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Cast of Characters at Monkbury Abbey


Members of The Order of the Handmaids of St. Lucy


ABBESS JUSTINA – the superior of Monkbury Abbey


DAME HEPHZIBAH – the elderly portress of the abbey


DAME TABITHA – the guest-mistress, nicknamed Dame Tabby. A gruff woman with a bouncer’s build, she makes sure guests of the abbey toe the line.


DAME INGRID – the kitcheness, affectionately called Dame Fruitcake


DAME OLIVE – sacrist and librarian, she has an encyclopedic knowledge of the abbey’s long history


DAME PETRONILLA – the infirmaress, nicknamed Dame Pet. Responsible for the care of the sick and dying at Monkbury Abbey, she is also an expert on plants and herbs.


DAME SIBIL – cellaress of the abbey


DAME MEREDITH – formerly the cellaress, now a patient in the abbey’s infirmary


SISTER ROSE – ex-military, now a novice preparing for admission to the order


MARY BENTON – a postulant preparing for the novitiate


ABBESS GENEVIEVE – a visitor from St Martin’s, the order’s mother house in France


Visitors to Monkbury Abbey Guest House


MAXEN ‘MAX’ TUDOR – a former MI5 agent turned Anglican priest, he is sent by his bishop to investigate certain unusual disturbances at the old abbey.


CLEMENT GOREY and his wife OONA GOREY – wealthy American benefactors of the nunnery. They want their souls prayed for and are willing to pay top dollar for the privilege. But where has all the money gone?


XANDA GOREY – their willful and wily teenage daughter.


PALOMA GREEN – a flamboyant businesswoman who owns an art gallery in Monkslip-super-Mare, she organized a fund-raiser for the restoration and expansion of the guesthouse at Monkbury Abbey.


PIERS MONTAGUE – Paloma’s lover, a photographer and expert on medieval architecture. He helped Paloma raise funds for Monkbury Abbey, donating several of his famous photos. Then the funds began inexplicably to dry up.


DR LEROY BARNARD – a summer squall forces him to stay overnight at the abbey.


RALPH PERCEVAL, 15th Earl of Lislelivet – Lord Lislelivet’s sudden interest in religion seems out of character to everyone, particularly Lady Lislelivet.




 


 


 


 


 




They had their lodges in the wilderness,


Or built their cells beside the shadowy sea;


And there they dwelt with angels like a dream.


– Robert Stephen Hawker, Vicar of Morwenstow







Prologue


‘I have a surprise for you,’ said Lord Lislelivet to his Lady, as the maid cleared the last course from the vast expanse of their mahogany dinner table. Lady Lislelivet may have imagined it, but wasn’t there just the hint of a smile playing about the woman’s lips as she hoofed her way back to the kitchen? Such impertinence.


Lady Lislelivet narrowed her eyes, watching Maybel’s retreating back. The dog, Scooter, geriatric but game, shambled along in her wake, no doubt hoping for table scraps. To night Maybel wore a T-shirt with ‘Born This Way’ scrawled across the back. Well, that explained it. Lady Lislelivet’s many attempts to talk the woman out of jeans and T-shirts and into a more suitable maid’s ensemble had failed. Still, it was hard enough to get any help these days, let alone good help. One took what one could get.


Lady Lislelivet dabbed at her lips with her napkin, to hide her annoyance both at the maid’s constant mutinies and her husband’s hints at pleasures to come. Hardened by the grindingly slow passage of the years of her marriage, and skeptical as to her husband’s definition of ‘surprise’, she did not look as thrilled by the prospect of a spousal treat as might have been expected. Often, Lord Lislelivet’s surprises sprang up, to coin a phrase, when he was between mistresses. Altogether, Lady Lislelivet preferred it when her husband was kept otherwise occupied in London. That way, she could pursue her own surprises, unimpeded.


Her eye caught on the photo decorating the wall nearest her. Her husband was suffering buyer’s remorse over it now, as it didn’t really suit the grand style of the house. Caught up in the excitement of the auction, and goaded by her and by a few drinks, he had paid too much, never intending to get stuck with a dark, moody photo of Monkbury Abbey. What was really needed for this room was an oil painting of some august ancestor or another astride a horse.


Setting down her wineglass, Lady Lislelivet uttered a cautious, ‘O-ooh?’ just as Maybel returned with two plates containing lumpen mounds of something that looked like currant-studded coal.


‘Yes. You remember the fruitcake? The little gift from the nunnery? I thought it was time to pry open the tin, as it were.’


Was that all? Still, he knew how she hated fruitcake. Or he had known at one time. His fleeting concern for what she liked and disliked had gone with the wind, like so much else.


On further reflection, it was jolly difficult to imagine anyone apart from her husband actively liking fruitcake. A holdover from his days of being coddled by a nanny, no doubt. Only the upper classes would think to poison their children with the type of vile nursery puddings they went in for. She wouldn’t use rice pudding to plaster the walls of her house in Tuscany. Just for one example.


‘It’s not Christmas,’ she said flatly, as Maybel practically threw the plate down before her. Typically, she had forgotten to provide a pudding fork and, on being reminded, plunked down a soup spoon instead. Lady Lislelivet had begun to suspect Maybel saw through m’lady’s thin aristocratic veneer and was choosing these not-so-subtle ways to show her contempt. So much for working-class solidarity.


‘It is Christmas wherever you are, m’dear,’ said Lord Lislelivet.


Gawd. It was hard to say which was worse: the fruitcake or the forced gallantry.


Lady Lislelivet felt a little scruffle of fur against her ankles. Scooter, begging as usual. She handed off a few bites to him when her husband wasn’t looking and scooped the rest of the fruity sludge into the napkin on her lap.


Fortunately, as it turned out, the dog ate only a bite or two. Scooter didn’t seem to care for the fruitcake, either. So his symptoms were much milder than those of his master.


Lord Lislelivet, wolfing down his fruitcake with carefree, childish pleasure, would be taken very ill, indeed.




PART I


Matins




CHAPTER 1


Abbess Justina




The community as a whole shall choose its abbess based on her goodness and not on her rank. May God forbid the community should elect a woman only because she conspires to perpetuate its evil ways.


– The Rule of the Order of the Handmaids of St Lucy





The bell rang for Matins in the middle of a dream, as it often did. Just as she would enter deep sleep – the scientists had a name for it, she could never recall what – Abbess Justina of Monkbury Abbey would be awakened by the bell. This was seldom a welcome interruption, for Abbess Justina was given to pleasant dreams, more often now dreams of her childhood and young girlhood, dreams in which she would be re united with her family.


It was just before the hour of four a.m. in June, millennium Domini three.


