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“For the wages of sin is death.”


Romans VI: 23
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In the churchyard someone was laughing.


Rachael glanced down through one of the high arched windows illuminating the gallery of All Souls Church and saw a dark-haired man, playfully pulling a woman behind him along the overgrown path. For a moment she watched them, then remembered herself and gave her attention once more to the Reverend Esmond Bates, delivering the morning sermon from the pulpit.


The clear March light through the stained glass irradiated the curate’s handsome features as he addressed himself to the back of the congregation, and from her solitary place in the gallery above Rachael wryly observed an expression almost of rapture on the faces of several of the female parishioners as they followed his dramatic oration.


Two years ago, she, too, had sat among the pews in the nave gazing up at that tall, slim figure in cassock and pleated surplice, secretly wondering how great a sin it was to nurture such carnal thoughts about Mr Bates when her mind should be turned to the service and worship of God. Now, as she looked at him standing so nobly in the pulpit, she no longer entertained dreams and secret fantasies. The magic of his voice had lost its power even to hold her attention from a stranger’s laughter in the churchyard.


She glanced away again, out through the window beside her. As recently as the end of the 1840s the church had undergone repairs, but funds had run low by the time it came to reglaze the gallery windows. In place of the leaded lights they had had to make do with panes of clear glass, affording those who sat there a view of the old part of All Souls burial ground.


The graves here were mostly Georgian, imposing monuments to the many prosperous families already established in Lewes a century ago: massive flat-topped table tombs surrounded by iron railings and inscribed with the names of generations of Sussex yeomen and merchants. For some years this part had been neglected in favour of the new cemetery, regarded as more fashionably suited to the new Victorian era; and grass now grew rankly between unpruned bushes, railings were broken down or missing altogether, and many of the tombs were overgrown with lichen and ivy, their proud inscriptions obliterated and forgotten.


The man whose laughter had distracted Rachael’s attention was still in sight. He had moved away from the path and was now standing close to his companion, a young woman partly hidden by the sweeping branches of an evergreen. He was looking towards the church, smiling, teeth gleaming under heavy moustaches, eyes beneath level black brows half-closed in pleasure. Rachael had never seen him before. He was dressed in the hard-wearing clothing of a farm worker, and would be in his early thirties.


She watched him catch the young woman by the waist and press her to him, kissing her eagerly on the mouth while his hand moved to the back of her uncovered head and released her hair from the confines of its pins, freeing it about her shoulders. The woman attempted to pull away, moving her head this way and that to escape his kisses, but he held her fast in his arms, the black curly head bent into the curve of her neck.


Rachael felt the colour flooding into her cheeks. Quickly, embarrassed lest someone should catch her watching, she turned towards the pulpit, and realised that the preacher had come to the end of his sermon. His head, too, was bent, but silently in prayer. She collected herself and picked up her hymn book from the rail in front of her.


Esmond Bates cleared his throat.


“Now let us sing together hymn number 545: ‘Glorious things of thee are spoken, Zion, city of our God’.”


The congregation rose shuffling and coughing to its feet as the old organ wheezed into the opening bars of music.


Rachael sang with them; but after a while she found herself unable to resist the temptation to glance down into the churchyard again. The couple were still there, she saw, but they had moved a little way off into the overgrowth of bushes, the woman leaning up against a flat-topped tomb. Her companion was pressed against her, his hands on either side of her hips gripping the slab so that she was imprisoned within his arms. She was no longer struggling. He seemed to be whispering in her ear; and in a while her own arms came slowly up about his waist and held him to her.


A small pulse began to throb in Rachael’s throat as she stared, fascinated, unable to tear her gaze from what was taking place.


The black-haired man lifted the woman backwards so that she lay across the lid of the old tomb, half-screened by bushes. There was a glimpse of the pale flesh of her thigh as he raised the long skirts and pushed them up around her waist, and after a moment he leaned himself forward so that the upper part of his muscular body covered hers.


She stretched her arms out above her, languorously almost; and then her head began to twist from side to side, the loose hair catching amongst the tendrils of ivy, her mouth opening on a soundless cry.


Rachael’s eyes burned. She had witnessed other couples openly making love, but never like this. Those others had been poor undernourished creatures, befuddled men and wanton women reeling out of public houses in the lower parts of the hilly town. But this pair were young and vigorous, their appetites fired not by drink but by a healthy pleasure of the senses. In her dreams Rachael had once dared to hope that this would be how she and her husband might be together, passionate and uninhibited; and for the first few months of their marriage she had tried, artlessly, to draw response from him to her own half-awakened needs.


He had not reacted as her innocent fantasies had led her to imagine any husband would; and not at all in the same way as the man out in the churchyard. It puzzled and distressed her. She knew that she was attractive, and she would have thought desirable. Her husband was older than she, but he was little more than forty and she had heard of men well into their sixties who had fathered children.


But she had never tried to discuss the subject. He disliked any talk of intimate matters.


Rachael realised suddenly that the hands holding her hymn book were trembling and her throat had gone so dry that she could scarcely find voice for the amen. The congregation rustled to its knees for prayer. Replacing the book on the rail as she got down, she became aware that the minister was watching her from below, and even from this distance she caught something of the censure in his pale eyes.


She drew a deep, uneven breath and forced herself to smile down at him. It would not do for her to seem distracted from her husband’s service.


The Reverend Esmond Bates saw his wife’s smile before her face was hidden by the black bonnet as she bent her head. He had noticed her gazing through the window, obviously caught up by whatever it was she watched out there instead of attending to the solemnity of worship. A small frown marked the high, white forehead as he began to read the prayer for the Queen’s Majesty.


