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Lighten our darkness we beseech thee, O Lord; and by thy great mercy defend us from all perils and dangers of this night.


The Third Collect for Evensong from the Book of Common Prayer





1



Canon Daniel Clement AKC, Rector of Champton St Mary, stood in his pulpit, looking down on his parishioners. His text was taken from the Book of Numbers, the story of the Israelites turning against Moses for leading them not into the Promised Land but into a wilderness. A resonant story, not only for him but, he felt sure, for all fifty-eight of his predecessors, for flocks, then and now, were apt to turn. Moses averts mutiny by striking a rock, and a cataract of water miraculously pours forth, so his thirsty and restive people may drink; a resourceful tactic that suited Daniel’s purposes too.


‘Like Moses and the footsore of Israel,’ he preached, ‘we too must learn to live in hope, to look to the future, and to find in our present circumstances the resources to meet its challenge. As Moses struck the rock of Meribah and lo, a crystal stream poured forth, we too must allow new waters to flow, or rather to flush: my dear people, we need to install a lavatory.’


A frisson went through the congregation, mirroring the reverberation of that last, loaded word. It was as if someone had actually flushed something unmention­able in their midst.


St Mary’s, a jewel of English Perpendicular, singled out for architectural merit and pastoral beauty, had managed without a lavatory for four centuries. Numberless Champtonians down the centuries had endured services of far greater length and frequency than today’s without mishap; and the clergy, even those who lasted into their leaky nineties, managed too. Daniel suspected he was not the first incumbent of the parish to have discovered the corner between buttress and north wall (not visible from the path) in which a parson, unobserved, might take care of necessities while awaiting an overdue bride.


The frisson had settled by the communion, and Daniel waited at the centre of the altar steps, consecrated host in hand, for his flock to arrive at the rail. This always took longer than necessary. St Mary’s, like so many churches, filled up from the back, leaving the front pews for the feeble, so that they could see and hear better (once the whistling of hearing-aid feedback had died down).


‘Draw near with faith,’ Daniel declaimed, not entirely suppressing a tone of mild exasperation, ‘receive the body of Our Lord Jesus Christ which he gave for you, and his blood which he shed for you.’


Those hungry for eternal life would hurry, you might think, to accept so generous an offer. The choir was up in good order to be nourished before a swift return to their stalls to sing the anthem, but on the other side of the chancel arch no one moved until Lord de Floures – patron, landowner, employer, frequent absentee, but here today at Daniel’s request – moved. Squeezing out of the family pew at the front, emblazoned with the de Floures circlet of flowers, he led an unsteady way through the chancel arch, wearing his Sunday tweeds (venerable would be a charitable word to describe them, thought Daniel, and wondered if they had strained to contain his father before him). It was the effects of last night’s refreshment, rather than Bernard’s fifty-seven years, that made him slowish, and he slightly stumbled as he passed the family tombs in the chapel on his left, where his ancestors lay in effigy, awaiting his own arrival.


Falling in behind him was Margaret Porteous, who overtook the other occupant of the de Floures pew, Anthony Bowness, Bernard’s cousin and the recently appointed archivist at Champton, looking like Philip Larkin after a particularly bleak day at the library. She scooted past him at the chancel step, in tweeds too, but not so ancient as Bernard’s and Anthony’s, and with a Liberty headscarf over her shoulders. Margaret was not of the family, nor of the village; she was somewhere between the two, responsible for coordinating the volunteers who showed visitors round Champton House and its treasures on the two months a year his lordship opened it to the public – an arrangement agreed with the Inland Revenue to mitigate death duties (no wonder he seems gloomy, thought Daniel, with his grave on one side, death duties the other). Mrs Porteous, nimble in moccasins, caught up with Bernard at the rail so they arrived side by side, and knelt together. A slow crocodile of the faithful followed and spread and knelt, filling the rail from left to right, like text on a page – a text that told the story of Champton, its hierarchy, its light and shade, those who were in, those who were out, the fortunate, the unfortunate, the saintly and the works in progress.


There was Norman Staveley, county councillor, in cords and a blazer, to whom the world’s estimation was important, striding to the rail a little too eagerly. ­Katrina Gauchet came next, head teacher at the primary school, with her two boys, but not her atheist husband, Hervé, who was at home making brunch (a Bloody Mary, poured when the ding of the sacring bell from the tower gave a fifteen-minute warning of her return). The Misses Sharman, Dora and Kath, twin spinsters, tiny too in stiff Sunday best, squeezed in next to the wriggling Gauchet boys.


Daniel worked his way down the line, doling out their Incarnate Lord.


‘The body of Christ …’


‘Amen.’


‘The body of Christ …’


‘Amen.’


‘The body of Christ …’


‘Thank you …’ said Norman politely, as if he had been handed a canapé.


The organist, Jane Thwaite, married to Ned, who always attended but never received communion, struck up with the opening bars of the communion anthem, ‘Thou Visitest the Earth’, one of Daniel’s favourites, the eighteenth-century C of E at its perkiest.