She rose from her narrow bed and dressed by candlelight, first sluicing cold water over her face. Long habit made short work of putting on her habit. It was a costume whose basic design had not changed much over the centuries: atop her sleep shift of unbleached muslin came a black tunic that fell to the tops of her feet, tied at the waist by a cord, and over that was worn a scapular of deep purple – an apron of sorts that draped from the shoulders, front and back, falling to below the knees. The fabric at her wrists was smocked in a pretty diamond design halfway to the elbow, to keep the voluminous sleeves in check. For all its antique quirkiness, it was a practical garment, suitable for work and contemplation, the fabric handwoven on-site of wool from abbey sheep. On ceremonial occasions and in chapter meetings, she would carry her staff of office with its little bell as a symbol of her authority and her right to lead. Otherwise her garb was identical to that of the women in her care.


Nothing in her costume was made of leather, not even her sandals, just as nothing in her diet came from the flesh of four-footed animals. In summer, out of doors, she wore wooden clogs. Meat was forbidden except in cases of illness, when the Rule of the Order of the Handmaids of St Lucy allowed it for those recuperating.


The abbess still marveled at herself, at times – that she, such a clotheshorse in civilian life, such a devourer of women’s style magazines, given to obsessing over the latest hair products and adornments, had adapted so readily to the habit. Coco Chanel would probably have said the classics never go out of style.


Well, it was difficult to say what Coco might have made of the clogs.


Now Abbess Justina’s hair was cut straight across the nape; every few months or so she would wield the scissors herself, chopping away without the aid of a mirror. She wrapped her shorn head tightly in a linen coif, pinned at the crown, a bit like Katharine Hepburn’s in A Lion in Winter. Over that was draped a black veil, held in place by a narrow woven circlet meant to represent a crown of thorns. She tied a linen wimple like a baby’s bib around her neck. Pinning the coif and attaching the veil took some minutes, the pins stubborn in her swollen fingers. The headgear was worn back from the forehead to allow half an inch of hair to frame the face, the single concession the order had made to modernity. In medieval times a wide starched headband would have sat atop the coif fitted so tightly around face and neck. Truth be told, in those days the headdress might have been adorned with pearls and gemstones, for the nuns of yore had on occasion had a little trouble keeping to their vows of poverty, not to mention chastity and obedience.


Abbess Iris, who had ruled just before Justina, had been the one to decide on the need for a change of habit, modifying the traditional style. The color of the scapular was the major innovation – the deep blue-purple of the iris, as it happened. Of course it all had to be done with the bishop’s approval. The poor man had been absolutely flummoxed at having to pronounce on women’s fashion. He was shown several sketches, like a magazine editor being presented with the new fall line, and vaguely pronounced any of them suitable. The deep purple he thought a slightly racy departure from the centuries of black but he did not demur.


Dear Abbess Iris. A flamboyant but wise character. Now long gone and buried in the cemetery of Monkbury Abbey.


Pity, thought Abbess Justina, she’d done away with the style that covered much of the head, for it would have hidden the gray hair and jowly neckline that had come as one of the booby prizes of late middle age. But at least the coif and veil still prevented one from looking like a Persian cat as the gray hair gained its ruthless hold, like kudzu. If they’d had to change anything, she thought they might have shortened the skirt length, for she still had strong, shapely legs, the product of a youth spent climbing the Welsh mountains like a billy goat. Nun or no nun, one liked to present a pleasing and vigorous appearance to the world.


Following timeless ritual, Abbess Justina reverently kissed a large wooden cross before draping it round her neck to lie flat against her chest. Around her shoulders she now buttoned a hooded mantle. In choir she would pull the hood over her head, for warmth, and for privacy. It also was wonderful for hiding the expression. A strategic bend of the neck and tuck of the chin and one could be as private as a turtle pulling in its head. These little things, these momentary escapes into solitude, were what made living in a community possible.


Learning how to put all this on without the use of a mirror was one of the biggest challenges of the life. She had yet to see a novice who didn’t need extra time in the morning to get all the bits and bobs attached in the right order.


That and mastering the Great Silence. And learning to loosen family ties. And any other number of things that made people wonder why they bothered, these crazy women who chose to live in the middle of nowhere, working and singing and praying. There was no answer to that, but the single-word answer that could be given was Joy. We do it for Joy.


Sometimes she caught a glimpse of herself in the plate-glass window in the kitchen: she liked taking a turn at kitchen duty now and again, even though she was exempt from chores because of her position. It kept her humble. It also gave her access to the thrum of what was really going on in the convent. Interplays and tensions and little personality conflicts that could grow into internecine warfare if not closely watched. Lately there had been undercurrents, of that she was certain. They seemed to date to the time of the earthquake, she thought, registering the irony. That had been a year ago, almost to the day, and measuring just over five on the Richter scale, it had rocked the abbey from side to side in the most terrifying way. For who in England was used to earthquakes?


But the ‘emotional’ undercurrents seemed to be connected with the appointment of the new cellaress, an unpopular choice in some quarters, she knew. The sisters had formed an attachment to Dame Meredith in that role, but of course there was no question of her being able in her weakened condition to carry on that heavy responsibility. And of course forming attachments of any sort had to be discouraged.


There was also some tension surrounding the new novice, although whether she was the cause or the result wasn’t clear. She was not adjusting well to the religious life, which was never a completely easy transition for anyone. Post-traumatic stress disorder they called it now. PTSD. And no wonder, given Sister Rose’s history. The new postulant, as well – Abbess Justina had serious reservations about the new postulant, Mary Benton. Vocations were so rare nowadays. She supposed it was possible they had, unwittingly, lowered the standards somewhat, allowing Mary to sneak past.


Still, what was clear was this: There was great change afoot at Monkbury Abbey. What was uncertain in Abbess Justina’s mind was whether all that change would prove to be for the good.




PART II


Lauds




CHAPTER 2


Max Tudor




Most willingly and in all humility shall the followers of St Lucy heed the voice of authority, avoiding disobedience, which leads to sloth and chaos.


– The Rule of the Order of the Handmaids of St Lucy





A few weeks after Abbess Justina’s reluctant awakening, as the days stretched lazily toward the time of the summer solstice, Max Tudor, the vicar of St Edwold’s Church in Nether Monkslip, also woke early. To be sure it was not nearly so early as the ordained rising time of the abbess and the other nuns at Monkbury Abbey, but Max was still bleary-eyed from last night’s tryouts and rehearsals for the Christmas ensemble band, and to him it felt like the crack of dawn. To say the least, the tryouts had not gone well, becoming an occasion for umbrage, hurt feelings, and the occasional stifled sniffle. Max knew he had no one to blame but himself – in the bulletin enlisting participants he had, in a moment of typical good-hearted optimism, specifically stated that all ages and skill levels were welcome to participate.