“O Lord our heavenly father, high and mighty, King of kings, Lord of lords, the only ruler of princes, who dost from thy throne behold all the dwellers upon earth; most heartily we beseech thee with thy favour to behold our most gracious sovereign lady, Queen Victoria; and so replenish her with the grace of thy Holy Spirit that she may always incline to thy will and walk in thy way …”


When the service was over, Rachael came down from the gallery to wait for her husband at the rear of the nave, exchanging greetings with the congregation as they filed out into the porch. Her youth prohibited some of the older people from paying her more than brief acknowledgment; and two or three of the women scarcely more than glanced at her as they went by. She suspected that their unfriendliness stemmed from resentment that she, of all the spinsters in All Souls parish, had been chosen by the curate for his wife.


But there were many more who stopped to exchange a word or two with the quiet, gravely beautiful girl before leaving the church. Rachael had a soft, slightly husky voice that was warm and sympathetic and a natural manner that made each person she spoke to feel that they had been especially singled out for her attention; and her caring attitude was much appreciated by the infirm and needy of the parish. The vicar’s wife, Mrs Bethway, came a very poor second in their esteem, a woman whose curt tone and severe expression reflected all too faithfully her nature.


Rachael turned as her husband approached. He made a distinguished figure, as well as handsome, the black of the frock-coat and trousers contrasting with the fairness of his smooth hair; but he did not return her smile.


“The service went well, Esmond.” She took his arm. “I think your sermon was much appreciated.”


Esmond Bates glanced about him. There was no one left inside the church now, apart from one of the sidesmen, an assistant churchwarden, at the other end; and he did not bother to lower his voice as he answered, “It is the more to be regretted, then, that you yourself should find it less than absorbing.”


Her cheeks coloured at the rebuke and her hand fell back. “But I did.”


“Really? A great pity we could not afford the stained glass. Those clear windows are so conducive to distraction. Perhaps it would help your concentration if in future you sat among the congregation here below.”


“But Mrs Bethway sits in the gallery. Why shouldn’t I, in her absence?”


“You know the vicar’s wife keeps a register of parishioners attending. Since it would not do for her to be seen counting them out at the door like so many sheep, she does it discreetly from above. She does not choose to seat herself there in order to be diverted at moments of tedium by anything down in the churchyard. What was it, by the way?”


Rachael bit her lip. He would be horrified if she told him.


“Forgive me, Esmond. I didn’t realise. If I’ve offended you, I’m truly sorry for it.”


Her husband placed a hand lightly on her shoulder, a gesture of conciliation. “Very well. Now if you wish to walk on a little, I will catch up with you along the path. There is something I still have to attend to before I leave.”


She nodded and moved away.’


Once beyond the church porch she paused, though, enjoying the clean freshness of the air after the stuffy smell of old stone and wood. The warmth of early spring sunlight was pleasant on her shoulders through the black woollen shawl. She tilted back her head and closed her eyes; but the scene she had witnessed was still so vivid in her mind that after a moment curiosity overcame her, and looking around to find herself alone, she left the path and walked quickly over to the corner of the tower where a wicket gate led into the old churchyard.


The place seemed deserted. The dark-haired man and his companion must have seen the people coming out of church, and gone.


Just as she was turning away again, Rachael’s attention was arrested by something moving on the far side of a tangle of sweetbriar. She hesitated; and a figure slowly came into view. It was the young woman. Rachael’s eyes widened as she recognised Charlotte Smith, who had only recently taken up work as nursery minder at the dame school in Frog Lane.


She came on at a leisurely pace across the rough grass, her head bent, her hands up to fasten back her hair, a straw bonnet swinging by its ribbon from her wrist. The hem of her skirts was heavy with damp and the dark material was marked in places with golden smears of lichen.


“Oh!”


She looked up, startled to find someone there. Then, seeing only the curate’s wife, she gave a little laugh. “It’s you, Mrs Bates.”


Rachael returned the greeting and waited for her to pass through the gate. Already in those few moments of surprise she had decided to say nothing of what she had seen during the service. It was too private a thing to be spoken of; it would only cause embarrassment.


The two fell into step and moved on a little way together.


“You’ve been walking in the long grass?” Rachael asked lightly. “Your skirts are quite damp.”


“Oh—why, so they are.” Charlotte’s eyes flickered downwards to the tell-tale stains. “I hadn’t noticed.” She paused, casting her mind round for some excuse, then went on hurriedly, “It was so close inside the church … I come out halfway through the service to get some air. The walk freshened me. I wanted to be by myself, and nobody goes into that part nowadays, do they?”


“None who should. But I believe undesirable men sometimes get in. Do take care, Miss Smith. It’s rather lonely there and if you came to harm you might not be able to make anyone hear.”


Charlotte smiled. She adjusted her bonnet and said, “Thank you, ma’am. I must remember that in future.” Then, seeing the Reverend Bates emerging from the porch, she turned away and began to walk rapidly along the path.


By the time the curate and his wife had reached the lychgate at the further end she was already out of sight.
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The shadow of the black stallion fell across the mouth of the barn, touching the face of the young woman concealed just within. She shivered suddenly and drew herself further back among the bales of straw, where dusty shafts of sunlight pierced the dimness and glinted on the red of her hair.


Dinah Flynn had no words to explain what it was about the great horse that filled her with such primitive awe; but his closeness and the rank smell of his sweat sent a prickle of fear through her, heightened by the sense of his excitement as he caught the warm in-season odour of the mare being led in across the yard.


“Easy now, Regent … slow, boy.”


The man leading the stallion spoke softly. Hearing him, the woman edged cautiously forward again, her long skirts dragging in the straw underfoot, moving almost furtively to the barn door where she stood half-hidden in shadow, following his confident handling of the restless black Shire. Her eyes rarely left his face.


