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Chapter One — The Hymn in the Wind

[image: ]




By dusk the storm had spent itself against the headland and gone sulking north, leaving the air raw and clean as a split apple. I walked up from the fish quay with the smell of diesel and kelp still wearing my coat, and the Priory stood where it always had—ruin and sentinel—its arches drinking the last of the light. The gulls were quiet for once. The sea was not.

I had come for the usual reasons one comes to such places after weather: to see what the storm had put where it ought not to be. Storms edit. They revise coastlines, footpaths, histories. They bring old things forward so you have to read them again.

The wind, which had blustered all day in a voice full of rope and canvas, fell to a lower register, and that was when I heard the singing.

Not the drunken chanting from the pub on Front Street, not the tuneless rises and falls of lads with pints and nowhere to be. This was thinner, as if pulled through wool, and it came from seaward with a steadiness that made the hair on my wrists acknowledge it before my head did. A small, spare hymn, no bigger than a kettle-whistle at first.

There were only three notes to it, and a fourth that arrived late, like someone taking a step they had not meant to take. The pauses between phrases were the measured breath of a choir that knew when to breathe together. The refrain—if it was that—kept folding back to the same resolve, so that even in the raw wind I could feel the music lay its hand on the air and smooth it flat.

I did what I always do with the uncanny: I counted. I count the beats of it, the lapses, the way the wind picks it up or puts it down. Counting is a small superstition I trust more than any prayer.

One-two-three—breathe. One-two—breathe. The pattern of oars, of a line thrown and pulled. Not a pub song then, not a radio lost to the spray. The tide, I thought. The tide knows the old tunes better than we do.

I stepped off the path and took the grass track that runs along the Priory’s shoulder where the cliff looks down into the bite of the bay. Storms always leave their calling cards there—broken pallets, knuckled glass, a gull’s bone like a pale sickle. Tonight there was a something else: the rasp of a bell that did not belong to any boat I knew.

Low. Rusted. A struck iron that had been sleeping under water too long.

I stopped, because when old iron begins to remember its job, the prudent listen. The bell sound came not from the lighthouse northward—no, too near, too level with me—nor from any buoy. It rose from the black mouth where the steps go down to the sands and the little caves that look as if they have been chewing the cliff for centuries.

The hymn came with it, steady, unhurrying. No words I could make out, only the soul of words, which is their shape in the mouth.

My torch picked out the steps, slick with weed. I went down as far as the last curve where the cliff turns its back on the headland and begins speaking to the sea in its first language. I shone light into the wrack at the foot of the stairs and saw the thing that would set everything else moving, as these things do, as if by some rule that the coast keeps and we only observe.

It was a book.

Not the broken spine and smeared pages of a paper novel gone to pulp, not the cheap binding of a tourist guide. This lay facedown like a creature that had reached shore and decided against it. Kelp had braided itself through the cords of the spine. The leather—if it had been leather once—had taken the sea’s dye and come up the colour of old tea. When I turned it over, the cover lifted from the first page with the wet kiss of something coming unstuck after a long hold.

The title—if it had ever been pressed there—was gone. But the endpapers had done a small miracle. The storm, which should have devoured everything, had chosen to spare the interior. The first page bloomed in my torch-beam with neat, narrow staves and square-headed notes that wore their accidentals like hand-stitched buttons. Plainsong. The sort sung by voices that have learned to be one body for the length of a line.

There was a stamp in purple ink on the flyleaf, water-blurred but legible: CHAPEL OF ST OSWIN — TYNEMOUTH. Beneath it, a name in an anxious, careful hand: C. Alder, Custos.

I knew the surname because everyone on the headland knows an Alder. There have been coast-walkers and bell-men and fishers by that name since the first huts faced the water and learned to keep the salt out. I lifted the book and the sea let it go with a small reluctance. It was heavier than it looked; the weight of old paper that has drunk deep.

The bell sounded again, ding—not like a proper bell, but the idea of a bell, as if someone had written “bell” and the air had read it aloud.

“Hello?” I called, because one must. “Is someone down there?”

Only the thin hymn in answer, without hurry.

I slid the book into my rucksack, wrapped in the old grocery bag I keep for such rescues, and climbed back to the grass, where the path gives a person recovery time between the sea and conversation. There are always two or three others on the headland after a storm—dog walkers hardy as old rope, a photographer with a lens like a small cannon, a couple who have come to test whether their apology holds in the salt. Tonight only one figure stood there, facing the dark, hands limned pale in my light.