The results were predictably appalling, but there had been moments of a sort of goofy charm, especially for the parents who had invested heavily in some expensive instrument or other for their offspring. Who knew there were so many nascent trombone players in the small world of Nether Monkslip? Or that cymbals were making such a comeback? Die-hard music lovers found excuses to leave early, but Max was duty-bound to stay, an expression of astonished delight pasted onto his face. Even he, being somewhat tone-deaf, grasped intuitively that this was not the sort of music designed to soothe the savage breast.


Still wondering how he might diplomatically break the news that there might not after all be room for everyone who wished to participate in the band, Max dressed quickly, discovering in the process that his best cassock had not come back from the dry cleaner’s, leaving him with a choice between a torn cassock and one with yesterday’s egg down the front. As he was to learn later, his housekeeper Mrs Hooser had forgotten to hand in his order when Fred Farnstable came by to collect the dry cleaning. Fortunately the vestments he wore for the service would cover the spillage, but he’d have to return to the vicarage to change into civilian clothes before starting his morning rounds. He had promised to drop in on Mrs Arthur at the urging of a social worker from the school in Monkslip-super-Mare, who suspected Mr Arthur had begun using the children’s lunch money to finance his rounds at the local pub.


He made toast and carefully boiled an egg in the vicarage’s archaic, stone-floored kitchen. After a quick glance at the headlines (a Shiite group calling itself the ‘League of the Righteous’ was operating is Iraq; one had to admire the staggering humility in the choice of a nom de guerre), he set off along Church Street to take the early service. The day was warm and sunny, with flowers spilling from window boxes wherever he looked, the weather nicely cooperating to lift his mood.


But the morning was not done with him yet. He and the acolyte looked high and low in the St Edwold’s vestry but could not find the gluten-free wafers. Mrs Penwhistle was allergic to gluten, and as she was a regular at the early service Max always made this concession for her. Finally, Elka Garth at the Cavalier had to be prevailed upon to provide a small loaf of gluten-free bread for Max to bless.


On his return to the vicarage an hour later, he found a note on his desk in Mrs Hooser’s scrawling hand: ‘Call your Bishop.’


Oh, fine, thought Max. The bishop seldom rang unless he had a bone to pick. In fact, he rarely telephoned at all. Which is what made this sudden directive rather alarming. Max considered asking Mrs Hooser if she knew what the man wanted but was stopped by the utter futility of the idea. Mrs Hooser’s weakness – her refuge, in fact – was that she lived in a state of blissful unawareness: she simply did not notice much of anything that went on around her.


He put the note aside for the moment, in favor of the even more dreaded task of going over the accounting books for St Edwold’s and the two other churches in his care. There was an unexplained spike in expenditures under the ‘Misc’ column. He saw it was for antibacterial wipes and realized it was for the OCD family group that had started meeting at St Cuthburga’s in Middle Monkslip. There were the normal expenses for facial tissues for the Al-Anon meetings, where a certain amount of tearful sentiment was to be expected. Max had always thought it interesting the AA meetings, by way of contrast, went through far fewer tissues.


This minor sort of expense was meant to be offset by donations from the group members themselves, but times were hard and the donations voluntary, so Max had become adept at shoving money from one fund to another to cover the cost. He also had been known to dip into his own pocket when all else failed. He couldn’t allow a few pounds to keep anyone from getting the help they needed.


Having exhausted all diversions, and knowing it couldn’t be delayed forever, he reached for his phone to call the Bishop of Monkslip.


* * *


A few steps away from the vicarage, Elka Garth worked behind the counter of the Cavalier Tea Room and Garden. Her cotton sweater was smeared with flour and blueberries, and it was buttoned crookedly, possibly because the top button was missing, anyway. She had tied back her hair in a bright paisley scarf to keep it out of her eyes as she worked, and she had made a rare experiment with makeup. With her eyelids dusted with lavender to go with the purples and reds in her scarf, she looked, thought her friend Suzanna, lounging over her second cup of coffee, rather pretty, if in a hectic sort of way. Almost as if she were planning a night on the tiles – which was out of the question, if one knew Elka.


It was too bad she led such a difficult life, keeping the shop and her son alive single-handedly, but the beauty of the woman was that she seldom complained. She just created her glorious pies and biscuits and her marzipan creatures – the tiny owls and geese and hedgehogs and mice lovingly crafted and generally sold online, to be shipped off in their little individual nests of glittery paper – and somehow in this endeavor reality seemed to get pushed aside, to be dealt with on another day. Her current passion was for perfecting a shortbread recipe that incorporated dried lavender flowers.


Elka’s young assistant Flora was either contributing to or mitigating the chaos in the kitchen, it was difficult to say. But in any event Flora’s apron, unlike her employer’s, always was pristine, devoid of flour or batter.


Elka seemed to have a talent for surrounding herself with young people who did not like pulling their own weight, thought Miss Agnes Pitchford, watching the scene with her gimlet-eyed stare. Miss Pitchford, long retired after terrorizing generations of youth in the village school, sat near a window of the shop, reading that day’s news and maintaining a running commentary on the inbred foolhardiness of Britain’s elected leaders. Miss Pitchford was an anachronism, a throwback to the era of the sedan chair – a living testament to a time when elderly spinsters were borne about in boxes to attend missionary teas and strew their visiting cards about the village. They might make the occasional brief stop to administer relief to the ungrateful poor of the village, but more often their aim was to attend a private Bible exposition or violin solo or some similarly gay and carefree pastime. That they did all this dressed head to toe in draperies and scarves and hats with feathers and netting and hatpins and other impediments to comfort, regardless of the season, was probably a testament to their inner and outer fortitude. England was built upon the steely backbone of such stalwarts as Miss Pitchford and her kind.


Much else in the village had not changed – had refused to change. The Nether Monkslip Parish Council, in particular, was fearless in standing in the way of progress. Much of the struggle against modernity was to no avail. But that didn’t prevent the villagers from fighting the good fight, at home and in the trenches.


Suzanna Winship, sister of the local doctor, shared a table with Miss Pitchford in surprising peace and equanimity, for two personalities more diametrically opposed would be difficult to imagine. Suzanna, outrageously gorgeous and sexy Suzanna, had been one of Max Tudor’s most ardent admirers in the days before Max and Awena had so clearly staked their claims to each other.


Max’s arrival in the village some years before had electrified the female population of Nether Monkslip, for Father Max Tudor was everything they could have wished for: kind and decent (basic requirements, of course, for a vicar), handsome and youngish (both huge bonuses), rumored to be a former MI5 agent (so daring and mysterious!), and most of all, unattached and, to all appearances, available. A lamb ripe for sacrifice on the marital altar.


The women got busy, either throwing themselves at his feet or pushing their nieces, daughters, and best friends at his feet. Church attendance skyrocketed, along with volunteerism for the little chores that needed doing around the church – cleaning the brass and silver, preparing the vessels for the Eucharistic services – that might bring them into closer proximity with Max.


