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Author’s Note


Alert readers may perceive certain similarities between Westmead and various cathedral cities. Westmead is in no way intended to depict any actual cathedral city, just as none of the characters are meant to correspond to their counterparts in any cathedral.
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Look upon the covenant: for all the earth is full of darkness and cruel habitations.

Psalm 74: 21





Chapter 1



When Sophie Lilburn first laid eyes on Quire Close, she thought it was the most beautiful place she’d ever seen. At first glance it seemed perfectly symmetrical: two rows of stone mediaeval terraced houses, stretching into the distance and soaring into the sky, facing each other across tiny front gardens and a narrow stretch of cobblestones. After a moment, though, her photographer’s eye registered the asymmetries, and those enchanted her even more. Here and there existed a touch of originality, a gothic stone-mullioned window or a fantastically zigzagged chimney, even taller than its neighbours. An occasional Georgian door or a Victorian flourish were perhaps incongruous, but those incongruities added to the beauty of the whole. She could, Sophie thought, spend the rest of her life photographing this place, and not tire of it.

It wasn’t London, but perhaps it was time to leave the city. For the first time since Chris had suggested moving to Westmead, Sophie’s heart lifted.

To live in a place like Quire Close would be an enormous privilege, a joy – that’s what Chris kept saying. It had been built, Chris told her, back in the 1300s, to house the men of the choir of Westmead Cathedral, and had fulfilled that purpose to this very day. With the teaching job at the Cathedral School and the coveted position of Lay Clerk in the cathedral choir would come the tenancy of a house in Quire Close, rent-free.

Too good to be true: that’s what Chris had said, when he first learned of the opportunity. His dark eyes had shone with enthusiasm – an enthusiasm that had been there in the early days of their marriage, the early days of his career, but which had gradually died out with the grind of teaching in a London comprehensive school.

The only thing that had kept Chris sane during those London years, apart from his naturally sanguine temperament, was the music. He was possessed of a fine tenor voice, and loved using it, so he had done a fair amount of singing as a deputy for various church choirs within the London area. There was no shortage of opportunities to do this, but his long-held secret ambition – as he now confessed – was to sing in a cathedral choir.

He’d heard about this job from one of his singing colleagues, who knew the person who was leaving. Tenor Lay Clerk and history teacher: the perfect combination. It would be well paid, he told Sophie, and with it would come the house.

From the eagerness in his voice, the look on his face, she could tell that he wanted this more than he’d ever wanted anything in his life. Laid-back Chris, who usually took what life had dealt to him without complaint. Who was she to stand in his way? And if – when – they had a baby, Westmead would be a healthier environment than London.

‘It is lovely,’ Sophie said now, poised at the entrance of Quire Close.

Chris took her hand, eager as a young lover, and drew her into the close. It was like stepping into another world, one which was self-contained and bore only passing similarity to the one outside. One way in, one way out: under the arch through which they’d come. At its foot, the close narrowed in a mediaeval trick of perspective, ending in a pair of larger and more substantial houses.

The mellow West Country stone of the buildings glowed in the sunshine. Spring was in the air, adding its intoxicating perfume to the magic of the close. Tulips bloomed, buds swelled with new life.

And behind them loomed the cathedral.

They had arrived in Westmead early, with plenty of time to explore Quire Close and the cathedral before the interviews were to begin. Chris was uncharacteristically nervous about the interviews; so much was at stake. First he was to talk to the Headmaster of the school, then he would have an interview and an audition with the Director of Music and the Precentor of the cathedral. Sophie would join them for lunch in the refectory.

‘Good luck,’ she said to Chris as he left her for the first of the interviews. ‘It will be fine.’

She went into the cathedral. The enormity of it awed her, even intimidated her. Sophie was not easily intimidated, but she found that the sheer scale of the place unnerved her. The soaring stone vaults, the vast windows, the massive pillars with their improbably delicate carved capitals: none of it seemed to have any relation to the world as she knew it. She realised that she ought to be looking at it as a photographer, enjoying the play of light on stone, the texture of the carving. But it was too alien; she doubted that she would ever feel at home in that building.

Berating herself for her cowardice, she escaped through the great west doors and spent an hour in the town of Westmead itself. Officially it was a city, by virtue of the cathedral at its heart, but it had the feel of a rather sleepy West Country market town. Nothing, thought Sophie, like London. Its charms were soon exhausted, and she returned across the broad cathedral green in time to meet the men for lunch.

She had arranged to meet them in the cathedral refectory, tucked against the south side of the building in a converted bit of the old cloister. It wasn’t difficult to find.

The men were already seated, but stood when she arrived: Chris, a nervous smile still plastered on his face, and across from him a tall, lean man in an impeccably cut suit. Chris made the introductions as she took the chair beside him. ‘My wife, Sophie. Jeremy Hammond, the Director of Music.’

Sophie took the languid hand which was extended to her across the table. ‘Nice to meet you, Mr Hammond.’

‘My pleasure. Please, call me Jeremy.’ He looked across at her under half-lowered lids and smiled, revealing perfect teeth. Sophie returned his gaze levelly, observing a good-looking man who was fully aware of his own charms. The charm was general, not focused specifically on her. She knew the type: London was full of them.

Sophie didn’t consider herself a portrait photographer, but she was interested in faces, and she studied Jeremy Hammond’s as he resumed his seat. It was a mobile, expressive face, blessed with sculptured cheekbones and wide blue eyes under beautifully shaped wings of eyebrows. Rich auburn hair fell from a centre parting and framed his face, just long enough to touch the collar of his shirt.

‘We’re waiting for the Precentor,’ Chris explained. ‘He was meant to be joining us earlier, but had a meeting he couldn’t get out of.’

Jeremy Hammond shook his head. ‘Oh, these clergy,’ he said, raising his eyebrows. ‘So very busy, always. Or so they would have us lesser mortals believe. But here,’ he added, ‘he is now.’

A shorter man in a black cassock joined them, moving to the seat across the table from Sophie. Jeremy introduced him. ‘Canon Peter Swan,’ he said. ‘The Canon Precentor.’

Nothing at all like the elegant Jeremy Hammond – he might, thought Sophie, be described as ugly. Middle-aged and middle-sized. Unsmiling, even as he shook hands with them. Humourless and charmless.

‘We have to get our own food,’ Jeremy explained; he led them in the direction of the queue. ‘Have whatever you like. It’s on the cathedral.’

The food looked appetising and freshly prepared. Sophie chose quiche and salad and returned with her tray to the table.

Jeremy engaged Chris in an animated conversation about some particular piece of music, leaving Sophie to eat her quiche and look across the table at Canon Peter Swan. He clearly felt no need to talk to her, applying himself with concentration to his food, so she took the opportunity to study him. He had an interesting face, she decided, displaying a characterful sort of ugliness, rather like one of the gargoyles which perched along the roof of the cathedral.

Gravity was not his friend, Sophie observed. His skin and the underlying flesh seemed but lightly attached to his skull; gravity dragged his face, with its loose folds of flesh, downwards, making him look perhaps ten years older than he was.

His meal finished, Canon Swan laid his cutlery on his plate; the time for small talk had arrived. ‘You’re a Londoner, Mrs Lilburn?’

‘We’ve lived there for a number of years – since we were married.’

‘Your husband has done a lot of singing in London, then?’

Sophie nodded. ‘Depping, mostly. Different churches, all over town. You’d have to ask him about it.’ She gave an apologetic shrug. ‘I’m afraid I’m not at all churchy.’

‘Very wise of you.’ And then, for some reason, he smiled across at her. The transformation was so astonishing that she caught her breath. His sagging jowls disappeared; the planes of his face moved upwards, rearranging themselves into those of a much younger man. Ten years, twenty years, younger. A different face altogether. He still wasn’t handsome, but Sophie could now glimpse at least the potential for a hint of charm. How fascinating it would be, she thought, to photograph this face.

Breaking away from his conversation with Jeremy, Chris addressed the Precentor. ‘I’ve sung at All Saints’ Margaret Street, at Bourne Street, at St Alban’s, Holborn. A few times at the Abbey. All over the place, really.’

‘He comes very well recommended,’ Jeremy said. ‘And it must be said that he passed the audition with flying colours. That bit of Haydn was beautifully sung.’