“You hear it?” she asked without turning. Local voice, with the flat vowels that keep their feet on the ground and their weather in their pocket.

“I do.”

“Thought I was cracking. I’ve had it three nights now, starting when the wind got up proper. Not from the lighthouse. From the cut, there.” She pointed down where the steps bit into the cliff. “If it’s kids with a speaker I’ll—” She left it where such threats usually end.

“Kids don’t hold a line that clean,” I said.

That made her look. She wore the hi-vis jacket of a person who helps when help is sea-cold and late. The letters on the breast were the ones you hope not to need: volunteer life brigade. The jacket hummed in my torch-beam like a distant orchard. She had the wide, wakeful eyes of someone who knows too much about short minutes.

“You with the Priory?” she asked.

“Only in the sense that it tolerates me. I keep notes. Sometimes I hand them to people who sign things. Sometimes they sign other things because of the notes. I suppose I am a nuisance with good intentions.”

“Ah,” she said, and her mouth looked like it wanted to be a smile but was still checking the weather. “Well then, nuisance, I’m Lena. I’ve been doing the headland circuit since tea. I keep stopping at that spot and I can’t say why. I’ve got a list of reasons and not one of them is good.”

“I found a book down there,” I said, because a thing shares its weight when it can. “Music. Stamped St Oswin. You know the place?”

“Just the ruin and the odd wedding picture. ‘Chapel’ is generous. But the stamp will be from the parish hall that way—cards on Thursdays, fish pie on a good day.” She squinted past me at the dark down the steps, listening with her jaw set. “There it goes again. How can it be neat? Wind shouldn’t be neat.”

“We call it tidy, when it has made its mind up,” I said. “Neat is for hair and sums. This is tidy.”

“Tidy or not, it’s in the wrong place,” Lena said, and then the bell came again: ding—ding—ding—pause—ding. My little superstition behaved of its own accord. I counted.

“One-two-three—breath—four,” I said. “Oars and a slack to breathe.”

“That’s not a thing you say if you’ve never put a boat in,” she answered, and now the smile was there, as if it had been given permission. “Look, I’ve got to finish my loop. If that book of yours is any sort of parish matter, you might try Vera at the church office in the morning. She’s one of those old women who keep more in their head than the county archive keeps in its basement and she has opinions about everything, especially God. Tell her you have something damp and she’ll both scold and feed you.”

“Vera,” I repeated. Things in this town are often solved by knowing the right Vera. “I’ll go. Thank you, Lena.”

She tipped two fingers to her brow and went on into the dark, her jacket going and going until the headland decided it had had enough of even that small light.

When I bent to go myself, the wind did a strange, impolite thing. It came up the cliff, touched my neck with the cold hand of the sea, and drew—quite distinctly—the shape of my name without having learned to speak.

I am not fanciful. I make lists; I record dates. I know what it is to be wrong in public. But I have also learned the rules by which places speak to us if we don’t talk over them, and the first rule is: if an old place remembers your name, you should return the favour.

The hymn continued as I walked, as if it had been happening for a very long time without me. Coming along the railings by the last look-out, I met another witness to it—the kind we keep as a town, the kind that holds stories like a net holds fish and is not particular whether it is asked or not.

“Not your phone then,” he said by way of greeting, nodding at the air.

“No,” I said. “Not anyone’s.”

“’94,” he said, and because he was allowed to be cryptic by age and habit, I did not tell him to start at the beginning. “Storm took three off the cobles that year. Bell went, but the rope fetched up foul, and somebody ran with a lantern where rope should’ve been. You could hear them singing out there, so it’s said. Men do it to keep their hands from forgetting they are hands. I was a boy and a foolish one. I ran down that way and got a clout for it from a woman who had lost a husband and a brother and didn’t mean to make it a set.”

“Which hymn?” I asked.

“They make a new one when they have to,” he said. “That’s the trouble with the proper ones. Too many endings in them and none of them the right kind on a night like that.” He peered at me, and it seemed right to give him something for his trouble, so I showed him the wrapped book.

“Ah. Chapel. I remember the old stamp. Alder kept the keys for everything that needed keeping. Custos. That would be ‘keeper.’ The one for whom loss is a bookkeeping error.”

“Alder who?”