She had watched the pair of them before, in other yards on other farms, and each time had been struck by the physical likeness of the leader to his stallion. The same deep-chested muscular body, the same swarthiness, the same impression of compact strength. Not only the physical likeness, either. There was also the shared resentment of any kind of restraint; and the potent, impatient attraction to the opposite sex.


The stallion whinnied harshly and began to plunge against the restraining halter to reach the mare on the other side of the barrier—the trying bar—set across the middle of the yard. Alarmed by the sounds and the pungent smell, she tried to pull free of the two farm men at her head, the whites of her eyes glistening as the stallion was finally led round behind her.


It was a noisy business. In a while he rose up into the air, forelegs curving, and after several attempts came down heavily on her back. The woman watching from the shadows marvelled, as she always did, that any creature could carry his thrusting weight on her hindquarters without being forced to the ground.


In one swift, practised movement the stallion leader guided the shaft towards the mare. It was necessary when time was short and there were others still waiting to be covered by the Shire. He watched dispassionately for a time, dark eyes narrowed under strong brows; then he grinned at the two men steadying the mare’s head. They grinned back, but there was respect in their expression as well.


“Is the water ready?” he asked. “We’ll be needing it in a minute.”


Above him, the stallion grunted twice, then reared up away from his mate, forehooves striking noisily against the cobbles as he came down.


“Quick, now—seal her off!”


Avoiding the spent stallion, the more agile of the two handlers snatched up the pail of water set ready by the yard wall and dashed the contents over the mare’s swollen share, the sudden cold douche causing her to clamp her muscles and effectively, if crudely, sealing in the stallion seed.


“There. That’s done.”


The leader wiped the palms of his hands across the front of his corduroy breeches and pushed back a curling strand of dark hair from his eyes. He motioned to one of the men.


“You can lead him off now. Don’t look so blasted nervous, man! He’s as tame as a chick afterwards.” He tossed the halter rein over. “Here. Let him rest quiet for a bit. He’s earned it.”


The sharp air sounded to the heavy breathing of the horses and the scrape of hooves as they were led from the yard; then the noises died away and there was a silence, broken only by the buzz of flies around the midden and the distant clucking of hens. The stallion leader pushed himself casually away from the trying bar and went over towards the barn, smiling to himself.


“Dinah?” he called.


There was a swift movement and the red-haired woman came from behind the door and into his arms.


“Silly girl,” he murmured against her hair. “Hiding yourself away. One of these days I shan’t be able to find you.”


“Mebbe one o’ these days you won’t be looking for me, Frank.” She flung back her head and stared up into his amused face. “You’re late coming this month. I’ve waited near a week. What kept you?”


It was almost an accusation.


Instead of replying, he kissed her hard on the mouth. He had discovered long ago that kisses answered women better than any words, however tenderly spoken. After a moment or two he released her and said, “Well now, beauty, what’s the news in Weatherfield? Anything happening while I’ve not been here?”


When she did not answer at once he looked at her. Her eyes were lowered.


“What is it, Dinah?”


“Don’t be angry wi’ me. I—I’m breeding again.”


His smiled slipped to a grimace as he looked down at her body. Slowly he said, “Aye. So I see. When?”


“End o’ May, I reckon. Frank …” She faltered, but found fresh courage and began again. “Frank, why won’t you marry me? I’ll be in real trouble this time if you don’t. They say there’s a new parson coming to the village. What if he reckons to send me to Heathbury workhouse? I could never bear that, you know I couldn’t.”


He took her hands and held them firmly within his own. “Nobody’s going to send you to the workhouse. Why should they? You don’t cost the parish nothing.”


“Mebbe not. But who’s to know what might become o’ me wi’ this new man here? Mebbe he won’t be the kind to look the other way, not like old Yardley. He’s only got to call me out in church for loose living and the parish overseer would have me out o’ Weatherfield faster’n I could run.”


Frank Morgan shook his head, but she persisted.


“There was a girl only the other week over at Shatterford. They church-named her a wanton and whore when her second chance-born come. And d’you know what they did beside? They took both her babies off her and gi’ them to the foundling home …”


Her voice broke suddenly and she put a hand to her mouth.


“… poor creature … they put her in the workhouse … so she killed herself. Took a bit o’ broken glass and she cut her own throat. Oh God, I don’t want anything like that happening to me. Frank—Frank, you must marry me now. Please, you’ve got to do it. I don’t want to lose my babies … Not the workhouse, not that place. Anything but that.”


The stallion leader released the hands clinging desperately to his shoulders and pushed her gently from him, holding her there while he spoke, his tone as soft as when he had soothed his horse.


“Now, Dinah, let’s have no more talk like that. You needn’t fear, it’ll never happen. It’s only those without means to support themselves who get sent off to the workhouse. And I’ll always see you’re all right for money, you know that. They can’t touch you so long as you’re not a charge on the parish. As for us marrying—now you know it’d be no life for you as a wife. It’s the truth, and you needn’t look at me like that. How many times have we had this over? You’ve said it yourself. It’d be no life at all for a woman to be following the stallion circuit, going from one farm to another year in, year out. Besides,”—he glanced at her body—“babies need a roof above ’em, a home to grow in. You be thankful you have one here with your mother.”


Dinah lowered her head and examined her ringless fingers, twisting them fretfully. “Aye, lucky my mam was never wed neither, I suppose, else I’d have been without a place to turn to when little Frankie come. Even so, Frank, that’s no reason for you to use me so ill—”


She caught her lips between her teeth. Then, suddenly, flung herself away from him.


“You don’t care for me, Frank Morgan—you never did! It was all words, words, till you got what you wanted from me You’re so free wi’ your money, aren’t you—yet you won’t even pay out three farthings for the scrap o’ paper the marriage licence is on!” She clenched her fist against her swelling belly. “So how many does this ’un make, then? How many other women give you the same news this season?”