‘And Mrs Lilburn?’ the canon asked, looking across at her.

Chris answered for her. ‘Sophie is a photographer,’ he said with pride. ‘She’s quite well known in her field.’

Still the canon looked at Sophie. ‘How would you feel about moving from London? Would that be a problem for you?’

‘I can take pictures wherever I am,’ she evaded, dropping her eyes. She mustn’t ruin things for Chris, she told herself. This meant so much to him.

Canon Swan, having missed out on the formal interview, seemed to feel that he had to get through a list of questions. ‘How about family? Do you have children?’

‘No,’ said Sophie. ‘No. Not yet.’ She didn’t dare to look at Chris, though she could feel his eyes on her.

Not yet. That was the problem. And it certainly wasn’t for want of trying, at least not in the past year.

Chris had always wanted children, from the very first. He would have been delighted if they’d had a baby straight away, followed by several more. He came from a large family himself, and that was the natural state of things as far as he was concerned. Some men aspire to fathering an entire football team; Chris would have been happy with a respectable-sized chamber choir.

But he’d never nagged her about it, Sophie acknowledged to herself. He’d made it clear how he felt, but he had respected her decision to wait, to establish herself in her career before tying herself down with babies.

‘Give me two years,’ she’d said at first. Two years had turned into five in no time; now they had been married for nine years, and still there was no baby.

Sophie was thirty years old. A year before, on the eve of that birthday, as spring crept up on the frozen world, her biological clock had kicked into operation. Suddenly it seemed the most important thing in the world to her that she should have a baby. Now. Before it was too late.

Chris, of course, had been delighted. Delighted at her decision, and at the suddenly increased frequency of their lovemaking. For a few months it was bliss, and both of them glowed with new joy in each other.

But nothing had happened. Making love day and night, and not a sign of success.

After those first months, the joy of it had begun to pall. Going to bed became a chore, a duty, robbed of tenderness and tinged with a sort of desperation. Would this be the time it would happen? The potential of failure hung over their bed.

Sophie had begun reading up on conception. She’d begun taking her temperature, and insisted on even more frequent lovemaking – if it could even be called that any longer – when the time was right. She had even visited her GP, seeking referral to an infertility specialist. ‘Give it a year,’ the GP had said. ‘Then we’ll start thinking about that sort of thing.’

It had now been a year, and still there was no sign of a baby.

Jeremy Hammond invited them to have coffee at his house. ‘I certainly wouldn’t inflict the swill that passes for coffee in the refectory on you,’ he said with a shudder. ‘Come and have some decent coffee with me.’

Canon Swan declined, citing another pressing meeting, so it was just the three of them who went back to Quire Close. ‘Do you have one of those big houses at the end?’ Sophie asked as they came through the arch.

‘Not I. I’m merely the humble Director of Music.’ Jeremy had a gliding sort of walk, and this, coupled with his long legs, meant they had to hurry over the cobblestones to keep up with him. ‘Here we are.’ He turned into an immaculate front garden and unlocked his door. ‘You’ll find that all the houses in the close are a bit different inside. Mine is one of the nicer ones, I think.’

The entrance hall was extremely narrow. ‘Come upstairs,’ Jeremy beckoned, leading them up a long straight staircase, back along a landing, and into the room at the front of the house. ‘My sitting room,’ he announced. ‘A bit too small to be called a drawing room, but it will do.’

It was, Sophie saw, a lovely room. Jeremy was fortunate to be on the south-facing side of the close, so the room was light and sunny. Everything in it was in the best possible taste: a mellow oriental rug, a few nice pictures on the warm terracotta walls, some fine pieces of antique furniture. There were books in the alcoves, along with a well-disguised sound system, and a beautiful clavichord in one corner. ‘Not enough room in here for my piano,’ Jeremy explained, ‘and they never would have got it up those stairs anyway, so I had this made to fit in here.’

Their host disappeared for a few minutes back downstairs to make the coffee, so Sophie wandered about and inspected the pictures while Chris sank into a comfortable armchair, clasping his hands nervously in his lap.

‘How has it gone so far?’ Sophie asked him.

Chris nodded. ‘Quite well, I think. They seem to like me.’

‘And do you like them?’

‘You know me,’ he grinned. ‘I like everyone.’

It was true, Sophie acknowledged. Her husband was one of those uncritical people who saw the best in everyone. She wasn’t like that.

Neither, it would appear, was Jeremy Hammond.

‘Those clergy,’ he said as he glided into the room bearing a tray. ‘They think they’re so important. Rushing about here, there, and everywhere. I mean, they think they actually run the cathedral. Can you imagine?’

Sophie, with her limited knowledge of cathedrals, was confused. ‘I thought the Bishop ran the cathedral. And he’s clergy, isn’t he?’

‘Oh, my dear! You have so much to learn!’ Jeremy put the tray down on an exquisite mahogany side table and turned to her with delight. ‘In the first place, the Bishop has absolutely nothing to do with the cathedral.’

‘But isn’t that his chair in there? The big one, near the pulpit? That’s what someone said.’ She hated to display her ignorance of this alien world.

Jeremy didn’t seem to mind; in fact he clearly revelled in the opportunity to explain. ‘The Bishop’s chair – the cathedra, to use your actual Latin – is what makes it a cathedral. But the Bishop’s job is to run the diocese, not the cathedral. That’s what the Dean is supposed to be for. The Dean and Chapter. You’ll note,’ he added with a wicked grin, ‘that I said supposed. This Dean, in particular, is completely useless. People let him pretend that he’s in charge, but everyone knows he’s not.’

Another word had baffled her. ‘You said the Dean and Chapter. What’s the Chapter?’

Jeremy handed her a tiny bone-china cup of fragrant black coffee. ‘That’s the corporate name for all of the canons. The residentiary canons, that is – the ones who “live in”, as it were. Most cathedrals have three or four of them. We’re lucky in that we only have three – that’s fewer of them to get in the way.’

Sophie accepted a dollop of cream in her coffee and took an appreciative sip. She loved good coffee; the fact that Jeremy Hammond shared that passion seemed to her a good sign. ‘Canon Swan is one of them?’

‘That’s right. He’s the Precentor. The one who sings the services,’ he explained. ‘He’s the one who is generally concerned with the music, and the running of the services – or at least I let him think so. That’s why he was in on the interview today.’

‘He sings?’

Jeremy, in the act of offering Chris the cream, turned his head to look at her, raising his eyebrows. ‘Oh, yes. Not too badly, either – for a man of his age,’ he admitted.

‘Has he been here for a long time, then?’ Chris put in.

‘Not long.’ Jeremy stirred cream into his own coffee and took a sip, then smiled his approval of his own efforts. ‘About two years, give or take. He got the appointment because he was an old friend of the Dean. That’s the way things work around here – it’s who you know that’s important.’

It was the human element that interested Sophie. ‘Is he married?’

Jeremy laughed. ‘No.’ With one elegant hand he made an expressive gesture. ‘He is a bit of an old sourpuss. Who would have him? Let’s be honest – he doesn’t exactly spread sweetness and light about the place.’

To Sophie’s disappointment, Chris shifted the subject. ‘Tell me about the Dean,’ he requested.

‘The Dean,’ pronounced Jeremy, ‘is irrelevant. You don’t really need to know anything about him other than that. Useless, as I said before. He breeds Burmese cats and grows old-fashioned roses and only leaves the Deanery when absolutely necessary. You’ll see him now and then, sitting in his Decani stall in the choir for services, and sometimes he even stirs himself to read a lesson, but I promise you that he’ll never impinge on your life in any way.’

He was speaking, Sophie realised, as though their future involvement at Westmead Cathedral was a foregone conclusion. ‘Then who does run the cathedral?’ she asked.

Jeremy put down his coffee cup and moved to the window. ‘Come here, my dear,’ he commanded.

Sophie obeyed, draining the last of her coffee and going to his side.

‘Quire Close,’ said Jeremy, ‘is the seat of power. Not the Deanery.’ Looking out of the window, he swept his hand dramatically from one end to the other. ‘There are two people who matter in this place. One of them lives at the entrance, just through the arch.’ He pointed up the close. ‘Leslie Clunch, he’s called.’

Her gaze followed his finger, though there was no one in sight. ‘And who is Leslie Clunch?’