But Max remained steadfastly uninterested. Oddly oblivious to the frenzy of self-sacrifice and do-goodery he had unleashed. Perhaps he thought it mere coincidence that the St Edwold’s Altar Guild suddenly had more helpers than it could accommodate, all of them female, and all of them jostling for a slot in the rotation. The church flower rota became a free-for-all, with the altar bouquets growing more grandiose and extravagant with each passing week.


Max remained clueless to all the passionate storms of hope and speculation. And just when the women’s bafflement and frustration at his cluelessness reached a fever pitch (particularly in the case of the village’s anointed vixen, Suzanna Winship), it was noticed that Max was to be seen more and more often having dinner at the home of Awena Owen, the owner of Goddessspell. Or seen having dinner with her in one of the handful of restaurants in Nether Monkslip. These occasions became so frequent, no branch of the village grapevine could for long accept the ‘maybe they’re just friends’ theory that was tentatively bruited about. Finally at Awena’s winter solstice party, it became glaringly apparent that Max and Awena could not keep their eyes off each other. When Awena’s pregnancy began to show a few months later, it became apparent they could not keep their hands off each other, either.


The village phone wires lit up. It was a cause célèbre, of course, and a bit of a scandal, but that it did not become fodder for malicious gossip was a testament to the high esteem in which both parties were held. The villagers loved both Max and Awena (by now dubbed ‘Maxena’) and could only wish them well. The villagers even managed to conduct a rare conspiracy of silence, for Max’s bishop had so far been spared the news that his most charismatic priest was in a now-permanent relationship with the village’s only neo-pagan. What the bishop might have done had he known, no one could guess, but no one, not even the scandalized Miss Pitchford, was going to help the man out with a ‘thought-you-should-know’ telephone call. Adopting an atypical transcendent detachment, the villagers decided as one to let the fates handle it.


Elka Garth of the Cavalier Tea Room and Garden had been much surprised at Suzanna’s easy capitulation to the situation. It was not as if the High Street of Nether Monkslip was littered with highly eligible bachelors.


‘It’s nice of you to be so gracious about it,’ Elka had said after Awe’s winter solstice party, when the attraction between Max and Awena had been evident to the most obtuse observer.


‘Why are you surprised?’ Suzanna had demanded. ‘I can be gracious. I can out-gracious the Queen when I feel like it. Goddammit.’


Alrighty, then. A little more work on the self-awareness front and Suzanna might be good to go, thought Elka. But she did seem to have recovered from the ‘loss’ of Max, whom she had never in fact stood a chance of winning over. The arrival of Umberto Grimaldi in the village to open the White Bean restaurant with his brother had created a much-needed diversion. Fortunately Suzanna’s interest in Umberto seemed to be reciprocated, even though the late hours he necessarily kept at the restaurant were a frequent source of complaint.


Miss Pitchford had at this point in her reading reached the lines describing the less-than-altruistic activities of a peer known frequently – too frequently, it was felt – to darken the doorway of the House of Lords.


‘Lord Lislelivet,’ she said, ‘certainly is a mover and a shaker; I’ll say that much for him. I knew his mother. Lovely woman. Breeding tells. I am not certain he is all that he could be in the scrupulousness department, however.’ Her voice trilled the vowels in ‘scrupulousness,’ like an opera singer going for the high notes. ‘But that I suppose is too much to ask these days. The noble families are all going to rot. Why, in my day . . .’


But no one paid her any mind. The name Lislelivet only had meaning for people like Miss Pitchford, who read her Debrett’s the way she read her Bible. ‘How do you say “jackass” in French?’ Suzanna was asking Adam Birch, owner of The Onlie Begetter bookshop, who sat beside her. They had been talking of a recent resident of Nether Monkslip, a man with a flawless French accent, now sadly deceased, although whether sadness was called for in this particular man’s case remained a point of debate.


‘I’m not sure,’ said Adam, turning to Mme Lucie Cuthbert, who squared the table where they sat. ‘Comment dit-on “jackass” en français?’


‘I think it’s just “jackass”, but you should wave your hands about as you say it, holding a Gitane.’


‘Ah.’


Elka, from behind the counter, paused long enough in her trek to and from the kitchen to ask, ‘Has anyone seen Awena today? I wanted to ask her about food for the ceremony.’


‘I saw her working in her garden on my way over here,’ said Suzanna. ‘She said she’d probably join us for elevenses.’


‘You’re talking about the . . .’ Miss Pitchford stopped on a deep breath, finding it difficult to go on. ‘The public union of Max Tudor and Awena Owen, of course?’ She was not at all certain how she felt about these loosey-goosey, New Agey goings-on, and would in fact have roundly condemned them as a travesty had she not been as fond of both Max and Awena as she was. The whole situation was a scandal that would not have been tolerated in her day. A travesty up with which no self-respecting Anglican bishop should put. But it was, she had to concede, a new day.


Elka nodded, smiling as she dried her hands on a linen dishtowel worn through to near transparency. ‘The handfasting ceremony. I wouldn’t miss being there for the world.’


‘People will come from miles around,’ Suzanna agreed. ‘Umberto is taking me – I managed to get him to agree to one day away from the restaurant. Besides, he’s donating some of the food.’


Miss Pitchford sniffed loudly and went back to her reading. The duke of York was rumored to be getting remarried, and the duchess was at long last to be given the old heave-ho from the marital home. As a scandal, The Situation between Max and Awena simply paled by comparison.


‘I thought you had decided never to trust a man with beachy waves in his hair,’ said Elka. Suzanna had expressed certain doubts over whether Umberto really was spending all his free time in the White Bean.


‘I came to realize that was natural. Can he really help it if he has better hair than I do? Besides, that was all just a misunderstanding.’


‘I am so glad to have lived to see the day,’ said Adam. ‘Max and Awena. Such a perfect couple. And with a baby on the way!’


A sound between a sniThand a snort erupted from Miss Pitchford. This situation with the baby was too much for her, and she looked sternly over the top of her newspaper to indicate that a change of topic would be quite in order.


‘At least there is one thing we can be sure of: she’s not after his money. Vicars don’t make any money,’ said Suzanna.


‘I shouldn’t think that was the primary consideration on either side,’ said Elka. ‘It’s obviously a true love match.’ And she sighed, releasing a little cloud of organic coconut flour into the air.


Five minutes later, they looked up as one as Awena Owen came gliding in. She did not waddle, noted Suzanna, the way most women in the advanced stages of pregnancy would waddle. Due in September, now mere weeks away, she moved like a train on a track, her long skirts hiding her locution. Or like a tugboat pulling an invisible ship into harbor. That she managed to look both womanly and, yes, sexy in this inflated condition was completely galling to Suzanna, who admitted no competition in the sexy department.


Still, it was Awena, and even Suzanna found it hard to hold a grudge where the much-beloved neo-pagan was concerned.


‘May I have a glass of kale juice, Elka – if it’s not too much trouble?’


