
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Skulls and Supernature

        

        
        
          David Elvar

        

        
          Published by David Elvar, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      SKULLS AND SUPERNATURE

    

    
      First edition. February 7, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 David Elvar.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8230345381

    

    
    
      Written by David Elvar.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


1: AN UNCONSCIONABLE TIME
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IT IS QUIET NOW, THE singing has stopped, and there is left only the sound of a distant voice, a muted drone seeping in through these wooden walls that surround me.

I cannot hear the words clearly but no doubt their speaker has launched into some fulsome eulogy, the sort of flowery valediction to which such occasions invariably give birth. In truth, I should be past caring what he might be saying, but some lingering fragment of self-esteem bends all my senses to his voice and makes me hope that he is—for the most part, at least—confining himself to painting a reasonably truthful picture of me. Picture, indeed! What could he say of me that I would know? That I lived a good life, a worthy life? Perhaps but we here wander into the realms of self-communion with its attendant dangers of sacrificing memory to regret, and I will not bow before that altar.

So how did I come to this? Oh, I doubt it not: you will have heard the manner of my death, handed down to you second or perhaps even third hand, each retelling receiving just that little extra embellishment, another grain of shock to add spice to the feast. Very possibly if I know the tongues that wag in this parish. But whatever you heard, be assured you know less than the half of it. No doubt you know of the saying, that just before the very point of death, your whole life flashes before you in a single moment. Let me tell you, I who lie now where you are surely bound, that it bears no truth. Say rather that a moment's dying is drawn out to fill a whole lifetime. Believe what I say. Believe it of one who has known it.

I wander. My tale barely begun and already I wander. Let it begin now, let it begin with the facts. 'Fact' is that here, in this coffin, lie the mortal remains of the Reverend Gordon Bertrand Snelling, vicar of this parish and shepherd to the motley collection of errant souls that once did form his flock. 'Fact' is that he had duties to perform, which he did, if with no great skill then at least to the best of his humble ability. And 'fact' is that, in the Year of Our Lord nineteen hundred and thirty one, in pursuance of those oft-times arduous duties, he met his untimely end. Yes, these form 'fact', but beyond such trifles, none can claim as much. But let my tale continue. Let it continue with more 'fact', with the weather.

––––––––
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IT WAS A BRIGHT DAY, one of those all-too-rare days when the sun chooses to cast freely over the world and all then basks in its glory. There is something rather fine about a morning in late autumn, is there not? The sun, though still in full bloom, has given its all to the summer and, perhaps in token of defiance to the winter to come, has only its light left to offer. These are the mornings of cloudless blue skies, of fresh-drawn breath expelled again in a rush of cold steam. A good day, then, one rather well-fitted for the task of pastoral tour, for people to be visited, prayers to be offered, souls to be uplifted. That morning, there were many of each. Many too, then, the miles to be covered.

It was often said—and I do not mention this by way of complaint—that my parish was large. Indeed, were you to look at a map of the parish bounds, you would find that it extends far to the north, encompassing the villages of Edgecombe and Syde; east to the downs and a lonely scattering of farms; west to the marsh (reputedly haunted—utter nonsense!) and the tiny hamlet of Lower Combe; and finally south, to Syde Manor and its estate, this latter almost of a size to rival the downs themselves.

Transport over such a large area, then, posed a question. But I had my answer, used by mixture of choice and circumstance. It took the form of an old but rather fine bicycle, if somewhat heavy then also solid and robust. Its origins are obscure, having been left by the previous incumbent, presumably after having rendered him similar service. Certainly, it served me well. Many were the fine afternoons I spent in its saddle in pursuance of my duties. Imagine: a gently warming sun of late spring or early summer, a soft breeze and the long, easy slope of Clapgate Hill down which to coast, sun on brow, wind in hair, cassock flapping indecorously in the slipstream.