‘Thou crooow-nest the yeear, the yeear with thy goo-oo-dness …’


And the year felt good indeed, as the spring sunshine flooded through the clerestory and the motes danced in it, and the queue for communion stretched the length of the nave. Up the people came – knelt, received and departed – most back to their pews, but one or two walked past their places and left, to avoid having to meet their neighbours – or the rector – at the door.


As the final hymn faded and the vestry prayers were said, Daniel went outside to take up his position by the porch. He looked out across the churchyard with its headstones – most now illegible, rearranged in orderly lines to make it easier for the sexton to mow – and beyond, over the ha-ha into the park, made fashionably disorderly by Humphry Repton in the 1790s when the lake was dug and follies built for a de Floures in thrall to the Romantick spirit of the age.


His successor, the present Lord de Floures, was first out, as always. ‘Lavatory, Dan? They looked like you’d sworn at them.’


‘Yes, odd, wasn’t it? Why do you think they flinched like that?’


‘Wee-wees and poo-poos. Don’t want to think about that in church. We might have a fight on our hands, I fear. Come and see me this afternoon? Tea? Do bring your mother.’


‘Thank you.’


Margaret Porteous, faithful follower of the master, was second out. ‘Rector,’ she said, glancing at him, ‘such a lovely service!’ as she sped past to catch up with Bernard.


The flower department followed, the formidable Mrs Stella Harper and her sidekick Mrs Anne Dollinger. Like many of their kind they had become flowery almost to the exclusion of everything else and appeared in related – if not quite matching – floral-print Sunday dresses, bought at cost from Mrs Harper’s shop. As a badge of rank she had a silk flower corsage pinned wiltingly to the lapel of her jacket. Nature, alas, had not bestowed on either lady the freshness of spring; Mrs Harper was thin and stringy and thistly, described by Daniel’s mother once as looking like ‘an embittered cardoon’; Mrs Dollinger was bulky and square and slightly slobbery (‘a knackerman’s dog in drag’). They were stalwarts of the village scene, dutiful attenders at church but not consumed with interest in the items of the Nicene Creed, nor the liturgical proprieties of whatever season the church happened to declare; for them, it was really all about the flowers. There had been tensions in Lent as there were every year when Mrs Dollinger sought to undermine the No Flowers rule for this most austere season. In her view ‘the more sombre kind of hyacinth’ was not an infringement, and Daniel had been obliged to insist that it was. He sometimes thought they had started to think of the church primarily as a sort of giant flowerpot – the font a convenient oasis, the altar a giant stand for displaying arrangements, the village children walking pedestals for Mayday, carrying hoops wound with blossom and a bouquet for the crowning of the May queen. The Gauchet children, as if in training for the coronation procession, were doing circuits of the churchyard, propelled by energies stored up during the enforced stillness of the service. Stella Harper wrinkled her nose.


‘Good morning, Rector,’ she said, formal suddenly. ‘These … improvements. Any idea of when?’


‘Not yet, Stella. It’s just a proposal at the moment for the parish church council to consider. What do you think?’


‘Quite unnecessary. And the plumbing would be very difficult.’


‘I think others would disagree. Many churches have loos now and the plumbing seems to present no difficulty. You have a tap and a sink, after all, for flowers.’


‘Yes, but that’s quite different. The noises, Daniel, the noises. No one wants to hear flushing during divine worship.’


‘No one,’ added Mrs Dollinger, with emphasis.


‘No complaints in my last parish when we installed a lavatory there. Quite the opposite. People were glad to have it,’ said Daniel.


‘There is not here,’ said Mrs Harper.


‘Should we follow, like lemmings?’ asked Mrs Dollinger.


‘And where is it meant to go? In your vestry, perhaps, or the belfry?’


‘There’s plenty of room, Stella, at the back. We have far more seating than we need. Think of what we could do with that space—’


‘I knew it!’ said Stella. ‘Why do you vicars hate pews so much? I’ve never met one who didn’t want to turn them into matchwood.’


‘They are our heritage,’ added Mrs Dollinger.


‘They’re Victorian, mostly, so quite recent heritage. People managed without them for hundreds of years.’


‘So where did they sit?’


‘They didn’t. Well, most of them, anyway. They just stood around, as best they could. It’s where the expression the weak shall go to the wall comes from. The old and the feeble sat on benches against the walls,’ explained Daniel.


‘So you will tear out our lovely pews and force us to stand for Evensong?’


‘No, just a couple of rows of pews at the back. But, as I said, everything is to be discussed,’ said Daniel, flapping his hands in what he thought was an emollient way. ‘Won’t you stay for coffee?’


Anthony Bowness, on coffee duty that day with the Misses Sharman, was dispensing steaming water from an urn into styrofoam cups given a degree of dignity by dainty plastic holders.