‘Retired verger,’ said Jeremy. ‘Head Verger, as he’d be the first to tell you.’

The word meant nothing to her; she looked towards Chris for enlightenment.

‘The vergers are the ones who walk in front of the clergy and choir when they come in for services,’ Chris supplied. ‘And when they go out, or go up to the pulpit to preach or read. They wear black gowns and carry silver wands. It’s sort of a ceremonial thing.’

‘The wands are called “verges”,’ added Jeremy. ‘Hence the name. But the vergers do far more than go walkabout with the clergy. They’re the ones who really run the place on a day-to-day basis.’

‘I saw some men wearing black gowns when I was in the cathedral earlier,’ Sophie recalled. ‘They seemed to be keeping an eye on the place.’

Jeremy nodded. ‘Exactly. They keep an eagle eye on tourists, so they don’t do anything naughty or walk off with the silver, and they make themselves indispensable to everyone else. They would be the first to tell you that the clergy couldn’t manage without them.’

‘So this Leslie Clunch …?’ Sophie prompted.

‘Was Head Verger for donkey’s years. The better part of thirty years, I reckon,’ said Jeremy. ‘He retired about two years ago, and in recognition of his long service to Westmead Cathedral, he was given a grace-and-favour residence in Quire Close.’

‘Why do you say he’s powerful? I mean, if he’s retired …’

Jeremy’s mouth curved in an arch smile. ‘My dear, he knows where all of the bodies are buried, so to speak. There’s nothing that’s happened in this cathedral for thirty years that he doesn’t know about. He has a very long memory,’ he added. ‘It’s more than anyone’s job is worth to cross him.’

Sophie was baffled: Jeremy was talking as if this were a den of iniquity, not a house of God. She thought that cathedrals were meant to be holy places, full of holy people who never did anything of which they might be ashamed. Before she could put this into words, though, Jeremy went on. ‘And nothing happens in this close without Leslie Clunch knowing about it. Nothing.’ His voice was light, but Sophie sensed that it contained a hint of warning.

‘Does he live on his own?’ Chris asked.

‘Oh, no. There is a Mrs Clunch – Olive.’ Jeremy grinned. ‘The long-suffering Olive. She’s an invalid now. Very poorly. Never goes out. Leslie looks after her night and day, as he’d be the first to tell you.’

Chris joined them at the window. ‘Then how does he have time to know the business of everyone in the close?’

Jeremy shook his head and smiled, lifting his shoulders in an elegant shrug. After a significant pause he said, ‘You’ll find out soon enough what I’m talking about.’

Again that assumption that their future lay in Westmead. Sophie fought against a bubble of panic that welled up inside her; perhaps it was irrational, but all she wanted to do at that moment was walk down the stairs, out of Quire Close, and flee home to London. Instead she forced herself to speak normally. ‘You said that there are two people who matter,’ she recalled. ‘Who is the other one, then?’

‘Ah,’ said Jeremy. ‘Now that is a long story. Shall we have some more coffee, perhaps?’

He went off and prepared a fresh supply, then settled down in a wing-backed chair, crossing his long legs in front of him. ‘Elspeth Verey,’ he said, as if tasting the name in his mouth. ‘Elspeth Verey.’

Sophie waited, understanding that this was Jeremy’s way of creating a bit of drama.

‘Elspeth Verey lives at the far end of the close,’ Jeremy began. ‘In Priory House, one of the larger houses.’

He took his time telling the story, relishing it. Elspeth Verey, he explained, had been in Westmead even longer than Leslie Clunch: more than forty years. She’d been a young girl in her teens when her father had been appointed Dean of Westmead Cathedral, and had spent those formative years living at the Deanery.

The Very Reverend Arthur Worthington, her father, had been a dean of the old school: Oxford-educated, well connected, with private means. Westmead Cathedral had become his kingdom, one he ruled as a benevolent despot. In those days, no one had ever been in any doubt about who was in charge, or where the power lay. Arthur Worthington was as near to an absolute monarch as was possible in the Church of England, yet in spite of that he had been much beloved.

And his daughter, growing up at the heart of so much power, had developed a taste for it. Indeed, she had even come to regard it as her birthright.

In the days when Elspeth Verey was growing up, there was only one way for a woman to achieve status in the Church of England: she had to marry it. Elspeth Worthington, as she then was, grasped this fact quickly, and set about putting her plans into effect in a calculated manner. Carefully she sized up each eligible clergyman who crossed her path – and in a cathedral city, there was an abundance of them to choose from. Even discounting those who were already married, she was spoilt for choice: canons, archdeacons, vicars, rectors, curates.

The curates were too young and untried; most of the vicars and rectors lacked the necessary ambition, the fire in the belly that Elspeth was looking for. The search proved more difficult than she’d anticipated. But when she was twenty-one, she met Richard Verey. He was thirty-eight, and had just been appointed as Archdeacon of Westmead. It was rare to find an archdeacon under forty; the fact that he had already achieved that office indicated that he was on his way to higher things.

They were married within the year, and in another year she had given birth to a son and heir, upon whom she bestowed the honour of the family name: Worthington Verey. His godfather was, in fact, the Archbishop of Canterbury, and from him he took his middle names.

Worthington Michael Ramsey Verey was clearly born for great things. He was an only child, and on him his mother lavished her love, even as she inculcated him with her ambition.

Her choice of husband was proved to be a good one when he succeeded her father as Dean of Westmead. Elspeth Verey moved back into the Deanery in triumph, sure that it was her rightful place. In the Deanery her will reigned supreme, and through her husband she ruled the cathedral.

Everything had gone according to plan. Young Worthington grew in wisdom and stature, achieving fine results in his A levels and securing a place at his father’s Oxford college.

Then came the great shock, the seismic upheaval. Worthington went off to Oxford, and a few months later, Elspeth discovered that she was being compensated for the loss in a most unexpected way: she was pregnant again, at the age of forty-one.

The new baby was another boy, and they called him Dominic.

But Dominic was not destined to grow to manhood in the Deanery. The Very Reverend Richard Verey proved to be a weaker vessel than his formidable and long-lived father-in-law; at the age of sixty he suffered a mild heart attack, and his doctors urged him to consider early retirement, at sixty-two. Reluctantly he agreed, and plans were under way for him to stand down as Dean when, a year later, another heart attack proved fatal.

Elspeth Verey was left a widow at the age of forty-seven.

Priory House, at the end of Quire Close, was in the process of being renovated as Dean Verey’s retirement home. No one questioned Elspeth Verey’s right to move into it with her young son, and there she had remained.

She was, Jeremy told them, the undoubted Queen of Westmead. Now fifty-eight, her ambitions were vested in her sons. Dominic was still at school, but Worthington was well on the way to fulfilling his destiny: he would, his mother was sure, be Dean of Westmead one day in the not-too-distant future. The present dean had been appointed through her string-pulling: an ineffectual man who would not do much harm until it was time for Worthington to take over.

Of course, Elspeth Verey was the social arbiter of Westmead. Those upon whom she smiled would flourish; those upon whom she frowned would be consigned to the status of non-person.

‘Does she like you?’ Sophie blurted; even as she said it she realised that the question was perhaps not as tactful or discreet as it should be.

But Jeremy didn’t seem to mind. He grinned, uncrossing his legs and recrossing them the other way. ‘Oh, yes. Our Elspeth likes me. She finds me … amusing.’ He raised an eyebrow and lowered his voice. ‘But I’ll tell you who she doesn’t like.’

‘Who?’

‘The Subdean’s wife. Elspeth can’t bear her.’

‘Why?’

‘Because,’ Jeremy said, his mouth curving maliciously, ‘the Subdean was one of those young curates whom Elspeth rejected all those years ago.’

Sophie processed the information. ‘The Subdean? But if the Dean—’

Her question was interrupted by the ringing of the telephone. Jeremy went into another room to take the call, and when he returned he was beaming.

‘That was the Headmaster,’ he said to Chris. ‘He’s spoken to Canon Swan. We’ve all agreed. If you want the job, it’s yours.’

Chris looked at Sophie, and she at him. His cheerful round face glowed with excitement; the smile on her face felt frozen.


Chapter 2



April 1989

No one would have taken the two girls for sisters. They were very different: Jacquie, the elder by a year, was dark and lean, while Alison was fair, with a tendency towards plumpness. Of the two, Alison was the prettier, though it might be argued that Jacquie, with her stronger bone structure, would stand the test of time better.