On this glorious morning, then, my trusty mount had conveyed me on my pastoral tour as usual. First, a visit to Wiggins Farm to bestow my blessing on the latest addition to their brood. Hmm, choice word. Man Wiggins and his fat wife suffer an excess of passion, it seems; it is perhaps as well that that excess is matched by a love for the fruits of their labours. Seven till but recently, and that seventh bare finding its legs before she, the second half of that union, was again heavy with child. Add to that a pair of ailing grandparents and it becomes a matter of some wonder that the walls of their small farmhouse are not set fair to burst.

The blessing duly delivered, discussion then turned to the matter of the Christening proper, and it was here, I thought, that a certain tension lit the air. I had no idea, of course, why the fumbled excuses and half-expressed wishes to delay matters awhile, “at least until the spring, when it's a bit warmer for babe”. But my glance stole aside as the words faltered out—to the threadbare clothes of the eldest three, to the table bereft of the tea and plate of fancies that, in other households, would be set ready for the vicar's call—and only then did I recall that, of the seven, but two had received the sacrament. Such a ceremony, no less than with a wedding, demands a show, one this family could ill afford to make. Hence, no doubt, the request for my call to offer some lesser blessing where no finery need be displayed.

I left somewhat hastily, after giving assurance of acceptance of the new-born into the Lord's flock, declining with polite thanks the offer of weak tea that I knew was made only through a sense of dignity, pleading a full schedule and too few hours in the day in which to complete it. As I say, the morning set the pattern for the day.

It is perhaps still a matter of some wonder to me that my various duties should contrast so greatly, also that there should be such contrast within the same duty. Where one visit might bring a welcoming of the newly arrived in this world, the next might easily be the opposite, the bringing of comfort to those whose departure from that same world seemed imminent. There is one such in the already mentioned east of the parish, a farm labourer by the name of Fairnie. Let me tell you a little about him, as much as pastoral confidence will allow.

Fairnie is a man of advancing years, a widower, his wife having predeceased him by a measure of years beyond recall now. Were you once to have visited him, you would have found a ruddy face, callused hands and stoic disposition, all qualities readily apparent in those who toil on the land. But more recently, especially of late, what you will find is a face rather thinner than has been known, a complexion somewhat paler than the sun's kiss might have worked for, and a frame perhaps beginning to sag under the weight of some great burden. The iron core, however, remains.

Were you indeed to visit him now, you might knock at the door of his tied cottage, doubtless pausing through courtesy to await the gruff summons from within, and push inside to enter, finally, into a living-room that has for rather too long lacked the touch of a wifely hand. And there will he be, slumped back in the armchair that has been his body's abode for the past half-year or more. There might be the remnants of a failed attempt at building a fire going cold in the grate, which you will offer to rekindle, which he will decline with such dignity as the chill in his bones will allow, and which you will nonetheless make light of as you kneel before the hearth.

While so engaged, your gaze might, in the course of your enquiring after his welfare, chance upon the covered chamber-pot beside his recumbent form, but you will have need of no such tokens to know that this man is long since past any attempt to reach the outside privy in order to attend to his bodily needs. Do you offer to do the necessary? How can you not? There will a few half-hearted protests, of course, largely centring round the notion that there are things still private to a man, whatever his circumstances. These you will ignore, returning the emptied and cleaned item to his charge with not a word of recognition of the deed's completion. There will, in turn, come no word of thanks. Thus will due decorum be maintained.

The fire now taking a healthy hold on its fuel, there will then come the inevitable offer of tea. Whether or not you accept will, I dare say, depend on the twin factors of your wish to partake and the time available to you in which to do so. But there is a third: you will hesitate before answering, look at the greying hue of his skin and the resigned eyes, and consider your place in his world, one of too little time left and too few visitors to help it pass. 'Yes,' you will say, 'I should love some.' —and hasten to the scullery to begin the ritual even while his painful form is struggling out of its armchair. It will not complete the attempt.