Frank Morgan stared into her flushed, angry face, the eyes bright with unshed tears; but he made no reply. Could not. Until he had travelled back through the villages on last season’s stallion round he would not know the answer. Instead, he reached out and drew her wordlessly towards him, pressing her head into his shoulder and feeling the shudder of her weeping.


Not that Morgan had fathered many bastards. He had always taken care, using a trick learned years ago from a stallion leader up in the Midlands, and could generally take his pleasure without causing mischief. Which was just as well, since most of his partners, in common with their more respectable sisters, were woefully ignorant of any means whereby pregnancy could be avoided.


His profession seemed to make him irresistible to the ladies. It was the thrill of the danger, he supposed, coupled with the sheer animal attraction of the trade. Wherever he went in the country, leading his great black stallion from yard to yard to cover the mares for prime young stock, he could be sure of a welcoming bed.


He liked the married kind of female best. Experience had taught him that they were less demanding, less ready to lose their hearts; and, more to his advantage, provided ready-made families for the swarthy little cuckoos he might chance to leave in their nests—all boys (he prided himself that he had never once sired a daughter) and so healthy and vigorous that the proxy fathers, even if they suspected anything, seemed content to allow practicality and pride to stifle their misgivings.


Frank Morgan had started working with stud horses when he was just ten years of age (it was the year George the Fourth died) and that was over twenty summers ago. He had had a lot of women in that time, but never one he had cared for as much as he did Dinah Flynn. Dinah, she was different. She had been his one failing. Several times, usually when he was away in some other part of the country, lonely for her and in his cups, he had thought of marrying her. But he had inherited a strong sense of independence along with his mother’s gipsy blood and tended to laugh at himself for such sentimentality once the drink wore off.


In any case, it had not been the same since their son, little Frankie, was born. Dinah had started to cling too much, as women do when they love and fear they are not loved enough in return; wanting to follow him about the countryside on the stallion round, questioning him about where he had been, complaining when he stayed away too long, demanding his attention and affection. He was beginning to tire of her.


He gave a half-sigh of regret and held her closer against him, pitying her in spite of his thoughts.


“I am sorry,” he said, discomforted by her tears. “But you know the way it is. I could no more stay true to you than—well, than Regent could to that mare just now. It isn’t in my nature. So what kind of a marriage would that be for us, eh?”


She raised her tear-streaked face. “I know, Frank … I know how it has to be wi’ you … but I do love you.”


“Hush, there now. I’ll be back soon, you’ll see. And I’ll not leave you short of money for little Frankie and the new baby.”


Her voice was low. “Just so long as you do come back.”


He pinched her cheek and grinned. “Don’t I always?”


All the fighting spirit seemed suddenly to have drained from her. In barely more than a whisper she said, “I have to get back. They’ll be starting the evening milking and I’ll be missed.”


“George Bashford won’t mind, surely? He’s a fair master.”


Dinah shrugged and turned away. And without another word or a backward glance she went quickly from him across the yard and out through the gate leading on to the hill path.


Morgan watched her go. A fly buzzed around the sweat streaking his brow and he brushed at it impatiently, his eyes never leaving the woman as long as he could see her. There was something about the proud set of the head, the strong back, the sway of the hips that reminded him of a girl he had had in Lewes this last month. The memory brought a smile to the firm mouth beneath the black moustache. What was her name? He thought for a moment. No, he couldn’t remember. Not that it mattered. They were all so many women to him, so many soft compliant bodies and warm lips for him to enjoy.


That girl in Lewes had been like the rest. He had met her in the market square while they were watching a muzzled old bear dance at the end of a chain. They had started to talk; he suggested some refreshment. Later, as they walked together along a lane, she had laughed and taken his arm.


“You are the most beautiful woman I have ever seen in my life,” he said. They always liked to hear that.


Afterwards, when they had finished their lovemaking in some nearby churchyard, he had promised to meet her again the following day, swearing that the hours would drag unbearably until he could be with her again. But when the appointed time came, he had been well away along the road to Buckfield, idly wondering whether she would be standing there, waiting for him in the churchyard. She was a fool if she was, to trust a man so.


Frank Morgan had no conscience about the women he had used and abandoned in this fashion. He reckoned he owed them nothing. There had never been one yet who had found him less than the most skilful and satisfying of lovers. He prided himself on a virility to match his stallion’s; but he was no brutal ravisher, interested only in his own enjoyment. He knew that by giving a woman as much pleasure as he took from her, he would always be fondly remembered. He had yet to meet one who could resist his advances for long. The day that happened, he told himself sometimes, would be the day they could shovel him into the cold earth, where men and women stayed quiet in their own beds.


It had been the same with his father, Seth Morgan. Seth had been one of the finest stallion leaders of his time; also one of the best barefist boxers, remembered throughout the country as readily when men talked of prize fighting as when they did of horses.


He had been a rare one for the ladies; until he fought a match with Gipsy Jack Lee. He had lost that fight and lost his heart as well, to Lee’s sister, a black-haired, black-eyed beauty who had ignored all his overtures and made his existence a hell, so that he finally made the greatest sacrifice a footloose ladies’ man could make, and married her.


Frank Morgan had only the haziest recollection of his father. He had been little more than three years old when Seth had taken a bad punch in a fight. He had lingered on for a week without ever regaining consciousness. His gipsy wife had grieved for a while; but she was a woman who could not sleep long in an empty bed, and after a time Frank found himself with a stepfather.


They hated each other from the start, more so as the boy grew older and better able to stand up for himself. Finally, when he was ten, his mother had sent him away into the care of one of Seth’s old partners and he had learned to work with horses like his father, and grew to be a stallion man himself.