They were going on holiday together – a fortnight in Greece. Alison couldn’t believe it. Their parents were actually allowing them to do it.

This would be their first trip abroad, the first time either of them had been out of England. Their parents had never been very big on holidays, considering such things to be a frivolous waste of money and time. When the girls were small, there had been the occasional foray to the north Norfolk coast, to Wells-Next-the-Sea or Cromer, for a day or sometimes even a weekend of sitting on the beach at the edge of the chilly sea, the parents keeping a vigilant eye on their daughters.

This was going to be different, Jacquie assured her sister with enthusiasm. The sea would be warm – warm enough to swim in. The sky would be a perpetual blue, the air balmy. Most importantly, their parents would not be there. And there would be men.

If Joan and Frank Barnett had known anything at all about package holidays abroad, they would never have dreamed of allowing their daughters to embark upon one. But their sphere of existence was narrow, confined by their own world view. They didn’t own a television, as a matter of choice; in their opinion, television was a waste of time, and worse – the Devil’s invention, bringing filth and depravity into the home. Nor did they read newspapers, which were little better than television when it came to promulgating things about which it was better not to know.

Joan and Frank Barnett’s main reading material was the Bible, and their knowledge about the world outside of Sutton Fen – a small market town near the Cambridgeshire–Norfolk border – was provided in the main by the fiery sermons delivered by the Reverend Mr Raymond Prew, the pastor of the Free Baptist Fellowship. The world was a wicked place, best avoided. That was how they lived, and how they had brought up their daughters, sheltering them as best they could from worldliness and evil. Joan and Frank were elderly parents; their girls had been a late gift to their marriage, and thus were doubly precious, doubly guarded from the perils of the wicked world.

Still, when Jacquie had suggested that she and her sister might go on holiday to Greece, Joan and Frank had eventually agreed. Greece was, after all, mentioned in the Bible. St Paul himself had been there. It wouldn’t have been their choice, but surely the girls would be safe in the Bible Lands.

They were both earning their own money now, and had been saving up for the holiday. Alison, at twenty, had a good job as a secretary for Mr Prew. And Jacquie had been working, since she’d left school, at the Mini Mart.

She wouldn’t be working there for much longer, though, and that was the real impetus behind the trip. In July, Jacquie was to marry Darren Darke, and she had begged her parents to allow her just one trip abroad with her sister before she settled down to domestic life.

Joan and Frank approved of Darren Darke. He was one of them – a member of the Free Baptist Fellowship. A sober young man, he had good prospects; his father owned a car dealership and garage in Sutton Fen, and Darren was already the manager of the dealership side of the business. He even had his own house, in the new housing estate on the outskirts of Sutton Fen. Darren would look after Jacquie and provide for her; there would be no need for her to carry on with her job. She could stay at home and do those things that a woman was divinely ordained to do: look after the house, look after her husband, and in the fullness of time look after their children. Those were the teachings of the Free Baptist Fellowship; they’d been good enough for Joan and Frank, and would be good enough for their daughter.

Jacquie loved Darren – or at least she told herself that she did. At any rate, she was looking forward to the wedding. Being Mrs Darren Darke would give her status in Sutton Fen; it would get her away from the stifling atmosphere of the family home.

But just once, before she settled down, she wanted to experience all of the joys of a foreign holiday.

Unlike her parents, and even her more innocent sister, Jacquie knew exactly what those joys consisted of. During slow times at the Mini Mart she often read the glossy magazines intended for young women – magazines which would have curled her parents’ hair with their explicitness. And most of her friends from school, as well as her friend Nicola from the Mini Mart, had been on package holidays abroad; they’d told her of the ready availability of men.

Sex. That was what it was all about, really. Plentiful, mindless sex with as many men as possible.

Before she settled down to become Mrs Darren Darke, before the walls closed round her for ever. Surely, thought Jacquie, it wasn’t too much to ask.

Though her sister – and certainly their parents – didn’t know it, Jacquie was not a virgin. She’d been having sex with Darren since their engagement; if it had been up to Jacquie, they would have started even before that, but Darren was an upright and devout young man, and it had taken some doing to get him into bed. Once there, though, he had found that he liked it, and it had become a regular feature of their time together.

It was a convenient thing, Darren having his own house, and as its future mistress Jacquie could legitimately visit it. This she did often, under the guise of overseeing its redecoration. Her parents would have died of shame if they had even suspected what really went on during those visits.

Alison, too, would have been shocked. Her knowledge of such things was limited, and coloured by her own romantic nature.

But when Jacquie told her that there would be men aplenty in Greece, Alison was not displeased. There were few eligible men of her acquaintance, or those her parents would have considered suitable, in Sutton Fen; so far she had not found any who attracted or interested her.

And Alison was ready to fall in love.

The hotel room was spare but adequate; there were two double beds, a chest of drawers, a wardrobe, and a chair. The room was clean, as was the adjoining en-suite facility, and best of all it had a window overlooking the sea.

Alison leaned on the window-sill and breathed deeply of the sea air. ‘It’s beautiful,’ she sighed. ‘I never dreamed there could be anywhere this beautiful in the whole world.’ The colours were so bright, so vivid: the bright blue of the sky, the deep blue of the sea. Nothing could have been more different from the flat grey fens in which she’d lived all of her life.

‘Two whole weeks,’ said Jacquie, flopping down on one of the beds with a groan of happiness. ‘It’s too good to be true.’

‘We won’t want to go home,’ predicted Alison. ‘We’re going to have a good time, aren’t we?’

‘Oh, yes.’ Jacquie sat up and nodded. ‘A wonderful time. I promise.’ The thought seemed to galvanise her, after the exhaustion of the journey. She got up from the bed, which just a few seconds before she’d found so irresistible, and heaved her case on to it. ‘And there’s no time like the present to begin,’ she announced. ‘Let’s go down to the beach.’

This was a suggestion that, even a few months ago, would have met with an ambivalent response from Alison, who was always self-conscious about her weight. But she had been scrupulously following a strict diet since they’d been planning the trip, and was now proud of her slimmed-down figure. She had a new bathing costume and could hardly wait to show it off. ‘Great idea,’ she agreed, following her sister’s lead and retrieving her case from the floor where she’d dropped it.

Alison’s bathing costume, though new, was conservatively cut, high in the front and low on the thighs; it had been bought with the reluctant approval of her mother, who didn’t really believe that bathing costumes were decent. With modesty she turned her back on her sister and struggled into it, then spun round to show it off. ‘What do you—’

The words died on her lips; she gasped at the spectacle in front of her. Jacquie was arrayed in the skimpiest of two-piece costumes, scarcely more than tiny triangles of fabric held together with string.

‘Tah dah!’ Jacquie posed, her arms outstretched.

‘You can’t wear that!’

‘Oh, no? Just watch me!’ She twirled around, showing that there was even less to the back than there was to the front.

‘But where did you get it?’ demanded Alison. ‘Mum would never let you buy anything like that!’

Jacquie’s grin was defiant. ‘I bought it out of a mail-order catalogue that Nicola brought to work. It fits perfectly, don’t you think?’

Alison just shook her head, her pleasure in her own new costume evaporating. Next to her sister, she now felt dowdy and old-fashioned. Disconsolately she trailed behind her to the beach.

It turned out that Jacquie had obtained a whole new wardrobe from the mail-order catalogue. She dressed for dinner that night in a low-cut, skimpy black dress, and looked scornfully at her sister’s best Laura Ashley frock, Alison’s idea of proper attire for a foreign holiday. ‘We’ll have to get you some new clothes,’ she decided. ‘I’m sure there are shops here that sell something with a bit more going for it than that.’

She led the way to the hotel dining room where they were to take their meals, revelling in the stares of admiration that followed her as they had done on the beach.

Now, Jacquie decided, it was time to get down to serious business. As soon as they were settled at their table, she surveyed the other diners. ‘Not bad,’ she said about one young man, but he proved to have a girl in tow. A crowd of rowdy British boys, still in their teens, she judged to be unworthy of her, though they leered openly and waved at her from their table across the room.