It was not enough to pacify Mrs Harper. ‘More discussions? Until you get your way? Your mind is made up, I suppose. Why will no one listen to us?’


‘I am listening to you, Stella. I’m listening to everyone. It’s a proposal. If the people don’t want it, we won’t do it.’


‘You would say that! But you can’t just get rid of pews willy-nilly. They’re historical artefacts. What do you think English Heritage would have to say?’


‘Victorian,’ said Ned Thwaite, former headmaster of the junior school, who had spotted Stella from the porch and decided to intervene, ‘nothing special, Stella.’


‘Thank you, Ned,’ she said, without looking at him, ‘but I am speaking to the rector.’


Ned, a Boycott-blunt Yorkshireman when it suited him, said, ‘I’m on the PCC, Stella, and this is a PCC matter. If you have a problem, stop bothering the rector and raise it with the PCC.’


Ned stuck his chin out and jangled his keys, which hung on a clip on his belt, an accessory so freighted with pouches and clips and penknives and the ‘bumbag’ a daughter had bought him for a joke in San Francisco that Daniel wondered how it did not pull his many-pocketed trousers down rather than keep them up.


It was enough. ‘Oh, I shall, I shall,’ said Stella. ‘Don’t forget, Rector, it’s the flower guild AGM tomorrow evening. There’s an item on the agenda that might give you pause.’ She did not quite harrumph, but her departing look told Daniel that he did not have as much goodwill in the bank as he thought he had. He felt a little spike of anxiety.


‘Told you,’ said Ned.


‘Told me?’


‘Told you this would cause a fuss. It’s change.’
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It did not seem to matter if Daniel had been away for a week or a quarter of an hour, a loud and dissonant duet of barks was raised by his dachshunds, Cosmo and Hilda, as soon as he turned the keys in the lock. The profession of parson is congenial to dogs. Parsons work from home; country parsons, even in leaner times, have gardens; churches with clergy like Canon Clement for incumbents are dog friendly, the particular embrace of God’s creatures indicated by a water bowl outside the south porch. There were darker purposes too: their frantic barking at the approach of callers, which he had decided not to attempt to train them out of, acted sometimes as a useful triage, necessary when you live in a house with a door officially open to all – except it is not, and never could be. Out and about, walking the dogs, they served as both invitation and barrier, and Daniel tried to apply these judiciously. But what he liked most of all about dogs was their innocence of human motives, the self-promoting stratagems and egotism, their affection unstaled by familiarity and reci­procity. This is why the queen surrounds herself with corgis, he sometimes thought: love without deference.


He whistled the fanfare he had started to use to announce his arrival to his mother. Her move into the rectory had obliged a revision of the house rules, but these – like the mysterious sum of laws and principles of the British Constitution – were often more discernible in the breach than the observance. If asked, she would have said she disliked whistling and thought it vulgar, but she had acquired somehow in the course of her life the ability to whistle like a builder, and replied with a piercing variation on his theme. ‘I am here,’ it sounded out, ‘I am here too.’


Audrey Clement was indeed there. Her personality, powerful in her prime, was no less powerful in age, rather rising in proportion to the diminution of her physical strength. She sometimes reminded him of Pope Pius IX, who responded to the loss of sovereign powers over the papal states by making himself infallible.


He stooped to ruffle the dogs’ ears, put his keys in the drawer and went into what was once the morning room, now his mother’s sitting room. She had always liked the sun, and as she had got older and her eyesight began to fail, she had become greedy for light. Daniel – bachelor in habits, fussy and particular – had spent most of his time in the study, but the arrival of his mother had drawn him away from his desk and her sitting room had become his also, more heatable and more congenial than the drawing room, now reserved for parish business and the social whirl (a misleadingly dynamic phrase).


‘Hello, darling,’ she said, presenting a cheek to be kissed. ‘Scargill. Desert Island Discs. On now.’


The sound of a choir singing ‘Oh Love That Will Not Let Me Go’ came out of the Roberts Radio firmly fixed on what Audrey Clement still called the Home Service.


‘It doesn’t sound like Arthur Scargill,’ he said.


‘Well it is. Chapel. From “Oh Love That Will Not Let Me Go” to “The Internationale” is a single step.’


‘I suppose so. What else has he had?’


‘Piaf. “Je Ne Regrette Rien”.’


‘How defiant. Do you want a coffee?’ he said, already on the way to the kitchen, knowing the answer before it was spoken.


His mother had recently discovered decaf, decided it was a guarantee of elusive and uninterrupted sleep, and insisted on it; but Daniel was not prepared to have his morning deprived of its active ingredient. So two cafetières stood beside the kettle, and two Kilner jars, one with his coffee, the other with hers. He sometimes forgot which was which, and neither had noticed any difference, which suggested that both were more matters of the mind than the body.


‘And a biscuit!’ Audrey shouted.


