minute I stood up? I reached down the side of the piano and opened a rosewood box that lived there, finding hymn books and loose sheet music, materials from my old parish, much of it dusty. I leafed through the music, took a few sheets out and placed them in a folder before turning again to Mrs Poole.


‘Have you got everything?’ she said.


I checked my pockets, feeling an assortment of pens and mints and small notepads. My breast pocket had a secret fold containing a duplicate of my mother’s credit card. I tapped the pocket and knew it was there. Mrs Poole stood by the sofa rubbing her hands together against the non-existent cold, and I tried to look casual.


She laid a round basket filled with bottles of Baby Bio on the sofa. ‘These are for the rubbish,’ she said. ‘You keep sneaking bottles in and the plants don’t need fertiliser.’


‘I’m sure it’s very evil, Mrs Poole.’


‘Too right,’ she said. ‘Evil. Those chemical companies are trying to turn everywhere into Kansas. I saw a thing on the telly.’


‘Maybe you should be putting all the TVs on the rubbish tip.’


‘You can laugh,’ she said.


‘I have no opinion.’


‘That’s right. You have no opinion. TV’s all right in moderation. Maybe if you watched the odd bit of TV you’d know more about the world.’


‘I’m sure you’re right.’


‘You’ll say anything to keep me quiet,’ she said. She rattled the small bottles in the basket and pursed her lips. ‘It wouldn’t do you any harm at all. But I have to grant you, books are more friendly.’


I waited a second or two.


‘It’s good that you come here,’ I said.


I saw something, a momentary stiffness, perhaps, that seemed at the time like a grade of panic, and I thought to cancel it by placing a friendly hand on her shoulder.


‘None of that now,’ she said. ‘No banalities, please. It’s not the house for that sort of thing.’


‘Right you are,’ I said.


She grinned and I saw the good nature return to her face, though her hand was trembling as it reached out for a tin of polish.


‘Film music,’ she said.


‘Oh, shush,’ I said. ‘Go about your business, woman.’


‘Au revoir,’ she said.


Mrs Poole put the polish under her arm and said nothing more as she walked across the carpet. The day was very fine. She chewed a fingernail as she reached the back of the sitting-room, and she paused there, looking out through the large window at the rose garden and a blackbird drinking from the sundial.



















CHAPTER TWO


The Mouth of the River





Dalgarnock is a junction parish on the Ayrshire coast, about thirty miles outside Glasgow. The river now goes to the sea, but when St Ker first arrived there in 682 AD, the river went in the opposite direction, flowing through Ayrshire’s bracken woods towards the lowlands of Lanarkshire, where the tributaries of several Scottish rivers gather in green, heathery lochs, and where home-remembering salmon and handmade arrowheads can still be seen glinting in the shallows.


St Ker was a monk on Iona and the famous annals say he left the Abbey consumed with gout and the whisperings of God. He is thought to have journeyed into the Irish Sea and crossed the inland dark in a skin-covered boat. Arriving in the night to find nothing thereabouts, and half-starved, he cursed the river at the place of Dalgarnock, but the river changed course to outwit the curse and has flowed ever since to Irvine Bay.


An empty explosives factory marks the skyline of Dalgarnock, but the better part of the town seems to be given over to black and white council houses with windows the size of bibles. Behind the houses there are shops and schools and a wasteland of gorse crowding yellow to the sea. At the furthest edge of the town, next to the late-night petrol station, a graveyard is filled to the edge of a quarry with Protestant bones. You pass the graveyard and its plastic flowers if heading by road towards the old commercial centres of Irvine and Prestwick, Ayr and Kilmarnock, the town where Robert Burns published his first work.


Bishop Gerard was a friend from my seminary days in Rome. Some years older than me, he worked back then for the English-speaking section of the Congregation of Bishops, and I still recall with some nervousness those Glasgow words and phrases murmured through the grille of a confessional box at the church of Santa Maria sopra Minerva, a Gothic construction next to the Pantheon. Gerard came from the Calton area of Glasgow. People said he was tough, dutiful, harsh even, and he certainly had a fund of stories about the Connollys of Drum – his Irish progenitors, a race apart – and would take second place to no man in his admiration for Celtic Football Club. But my experience of Gerard was different. To me he seemed continually buoyed with plain spiritual grace and a love of the sacred, and he never held my childhood in England against me, not in any very serious way, though I recall that he chose not to visit the English College in the via Monserrato and never failed to scoff at our considerable fondness for cricket.