But their waiter – now he was a different story. Melting black eyes and a shock of black hair, teeth white and perfect against swarthy skin. Beautiful, thought Jacquie, and turned her most charming smile upon him. Her friends had told her about the waiters – what skilled lovers they were, and how passionate yet considerate. ‘What are you called?’ she asked him as he handed her a menu.

‘Dimitrios.’

‘I’m Jacquie. And this,’ she added as an afterthought, ‘is my sister Alison.’

His smile was breathtaking. ‘I haven’t seen you two charming ladies before. This is your first night here?’

‘Yes. But not our last.’ Her eyes held his for a long moment, until he turned away.

‘Jacquie!’ said Alison in a scandalised whisper. ‘You were flirting with him!’

Her voice was smug. ‘Yes.’

‘But what about Darren?’ she demanded.

‘What about him?’ Jacquie smoothed her dark hair down and licked her lips.

‘You’re going to marry him!’ Alison reminded her. ‘In July! So you don’t have any business flirting with anyone else!’

Jacquie sighed and rolled her eyes. ‘You sound just like Mum.’

‘But, Jacquie—’

‘Oh, Ally, you’re so naïve.’ She gave her sister a patronising look. ‘Why do you think I’ve come on this holiday? It’s not just to get a nice tan for the wedding, I can promise you.’

‘Then what?’ Alison was genuinely baffled.

Her sister sighed again. ‘Do I have to spell it out for you? I’m going to be married to Darren for the rest of my life, and I don’t want to have to say when I die that he’s the only man I’ve ever slept with.’

Comprehension dawned slowly, incredulously. ‘Do you mean that you’re planning to …’ She couldn’t bring herself to finish the sentence.

Jacquie was blunt. ‘I’m planning to sleep with that lovely Dimitrios tonight, if that’s what you’re trying to say. And with as many men as I possibly can, over the next fortnight. I’m going to make this holiday something to remember for the rest of my life.’

Shaken and appalled, Alison dropped her eyes. She couldn’t bear to look at the triumphant huntress that her sister had so suddenly become; she didn’t know how to cope with the revelations that had just been tossed so casually in her direction. Her eyes scanned the menu without seeing it. ‘So, what are you going to order?’ she stammered.

*     *     *

The subject was not referred to again that evening between the sisters, though Jacquie continued to flirt outrageously with the waiter as the meal progressed, and by the end of it, she had arranged to meet him after he finished his shift at the restaurant.

Their meal completed, the girls had a stroll round the village, then stopped at the hotel bar for a drink. Alison, who had never tasted a drop of alcohol in her life, asked for orange juice. Jacquie, though, had occasionally shared an illicit bottle of wine with her friends; she horrified her sister by ordering a glass of retsina.

‘Come on – taste it,’ she urged Alison. Of course, her sister refused, so she downed her drink in several brave gulps, admitting to herself – if not to Alison – that it tasted foul. Its astringent, resiny taste was nothing like the sweet wine she had drunk in the past, but it was the local drink, and it did add a dash of recklessness to her determination that the evening should go according to her plan.

So far the only hitch was Alison’s evident disapproval. The girl was turning out to be a real wet blanket, little better than their mother; Jacquie hoped that she wouldn’t manage to ruin the holiday. The only thing to do, she told herself with alcoholic bravado, was to ignore her sister and make the most of the opportunities that presented themselves to her. In a day or two, seeing what fun she was having, Ally might even begin to loosen up a bit.

They returned to their room and Jacquie refreshed her make-up. ‘Don’t wait up for me,’ she announced gaily as she departed. ‘I have my key.’

‘I won’t.’ Slowly, as if in a dream, Alison got ready for bed. She turned out the lights in the room, then leaned on the window-sill and looked out of the open window into the balmy night.

There was something unreal about it. The sky was so black, and beneath it the sea rolled like some glistening dark animal. A sliver of a moon hung surrounded by more stars than she had ever seen. And the air wasn’t just warm – it was redolent with rich and complex smells, scents of sea and passionate life, nothing at all like the chill earthiness of the fens. This was Alison’s first glimpse of a life outside of the narrow confines of her world, and it both frightened and intrigued her.

It wasn’t until she crawled into bed that she allowed herself to think about her sister. She hadn’t meant to think about Jacquie, but sleep eluded her, and her sister’s triumphant face grinned at her even as she screwed her eyes shut to blot out the image.

She’d thought that she knew Jacquie. They’d grown up together, as close as two sisters could be. But suddenly her sister was a stranger – a wine-drinking, bikini-wearing, flirtatious stranger.

And the things that Jacquie had said, about sleeping with as many men as possible … At this moment, even, she was probably locked in the arms of the dark-eyed waiter. In his bed.

Here Alison’s imagination failed her; she couldn’t imagine what it was that they were doing. She knew the facts of life, but her information ended with the bare facts. She wasn’t a farm girl; she’d never been allowed to watch television or go to the cinema.

What Jacquie was doing was wrong, of that much Alison was sure. It went against everything that they’d ever been taught about the sanctity of marriage and the importance of a girl keeping herself pure until her wedding night. It was a betrayal of Darren, of their parents, of God. And with a man she wasn’t even in love with.

It was disgusting. Unthinkable.

Behind her closed eyelids, Alison could see them kissing – Jacquie pressing her lips against those of the waiter. And he was touching her: brown hands on white breasts.

Under the covers, in spite of herself, Alison’s body grew hot.

It wasn’t until the early hours of the morning that Jacquie returned, grinning in triumph. She kicked off her shoes and threw herself on her bed. ‘It was wonderful,’ she announced. ‘He was brilliant.’

‘I don’t want to hear about it.’ Alison, bleary from too little sleep, covered her ears with her hands and turned her face into her pillow to blot out her sister’s face.

‘All right then.’ Not bothering to undress, she crawled under the covers. After a moment she said, dreamily, ‘Darren could certainly learn a thing or two from him.’

Alison sat up, shocked out of her lethargy. ‘Do you mean that you and Darren have … done it?’

‘Oh, Ally.’ Jacquie laughed, a throaty, knowing chuckle that her sister found even more upsetting than her words. ‘You’re such an innocent. It’s sweet, really.’

‘Before you’re married?’

Her sister gave her a condescending smile. ‘Lots of times. As often as we can.’

‘But what would Mum say? Or Dad? Or Reverend Prew?’

‘I can just imagine what they’d say. Reverend Prew would probably have a heart attack.’ Jacquie narrowed her eyes. ‘But you’re not going to tell them, are you?’

Alison heard the threat behind her sister’s words, and the fear. It gave her an odd sort of reassurance: Jacquie wasn’t completely corrupt, then, or she wouldn’t care. ‘No,’ she whispered. ‘No, I won’t tell them. But Jacquie …’

‘What?’

‘I just wish you wouldn’t.’

Jacquie laughed. ‘Too late for that.’


Chapter 3



The freshness of early spring had given way to the tired vegetation of August by the time that Sophie and Chris Lilburn moved into Quire Close. It had been a long, hot summer, with a hosepipe ban in effect, and with few exceptions the little gardens in front of the houses of the close were parched, unattractive. Number 22, into which the Lilburns were to be installed, was one of the worst, featuring a few wilted marigolds and some unidentifiable dead plants.

‘My predecessor must not have been a gardener,’ Chris observed. ‘You’ll have to have a go, Soph.’

Sophie had no interest in gardening; she couldn’t imagine why Chris should think that she had. ‘Maybe you could do it,’ she countered, trying not to sound sharp.

‘You know, I think I’d like that.’ Chris beamed at her. ‘Getting my hands dirty will make me feel like a real country gent.’

Sophie concentrated not on the garden, but on the front of the house. Number 22 was on the west side of Quire Close, nearer the far end than the entrance; in appearance it was much like its neighbours on either side, with the subtle difference of a blue door adorned with an elegant dolphin-shaped brass knocker, and an old-fashioned bell-pull.

This was the first glimpse they’d had of their new home; the previous occupant had only just vacated the day before, and the Lilburns were no more than an hour in advance of the removal van carrying their worldly goods. ‘Let’s go inside,’ Sophie urged.

Chris had the key, an oversized iron one which looked as though it ought to fit the lock to some mediaeval gaol cell. With ceremony he slid it into the keyhole and turned. ‘Behold, Mrs Lilburn,’ he announced portentously as the door swung open. ‘Your new home!’