As the coffees steeped in their pots, Daniel took down the biscuit tin from a shelf. It was round, green, made properly of metal, with a lid that still fitted despite being as dented as a banger car, decorated with a yellow rose that in fifty years had faded rather. Around the sides an accompanying nosegay of yellow roses against a background of green leaves continued the theme. How appropriate, it struck him, for the parson to the de Floures.


It was only a biscuit tin, but it was as precious to him as a reliquary, even if its contents were plain chocolate digestives rather than the withered finger of a discalced Carmelite. It was the biscuit tin of his childhood, salvaged from his parents’ bungalow after his father’s death, and brought to the rectory. It had been a wedding present, rather a modest one he thought, but had served for more than half a century, and for that reason contained more than biscuits. It contained promise, reward, satisfaction; and memory too, as sure a key to that lock as Proust’s madeleine.


The rattle of the biscuits summoned the dogs and the cartoonish sound of the claws clattering on the stone flags, distantly at first, rose in volume until they burst into the kitchen and skidded to a halt at his feet, Hilda leading Cosmo, tails wagging, nostrils flaring.


Sunday tea at Champton was not quite the splendid affair Audrey Clement had hoped for. A plate of Mr Kipling’s French Fancies and a fruit cake that tasted like something baked for British Rail seemed out of place in the library of the splendid house the de Floures had lived in since long before Agincourt. The library was one of the additions of the Georgian era, part of a wing built by a Whiggish peer to provide more congenial living quarters than his predecessors considered necessary. The oldest part of the house, a medieval hall and chapel, was about as cosy as a Cistercian monastery; and that was enclosed by a Tudor house that aspired to be a palace as the de Floures fortunes waxed, full of pomp and state but lacking comfort. A splendid baroque front was added at the end of the seventeenth century, when a conquering peer returned from the wars much enriched for his troubles, but the inhabitants had to wait for the eighteenth century to be comfortable, when the library and the ballroom and a new drawing room were added (and for the nineteenth to be sportif, with another wing of bachelor bedrooms built for shooting parties over a suite of smoking room, billiard room and saloon).


The library looked out over the park, one of the best views in England, thought Audrey, admiring, as she always admired, the horse chestnuts and cypresses and oaks, the distant sheep nibbling grass, and more distantly, beside the lake, the deer grazing, brownish dots against silver in the afternoon sun. Her view was slightly impeded by Jove, one of the de Floures’ cats, fluffy and white as a cloud, red in tooth and claw, who usually slept on the library steps, but was looking at the deer in the park too, tapping on the windowpane with his paw with an air of nonchalant predation.


‘More tea?’ asked Bernard, hovering over Audrey with a dribbling stainless-steel pot.


‘Thank you,’ she said, and tried, in vain, to capture the unpredictable flow in her cup. At least it was a cup, and rather a fine one, though she had not had an opportunity to look under it for a mark. When she and Daniel had arrived at Champton and were invited for the first time to lunch at the house, her first disappointment was the unconcern the family had for the treasures they had inherited. Cups and saucers were just tea things to them, thought Audrey, who knew her Spode from her Derby, and the portraits, thick on the walls, just a fancy album of half-forgotten and long-forgotten relatives – even if the recurring red hair and blue eyes announced them as de Floures as definitively as a toastmaster at a ball. Other disappointments followed. The first time they met, Bernard replied to her courteous use of his title with her Christian name, without offering his own in return, which left her, eight years later, still uncertain of what to call him. So she called him nothing. Her son had no such awkwardness, ‘Daniel’ to his ­‘Bernard’ from the get-go, confident in this grander world than the one to which she and he belonged. Daniel did not seem to care for rank or title, as she did, which she supposed was a consequence of his calling rather than his character. As a boy he had been just as alert to grades of tone as she was. But then she had put it there.


She had no difficulty Christian-naming the next generation, the fruit of Bernard’s second marriage. Honoria, his daughter, came towards her, her top half rippling in a pink cashmere sweater, her bottom tightly encased in what Audrey suspected might be ‘designer jeans’.


‘Audrey, what do you make of the lavatory drama?’


‘I think it is a storm in a teacup’ – she rattled hers in its saucer as she said it – ‘once it’s put in, everyone will be thankful for it and forget all this fuss. Don’t you think?’


‘Yes, I suppose so,’ said Honoria, flicking a strand of hair away from her lovely face (how clever, thought Audrey, to go for pink cashmere with red hair). ‘But there’s something about lavatory and church that doesn’t really go.’


‘Wait till you’re as old as I am.’


‘Do you know, in my great-grandfather’s day there were only two bathrooms. Dozens of bedrooms, if you count the attics. One loo between … I don’t know, twenty? In the village there was one privy to twelve cottages, Anthony says. Imagine that? I think he said he was reading about it in some minutes from the Champton Charities. The “Privy Council”, he called it.’


‘I expect they would have washed in a bowl with water from a jug, if they washed at all. I remember doing this when I was a girl. At school the dormitory windows were kept open whatever the weather, and in winter ice formed on the inside. Try washing with a jug and basin in that. I remember once having to pee in the night and the thought of the freezing cold lavatory was too much so I went in the basin.’