A further half-hour you might pass in his company, sipping tea and talking, just talking. Doubtless you will endeavour to steer the conversation through some of the brighter moments of his life: the scandal at the manor between the valet and his lordship's daughter, half a life and the Great War ago; the winter of the big freeze, when the pond iced over to the delight of the children and the dismay of those tasked with watching over their antics thereon; the time when old man Hamblin's lad accidentally let loose his pigs and they overran the churchyard. Talk enough to raise a smile to his lips, yes, and you might offer touches of new gossip, glimpses of a present that would otherwise be denied him, but you will be studious in your avoidance of such future as you may hope for but which he will never know. You will take your leave before such words that have passed between you seize their opportunity to slip into melancholy.

A terrible wasting illness, I thought to myself as I pedalled away. I had done my part, of course, visiting as often as duty would allow, also intervening when there arose the threat to evict him from his cottage when the full extent of his malady became known. Hensman may be a good farmer but he is also a hard one—perhaps the two go hand in hand, I know not—and it took almost the suggestion of direst purgatory if he even ventured to carry out his threat before he finally relented, but adding that the cottage was to be cleared within the day of the inevitable end, and that much had to be agreed. It was, I suppose, a parting clutch at some small sense of victory.

Ah, that morning! The Lord's work indeed, so crisp and fresh that the very air itself seems to pierce the body, slicing through layers of skin—flesh—bone and on to the very core of one's being, to charge it with the cold fire of a new-born day. Rejoice in it one must, if only because tomorrow might bring rain.

My next visit? If the aura of the day was sharp to the spirit then the very prospect of that next encounter was enough to freeze it. The Misses Kendall—No, I mean no disrespect but it is hard not to smile. Parish spinsters both, of middle years and comfortably provided for...and both seemingly aiming their attentions at the same target. Modesty will, of course, not permit me to make known that target, suffice to say that though my visits to their over-large house were infrequent, the invitations to do so were not. And the need for such visits? They would have you believe that they were all in the cause of something called “spiritual guidance”, but I can tell you, I who spent many long hours with them over afternoon tea and the like, that little of any true spiritual nature ever passed between us in our discourse.

You will doubtless say that I should have been flattered by their attentions, as perhaps I was, but the world of womanly affection is one to which I neither am privy nor have the wish to enter, hence my reluctance to offer such “guidance” as was so often requested. No, no, I did not deceive myself: many were the oblique references to my marital status—or should I say, lack of it—often coupled with the offering of yet another slice of this delicious Madeira Cake, Rector. I made it myself, you know, and though I say so myself, it has turned out really rather well, don't you think? It has to be admitted here that indeed it had, but the earnest looks and the counter-thrusts of the rival faction's fresh-baked scones do rather tend to sour the palate a little.

My prospect for that morning was perhaps a little more daunting than was usual, though by no means new experience. True, the wording in the letter of invitation referred merely to the partaking of a little mid-morning refreshment, no doubt meaning well in its intention to fortify my mortal frame against the rigours of the day, but would that it were that simple. As I say, this was a ritual not unknown to me. Tea would be served from a fine silver pot (reserved specially for my visits, I was often reminded) into cups of such delicate china (and again) that one felt as though the mere act of holding them would be enough to crush them. There would be the plate of wholesome biscuits (home-baked, of course), the very half of which one would be invited, nay, implored to plough through.

With never-empty plate and ever-refilled cup would come the next stage, the earnest foolery of discussion on “the next step along the path towards the light”. Ah me, that more of my flock had addressed that same question, and in form more demanding than weekly dose of service, sermon and supplication. But this before me, of course, was a sham, a pretext, a ploy—call it what you will—a way of dragging the morning through to and beyond noon, when there would come the inevitable 'Heavens! Look at the time! How we've delayed you, Rector! You really must stay for lunch. We've one of our little specialities on the simmer—a good thick hot-pot, don't you know. I'm sure there must be enough for three...' And strange to relate, there always was “enough for three”. They had this uneasy alliance, these two: joint efforts to lure the prey to the snare then opposing sides to provide the choicest bait. But too often did the innocent sweetmeat fail to mask the potion lurking within, and a cage is still a cage, however well-fed the captive.