Sophie’s first thought was that the outside of the house was deceptive; it appeared to be double-fronted, but in fact the stone façade didn’t match up with the interior. Over the centuries there had been much chopping and changing within, and their new house was much smaller than it appeared. The stone-flagged entrance hall was cramped; the rooms were low-ceilinged and of mediaeval proportions.

To the right of the entrance hall was the sitting room, dominated by an enormous stone fireplace, original to the house. The size of the fireplace in proportion to the room, the darkness of the wallpaper, and the low ceiling all combined to make the room seem even smaller than it was. If one were being charitable, that quality could be transformed into the virtue of cosiness, but at first glance, Sophie found ‘claustrophobic’ to be a more apt description. The only other room on the ground floor was the kitchen, narrow and antiquated; it didn’t seem to have had anything done to it since the war. To the side of the kitchen was an eating alcove, just large enough to hold a table and chairs; there was no dining room.

Sophie, used to the modern kitchen of their London flat, sighed. ‘How am I supposed to cook in here?’

Chris patted the grease-encrusted top of the ancient cooker. ‘I’m sure this works just fine. And if not,’ he added grandly, ‘we’ll buy a new one.’

Sophie turned away, depressed by the vision of spending time in that poky hole. ‘Let’s have a look upstairs,’ she said abruptly.

The room over the sitting room, its window looking out into the close, was clearly the main bedroom. ‘This will be splendid,’ Chris enthused, going to the window. ‘A lovely view. And if you stand here at the corner of the window, you can just see the cathedral.’

Sophie, though, was measuring up the room mentally; it seemed smaller than the sitting room below, as the fireplace was blocked up, and she wondered whether their furniture would fit. ‘Do you think the bed will go along this wall?’ she queried doubtfully.

‘Oh, I’m sure it will,’ Chris stated. ‘No problem.’

Next they explored the bathroom, behind the bedroom. Sophie was delighted to see that it, at least, had been modernised: no claw-footed bath or chipped basin or tall pull-chain loo, as by now she had been expecting, but an up-to-date suite. There was even a power shower installed above the bath. ‘Something for each of us,’ Chris observed; Sophie liked showers, while he enjoyed spending hours in the bath.

Cheered, they moved on to the smaller back bedroom. ‘This,’ Chris pointed out with triumph, ‘will make a perfect darkroom for you, Soph. Look – the windows even have shutters.’ He demonstrated by pulling them closed, plunging the room into darkness.

That was a definite plus; she’d been wondering how she would manage to create a darkroom in the house when every room had windows. ‘A bit small. But I suppose it will do.’

Chris was still playing with the shutters as Sophie went up the small staircase to explore the top floor. There was one room up there. Its door was shut; she pushed it open and found herself looking into a nursery.

The walls were colour-washed a sunny shade of yellow, and halfway up marched a frieze of teddy bears, on the way to their picnic. A nursery, without a doubt.

Sophie caught her breath sharply, hanging on to the door knob for support. Chris came up behind her. ‘Oh, look,’ he enthused as he draped an arm round her. ‘A room for the baby! Perfect, eh, Soph? We won’t even have to redecorate.’

She suppressed an urge to shake off his arm as her mind zoomed back a week in time.

The doctor’s office – their preliminary visit to their GP, before he at last referred them on to the fertility specialist. Sophie had sat on the edge of her chair, waiting for him to deliver his verdict.

‘Well,’ he’d said cheerfully, grinning at them across his desk, ‘at least we’ve eliminated Chris as the source of the problem. You understand, of course,’ he added, ‘why we check him out first, before we send you on any further – much less complicated a mechanism at work there, and much easier to test.’

Not Chris’s fault. The doctor’s voice droned on, explaining what the next steps would be when their appointment came through to see Mr York, but Sophie was unable to take it all in. Her eyes roamed round the room, over the plethora of framed diplomas and certificates on the walls, avoiding the doctor’s smiling face. Not Chris’s fault.

Her fault, then. One way or another, it was her fault. There was something wrong with her, something deep inside. All of those years she’d assumed that she was normal, that her body functioned like that of other women, that when she wanted a baby, all she would have to do was go off the Pill and let nature take its course.

Chris was fine: his sperm count was on the high side of the normal range, the sperm healthy and mobile.

It was her fault.

A few hours later the furniture had all been moved in and slotted into place; the house looked remarkably settled, as if they had been there for ever. Of course there were still boxes to be unpacked, and Sophie’s darkroom would need sorting out, but the worst was over. Sophie travelled lightly through life; she was not one for collecting possessions as she went along, and though Chris might have been an accumulator if he’d been left to his own devices, she had ruthlessly stamped out any such tendencies. He had his books and his music scores and his clothes, and that was about it. No collections, no clutter.

Avoiding the nursery, which remained empty of furniture, Sophie concentrated on the bedroom, while Chris was downstairs unpacking the kitchen gear. She hung her clothes in the wardrobe, then opened a box of bedding and made up the bed with sheets and pillows and duvet. That done, she moved to the window and looked out into the close, leaning her forehead against the cool glass. The glass was old and ripply; it distorted the view just a tiny bit.

‘I’ve found the cutlery and the dishes,’ Chris announced as he came up the stairs. ‘So we’re all set. And I’ve put the kettle on – I could murder a cup of tea about now.’

Sophie made a noncommittal noise, her head still against the glass.

‘See, I told you that the bed would fit!’ Chris came up behind her and wrapped his arms round her waist, nuzzling the back of her neck in a way that she’d always found arousing.

‘Mmm,’ murmured Chris after a moment. ‘Let’s forget about the tea, Soph. I think we should try out the bed. Christen it in its new home, so to speak.’

She felt her stomach clench, but tried to keep her voice light. ‘Not now, Chris,’ she said brightly, detaching his hands and moving away from him. ‘I’d really like that cup of tea.’

Not Chris’s fault. Her fault.

That evening they had a simple meal of bread and cheese. The weather was too hot for cooking, and their labours had made them more thirsty than hungry. Chris had popped a bottle of white wine in the freezer to chill it; they sipped it along with their supper fare.

Chris’s eyes shone with enthusiasm. ‘I have a good feeling about this house, Soph,’ he said. ‘We’re going to be happy here. Really happy. And it will be a great place to bring up kids. I know that the back garden isn’t huge, but there’s plenty of room for a swing, and maybe even a climbing frame.’

‘Maybe,’ said Sophie carefully, not meeting his eyes, ‘there won’t be any kids.’

‘Don’t be silly.’ He gave an affectionate laugh. ‘You heard what the doctor said. It’s early days yet. Lots more possibilities, so many different techniques that are available now. Mr York will sort it out. You’ll see, Soph. By this time next year, there will be a baby in that nursery upstairs.’

She wanted to shout at him, to point out that it was easy for him to say: it wasn’t his fault, after all. He was fine. She was the one who would now be poked and prodded by Mr York, her flawed body yet to yield up the secrets of its imperfection. Instead of shouting, though, she poured herself another glass of wine, clenching her jaw till it hurt.

They were having their meal in the cramped dining alcove, and though the window was open, suddenly the room seemed stifling to her. Pushing her plate away, Sophie picked up her glass and the half-empty bottle. ‘I’m going outside,’ she announced.

‘What a good idea.’ Chris followed her into the unkempt back garden and, with great ceremony, opened and arranged the two deck-chairs that they’d used on the balcony of their London flat. Seemingly unaware of Sophie’s mood, he began to talk with some enthusiasm about the garden, pointing out possible areas for improvement and suggesting what plants might go in.

She let him chatter on, not listening but nodding occasionally. It was quiet in the garden, with its high walls separating it on either side from its neighbours, and as dusk descended it seemed a peaceful place. The sky darkened; the birds began to fall silent. Sophie closed her eyes and leaned back in her chair.

The silence was abruptly shattered by the high-pitched, frantic wail of a baby, coming from not far away. It wasn’t the house next door, but it might have been the one next to that, or just beyond. The sound continued, the cries increasing in volume.

‘I can’t bear it,’ said Sophie abruptly, getting up and going back into the house. She didn’t even turn to see whether Chris was coming as well.

As she entered the hallway, though, the old-fashioned doorbell chimed. She went to the door to find Jeremy Hammond waiting outside.

‘I was just about to give up on you,’ he said.