Honoria laughed. ‘I can’t stand not having enough bathrooms. I mean I can’t stand not having my own bathroom.’


Honoria lived in London, her allowance supplemented by a job with a grand hotel as an ‘executive consultant’, a post which had created within her the expectation of en suite facilities.


Her younger brother, Alex, came to sit with them. He was obviously a de Floures too, the reddish-brown hair, the blue eyes, tall and slim like his sister, but with a less fortunate physiognomy – the frog-faced look of an English aristocrat unmistakable, although his outfit was Kings Road rather than Savile Row.


He was technically Honoria’s flatmate in London, but since he had left the Courtauld, disillusioned and without a degree, he spent more time at Champton, where there was more room for what he called his ‘art practice’. Audrey wondered why he had bothered to go all the way to the Courtauld to look at old pictures when he had so many to look at here, but Alex was not really interested in eighteenth-century portraiture, or portraiture of any period, even if it were of his own ancestors. He had fallen in with Long Pig – a movement that began in the radical fringe of art schools in ­London’s redbrick suburbs – whose anarchic excitements he had found irresistible, and he had wrapped himself in its tattered flags. Today he was wearing a T-shirt Julien Temple created for the vanguard of punk, showing two cowboys greeting each other but naked from the waist down. Audrey, taking it in, noticed that their six-shooters were in fact their genitals.


‘Goodness,’ she said, ‘what entertainments on the High Chaparral!’


In a reversal of the usual social polarity it was Alex who changed the subject, his embarrassment betrayed by the flush of red which went to his face.


‘How are the dogs?’ he enquired politely. ‘Did you bring them?’


‘No, they’re at home. Unreliable around heritage, I’m afraid.’


She remembered watching Cosmo in the saloon lift his leg to mark a corner of a Persian rug of such antiquity and value even Bernard flinched.


‘Heritage is terribly vulnerable,’ said Alex, ‘especially here. God knows how much Ming we’ve smashed over the years.’ He caught Honoria’s eye.


Audrey smiled. She could see over his shoulder Daniel talking to Bernard and Anthony Bowness, and sensed that porcelain was their subject too. ‘I need to catch up with your father, Alex. Will you excuse me?’


‘Of course.’


Audrey weaved her way across the threadbare rug carrying her cup and saucer. ‘A refill, Audrey?’ said Bernard. ‘I’m afraid you’ll find it stewed.’


The stainless-steel pot that never poured straight (Why would you do that, design a teapot that cannot pour? thought Audrey), was sitting on a hotplate resting on the lovely sideboard.


‘I’m interested in your thoughts,’ she said, ‘about lavatory matters.’


‘We were just talking about that,’ said Bernard. ‘Weren’t you surprised by the reaction?’


‘No, not really,’ said Audrey. ‘There are some things which just can’t be spoken from a pulpit. I don’t mind people being slain with the jawbones of asses, or Ban the Bomb, it’s bodily functions I don’t like. Do you remember, Daniel, your sermon on the woman with an issue of blood? That seems all right, somehow, but when you said what it actually was – menstruation – everybody shuddered.’


Daniel sighed. ‘I’d forgotten about that. But this is ridiculous. What do you suppose it’s really about?’


‘I don’t know,’ said Bernard. ‘Putting in a khazi makes perfect sense to me. I’d have written you a cheque today if it hadn’t gone down so badly. I rather like the thought of the tenantry thinking kindly of me while they relieve themselves during one of your sermons. But you must sort it out.’


‘Daniel,’ said Anthony, ‘I found a most interesting document in the Champton Charities archive.’ There was something of the swotty boy about Anthony, even in middle age, with his slightly crooked glasses that he never fixed, his enthusiasm for arcana, which irritated Audrey.


‘Privy Council?’ she said.


‘Oh,’ he said, disappointed. ‘You heard.’


‘Yes. Honoria mentioned it.’


‘Well, it seems ours is not the first lavatory controversy in Champton. One of your predecessors, Old Canon Segrave, caused a terrible hoo-ha in the 1820s.’


Old Canon Segrave, a de Floures cousin, had fathered Young Canon Segrave, his successor. Between them, they were rector for one hundred and one years.


‘It was while zeal still burned hard inside him and he decided to put in decent sanitation for the tenantry. Not appreciated by the patron. He thought it an extravagance that would turn his tenants into idlers.’


‘And did it?’


‘No, it probably saved lives, but it caused a mighty ruction between house and rectory. His lordship wouldn’t be crossed, but he couldn’t technically get rid of him, and they were cousins anyway, so he tried to make his life unbearable instead. He had all the gates from the rectory to the park nailed shut and threatened the tenants if they went to church. Put in his own man as house chaplain, a terrible fellow, and made them all go there instead. Wouldn’t maintain the church. It went on for decades.’