The only real security and affection he had known in his young life was during this period, in country stables and inn yards, from rough, coarse-mouthed horsemen; and his later attitude towards the weaker sex was strongly coloured by the experience of these formative years. There was no scope to respond to feelings he had never had the chance to discover: tenderness, gentleness, love. His compassion was reserved for the horses in his charge, and as he grew older he came to believe that these were the only living creatures a man might rely on never to betray him.


The hovering fly settled on Frank Morgan’s cheek. He slapped at it absentmindedly, his thought turning to what Dinah had said just now, about a new man moving into the rectory at Weatherfield.


Where there were clergymen there were generally wives, and very often daughters. Plain and pious and prim most of them were, too, as though the embracing of religious belief poisoned their natures to all other forms of embrace; but from time to time he had known the pulpit to produce a Jezebel from among its Susannas. Morgan was no respecter of class and held no man his superior, especially members of the clergy, a profession he had little time for. If there was a pretty face up at the rectory it might be amusing to find out whether it knew how to smile at a man.


The fly alighted on him for the last time. The smack of his rough palm scarcely stung his cheek, but it crushed the insect. He looked at its squashed remains, wiped his hand on his thigh, and strolled off, whistling, to the stables.
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“It is settled, then?” Rachael repeated incredulously. “We really are going?”


Esmond Bates nodded. Following a vestry meeting with the vicar, Mr Bethway, he was able to confirm that the Bishop had agreed to his being appointed to the living of Weatherfield, a small rural parish on the edge of the Ashdown Forest.


It would be his first experience of a farming community. Esmond had entered the Church comparatively late, having spent the earlier years of his life as a schoolmaster at St Albans. Hitherto he had worked only in urban parishes. His first curacy had been served in a town in Staffordshire, his second here at All Souls in Lewes. The appointment to rector was a step up the ecclesiastical ladder; but more than that, Rachael’s first thought had been, a chance to make for them both a better domestic life.


“At last! Oh, Esmond—a home of our own at last!”


She was like a child again in her excitement. She had never felt happy or at ease in these rented rooms in Lewes, accommodation considered by her husband’s superiors well suited to a curate, but cheerless, with an atmosphere unsettled by too many short-term tenants. Perhaps it was that that was responsible for the difficulty which had so far blighted their relationship.


“When do we leave? Soon?”


Esmond saw the happiness shining in her face and was loath to spoil it.


“Do you know?” she persisted. “Do tell me. When is it to be?”


“Easter.”


“Easter? But that’s not for another month!”


“These things cannot be rushed. No one has yet been appointed to fill my position here, and Mr Bethway cannot be expected to manage the parish singlehanded because his curate has an impatient wife.”


“Impatient! Esmond, I’ve had to endure almost two years of these miserable rooms. Two years of trying to make this garret into some kind of a home for us. Look at it still—almost as gloomy and depressing as the day Mrs Bethway first brought me to see it. And you call me impatient. I tell you, once we’re out of this place I never want to see it again.”


Rachael looked around her, at the shabbiness of it all. She had been eighteen years old when she and Esmond Bates first met, and nineteen when they married. She had sold the linen shop inherited from the elderly aunt who had raised her, and with the money they were able to buy the few necessary items to make a home, with a little left over for saving.


Though Esmond was twice her age he had never cared for material things, putting his love of scholarship first, sacrificing comfort for books, preferring to make do with threadbare belongings instead of spending his limited income on what he considered the superfluous luxuries of domestication. A bachelor’s spartan lodgings had always been enough for his needs. A bachelor’s life, too, although he had not realised it.


He did what instinct told him was right. He put his arms about his wife’s slender body and drew her to him, resting his cheek against the softness of her hair.


“Easter will not be long coming, dearest. A few weeks, and then a new start. A new life—a better life—for us both.”


She clung to him, her eyes closed, feeling the gentle pressure of his embrace and yearning for his arms to hold her tighter. As tightly and possessively as the unknown man had held his woman in the churchyard. She turned her head so that her mouth was against his; but the kiss he gave was no more than a light caress, and then he released her, his arms falling to his side.


“Esmond …”


“My dear?”


She stood in the middle of the ill-lit room, her eyes full of an unrequited hunger which her lips were forbidden to name. Although she could not shape it into words, something of her quickening desire communicated itself to her husband. His expression altered, hardened, and he turned away from her.


“I must prepare myself for Evensong.”


She watched him go, his footsteps sounding hollow on the bare staircase beyond the door. The breath she drew was almost a sob as she clenched her hands together, pressing them hard against her breast, willing herself back into self-control.


But her body betrayed her. Sightlessly, she continued to stare towards the doorway while fantasy insidiously filled her mind with the image of a black-haired man lowering himself upon a woman snared in ivy.


Unbuttoning his black frock-coat, Esmond Bates went slowly over to the low sash window lighting the cramped space that made do for a bedroom, bending his head to avoid the bulge of warped ceiling rafters. For a while he stood looking out across the neighbouring rooftops at the setting sun where it hung cherry-red on the rim of a gable, balanced like a conjuror’s ball above the irregular shadows of chimney stacks striping the bareness of slates and tiles.


The coat now hung limply by its collar from his hand. Imperceptibly, the dying rays crept from the corner of the window across his motionless figure, pitilessly picking out the darning on the elbow of his shirt, the frayed tabs securing the clerical stock, the shine of wear on the collar encircling his throat.


There was no expression of pleasure on his face. Rather, it was drawn down, for Esmond had no wish to go to Weatherfield. Were it possible to remain here in Lewes in other, better accommodation, he would have grasped at the chance and thanked God for it. He was an urban creature, urban by habit, inclination and custom, and the thought of moving away into the isolation of a country parish filled him with bleak misgiving.