‘We were in the garden,’ explained Sophie. ‘Come in.’

With an elegant movement, Jeremy bent over and picked up an envelope which had come through the letter-box and now rested just inside the door. He presented it to Sophie with an ironic little bow, then stepped into the hall.

‘Would you like a drink?’ Sophie offered. ‘There’s a bottle of wine open.’

‘Or I could find the gin,’ added Chris from behind her. ‘Though I’m not sure we have any tonic.’

‘Drink,’ said Jeremy, raising an eyebrow. ‘Funny you should mention drink. Actually, I’ve come to invite you to join us at the pub. A few of the chaps from the choir are there already, and it would be a good chance for you to meet them.’

‘What an excellent idea,’ Chris said straight away. ‘How about it, Soph?’

Sophie wasn’t really in the mood for meeting strangers in a pub, but she could see that Chris was keen on the idea. ‘All right, then,’ she agreed with an attempt at enthusiasm.

Jeremy paused. ‘You’re welcome, of course,’ he said carefully. ‘But the wives don’t usually come.’

She could take a hint, and was secretly relieved. ‘Oh, that’s all right. Chris, you go. I’ll stay here and make a start at sorting a few things in my darkroom.’ Sophie waved her hands as if to shoo him out of the door. ‘Go on.’

‘You’re sure?’ Chris hesitated.

‘Of course.’

‘I won’t be late,’ he promised. ‘Just a quick one, I think.’

Sophie stood at the door and watched the two men disappear into the twilight, heading towards the arch at the end of the close: Jeremy tall and graceful, with his gliding walk, and Chris a bit shorter, bouncing along beside him. When they were out of sight she closed the door, then realised that she was still holding the envelope that Jeremy had handed her.

She examined it curiously. ‘By hand,’ it stated in the upper corner, and her own name was written in the precise centre. The envelope was thick and cream-coloured, with an expensive feel to it.

With a finger Sophie loosened the flap and eased out the envelope’s contents. It was a stiff card of the same colour as the envelope, printed at the top: ‘Mrs Elspeth Verey, Priory House, Quire Close, Westmead’. The message, written in the same elegant yet strong hand as the envelope, was brief and to the point. ‘Would you care to join me for tea tomorrow at four? I look forward to meeting you.’

It was nothing less than a summons.

Sophie, who in the course of her work was used to mingling with rather important people, was nonetheless slightly nervous at the prospect of meeting the formidable Mrs Verey. She tried to construe from the invitation whether Chris were invited as well, hoping for the purposes of moral support that he was, but concluded with some regret that the summons was for her alone.

Before that meeting, though, another occurred. It happened in the morning, while she was in the bedroom unpacking one of the boxes, and Chris had gone to the school for a meeting with the Headmaster.

The doorbell chimed. Sophie dropped what she was doing and checked herself in the mirror. It was a hot day, and in her shorts and tank top she wasn’t exactly dressed for visitors, but at least her hair was combed and she wasn’t covered in moving grime. Perhaps it was only the postman in any case, she told herself, and went to the door.

A man stood on the doorstep, smiling at her as he looked her up and down; the smile revealed crooked teeth, unpleasantly yellow – disconcerting in one who could otherwise be described as dapper. ‘Good morning,’ he said in a dry, slightly raspy voice. ‘I’m Leslie Clunch.’

Leslie Clunch. She remembered that Jeremy had told them about this man, the retired verger, and warned them of his importance in the close. ‘Good morning,’ she echoed. ‘I’m Sophie Lilburn.’ Conscious of her bare legs and bare feet, she hesitated for just a moment. ‘Won’t you come in?’

‘Thank you.’ Ceremoniously he crossed the threshold.

He was a rather small man, spare in build, but upright and dignified with a dignity which came of so many years in a job that depended upon that quality. His eyes were dark, swivelling round to take in everything, and what hair he had was grey, thin and plastered carefully to his skull.

‘Would you like some coffee?’ Sophie offered. ‘I was about to have some myself.’

‘That would be very nice.’ He followed her into the sitting room, again giving her the feeling that he was missing nothing as he looked about.

She invited him to sit, then excused herself to make the coffee.

When it came to coffee, Sophie – like Jeremy Hammond – was particular. She loathed the instant variety, and ground the beans herself in a small electric grinder for maximum freshness, before brewing it in a cafetière. So it took her a few minutes to prepare it to her satisfaction, and to lay a tray with the jug of milk and a plate of biscuits.

Leslie Clunch hadn’t moved from his chair, but Sophie had the feeling that he had absorbed the contents of the room and had passed judgement on the new residents accordingly. She could imagine what the room looked like to him: the incongruity of the sleek light furniture against the dark greeny-blue of the William Morris Willow Minor wallpaper. ‘I’m afraid,’ said Sophie, with apology in her voice, ‘that the furniture doesn’t go very well in here. Our flat in London was quite modern, but for this house we need something a bit more traditional.’

He didn’t disagree. ‘Perhaps some loose covers would help,’ he suggested. ‘There’s a shop in the High Street that does them quite reasonably. And if you mentioned my name, they would give you a good price.’

The pompous tone of his voice, added to his air of self-importance, made him seem slightly ridiculous to Sophie, but she remembered what Jeremy had told them and was careful not to let her thoughts show on her face or in her voice. ‘Thank you,’ she said as she set the tray down on the glass-topped coffee table.

‘I’m always glad to be able to help.’

Sophie pushed down the plunger of the cafetière and poured the coffee. ‘I’m sorry that Chris – my husband – isn’t here to meet you,’ she said. ‘He’s gone over to the school this morning.’

‘I know.’ Leslie Clunch sat forward in the chair and reached for the cup. ‘I saw him going.’

Sophie remembered that his house stood at the entrance to the close; he really didn’t miss anything, she said to herself with the faintest stirring of unease.

‘You don’t have children, Mrs Lilburn.’ It was a statement rather than a question; he’d been checking up on them, then.

She dropped her eyes, unable to bear his inquisitive stare. ‘Not yet,’ she said with a mixture of sharpness and defensiveness.

‘Mrs Clunch and I had a daughter. A little girl. Just the one, after we’d been married for ten years and had just about given up hope. A real gift, she was, our Charmian.’ His voice was soft, almost sentimental. ‘Blonde hair, like you. And she would have been about your age, I suppose. She would have given us grandchildren by now. But she … died.’

‘Oh!’ Instantly Sophie felt guilty for her uncharitable thoughts. How sad, how tragic to wait so long for a child, only to lose her. She wanted to know more, wanted to know how the girl had died, and how long ago, but couldn’t think what to say without sounding nosy and causing him more pain. ‘Oh, I am sorry,’ she said, raising her eyes to look at him.

His eyes, though they were swimming with tears, were focused firmly on her legs.

Sophie dressed carefully for her afternoon appointment, exchanging her shorts for a simple sun-dress and twisting her thick blonde hair up, securing it with a clip at the back of her head. She was unsure whether she ought to take some sort of offering to Mrs Verey – almost, she thought, like a propitiation to some ancient pagan goddess. Mentally she debated back and forth, in the end leaving it so late that the best she could do was to scour the overgrown back garden for a few flowers and arrange them into a modest if somewhat ragged bouquet. She didn’t want to be late.

The flowers were probably a mistake, she realised as she reached the house. Its front garden was anything but overgrown; rather it was beautifully tended by someone who clearly enjoyed the task. Even after a long hot summer it seemed a green oasis, filled with fragrant climbing roses which scaled the mellow red brick of the house and encircled its stone-mullioned windows.

‘Flowers,’ said Elspeth Verey. ‘How very kind.’

After what Jeremy had told her about Elspeth Verey, Sophie had built up a mental picture of her; the reality was quite different. There was nothing of the faded dowager about her: she was, after all, not yet sixty, and was still an attractive woman. Sophie registered this fact with some surprise as she came face to face with her at last. Elspeth Verey was above average height, and had retained a slender, if somewhat imposing, figure. Her skin was unlined, with something of the dewiness of youth yet about it, and her hair, though iron-grey and straight, was cut in a wedged bob that on anyone else of her age might have looked incongruous but somehow seemed just right, emphasising her strong, well-chiselled features. Her clothing, too, was a far cry from the twin-set-and-pearls look which Sophie had envisioned: she wore a loose white linen tunic, crisply pressed, over a pair of linen trousers striped in shades of blue and grey which perfectly complemented the grey of her hair and the ice blue of her eyes. Elspeth Verey had her own style, and was confident enough to carry it off with enormous success.