‘They say you English seminarians walk differently from other people,’ he said. ‘The Romans can tell you a mile away, before you open your mouths, just by how you walk. They call it il passo nordico.’


Once he was back home and Vicar-General of the Glasgow diocese, Gerard wrote me frequent letters about what he called, with no particular respect for reality, ‘the steady progress of holy matters in the land of footballing excellence’. He never failed to keep me in mind whenever he found impertinent jokes against French wine or English literature. As was intended, I spent my pastoral career in Lancashire, most of it in Blackpool, and by the time I wanted the transfer to Scotland my old friend was the Bishop of Galloway. When I petitioned him for a parish, Gerard seemed to think long and hard before offering me Dalgarnock, a decision, I like to think, made mainly in order to present a challenge to my liking for freshly cut violets.


I wonder if he knew what he was doing. It would be fair to say the town had a suspicion of strangers. No matter. It was the beginning of a new life. Driving over the moor at Auchen-tiber that first October evening, I saw Dalgarnock Abbey and the town below it emerge out of the darkness like burning matter in a dream of constant renewal. I tasted sea salt coming through the open window, I turned off the radio, and immediately thought of the Balliol drinking song. Versions of myself fanned out and danced before the headlamps, and I pursued them, these furies, the window open to the ancient world and the town glowing orange and alive down there at the centre of its own embers. I turned off the headlights to see the place better and then turned off the engine, rolling down with the hand-brake off to a town that appeared to know its own past.


It was the ruined abbey that struck me most. You could see it from every point in the town, each face of the clock tower telling the wrong time and the stones underneath heaped together in memory of a Reformation that had never stopped. The south transept was nine hundred years old. It was broken down but still powerful, magisterial, emboldening. Even the moss on the fallen stones had dignity. The tower was erected in the nineteenth century after the original collapsed in a storm. My first day in the town, suitcases still unpacked, removal men on the way, I went into the tower and climbed up to the open top. The stone steps were covered with the remains of dead birds, skeletons lying in their sprigs of feathers. Death had made the birds into their own tombs, each like a nest, their departed selves now shaped like their former dwellings.


We come from a long line of Catholics. It still feels vaguely presumptuous to speak of ‘our’ ancestors. I think of them as my father’s people, the Andertons, those Lancashire monks and martyrs whom my father admired less for their undying faith than for the commanding way they had tried to take hold of life. He would speak of John Rigbye, son of Margaret Rigbye née Anderton, who was hanged, drawn and quartered in London in the year 1600 for refusing to join the state church. ‘He was better than a saint,’ my father said. ‘He knew the things he had to do.’ Then there was Thomas Anderton, Prior of St Edmund’s in Paris between 1668 and 1669, who wrote The History of the Iconoclasts. ‘These people had learning,’ my father would say. ‘They weren’t afraid to get up in the morning.’


Their names were everywhere in my childhood. They fell like unsettled dust from the roof beams and attics of ancient memory. There was Laurence Anderton who wrote The Protestant’s Apologie under the pseudonym John Brerely. There was Robert Anderton, a student at Brasenose College who acknowledged Elizabeth I but said he would not oppose the Pope and was later executed for his trouble on the Isle of Wight. The Anderton name is often to be found on the recusancy rolls, and when I was five or six my father would sometimes take me by the hand through the graveyards of Wrightington, Ince Blundell or Hindley. I can still see dragonflies hovering over the grass and darting between the stones.


One of my last memories of my father is on such a day, at a graveyard outside Wigan. ‘You see,’ he said, bending down at a grave and scraping the stone with his fingernail. ‘Anderton. Cotton-mill worker, it says.’


‘Not the one that got executed in London?’


I remember him making a friendly frown and his blue surgeon’s eyes swallowing me and the graveyard, its trees and its toadstools too. I can see him so clearly with his good hair and the pale sun at his back, my father reaching out for my wrist and squeezing – it seems now – for all the years that he wouldn’t know me.


‘We didn’t only die for God,’ he said.




*





The Mother Lodge stands in Main Street. It is a rather gaunt building of reddish local stone. Dalgarnock people call it the ‘Number Nothing’, for it houses the oldest Masonic establishment in Scotland, Lodge No. 0. Members are wont to defend the title against the claims of the Edinburgh lodges with reference to compelling medieval hearsay and land rights going back to the foundation of the abbey.