‘Thank goodness for the entente cordiale of today!’ said Audrey, as a clock struck half past five. Evensong followed at six, with its reassuring cadences and Jacobean English, so deeply imprinted in their lives that, unconsciously prompted by the chime, Audrey and Daniel moved to leave simultaneously.


‘Thank you so much for tea,’ said Audrey, as ­Bernard and Alex escorted them to the great hall. ‘You must come to lunch at the vicarage,’ an invitation perfunctorily offered and perfunctorily accepted, if rarely realised.


As they left, the sun was slanting through the great window which looked out on to the courtyard, a magnificent medieval account – in glowing stained glass – of prestige, the coats of arms of every de Floures and those who married them from the fifteenth century to the twentieth, set in leaded lozenges. The angle of the slants cast puddles of ruby and amber and sea-green on the flagstones. Audrey said, ‘Isn’t that lovely. Like a medieval kaleidoscope.’


‘Not medieval,’ said Alex. ‘Twentieth century. The original was a casualty of the war, when the military took over the house. A plane overshot the landing strip and crashed just outside and exploded. The window was completely smashed.’


‘But how clever, to put it all back together again.’


‘I love the sound of breaking glass!’ sang Alex.


I bet you do, thought Audrey.
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Audrey and Daniel walked across the gravel to his Land Rover, a battered contraption that should have looked out of place in front of the most palatial aspect of Champton House, but did not, the English aristocracy taking a sort of reverse pride in wearing rags and driving bangers. He opened the door for her, but she paused.


‘Daniel, it smells of death.’


‘What does?’


‘The Land Rover. What have you done in it?’


‘Nothing, it’s just the dogs and … hay bales … and pheasants.’


It had been a gift when he arrived. ‘Think of it as a company car,’ said Bernard, as the door creaked open to reveal what looked like a rural crime scene. It did not bother Daniel, who preferred old things to new; he thought of the filth that pebble-dashed the interior as patina, unlike his mother who made a show of arranging those sections from the Sunday Telegraph that did not interest her over the crusty passenger seat every time she got in. Daniel drove off slowly down the formal drive and then forked onto the smaller road that led through the park to the gates separating house from village. Spring lambs stood dumbly in the way, innocent of kerb drill, until their mothers nudged them off the tarmac. Not that the Land Rover’s progress obliged them to move with much haste.


‘Alex’s T-shirt!’ said Audrey. ‘What an eye-opener! Do you think Bernard even noticed?’


‘I don’t think he misses much. But it was very Alex to wear it to tea with the rector.’


‘I thought that too. Really, Bernard might have said something.’


‘Perhaps he prefers not to fight those fights. Or perhaps he doesn’t see what he doesn’t want to see. Makes for a quieter life?’


‘I wouldn’t say diffidence is a paralysing problem for Bernard. On one of those days when they have the public in, I remember an earnest lady asking him what it was like living in a historic house and he said, “It’s a – beep – nightmare!” You can fill in the blank yourself.’


They approached the park gates, which opened as if by magic now Bernard had installed an electric motor. There had not been a gatekeeper for years and years, and the lodges had been commandeered by Alex, to live and work in, a little demesne within the demesne.


The gates opened onto the end of Main Street – too obvious a name for the only street – and the little parade of shops opposite, like merchants outside the city’s gates of old: the Post Office and General Stores, and The Flowers Tea Shop, the de Floures circlet on its sign, started by the Staveleys and opened only in the season, which began formally with Open Day. Next to it was the hilariously named Stella: High Class Ladies’ Fashion, which Mrs Harper had funded from the proceeds of her divorce – a vanity project that had turned out rather well, for all the better-heeled ladies of the district, including Daniel’s mother, bought Tricoville and Jaeger and Country Casuals there.


‘I suppose people like Bernard must try and soldier on, but it can’t get any easier,’ said Audrey. ‘You should have seen what it was like after the war when super-tax came in and all the country families went broke, sold up and moved to Putney and let the house fall down, the ones that weren’t already falling down. Half of them had been requisitioned and knocked about. It was the war. It changed the way we looked at things, Daniel, when it was over.’


‘It didn’t seem to affect the de Floures so much. Perhaps they were rich enough to weather those storms.’


‘I think it did, actually,’ said Audrey. ‘It affected all of us. Don’t you remember any of it? You were born during the Battle of Britain. It was certainly blood, sweat and tears for me, I can tell you.’


‘Not really. I was only five on VE Day. I was more a post-war baby than a war baby, really. I remember bomb sites. And the games we played as children – Hände hoch, Englische Schweinhund! A schoolmaster with a wooden leg which he said he’d got at El Alamein. And I remember rationing, of course.’


And he remembered a man he had been to see on his deathbed a few days ago – quiet, sober, his reserve loo­sened by the approach of death and doses of morphine – telling him about the Normandy landings and the battles to take the villages that lay along the roads to Paris and Rouen, and the day he bayoneted a German soldier to death, a boy younger even than him, and how that death had grown larger to him as the years went by, to the point he would think about it constantly. But he had kept that memory to himself, Daniel discovered, arranging the funeral with his widow and sons, who knew nothing about it. ‘He wanted to keep it there,’ she said, ‘he didn’t want to bring it home.’