What did he know of rural life? Nothing. He had asked; of course he had asked, made enquiries about what differences he would find, what difficulties he would meet with, ministering to men and women who, by the very nature of their lives, were unlettered, unsophisticated, governed by superstition, incurious of the changes coming about so rapidly in the towns.


He enjoyed Lewes immensely. It was an ideal place for a man of his leaning and temperament: a centre of progress, advancing firmly and confidently into the second half of the nineteenth century. Its trade was prospering, its industry flourished, its slums were being swept away, its people given the advantages of modern institutions to encourage their education, health and moral welfare.


In particular he valued the libraries, the literary societies and debating clubs; and his most fulfilling work was the supervision of adult classes at which those thirsting for a knowledge of the Lord met together to study the Scriptures and their teaching.


What scope would there be for such rewarding ministry now? To go from all this to some rural confinement—to be miles from anywhere buried among fields and woodland, in a parish unaffected by the movement of the times but following still a way of life virtually unchanged since the Middle Ages—it would be akin to removing himself to the dark side of the moon.


But go he must. The change had to be made, however reluctantly, for Rachael’s sake, for the sake of her happiness and the salvation of their marriage. For his own salvation, too. He must not, he told himself grimly, allow himself to become too content. Never that. He was a man who did not permit the pleasure of self-satisfaction, believing that the sins of the past could only be expiated by suffering and sacrifice in the present.


The red sunset had died now, the warmth of its light replaced within the tiny garret room by the cold shadows of early evening. The whole house was silent. From the street far below came the clip of horse hooves and the rumble of iron cart-tyres; and somewhere in the neighbourhood the strains of a barrel organ drifted up in faint, tinkling echoes.


A sudden feeling of desolation came over Esmond and he turned from the window to the deal-wood washstand in the corner.


On the shelf behind stood several of Rachael’s pots: Rowland’s Kalydor lotion, eau de quinine for her hair, a toothpaste made of areca nut and ground cuttlefish bone which she insisted on applying every day, contrary to his advice. Once a week was ample enough if one used the paste in conjunction with the softened end of a wooden probe.


He lifted the chipped ewer and poured himself half a bowl of water. It was cold and the piece of coal-tar soap refused to lather. He was about to call down to his wife to have more heated up on the kitchen range when his glance was arrested by the mirror on the wall above. In the half-light the image was distorted by shadows, and for a moment it was as though it were his father’s face that stared back at him.


Esmond Bates had been born in 1810 in St Albans in Hertfordshire, the only child of a schoolmaster whose profession he was later briefly to follow.


From his earliest years the only emotions he experienced towards this man were ones of fear and hatred. Reared in accordance with his father’s rigidly strict Fundamentalist beliefs, the happiness of a normal childhood was denied him. There was no laughter in the house: laughter was a wickedness. There was no affection: affection was the first step to sensualism. There was no freedom, no time when young Esmond might put aside his books and go out to join his friends. He had no friends. He had no leisure. Every waking moment must be spent in obedience to his father’s will; and if he ever dared to act contrary to that will he was stripped and bound across the table in the study and flogged with a cane until the blood ran down his naked legs.


Flogging was his father’s chief appetite, next to praying. He flogged his pupils for the slightest misdemeanour, he flogged his servants for the good of their souls; he flogged his wife on occasion, reasoning that like horses and dogs, women were all the better for their master’s beating.


For the first eight years of this miserable childhood, Esmond’s one source of refuge and consolation was his mother. Like her husband, Jerusha Bates directed her life within the rules laid down by Fundamentalist teaching; but in her case those rules were softened by natural maternal instinct. Though never allowing herself physical contact with the boy—kisses and caresses were Satan’s sign of a lustful nature—yet she smiled at him often and spoke gently, and would sometimes weep with him over the pain of his father’s chastisement.


But Jerusha died; and from the age of nine Esmond lived alone with servants in his father’s house, cut off from any source of tenderness.


It was about this time the seeds of hatred first began to bear fruit, though in small ways. Paltry thefts from the desks of fellow pupils, exaggerations that could scarcely be called lies, a window broken, a box of pencils deliberately mislaid. All went unremarked; and as he matured into early manhood he remained outwardly a faithful reflection of the elder Bates.


But those seeds continued to flourish in the private darkness of his thoughts and from the age of seventeen his rebellion showed itself more openly. He began seeking out the poorer quarters of St Albans, the narrow, medieval alleys and closes whose crumbling tenements harboured the detritus of the town.


When his days of schooling were completed, Esmond became an assistant teacher to his father; and no one seeing them together, so alike it seemed in heart and body and mind, could ever have suspected that when the younger man went up to his room at night it was not to scour his soul for its sinful shortcomings and pray for forgiveness and enlightenment to the wrathful God of the Old Testament; not to contemplate upon his knees, but to clamber out through the casement window and spend the hours of darkness pursuing physical enlightenment in the arms of the town’s whores.


He proved an apt pupil, and a greedy one. Having been raised to believe the body a wicked, filthy thing, he now flung himself headlong into debauchery and revelled in the pleasures of the flesh, equalling in appetite the tastes of his companions in vice. It was noted that his activities were confined solely to physical lust: Esmond Bates never gambled, never drank, and never flouted the law.


When his mode of life at length began to leave its telltale marks on his appearance, his father attributed the tiredness, the sunken lacklustre eyes and pallid complexion to mortification of the body in pursuit of spiritual purity; and rejoiced accordingly.


Then, in the autumn of 1833, he received an unsigned letter which informed him otherwise. At first he refused to believe its scurrilous accusations. But the suspicion had been planted; and it grew.