Thus did I ruminate as I pedalled along Simpson's Lane, perhaps a little too lost in my reflections for wisdom. Certainly my attentions should have been better focussed, given the nature of the way. Let me describe it for you. Its name, like so many in country areas, is more colloquial than official. Just who was Simpson and why his name should be bestowed upon an otherwise anonymous country way is less than certain but common currency has it that it was once the favoured haunt of a gentleman of a certain itinerant bearing; his fate, unlike his name, is not recorded. Simpson's Lane, then, the stage upon which the drama that follows was to be acted out.

I was thinking, I know, of the encounter to come, between myself and those two of matronly habits and wifely aspirations. What, I was wondering, would be the pretext for delay this time? It has to be admitted here that their last joint attempt was at least somewhat more stimulating to the intellect than was usual. The question—posed lightly, almost in passing—concerned the laws of the sciences in God's creation of the universe and whether He was bound by said laws in that great act or “made them up as He went along”, as it were, to suit His purpose. An interesting postulation, to be sure, but one hardly possible to tackle with the meagrely finite minds with which we are equipped, though doubtless it would give theologians ample substance for esoteric argument for years to come.

As I pedalled harder, to build up speed for a good run at the next rise in the road, I remember thinking that such a subject was surely beyond the bounds of the average parishioner, hidden purpose notwithstanding, and also wondering into what great works they had been delving in order to fuel that purpose. I would ask them, I decided, if only to satisfy my curiosity. Perhaps a study of those same works might prove instructive—though for my own satisfaction alone: the Church has trouble enough with its theorists without contribution from my quarter.

I crested the brow and set ready to coast down a long stretch before another rise, this one sudden and leading into a steep hill down and another up, both of not inconsiderable length and thereby forming a really most attractive vale; Simpson's Lane, as you may have gathered, is firmly of undulating persuasion.

I think my mind must have been coasting as freely as my bicycle for I do not recall applying pressure to the pedals for that next climb, only the prospect—for once, gladdening—of the inevitable but good hot meal to come. It seems so strange. I must have crested that rise a hundred times or more, always slowly but with some measure of grace, with barely a wobble to mark my passing. And the next downward stretch—steep, if you will recall—would be guaranteed to build up speed before climbing again. See how so automatic it had become? So little I recall. There was the air, a cold whistling rushing past my ears. Then another sound, almost an aside, of a roar of engine, a grating of gears, a blast from a horn. There was my glance, retrieved from my thoughts, stealing up, too late, too late. And there was sudden, utter, chaos.

I remember this fleeting glimpse of something looming suddenly before me and feeling my fingers clutch hard at the brake levers. I remember a face above me, looking down through glass, horrified, unbelieving. I remember feeling my bicycle wobble, stumble—a screeching of tyres—something slamming into me—then...then time seeming to come to a stop.

I must pause here, if only to separate the chain of events from my experience of them. I had, of course, been little aware of their unfolding but it is now no great task to look back and piece them together. In essence, fortune had it that I and another were attempting to occupy the same stretch of road in the same stretch of time. Well and good, say you, but that other took the form of a motor lorry, one of those new and lumbering beasts of the road belonging to Messrs. Spatt & Son, Coal Merchants to the town of Pendlebury and environs. And there was not enough room for us both.

That moment, I relive it again and again, always in the hope that I might gather my reason but it remains as scattered as ever. Consider: first, movement, lazy and preoccupied. Then this fleeting sequence of events unlooked-for. Then the instant, the very instant motor lorry and bicycle embraced, all seeming suddenly to freeze. All about me seemed locked in some temporal limbo while my senses alone still registered movement. Put simply, time had stopped...but only for everyone else, not for me.
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