But we bring everything home, whether we like it or not, thought Daniel.


Evensong encouraged a reflective mood in Daniel, and as the few attenders departed into the dwindling light, he thought how different his present post was from his last, and how it had surprised everyone, including him, when he had made the move.


It was Honoria who had made it happen. She and Daniel had become friends in London when she worked at the Motcombe Hotel, next door to his former church, St Martin’s Kinnerton Square, product of the Anglo-Catholic ascendency of the 1850s, looking like a chunk of Manueline Lisbon miraculously deposited in Belgravia. Daniel at first was not sure what she did when she came to see him, wearing a business suit that she managed to make look like couture, with what appeared to be a saddlebag slung over her shoulder, only stuffed with receipts and cuttings and bunches of keys and sachets of face creams and perfume samples, produced by the handful when she was trying to retrieve her Filofax.


She was looking for a match, a smart wedding venue for the smart receptions she organised for her smart clientele, and St Martin’s suited not only aesthetically but logistically. The newly-weds merely had to step out of the flower-bedecked west door and keep going to arrive at the Motcombe’s ballroom entrance. Church and hotel constituted a package – to the benefit of both – and when Honoria phoned him up to say they had a reception booked for a Saturday in May and would the church be available for the ceremony, he no longer suggested that it was usually the other way round. Every parish priest, West End or East End, must adapt to circumstances, and his new liberal attitude towards such matters had not only led to a salutary rise in the church’s income but also in the numbers of under-forties attending.


There were other benefits. When Daniel resolved to find a way of feeding the homeless who filled his churchyard by night once the Bentleys parked there by day had gone, Honoria was able to provide from the mountain of uneaten canapés and unsold afternoon teas that would otherwise fill the hotel’s bins. This meant that the homeless of SW1 grew used to a surprisingly rich diet of smoked salmon and foie gras and even occasionally caviar, until word got round the offices and shops of the parish, and the weak, once again, found themselves pushed to the wall.


Daniel’s disenchantment with preaching apostolic poverty in the richest parish in London coincided with a vacancy at Champton Rectory, which Honoria mentioned over coffee one morning. Champton, lovely church next to one of the great houses of England, protected, he imagined, by its rich and noble patron from the straitening economics of a growingly indifferent world; rural rather than urban, middling rather than soaringly high, and – most important – near where he grew up and where his widowed mother still lived. Honoria saw the light in his eye, as she had expected, and, putter-together of packages that she was, made all the arrangements. He went to lunch at Champton and, matching Bernard’s consumption of gin and white burgundy and claret without demur or wobble, had passed with merit.


The thought of wine flowing so generously was followed by another, of a flushing lavatory, which dispelled his reflective mood. And then he noticed a figure waiting for him in the church porch. It was Dora Sharman, the more sociable of the sisters, unaccompanied by Kath. He had a feeling she wasn’t there to discuss the weather.


‘Hello, Dora, how are you?’


‘I’m fine, Rector, thank you.’


‘No Kath?’


‘She had to nip out on the last hymn. Something on telly, Rector. She won’t be damned for it, I hope?’


‘God is merciful.’


‘But I wanted to talk to you about the toilet.’


‘Of course. Are you for or against?’


‘It’s not really about for or against. I wanted to say something about the pews.’


Dora, who spoke with the local accent, pronounced the word ‘poos’, which made Daniel think of toilets again. ‘I wish you would leave them alone, Rector.’


‘Can you tell me why?’


‘It’s where we sit, you see. And I think we should be allowed to keep sitting there.’


‘You don’t need my permission, or anyone else’s, to sit there. But why is that so important, Dora?’


‘We’ve always sat there. It’s our place.’


‘We’re all passing through, Dora. And everyone has a place here.’


‘Except Kath and me.’


‘You will always have a place here, both of you. It’s your church.’


‘You say that, but I think you are going to make us move.’


‘I am simply asking you to change where you sit.’


‘Why don’t you change where you sit?’


Daniel blinked at this bizarrely impractical suggestion.


‘Well … because I sit where the incumbent sits. I have to be there to do my job. You wouldn’t expect the organist to sit in the pulpit?’


‘So your place is reserved.’


‘Not for me, for whoever’s rector.’


Dora thought for a moment.


‘I know we shouldn’t come to church to sit in our favourite places, but we do, and we don’t like losing them. Some of us don’t have very much, and so what we do have we don’t want to lose. Do you understand?’


‘You wouldn’t lose anything, Dora. It would mean moving twenty feet. And you could still have the pew, it would just be in a different place.’


‘Yes, I see that, but that’s our place, at the back, and we want to keep sitting there.’


‘It would still be the back, Dora. It would still be the last pew.’