My first winter in the town, a group of men were standing outside as I passed. Some of them had grey hair fairly shining with pomade, and they chewed gum and wore training shoes, each man seeming to be in preparation for some kind of cardiovascular event. They began to laugh as if to communicate how stupid it was for a Catholic priest suddenly to waft past them in the street wearing his dog collar, but their smiles turned sinister when I lifted my hand to wave back and return the smile, as if war songs suddenly echoed in their blood at the sight of my insulting friendliness.


The men at the door of the Mother Lodge made me feel as if the sight of me was hurting their eyes. Some younger ones came out of the door behind them and froze. I stared for a few seconds. ‘Good day,’ I said, and though I seldom really hear the tone of my own voice, I heard it then, sounding, I’m sad to say, not unlike the Lord Privy Seal.


‘On yer way!’ said one of the youngsters.


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘Away ye go, ya papish scum.’


The older men retreated to the top of the steps, as if the matter was now out of their hands and out of their league. But one of them, a rather distinguished-looking gentleman, seventy-something I’d have said, a venerable statesman with white hair and ruddy cheeks, leaned forward and winked at the younger fellow. ‘That’ll do fine,’ he said. ‘We don’t want any kinda trouble here.’


‘Don’t worry, auld yin. I think he’s got the message.’ He looked again. ‘That’s right, I’m talking aboot you, ya English bastard.’


He glared at me. He was wearing a Rangers football top. I was surprised by what he said and how he said it, but I suppose my surprise would have insulted them further. The older men seemed friendly with the younger ones but also somewhat embarrassed by them. It seemed possible to me that something had changed lately in terms of how those people inhabited their great beliefs and prejudices. The younger men growled like people rather sure and rather proud of their injuries, and this man in the football colours – his drunk eyes, his thin, begging laughter – appeared instantly to assume the wisdom of common authority. The younger men had an eager proximity to violent action, as they sometimes do, and this alone was enough to crowd the old men’s moderation into silence.


‘Go on,’ said the blue top. ‘Fuck right off. We don’t want you here.’


I felt so mortified I almost laughed, just as one might when a mood of contentment gives way to sudden embarrassment. No one had ever spoken to me like that before: a priest gets used to being respected and sometimes pitied, but never in my life had anyone made me feel so vulnerable and so disliked. Something in the man’s face had seemed to represent ancient grievances, and his hard eyes and his balled-up fists had spoken of some vast and unknowable capacity for rage. I swear it was new to me in that narrow street, and I walked back to the chapel feeling hurt and disjointed and confused, thinking perhaps I knew less about other people and less about Dalgarnock than I ought to know.


The Church of St John Ogilvie stands at the top of a lane opposite an abandoned railway station. They built the chapel in the 1930s to appease Irish labourers who had come to work at the local iron foundry, and their own schools followed soon after. During those first months in the town, I suppose it shocked me how lazy the Catholics were, especially given the efforts of their industrious ancestors, but then, in such matters, the tribal element will often eclipse the spiritual. It turned out that Dalgarnock’s small community of Catholics – much like their opposites – were enslaved to the denominational impulse: few of them regularly attended Mass, none sent their boys into the priesthood, yet they loudly swelled with sectarian pride. Northern Ireland was just across the water, and what Dalgarnock had was a briny dilution of Ireland’s famous troubles, without the interest in votes, assemblies or breakable guns. Hidden in the trees across from my church, smothered in part-time grievances, there stood a windowless hut painted royal blue, in which the band of the Dalgarnock Orange Order chose to rehearse each Sunday morning.
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I blamed Mrs Poole’s soup for the heartburn. I felt an empty, dyspeptic scorch as I drove to the school, like a rising argument at the centre of my chest, and I found there were no Rennies in the glove compartment. Then I thought maybe it was the white wine, a nightmare for heartburn, though you couldn’t fault the freshness of a good and well-made Alsace, the taste of Easter and crushed flowers.


The headmaster at St Andrew’s, Mr McCallum, was a God-fearing alcoholic of the old stamp. The pupils called him Fuck-Face. He drank in his office and seemed to live in fear of the changing times, also in dread of the nuns who taught geography and French. Generally speaking, he would display the defensive meekness of the professional drunk, but now and then his disorder would express itself in a wonderful display of bad temper. But McCallum was kind, asking me if I’d like, as a historian, to give the occasional lesson, an offer I found obscurely flattering. I never taught the curriculum, of course, the curriculum being useful only for the half-hearted cultivation of barely obedient idiots, so I took the chance to talk about Pugin and William Byrd to the senior students. They seemed to enjoy it well enough, so long as you let them drink their fizzy drinks throughout the lesson and didn’t give them homework.