One night he had waited unseen at the end of the back lane, and witnessed his son leave the house by a rear window. He followed him into the warren of alleys, even then assuring himself that Esmond had come to this desolation of Satan solely in order to bring the fear of Hell to its inhabitants, that he entered the slime-pits of Siddim to cleanse them, to put them to the torch so that they should become as the valley of Ben-hinnom.


Again, he waited. And when his son failed to re-emerge from the stinking tenement, went in after him.


Esmond Bates never returned to his father’s house. He left St Albans at first light and travelled into London; and for a time was lost to the knowledge of decent men.


The clock chimes of All Souls church broke suddenly into his thoughts, warning him that time was running on and he would be late for Evensong.


He looked away from the washstand mirror, from that accusing face, half in shadow just as his life had been, and washed himself hurriedly, drying his hands on the thin, sour-smelling piece of towelling on the rail beside the stand.


Then put on his coat once more and went quickly out, down the steep, gloomy stairs in search of his wife.




4


The view rose suddenly as the carrier’s waggon lurched into a deep rut on the bend, throwing Rachael sideways against her husband and bringing a crash of crockery from inside the wicker hamper lashed to one of the trunks on the bed of the waggon.


“I wish I’d thought to wrap the plates inside the clothing,” she said, vexed. “At this rate there’ll be nothing left for us to eat off by the time we reach Weatherfield.”


Esmond Bates sat stiffly upright on the bench seat. For the past hour he had felt quite ill with a sick headache which seemed to grow worse with every jolt to his spine from the waggon’s lurching.


“Why bring any plates?” he demanded curtly. “They were cracked to begin with. I told you to throw them out.”


Rachael withdrew her hand from his arm. The few poor bits and pieces they possessed had served them well enough during those dismal years in Lewes and she had not had the heart to discard them.


“In any case,” the new rector continued, “you will find a whole cupboard of plates at the house. Good sound stuff, hardly used. The Bishop’s secretary assured me the rectory is well supplied with the usual domestic goods. It all comes to me with the living.”


The waggon gave another lurch and the contents of the wicker hamper rattled uneasily together.


A further turning in the lane now appeared beyond the tunnel of trees they were passing through. Bright April sunshine threw into relief the baked mud ridges corrugating its surface. In wet weather this country byway would be a mire, churned up by the hooves and wheels passing over it. It was the same everywhere in the remoter parts of the Weald. For generations, travellers had been complaining about the state of the roads, deep sticky mud in bad weather, bone-jolting ruts in dry; but nothing was ever done about surfacing them. In fact, it was an oft-repeated joke that the reason Sussex women had such long legs was because they stretched them by having constantly to drag their feet out of the clinging wealden clay.


As the carrier’s waggon swayed out from beneath the trees Esmond Bates blinked in the sudden brilliance of sunlight; and for no reason in particular there came into his mind a memory of how the sun had shafted down on to his wife’s warm brown hair, the first time he had noticed her.


She had been arranging a bowl of flowers in the side chapel of All Souls, head bowed over her task, the light from the stained glass window spilling over her and turning her into such a bright and lovely vision that the fact had not occurred to him till later that her head had not been covered in church.


“Which road now, sir?”


The carrier’s voice from the front of the waggon roused him from his reverie.


“I don’t know the ways hereabout, so far from Lewes. I’d be obliged for your guidance.”


They had halted at a crossways, one narrow road to their left, two others branching away almost ahead of them. When Esmond had ridden this way the first time, to view his new living, he had been accompanied by the agent and had taken no particular note of the route. But he recalled there had been a signpost at this junction, one arm pointing to Weatherfield, another to the neighbouring hamlet of Troy Town, a third to Shatterford, and the last indicating the direction of the town through which the waggon and its occupants had travelled from Lewes.


“There ought to be a signpost somewhere about,” he called back. “Don’t you see it?”


The carrier half-rose from his seat and looked around. “Reckon that be it.” He indicated with his whip.


Esmond shielded his eyes against the sun’s glare and stood up to follow his direction. The post had obviously been uprooted, and now lay propped at an angle against the hedge. He made a small sound of annoyance.


“That’s of little use to us. Some careless farm cart, I suppose. If we take the wrong turning here it will send us right out of our way.”


Just as Esmond’s irritation at the absurdity of their situation began to sharpen, the carrier cocked his head to one side and said, “Now thanks be to that! Somebody’s a-riding this way.”


Above the chirp of hedge sparrows a rhythmical drumming became audible from the tree-shaded dip of the left-hand road, and within a few moments a horseman came into view, cantering smoothly up the slope towards the crossways.


Catching sight of the stationary waggon he reined in and approached at a gentler pace along the grassy verge until he was parallel with the passengers. The height of the bay gelding gave him an immediate advantage over them, forcing Rachael to shade her eyes to look up at him as he halted alongside. She could see little against the brightness of the sun outlining the man’s figure, only that he was strongly-built and wore the clothing of a yeoman farmer.


He shifted himself in the saddle, and made a slight sketch of a bow.


“Are you in any difficulty, sir? Might I be of assistance?”


The voice was deep, and would have been cultured were it not for a slight broadening of the vowels marking him a countryman.


“I’d be obliged to you if you could set us on the way to Weatherfield,” Esmond answered. “The signpost over there has been shifted. We have no way of knowing which road to take.”


The rider glanced behind him, then looked back at the man in sober clerical garb.


“You’re travelling to Weatherfield?”


“We are.”


“I see. Well, Mr—?”


“Bates, sir.”


“Well, Mr Bates, this is a poor beginning for us. A bad greeting. You’ll be the new parson, I take it?”


“I am.”


“Bashford. George Bashford.” The rider raised his hat and leaned down from his horse to shake hands. “I farm over at Netherton.”


Esmond introduced Rachael and Bashford repeated his bow, deeper this time. She had a better view of him now and saw that he was young, cleanly shaven, and with thick brown hair cut short above his ears. His strong features went well with his build and firm voice.