Elka had begun offering fresh-squeezed juices like kale, cucumber, spinach, celery, and carrot. After some initial reluctance (‘I don’t eat anything green that doesn’t come with dressing,’ Suzanna had said, speaking for many), most of the villagers had been won over. While Elka’s pastries would never be resistible, the sales of healthier choices were gaining ground. Elka herself had lost a stone, most of it around her middle. Just the week before she had introduced shots of fresh ginger, wheat grass, and acai juices. Awena was her best customer in the wholesome juices department.


Nothing about her delicate condition had slowed Awena down – in fact, she was busier than ever, sought after by the BBC and by publishers wanting her to write a tie-in cookbook. But Awena, rather than reading the contracts on offer, had spent much of the past several days harvesting chamomile flowers and raspberries to dry for the tea she shared with Max and sold in her shop.


She’d spent the evening before blessing and packing a collection of oils and botanical bath salts, the blessing meant to revive any plant spirits dampened during processing. Nothing shipped out of Goddessspell without an earnest Goddess-speed from its owner. It was rather as if she cracked open a bottle of organic champagne against the side of all her offerings to the public.


In May, Awena had held a special candlelight ‘Pray for Peace’ ceremony in the room at the back of her shop, an observance in honor of Vesak, more commonly known as Buddha’s Birthday. Awena had on several occasions lured a young Buddhist monk to make the journey to Nether Monkslip to lead a meditation class. In the beginning, he had caused a genteel commotion on the steam engine train from Staincross Minster in his orange robes, his demeanor unruffled as he was transported in silent dignity, his eyes closed, but now the regular passengers were used to him and asked after him to the conductor if he didn’t make an appearance on a given Saturday.


Recently, Awena had been helping Tara Raine prepare for a weekend of rest and rejuvenation at the meditation retreat being hosted by Goddessspell at a nearby seaside resort. They would be offering heart-centered yoga asanas, deep relaxation via yoga nidra or ‘yogi sleep,’ blissful harmony of One-Being using the chants of nada yoga, peaceful integration of the soul through guided imagery, healthful walks along the sunlit shore in honor of the goddess Shakti Vahini, and wholesome balanced meals. ‘A regular Tie-Died Hippie Granola Bliss-out,’ as Suzanna had described it to her brother. A feature at the retreat would be a healing session using the techniques of energy medicine of the Peruvian Andes, along with a session of rune healing as practiced by the ancient Norse people.


Suzanna felt this was rather a scattershot approach to healing: If you threw enough runes at a problem something was bound to stick. But she had come to a grudging acceptance of the power of spirituality that seemed to permeate Nether Monkslip via the medium of Awena. And, as Suzanna often said, she was willing to try anything once. She was always rather hoping Awena would offer Tantric sessions at Goddessspell, but so far no luck.


While loudly maintaining her complete indifference and skepticism, Suzanna had been among the first to sign up for the weekend. Knowing that absence made the heart grow fonder, she thought it was time to put a little distance between herself and Grimaldi the Elder and his beachy waves.


But as she told her brother, ‘If I should return home wearing a knitted headband, a cockleshell bracelet, bells on my toes, butterflies in my hair, and bleating about my Spirit Master, please know that you have my advance permission to have me committed.’


At least it was all grist for the mill of Suzanna’s new position as magazine editor of the St Edwold’s Parish News, which she had renamed the St Edwold’s Herald, insisting that it gave the enterprise a more global reach. It was a position of enormous power but one she was determined, she said, not to exploit.


‘There will be no phone tapping on my watch,’ she had solemnly assured Max.


Max hesitated. After all, this was Suzanna. Suzanna who had bribed four-year-old Matt Nathall to vote for her entry in the St Edwold’s Crumpet Bakeoff.


‘You do realize,’ Max had said, ‘it is a simple matter of announcing local weddings and baptisms and the church flower rota and times for services. There’s nothing global about it, Suzanna.’


‘Oh, but it can be so much more,’ Suzanna had replied, eyes aglow with the spirit of tattling pioneers like Pulitzer and Hearst. Her background in journalism made Suzanna a natural for the job, and she looked forward to shining a light on village doings.


Max, fearing an outbreak of yellow journalism of the worst sort, had emphasized that the position was temporary. It was, in fact, a task he enjoyed doing himself when time permitted, but his other duties continued to encroach. Not to mention his continually being drawn into murder investigations. Not to mention the approaching demands of fatherhood.


Fortunately for everyone noteworthy in the village, Suzanna, also head of the Women’s Institute, had additional fish to fry. Her planning for the Christmas Fayre was already well underway, spawning deadly strife typical of preparations for the Harvest Fayre, although with nothing to match the lethal animosity of previous years. Unlike her predecessor in the role, Suzanna ruled with a firm but benevolent hand.


She was just putting the finishing touches to an org chart when Tara Raine went by the Cavalier on her bicycle, headed to teach a class at Goddessspell, a yoga mat tilted at a rakish angle in the bike’s basket. She rang the bike bell as she passed.


‘I should get back,’ said Awena, declining Adam’s offer of a chair. ‘I’ve spent the morning gathering plants from near the Sacred Spring on Hawk Crest. Next to the monastery, it’s the most peaceful spot in the village. I left an offering for Sul.’


‘Okay, I’ll bite,’ said Suzanna. ‘Sul?’


‘She’s a goddess of fertility and healing. The Celts worshipped her.’


Suzanna eyed Awena’s stomach.


‘It certainly seems to be working. I’ll stay well clear, thanks for the warning.’


Awena smiled. ‘Just don’t drink too much of the spring water. It’s very rich in minerals and needs to be diluted with ordinary water.’


‘No worries.’




CHAPTER 3


Max and the Bishop




No one should repeat to those outside the abbey the business of the abbey. Nor should anyone sent to conduct the business of the abbey return with idle tales of what she saw or heard while outside the gates, because that causes the greatest harm to all.


– The Rule of the Order of the Handmaids of St Lucy





Max had been summoned to the presence of his bishop. It was getting to be a regular routine. Only this time, it appeared, he was not to be probed with uncomfortable questions about either his private life or the little bursts of publicity that had erupted around the various recent murder cases he had helped the police solve. The bishop wanted something from Max, as he had made clear on the telephone. It was a situation so rare as to be both flattering and alarming.


So Max showered and quickly changed back into his cassock – the one with the egg on it, the lesser of the two evils on offer to him that day. He threw the Land Rover into high gear and set off for Monkslip Cathedral, the seat of Max’s spiritual and temporal leader, the Bishop of Monkslip. Along the way he left the torn cassock for repairs at the Stitch in Time.


‘I think you might have some food on your cassock,’ observed the Right Reverend Bishop Nigel St Stephen.


‘Yes, I do apologize,’ said Max. ‘I tried to wash it off, but I’m afraid I made things rather worse. It was the only one I had available . . .’