One got the impression the staff believed very strongly that education was a matter of bitter entrenchment as opposed to any sort of managed revelation, and they seemed in cahoots with the children when it came to the sorry victory of rights over responsibilities. Stupid children are always aware of their rights, and so are stupid teachers: they share a belief in the supreme relevance of what they think themselves and wield these opinions like home-made weapons in the war against self-improvement. The staffroom at St Andrew’s was worse than the playground, the domain of idle bullies, a place of pecking orders, where the ignorant and the disappointed daily stalked the carpet tiles, fully in love with their petty jealousies and three sugars. The classrooms were both garish and dirty, which doesn’t aid the spirit when one is leading on the poetry of Gerard Manley Hopkins.


It should’ve been a holiday, but it seemed most parents would do anything to avoid having their children at home an extra day, including sending them to the Kissing of the Cross. I bumped into Mr Dorran at the edge of the sports wing. Dorran was Head of Music and very short, always wearing needlessly ugly ties over his junior shirts. Not for the first time, I wondered if he had become a teacher in order to feel like one of the world’s naturally tall people. He certainly swaggered among the pupils as if his chance to be big had finally come. I also noticed he had the beginning of a moustache.


‘Ah, just the man,’ I said, placing the crucifix and some other things on the register table.


‘Hello, Father David,’ he said, trying to dodge me with an armful of violins. ‘I’m awful busy. This was supposed to be a day off.’


‘Of course,’ I said. ‘Just a word in your small ear.’


(I see now that in many ways I was not wise. Dorran smarted.)


‘If it’s about the music, you must spare me.’


‘Not a bit of it, Mr Dorran,’ I said. ‘I made a request of you at the beginning of Lent. Let us not have any more of these rubbishy hymns. There is no one else to whom I can address these remarks. You are the man in charge. Rubbishy hymns, horrible words. What are these hymns about sunny days and being happy? Where do they come from? In the new term, can we not progress a little to … well, to proper music?’


‘Excuse me, Father,’ he said. ‘Those hymns have been used in Scottish schools for quite some time. They are very popular. The pupils like to sing them.’


‘They also like to sing Eminem, Mr Dorran, and we shan’t be introducing that to the Mass just yet. I gave you the music. I didn’t hear any of it at the Mass for the beginning of the Easter holiday. Could you not manage “Cross of Jesus”? It being Easter. “Cross of Jesus”?’


‘I don’t know it.’


‘Music by John Stainer, 1841–1901,’ I said. ‘Words by William Sparrow-Simpson, 1860–1952.’


I squeezed some sheet music between his instruments.


‘Please don’t do that, Father. I won’t be patronised in this way every time I see you.’


‘Mr Dorran, I’m not asking for the “Stabat Mater”.’


‘Yes, you are!’ he said. ‘In the context, yes, you are.’


What can only be described as a look of utter hatred suddenly crossed the good man’s eyes. He flushed and plucked a string on one of the violins, as if to mark the taking of a bold decision. ‘Has it ever occurred to you that you don’t belong here, Father David?’


‘Well, of course, Mr Dorran,’ I said. ‘I’ve never been sure I belong anywhere in the world. Perhaps you’d take pity on me therefore and spare me the terrible agony of having to listen to seven hundred impressionable young people singing “The Beautiful Month of May”.’


‘That is typical arrogance,’ he said.


I could see Mr Dorran was fighting to restrain some coarser instinct. He looked at me as people do when they think they see through you. ‘Can I remind you,’ he said, his jaw slackening, ‘this is a comprehensive school. You may find it difficult to imagine just what that means, Father. It is a com-pree-hen-sive. We have to make certain allowances here. This is not Eton College.’


‘Heaven forfend,’ I said.


‘Pardon?’


‘That really would be something to worry about.’


‘You know what this town is? It’s an unemployment black spot. I don’t think you understand what has happened here. The factories are empty. The churches are empty.’


‘Ah, Mr Dorran,’ I said. ‘But the heart is full.’


The Head of Music conducted a symphony of derision into a single sniff. ‘You should take a leaf out of Bishop Gerard’s book,’ he said. ‘He comes here with the crook and everything else, but you know what? He sits down at the piano and plays Boyzone to get the pupils’ attention.’


‘Yes,’ I said, ‘but Gerard has a much larger range than I do.’


Mr Dorran looked at his tired shoes, as if he might find there an instant companion for his piteous feeling.


‘Good afternoon, Father. I have a group of musical illiterates awaiting instruction in the finer points of Johann Sebastian Bach.’ And with that he was off down the corridor with his rick of broken strings.
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