“Pick one,” he said, with a grin that showed a lot of winter. “There’s an Alder in every second grave down the slope. But if your book has chosen to be found by you, you go see Vera and let her choose for it. She’ll ask it questions as if it could answer and then she’ll answer anyway.”

As if to punctuate his advice, the bell came again, steadier now. Ding—ding—ding—pause—ding. Somewhere in the long rooms of the ruined nave a flock of starlings rose all at once, their bodies writing dark script against the dim last of sky. The hymn shrank to a thread, as if the sea had taken it in its beak to carry it elsewhere. It ended on that late note again, the not-meant step that felt more like a promise than a mistake.

I slept badly with the book on the chair. That is a confession that makes you vulnerable to laughter if you tell it in the wrong company, but I have just told you that the wind said my name, so we are past prudence. The smell coming off the thing was not only sea. There was church to it: cold stone and polish, damp wood; and there was a note of something sharper like iron filings when you draw a magnet through them. I dreamed the Priory roofed itself in a skin of grey light, and through it you could see the choir assembled, faces turned toward a dark where the altar should be, mouths open as if to let something go.

Morning turned out bright in the vindictive way coastal mornings sometimes are after a night that has held you at arm’s length. I took the book—wrapped again, and this time in a towel because Vera already had enough to scold people for—and went down into the village where the parish office sits behind a blue door that believes in paint.

The bell over the door gave a little announcement of my entry and I found the sort of place that is the same in every parish in Britain. Notices promising soup. A calendar stuck open to a month that was two months ago. A plastic box with poppies that had been put away damp last year and would never be right again. Behind the counter a woman with a face like a good book—creased by use, sturdy, unlikely to be improved by being remade for modern tastes.

“You are late,” she said, though I was only early for anything that could reasonably be called an appointment.

“For what?”

“For the telling,” she said. “You have a thing to tell me and I have a thing to tell you and neither of us has the patience to waste time. I am Vera. Don’t offer to shake my hand; I am buttering bread.”

“I have a damp book,” I said, and put it on the counter like a cat you hope she will like.

“You have more than that.” She flipped back the towel as if she were a conjuror and the book was a rabbit that had submitted to its fate. Her fingers were quick, competent. “Don’t touch anything yet. That’s a rule, and I would write it up on a notice if I thought people read notices. Oh, hello, you poor, beautiful thing.”

She said that to the book, not to me, which is probably why I trusted her.

“Stamp says St Oswin,” I ventured.

“I can read,” she said cheerfully. “And I can see what I did not expect to see again. ‘Custos,’ how grand. That would be Christian Alder, and you can tell me later whether you dreamt about him when you had this within six feet of your bed. He kept the keys to the bell room and the ledger for the choir. A dull job unless you believe in the weight of small things, which he did. He was the kind who saves bits of string because one day someone will be very glad he did.”

She turned the first page with a skill born of long practice with paper that will tear if you look at it wrong. Her thumb made a small bridge for the corner to cross. We looked down at the square notes marching in their neat procession across the staves. There were pencilled marks at the sides—little crosses, dates, a curt “Yes.” Vera made a pleased noise in her throat.

“This is the sea set,” she said. “There is a hand for battle and a hand for weddings and this is the hand for calling men home when they are not at home. I know it because my grandfather sang it through the door for his brother when the boat did not make the bar, and after that there was a silence very like a bruise.”

“How did it get into the sea?” I asked.

“How does anything?” Vera said. “By being carried, or by falling, or by being pushed. If you are going to ask me what sings at night and tolls the bell that is not there, I will tell you three things. One: don’t go down those steps alone after dark. Two: this book left because something wanted it found. Three: our hymn will have an end, and whether we like that end will depend on whether we are clever or good, and it is always better to be good.”

“People have heard it more than one night,” I said.

“They will,” Vera said. “Storms open cupboards. We’d better see the ledger.”

She said it as if the ledger were kept in the next drawer; in fact it was kept in a cupboard behind a door behind a curtain behind a map of the parish in three colours, because church offices are a matryoshka of small official secrets. She came back with a book that had been scolded into obedience over a century. She laid it next to the choir book as if introducing cousins.

“Here,” she said after she had licked a finger (scandal) and turned five pages with it (sacrament). “Here. Choir rosters. Notes for special services. Names for funerals. And—ah.” Her fingernail tapped a line as if she were calling a timid animal to look up. “The one I hoped not to see again.”
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