‘Your housekeeper . . . my secretary did mention she seemed a bit vague on the phone.’


‘Mrs Hooser gets rather overwhelmed,’ said Max. In fact she was unsatisfactory in every conceivable way as a housekeeper, but even worse as a mother to two small children. It was for Tom and Tildy Ann’s sake that Max was willing to put up with quite a lot from Mrs Hooser. The vicarage gave them somewhere to go and be reasonably well-supervised when they were let out of school.


Max looked around at the spacious headquarters office of the Bishop of Monkslip. The bishop’s office was like a Shangri-la to Max, with all its spiffy new computer equipment twinkling in the sunlight admitted by ancient mullioned windows. The bishop’s screen saver rotated a series of photos of Monkslip Cathedral as it appeared in all seasons. The credenza where slumbered a high-speed printer also held a photo of the bishop’s wife and four daughters, but it was an updated version from the one Max had seen before. In this image, the eldest daughter, her gamine face peering as through a forest of curly auburn hair, looked to be of an age to go to university. Max commented on it.


‘She is going into the theater,’ the bishop informed him, ‘and has applied to the RADA in London. I find it all rather disquieting. I don’t know where she gets this show-biz gene from.’


Max started to point out that the church with its pomp and circumstance, not to mention its costumes, was not without a theatrical element, but thought better of it.


‘I was hoping she would choose a more stable profession,’ the bishop went on. ‘The thing of it is, she has real talent. If you’d seen her in Troilus and Cressida you’d have been amazed. My little girl! I just don’t want to see her go into a profession where rejection is so much a part of the game.’


‘The urge to protect her must be overwhelming,’ said Max. He was thinking of his and Awena’s unborn child, due in mid-September, an event he anticipated with equal parts stark alarm and unbridled happiness. What would he do to protect his child? What wouldn’t he do?


‘It is a constant battle between wanting to let her fight her own battles and wanting to send her off to a nunnery where she might be safe. Might being the operative word. Which brings me to the reason I asked you here, Max. Thank you for being willing to drop everything at a moment’s notice.’


‘Your secretary indicated it was important.’


‘It is. Whether it is urgent, I’m not certain. I hope not.’


‘Financial shenanigans?’ said Max. ‘In a nunnery?’


Five minutes later, the bishop was still filling Max in on why he’d been summoned to Monkslip Cathedral. He’d begun with an introduction to what he thought were the key pieces in an emerging puzzle.


‘I’m afraid so,’ said the bishop. ‘At least, the appearance is of financial shenanigans. Money that was fund-raised to expand and refurbish the Monkbury Abbey Guest house has largely disappeared. It is too early to say if or how the money was misappropriated. I’m rather hoping it just got, you know, misfiled somehow. Put into Column A when it should have gone under Column B.’


Max, reflecting on the books for Nether Monkslip and his other two churches, rather doubted this was possible, but then the nunnery probably had many more revenue streams to account for than his tiny parishes and bigger weekly expenses than facial tissue and antibacterial wipes.


‘And for a nunnery,’ the bishop was saying, ‘just the appearance of such a thing is alarming. If it turns out to be true . . . well, I don’t have to point out the implications for you. It would tarnish the image not just of Monkbury Abbey but of the entire monastic tradition, which, as you also know, has had a lot of scandal to live down in the past.’


A dodgy nunnery? Not unheard of historically, as the bishop had said, but surely nowadays . . .


Max’s imaginings were gleaned from hazy school lectures, in which out-of-control monks and nuns of the Middle Ages had gone from wealth to decadence, as often happens when power goes unsupervised.


‘I don’t really know a lot about the order,’ said Max.


‘You are not alone,’ said the bishop. ‘They are members of the Order of the Handmaids of St Lucy of the Light, which is an offshoot of the Benedictine tradition. A far-reaching tendril, I might add. They are following many of the precepts of the sixth-century Rule of St Benedict, but for obvious reasons they have had to make some modifications over the centuries. Corporeal punishment, just to mention one thing, is not so much in vogue as once it was. The Lucians used to be considered a bit of a fringe group, actually, but those days are long past.’


‘Yes, now that you refresh my memory, the name sounds familiar,’ Max said. ‘The Lucians. Still, I’ve only just heard of the order.’


‘I am not surprised. They are quite a small group: thirty-one in number, down from hundreds of members in their glory days. Although lately they have established a bit of a presence in the world. I understand recruitment inquiries are up.’


‘It’s quite an ancient order, isn’t it?’


‘Yes. The original Lucians were founded as a double order in the eleventh century by people wanting a simple and secluded way of life. Like many such, they were reactionaries – in revolt against the wealth and worldliness of other orders of the time.’


‘Until corruption crept in again.’


‘Quite. Not all nuns and monks were corrupt, as you know, but Henry the Eighth was nothing if not thorough in putting his own ideas in place. Monkbury Abbey was spared the worst excesses of the Reformation because it was so remote – even dismantling the buildings to repurpose the bricks and stones for other uses, as commonly happened elsewhere, wasn’t all that practical. So large parts of its structures were preserved even though Mother Nature soon took over: the place eventually became overgrown and ramshackle in appearance, the haunt of ghosts, hobgoblins, and the occasional passing hippie.’


The bishop hesitated, peering at Max. The handsome priest, gregarious in many ways, was strangely reticent in others. He so seldom spoke of his past. The bishop supposed that was part of his MI5 training, but the reluctance to talk of his experiences clearly ran deep. Not surprising, that. Spying was a dangerous and dirty business.


‘You have a relative in the religious life, am I right?’ asked the bishop.


‘Yes,’ said Max. ‘An aunt. My father’s sister. I can’t say I know her at all well: her convent is cloistered. For obvious reasons, she wasn’t a big part of my childhood. When we’d visit, we could only see her face through a grille. I remember being frightened of that when I was small, even though she was of course very sweet and kind and made a big fuss over me. It was the situation that worried me: it isn’t natural for an aunt not to be able to hold her own nephew.’


Max thought how like his father she had seemed. That same ascetic quality as his father’s, given full range. The same reserve and stoicism. An otherworldly cast that he suspected would not have thrived outside the gray walls behind which she continued to live out her days.


He had been negligent in not having visited her for months, an oversight he vowed to correct soon.


Bishop St Stephen studied the priest before him. He hoped he was doing the right thing in taking Max away from his expected duties in Nether Monkslip and sending him off on a mission to, essentially, spy on a religious order. But was there anyone he could think of more readymade for the task? Not a soul. Being MI5 called for a man with chameleon qualities: he not only could tell no one what he did for a living, but he had to make certain what he said he did for a living sounded as boring and ordinary as possible. Even the bishop wasn’t sure what Max had really got up to during those MI5 years. It was undoubtedly better not to know the details. What mattered was the man before him now, whose integrity he never doubted.