Dora was perfectly able to see the logic of this but was also determined not to give up.


‘Why would the toilet have to go here?’


‘Where else would you put it?’


‘Couldn’t you take out the pews at the side, and put it there?’


‘But that would cut the church in half, Dora. You wouldn’t be able to see the altar from where you sit now if the …’ his mother came to mind ‘… er … lavatory was there. And it would mean people would come and go in full view of the congregation.’


‘Well then: we’ve managed for centuries without one, why do we need one now?’


‘Because we need to make the church more suitable for the community’s use. People want to pee, Dora.’


‘What’s the church for? It’s not the pictures, is it?’


Daniel thought of a neighbouring church in London, where the Victorian interior had been overlaid by expensive audio-visual equipment, including a screen lowered by an electric motor on which were projected (to his mind) faintly heretical words to hymns he did not know.


‘We must adapt or die, Dora.’


‘Sometimes we must stay the same or die, Rector.’
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Audrey was comfortably set up in front of the television when Daniel got back. The dogs scrambled to greet him as usual, then scrambled quickly back to Audrey’s rug-covered knees, where they formed a peaceable yin and yang, curled up nose to tail.


Sunday night was soup-and-sarnie night, a ritual from childhood, when Audrey would have made rounds and rounds of sandwiches from the leftover of the joint – supplemented with pickle or bread sauce, depending – and they would eat these on trays en famille, with mugs of tomato soup, listening to The Glums on the wireless, the only meal that was eaten without the formality of sitting at the table.


They did not often have Sunday lunch – it seemed too much bother for Audrey, and Daniel’s Sundays were usually busy, so nowadays it was a stew or a pie – but the tradition of the soup and the sarnie continued, now in front of the television rather than the glowing radio­gram. In the kitchen, rounds of sandwiches awaited, with ham and cheese from Sainsbury’s and Moutarde de Meaux – which Audrey liked for the stoneware jar and the cork sealed with red wax – and her own chutney, a rather runny plum. Daniel opened a tin of tomato soup, poured it into a pan and put it on the edge of the Aga plate; it sat there, unmoving, so red, so satisfying, and yet so different from the viney promise of the label. He decided to feed the dogs as the soup warmed through, and as soon as they heard the door open to the cupboard in which their food was kept they jumped out of Audrey’s lap, and he heard a little cry of pain as their claws dug in. Hilda led – alpha to Cosmo’s beta – and they skidded to a halt, little dinosaur faces upturned, tails wagging, as if it were the most exciting thing that had ever happened in the world. Audrey, in spite of a long litany of rules concerning dogs, broke all of them, including letting them on her lap, on her bed and feeding them morsels from her plate, so the benefits of the rattling kibble he had recently switched to were mitigated.


He commanded them to sit; it was the only command they ever really obeyed, for it was only issued when food was on the way. He placed the bowls in front of them, made them wait and then with a gesture of his finger signalled for them to eat, which they did with a gusto disproportionate to their actual enjoyment of the food. It was wolfed down so quickly, they merely seemed to move their heads over the food before it was gone. This invariably came as a surprise to them, and they pushed their snouts around their empty bowls as if unable to believe that there was nothing left.


His own and his mother’s appetite for the soup and sarnies was less keen, but no less present, and they sat eating and sipping and watching television, the dogs properly banished to the floor. There was a film on later, ‘a historical drama’, as Audrey described it, with Tom Conti playing a pope struggling with his vocation, a proper entertainment for a Sunday evening (although it was preceded by a programme in which luminaries of light entertainment interviewed other luminaries of light entertainment in a show so bland Daniel thought it the cultural equivalent to the milk diet of invalids). It also afforded Audrey an opportunity for judgemental commentary, a chance to offload the resentments which accumulated more frequently, and more readily, as she entered her eighth decade.


‘Look at him … I mean, look at him: hair like a yeti, and what a hooter! … Where do they find these people? I mean, fine, if that’s what you want at the end of Blackpool Pier, but must we really have them on the television? … It’s like a nightmare of a nursing home, sitting in a circle with the telly on too loud and nothing but Esther to fret your dying days …’


Daniel thought of his grandmother, who spent her last days in a gentlefolk’s retirement home badly adapted from an abandoned manor house, telling him the only things that kept her going were snobbery and Schadenfreude. She had a friend, like her the widow of a boot and shoe baron, and they sat near the double doors to the drawing room, ignoring overtures of friendship from people whom they thought not up to their standard, and cackled, like twin tricoteuses, when the ‘private ambulance’ arrived to take one of those impertinent and lifeless housemates away. Even that ran out, thought Daniel, when he went to see her for the last time, in a side room, horribly bruised after falling out of bed and incapable of speaking. He anointed her and said prayers, and took her hand, as fragile as a moth, and held it but not for long enough, for when he made to go she suddenly squeezed as if to try to hold on. He squeezed back and let go and left. She died later that night, alone, and he had felt guilty ever since.
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