Priory House was dark with wood panelling, cool even in the heat of the day, and fragrant with flowers. Sophie noticed, as she followed her hostess through to the drawing room, that there were flowers everywhere. A bowl of deep pink roses, just on the verge of being overblown, filled the entrance hall with their pungent scent, and the drawing room contained several vases of mixed garden flowers, contributing a complex perfume. The arrangements were skilfully done: at first glance they seemed artless, as though the flowers had just been shoved into the vases, but Sophie could see that each bloom had been placed with care and with an eye for beauty, far surpassing the usual stiff and formal floral displays.

The drawing room was wonderful, Sophie perceived, taking in its details as her hostess went off to get a vase for her flowers. Gracious in proportion, it ran across the back of the house, yet its low ceilings and ancient linen-fold oak panelling contrived to give it a cosy feel. The sofa and chairs were oversized and soft, covered in a large-scale floral chintz in mellow shades of gold and yellow, and the heavy gold curtains, pulled back from the leaded windows, swept the floor. There was a sumptuous old oriental carpet, also in shades of gold, a set of french doors into the garden, a number of English watercolours on the walls, and a large fireplace, filled on this hot day with yet another vase of fresh flowers.

The surfaces of the dark oak furniture that were not covered with flowers contained photos in silver frames. With her professional interest in such things, Sophie couldn’t resist looking at them. They included a mixture of formal portraits and informal snapshots, spanning what appeared to be a number of years. She tried to remember what Jeremy had told her about the Verey family: two sons, he’d said. Quite a large age gap between them. The photos seemed to bear that out, though the boys were quite alike at similar ages, both with a look of their mother.

Sophie started guiltily as Elspeth Verey re-entered the room, carrying the flowers. But Elspeth merely smiled. ‘I see that you’re looking at my family.’

‘Yes. The photos are very … interesting,’ said Sophie.

Elspeth shifted a vase on the mantelpiece to make room for the newcomers, indicating as she did so the large oil portrait which hung above the fireplace. ‘My father,’ she said, her voice reflecting satisfaction and pride. ‘The Very Reverend Arthur Worthington. Painted when he was Dean of Westmead. It’s a copy,’ she added, ‘of the portrait in the Deanery.’

Arthur Worthington, strong-featured and stern, dressed in his full canonical garb, stared down at Sophie. She wasn’t sure what her response was meant to be. ‘Very nice,’ she said.

‘My son is very like him,’ Elspeth stated, handing Sophie a photo which seemed to have been taken when the boy was at school. There was a real likeness, even at that young age, Sophie acknowledged, though the boy had a delicacy about him that his grandfather lacked.

‘His namesake,’ Elspeth added. ‘Worthington.’ She searched among the photos and gave Sophie one that was clearly more recent: the boy was now grown to manhood, surrounded by a family of his own.

It was a formal portrait, taken in this room; Sophie could identify the linenfold panelling behind the family. Worthington Verey had matured into the resemblance to his grandfather, she could see on close examination of the photo: his face was harder than it had been in his youth, set and self-assured, verging on the pompous. Heavy horn-rimmed spectacles provided a certain gravitas, and he wore his clerical shirt with a dark suit that had obviously not come off the peg.

Sophie examined the photo with real interest, holding it far longer than mere politeness dictated, so after a moment Elspeth amplified. ‘His wife, Heather. And their children – my grandchildren – Camilla, Chloe, and Richard. Named for his grandfather, my late husband.’

Heather looked as if she would have fitted in well with a certain set of women with whom Sophie had been familiar in London, well-heeled and complacent. Her clothes were expensive and her hair was fair, long and straight, held back from her face with a wide black velvet band. And her children were little carbon copies of her, varying only in their sizes. A perfect, beautiful, blond family.

‘Camilla is nine,’ Elspeth continued. ‘Chloe is seven. And little Richard is five.’

Well spaced, Sophie thought, and the thought must have shown itself on her face; Elspeth went on with a wry laugh, ‘Better spaced than my children – there’s nearly twenty years between my two boys.’

There wasn’t much to say to that which didn’t verge on rudeness, so Sophie pretended that she hadn’t already heard about it from Jeremy. ‘You have another son, then?’

‘Dominic.’ Elspeth plucked another photo from the display and handed it to Sophie. ‘This is his school photo from last year. He’s sixteen now.’

He was a well-favoured boy, clear-skinned and clear-eyed, sporting the floppy hair so beloved of public school boys. Sophie recognised the school uniform – she had seen it on boys in the cathedral precincts during their earlier visit in the spring. ‘He’s at school here, then?’

‘Yes, at Westmead Cathedral School.’ Elspeth made a little deprecating face. ‘He should have gone to Eton, of course. Like Worthington. But after his father died, he was all that I had left. I just couldn’t bear to send him away.’ As if feeling that she had revealed too much, she hurried on. ‘He’s done very well at Westmead. He got his GCSE results last week – thirteen As.’

‘How splendid,’ Sophie said heartily. A bright young man, then, with a brain as well as good looks.

A few minutes later she had an opportunity to meet him in the flesh. They were in the midst of tea – cucumber sandwiches, scones and cakes on a stand, and tea in delicate bone-china cups – when he popped his head in the door of the drawing room. ‘Mummy,’ he began, then stopped short. ‘Oh, sorry. I didn’t realise that you had company.’

‘This is my son Dominic,’ Elspeth said. ‘Dominic, Mrs Lilburn. Her husband is the new history master and lay clerk.’

‘How do you do?’ the young man said politely, coming into the room. He was wearing tennis whites and carrying a racquet.

‘How was your game, then?’ his mother asked.

‘We didn’t play, actually. It was too hot.’ He dropped the racquet on a chair near the door, crossed to his mother and gave her a peck on the cheek. Then he helped himself to a cucumber sandwich, eating it in one bite.

Elspeth frowned. ‘Dominic! Manners!’

‘Sorry, Mummy.’ Chagrined, he took a plate and filled it with sandwiches while his mother poured him a cup of tea. ‘I’m ravenous,’ he confessed.

His mother’s voice was tart. ‘I can see that.’ She added to Sophie, ‘You’d think I never fed him. But he had a proper lunch, I can assure you.’

‘That was hours ago.’ Dominic sat down on the sofa, stretched his long legs in front of him, and gave Sophie an engaging, almost conspiratorial grin. ‘And you know what they say about growing boys.’

‘I’m sure that your brother never ate as much as you do,’ Elspeth said, almost under her breath.

Sophie felt, rather than heard, the boy sigh.

‘Your mother tells me that you got thirteen As in your GCSEs,’ Sophie said. ‘Well done.’

‘And one B,’ added Dominic. ‘In biology.’

Elspeth looked pained. ‘You just didn’t work hard enough at it.’

‘But I hate biology.’

Sophie sympathised with him. ‘I hated it as well,’ she confessed. ‘And I didn’t do nearly as well as a B. I just didn’t get on with the sciences.’

The boy shot her a grateful look.

‘It’s a question of being well rounded,’ stated Elspeth, directing her words at her son rather than at Sophie. ‘And of working hard, no matter how much you dislike something.’

Sophie, her voice consciously bright, tried to deflect the subject. ‘Will you be starting your A levels next term, then?’

‘Yes, I—’

‘English, history, religious studies and Latin,’ his mother pronounced firmly.

‘I want to do fine arts,’ said Dominic.

Elspeth ignored him and addressed Sophie. ‘Dominic is going to be a priest, like his brother. Like his father and his grandfathers and all of the generations of Worthingtons and Vereys stretching back through the centuries. He’ll read theology at Oxford.’

‘But I don’t—’

‘He’s going to be a priest,’ Elspeth repeated. With a graceful hand she lifted the Georgian silver teapot. ‘Would you like more tea, Mrs Lilburn?’

‘She was perfectly amiable,’ Sophie said to Chris later, over supper. ‘Very hospitable. But Jeremy was right about one thing – I certainly wouldn’t want to cross her.’ She described the conversation with Dominic.

‘Sounds to me like the poor chap doesn’t want to be a priest,’ Chris analysed.
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