Max prompted conversationally, never dreaming it all would have anything to do with him: ‘You say there are thirty-one of the sisters? That is a sizable group these days. What do you know of their backgrounds before they came to Monkbury Abbey?’ He added, ‘Please don’t tell me one of them was an accountant.’


‘Actually, one was, but they all share jobs routinely and the nun with a background in accounting doesn’t seem to have been solely in charge of the funds. The job-sharing scheme is meant to keep them both humble and cross-trained, you see. There are a few key positions that remain stationary – the abbess, for one; the cellaress, for another. They mostly came to the religious life after a full exploration of the outside world. When we think of nuns we think of a convent full of virgins singing in the choir and scrubbing stone floors. Even those of us who have been called to religion ourselves – those who should know better. The Order of the Handmaids of St Lucy admits widows and always has, and today it boasts a few of those – several with children living. There are women from the business world, from academia, from all walks of life, really. Abbess Justina, to name one, was quite a London presence in her day.’


The best leaders of establishments such as Monkbury Abbey, Max knew, combined a generosity of spirit with a steely practicality and a gift for diplomacy. ‘I would think some experience of the outside world would be a bonus to the nunnery,’ he said.


‘Absolutely, it is. And they are not interested in recruiting naïfs who see the nunnery as a place to hide. It is a life to be embraced with joy and in full knowledge of what the postulant is leaving behind.’


Stopping to adjust the collar at his neck, which looked too tight for such a warm day, the bishop went on: ‘They lean toward the Anglo-Catholic tradition, but they seem to be more interested in preserving the monastic traditions and rituals of the Middle Ages than in modern religious debate. They emphasize a return to the devotions of old and a wish to abandon the distractions of modern life. Who can blame them? Their main argument is that the earliest members of the C of E had no quarrel with their practices, so why should we?’


‘So I gather there has been some discussion about . . . let’s say, policy . . . with the abbess?’


‘Oh, on many occasions. The situation bears watching, but they seem to me to be earnest and devout, avoiding the excesses of the medieval church.’


‘No hair shirts either, then,’ said Max. ‘That’s a relief.’


‘No, no. I should quickly put a stop to any hint of that sort of thing.’ He straightened an already immaculate pile of pages on this desk and leaned over to arrange a pencil that leaned lopsidedly in a cup on his desk. ‘In the past, as now, where monasteries or nunneries got into trouble was usually with the financial situation, which bred envy, which bred . . . oh, all sorts of ills. Rich benefactors willed them money, wanting special prayers said for their souls. They often ear-marked their bequests for certain parts of the nunnery, such as the infirmary or the guesthouse. Back in the day, the infirmaress, for example, might have control over a sheep farm left to subsidize her part of the operation. You can see where this could lead: perhaps a woman with no experience of sheep was suddenly responsible for their welfare and the milk and cheese they produced. Her duties as estate manager might take her away from the nunnery for days or even weeks at a time. The fact that she controlled a large portion of the nunnery’s income might create internal conflict and might also lead to serious debt.’


‘No audits?’


‘Finally, yes, that is exactly what had to happen. Annual audits. It is a tradition – a rule, in fact – that is strictly upheld to this day, although I have tried to steer clear of micromanagement. I don’t interfere and I make it a point not to. I have never felt a need to. Not until now, perhaps. Better to delegate authority wherever possible. I see no harm in what they are doing.’


Max was not certain that religion should follow the latest business management fads. Both as an MI5 agent and as a priest he had seen the theory of delegation of authority deployed with disastrous results. Too often managers had no real idea of the psychological limitations of the young, untried subordinates they were entrusting with other peoples’ lives and welfare.


‘The Abbess Justina,’ the bishop was saying, as if tracking Max’s thoughts, ‘is a sound woman. A good manager who commands respect. She is perhaps a bit vain, I think – she is a tall, handsome woman. The day-to-day operations are in the hands of the cellaress, as is usual, the abbess being the big-picture person. She steps in only when there is something the cellaress can’t sort out herself, which is seldom.’


Max was still left thinking of cases in his own history where upper management remained clueless while the lunatics one rung below ran the asylum. He had every faith in the bishop’s good judgment, but how often did he see these women?


‘Anyway, Abbess Justina: she offers what I have always regarded as a Ronald Reagan style of leadership. Not unintelligent – far from it – but ten minutes after speaking with her you are not certain exactly what it was she said. Still you feel somehow that everything is going to turn out all right.’


‘She is charming, then.’


‘Oh, yes. She is possessed of quite a natural charm. Loads of charm.’


‘How long has she been the abbess?’


‘Not long. Her predecessor was elected in the 1980s, I believe, and was reelected in 2000. She died a few years ago.’ ‘And what did Abbess Justina do in – let’s call it her civilian life?’


‘She was a financial consultant.’


‘You’re not serious.’


‘Oh, yes. She was quite a successful one. Made mucho dinero in the City. Then one day, she just packed it in. Not unlike yourself, Max. You came to us rather out of nowhere, it seemed.’


Max nodded, acknowledging the comparison and avoiding the possible invitation to elaborate on his past. ‘It takes a person like that sometimes – a vocation, I mean. Although I didn’t have all that much dinero to give up.’


‘Men such as yourself are not motivated by money.’


‘Thank you,’ murmured Max, pleased and flattered by the comment. ‘There is no prioress?’ he asked. The norm in this sort of outfit was that there be a second-in-command – the real power behind the abbess, who was often more of a figurehead.


The bishop shook his head.


‘The cellaress of Monkbury is in charge of the physical running of the place. She is the prioress in all but name, but they’ve had to mothball that title.’


‘You did indicate it was a thriving operation,’ said Max. ‘That should negate the “need” for any financial chicanery.’


‘You would think so, wouldn’t you? Yes, the nuns are extremely enterprising. They grow all manner of fruits and vegetables and sell their leftover crops. They are also very much into drying herbs and making preserves and so on, which they sell with great success. They have a little gift shop connected to the guesthouse, and they also sell products online; they have quite a professional-looking Web site: MonkburyAbbey.com. It’s a natural fit – the online store allows them to maintain their isolation and independence while bringing in a steady revenue stream for repairs and ongoing expenses. They also loom rugs and throw pots and things, and as I recall they make a significant living from their embroidery, making vestments, christening robes, things like that. But by far their biggest success is their fruitcake.’


‘The fruitcake.’ Okay. This did not strike Max as a money-making proposition any more than selling plum preserves, but he was willing to be surprised.


‘You’ll see,’ said the Bishop. ‘My wife ordered several last Christmas as gifts. It was a Christmas we’ll not soon forget. It packs an astonishingly high alcohol content. I can see how the alcohol might mask the flavor of anything that should not be in there.’


‘I’m sorry. Did you say, “should not be in there”?’


‘Yes. I’ll get to that in a minute. They recently teamed up with the National Trust to sell some of their goods via the trust’s stores. Quite an astute financial move – I gather the cellaress was the moving force behind this plan. The partnership has been a runaway success and the nuns could name their price but are charging basically what the goods cost to make. I gather the abbess insisted on that. The pottery pieces have become collector’s items, in particular the terracotta crèche scenes.’


‘The fruitcake?’ Max asked, desperately trying to get the bishop to the point, even though he suspected he was not going to like it once they arrived there. ‘There was a problem with the fruitcake?’


But the bishop breezed on. ‘Dame Potter they call one of them – she runs that show. Louise Dietz was her name in civilian life. She also does some work in stained glass that to my mind is of museum quality. By the way, my secretary can provide you a file with names and some background on all the sisters.’ Before Max had time to wonder why he should need such a thing, the bishop swept on: ‘Dame Potter makes things like garlic pots, wassail mugs, bowls, and salt pigs – I had to ask the wife. You keep salt in it. I don’t know why. This is the sort of useful thing you’ll learn when you’re married, Max.’


But Max was not quite ready to cross that river. He had news for the bishop with regard to his marital arrangements that, for the life of him, he could not see how to introduce into the conversation. An announcement that a child was on the way would, as sure as rain comes from storm clouds, be followed by joyful inquiries about when Max had gotten married, and by hurt feelings at not having been invited to the wedding, and by the need for explanations that might make matters worse. Max was rather hoping that the problem would resolve itself in a few weeks’ time with the bishop never knowing there was an ‘issue’, Instead Max said, his voice carrying a high note of optimism, ‘Fruitcake?’


The bishop sighed. ‘Fruitcake, yes. I am afraid accusations have been made. Wild, unsubstantiated rumors. Someone – someone rather well known, alas – is claiming he became ill from eating some fruitcake he brought back from a visit to Monkbury Abbey. He went on a religious retreat there, you see.’


‘Who is this person, if I may ask?’


‘Lord Lislelivet.’


‘Lord Lislelivet?’ Max repeated, not even bothering to keep the scoff of skepticism from his voice.


‘Yes, I know,’ said the bishop. ‘My reaction was much the same as yours.’


‘Lord Lislelivet has no known connection to Monkbury Abbey, has he?’


‘Actually he does. Like you, he has an aunt in the religious life. But it’s been many years since he visited her. I gather he has shown a sudden interest in going on retreat.’


‘That’s totally out of character,’ said Max flatly. He knew Lislelivet by reputation and his appearance at a nunnery retreat was a laughable concept, barring miraculous conversions. Which, Max reminded himself, always remained in the realm of possibility. Max was a dealer in miracles himself – miracles were his stock in trade, it could be said. And so he had to hold out the wild hope that even such as Lord Lislelivet might be brought into the fold. Still . . .


‘You do see the problem,’ said the bishop. ‘It’s a criminal matter or it soon will be if Lord Lislelivet cannot be calmed down. There has to be an innocuous explanation. They are nuns, for heaven’s sake. They don’t go around poisoning people.’


‘When did this happen?’ Max asked. ‘I mean, when did he come to – obtain – the fruitcake in question?’ Max struggled hard to maintain a professional demeanor, but really. This was just the limit.


‘It was last fall – months ago. Perhaps there was a batch of bad fruitcake from that time – they are still trying to sort out what may have happened.’


‘The accusation is that the cake was poisoned?’


The bishop nodded, a look of such misery on his face Max immediately felt sorry for the man, his instinct to help kicking in. His mind turned over the possibilities and surrounding questions. Why poison? Was someone trying to create scandal? Why? Was it a plan by one of the nuns to keep visitors away? Revenge by someone with a grudge against the church? An accident?


The question as to why Lord Lislelivet had been the target of foul play took Max down quite a different path. Max had never met the man and knew of him only from newspaper accounts, but nothing spoke to his being a well-loved and cherished member of the nobility, or even an admired if feared one. In a privileged category bound to inspire envy and resentment, Lord Lislelivet stood out from the rest – a leader, as it were, in arousing class warfare.


‘What,’ Max asked, ‘does the abbess have to say about this? You’ve spoken with her?’


‘Yes, yes, by satellite phone. I spoke with her right away. She has no theory as to what happened and is as baffled as anyone.’


‘My first thoughts are that this poisoning, if such it was, was an attempt to create bad publicity for Monkbury Abbey. It might almost be a personal vendetta, even one against the abbess herself. A strong leader is not by definition popular in all quarters.’


‘Yes, of course that is a possibility. An abbess is the linchpin holding a nunnery together, for she wields near-total power, appointing all subordinates. Even though in theory decisions are made democratically, she always makes the final decision.’


‘There is perhaps some bad feeling about some of her choices?’


‘That is possible,’ the bishop acknowledged. ‘That would need to be ferreted out.’


Max suddenly was feeling decidedly ferrety. Surely the bishop didn’t intend him to—


‘I want you to go there and find out what you can, Max. All you can.’


Well this was a new one. In all his days with MI5, he had never been sent to spy on nuns. Not even once. He said as much.


‘The scandal must be stopped in its tracks,’ replied the bishop. ‘I’ve asked the police for discretion while we launch an internal investigation. It is at least on the surface a criminal matter but one taking place months ago, so I gather it is not a priority with them. No one died, you see, and all these months later it will be jolly hard to sort out.’


With a sigh, the bishop put his hands on top of his desk, the fingers spread, as if he might be trying to cause the desk to levitate. The gold of his very large episcopal ring caught the sunlight. His hands were surprisingly rough and reddened; Max knew the bishop was a keen gardener, and visitors to the beautiful cathedral grounds were unaware that the man with a hoe in overalls turning over the soil in the flowerbeds might be the bishop himself, dressed in mufti to escape detection.


‘You can see how the scandal would ruin them overnight,’ the bishop continued. ‘And it puts me in rather an awkward position. I have given them almost complete free rein and autonomy. In return they’ve been self-sustaining – not once have they called on the church for financial help, even during the lean years, and they did have a few of those. The abbess before Abbess Justina was a bit of a spendthrift and given to what I’d call ornamental changes – but even there I just let her go, as it didn’t seem to be anything requiring my attention. So what once would have been lauded as benign management might now be . . .’


‘Might be regarded as dangerous neglect,’ Max finished for him. ‘Even active neglect. I do understand.’


‘So if you were to look into it and find that the nuns are blameless in all this . . . you do see, Max?’


Max did see. The bishop was hoping against hope that a theory of an ‘outside agency’ would hold and that Max would uncover evidence in support of that theory.


‘Yes,’ said Max. ‘But, Bishop, whatever I may discover, if it is the truth – well, then it is the truth of what happened. I won’t be able to alter or undo what I find, as awkward as it may prove to be for the church.’
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