“And is Netherton near here, sir?” she asked.


“No, it’s a good way beyond Weatherfield, ma’am—getting on fo’r East Grinstead.”


Bashford’s eyes moved across her face, noting its fine-boned beauty, then he looked again at her husband and smiled apologetically.


“I’m sorry you’ve been held up like this. It’s the right fork you want.” He pointed out the route with his riding crop. “Perhaps I can make amends for the ill reception by going on ahead to let them know you’re expected?”


“Thank you,” Esmond responded. “If it is not out of your way.”


“Not at all.”


“Then that would be most kind of you, sir.”


George Bashford smiled again, touched his hat to Rachael, and circling his horse round behind the waggon, trotted past them on the further side, calling out to the carrier to follow his direction.


Roused up by a flick of the whip, the draught horse moved ponderously after his, taking them over the crossways and into the welcome shade of a high hedge which bordered the new route for a mile or so before dwindling to give a clear view of the valley in which Weatherfield lay.


Before long Esmond Bates and his wife were able to pick out various features of their new parish and its setting: hill pastures and copses, arable land further down, scattered farm buildings; the spire of the church half-hidden amongst trees; then the first of the cottages appearing as the lane levelled out, and figures moving in the distance.


As they neared the village they overtook a small boy in a smock slashing at nettles with a rook-scarer as he dawdled along. He stood back against the hedge as though to let the waggon go by, staring in open curiosity at the strangers; then suddenly took to his heels and dashed off along the lane, his dog leaping behind him.


Esmond’s headache lifted a little. Shifting himself on his seat, he turned to look Rachael full in the eyes with an intensity that betrayed his normally well-guarded emotions.


“May I be as good a husband in this place as I hope to be a priest,” he murmured.


For a long moment they looked at one another. Then she leaned forward and kissed his cheek.


“You are always a good husband to me, Esmond,” she responded softly.


But her words, like her gesture, were automatic. Even as she touched him she was silently praying that the near-stranger she had lived with in Lewes might at last begin to respond towards her as she had always imagined a husband would; that the shadow on their marriage might be lifted.


By the time the carrier’s waggon reached the main part of the village, the small boy and his dog had become part of a group of a dozen or so people standing at the rectory gate on the edge of the green. Of George Bashford there was no sign, but several men who had been at work in the lower fields had been hailed by him as he rode by and had come down to help with unloading the waggon.


While the job got under way, Rachael stood to one side to take in her new home.


Weatherfield was typical of many such small settlements among the woodlands of the Weald. Esmond, for whom such things were a fascination, had studied the derivation of its place-name and discovered it to be Witheranfeld; which he explained meant that their parish covered land once belonging to some Anglo-Saxon settler called Wither, or “the Ram”. He would not be drawn into speculating how such a nickname might have been gained.


At some time in the past the community had shifted from its original site, leaving the rectory and small Norman church standing in isolation on the opposite side of the green. The centre of the village was now its high street, running away downhill towards Troy Town and Shatterford and bordered by cottage rows whose gardens stretched behind to the farm lands. To one end stood the general store; at the other, the smithy overlooked a rush-fringed pond fed by a stream flowing the length of the street behind a line of railings.


The rectory itself was a handsome Georgian house whose warm brick frontage was partly obscured by climbing roses. It stood well back from the green behind a long garden, bounded on one side by the churchyard wall. Sheep were feeding among the grassy humps of graves. Rooks wheeled and cawed in neighbouring elms; and beyond the branches of an ancient yew the shingled spire of St Anne’s rose into the early evening sky.


As her eyes travelled down from the spire, Rachael’s attention was suddenly captured by sight of a man sitting on the churchyard wall watching the activity at the rectory: She gave a start. Surely it could not be …? She stared at him, wondering whether she was possibly mistaken. Yes, of course she must be.


Then, when he jumped down and began walking towards her, she knew beyond any doubt that there was no mistake: the broad, muscular shoulders, the black curling hair, the heavy moustache. It was the same man who had been with Charlotte Smith in All Souls’ graveyard that day.


Greatly agitated, she continued to stare at him; and as he came by he looked across and smiled, his teeth strong and white as she remembered them in the dark virile face. Then someone touched her arm, wanting to know whether the chairs should be put in the parlour or study, and when she looked round again the man had disappeared.


She was still standing there on the path trying to see whether he was among those at the waggon, perplexed by such an encounter, how it was possible he came to be in Weatherfield of all places, when a red-haired woman came up the garden carrying a pile of Esmond’s books held together by a leather strap.


Immediately she saw her, Rachael abandoned her search and went over, reaching out a hand.


“Do let me take those. They’re too heavy—for you. You may harm yourself.”


The young woman stopped and looked over her shoulder.


“That’s kind of you, ma’am, but don’t worry. I shan’t catch hurt. I carry a sight more’n this most days.”


She shifted the books awkwardly to the other side of her swollen body.


“Even so, at least let me share the load with you.”


“As you like.”


Balancing the weight between them, the two made their way side by side along the brick path and in through the modestly columned porch of the house. The dark-haired man was nowhere to be seen among the group of helpers inside, either.


For the moment Rachael forced herself to put him to the back of her mind.


“Which is the study, do you know?” she asked, searching about her.


The other gestured with her head towards a right-hand door leading off the central hallway. It stood ajar, revealing the shadowy interior. Going through, she found herself in a room lighted by sash windows overlooking the garden. She lowered her burden to the floor and glanced around. Apart from bookshelves on either side the chimney breast, the place was empty. A mass of charred paper spilled from the mouth of the grate and overflowed on to the bare floor boards. On the mantelshelf above, a broken wooden calendar showing 17 January 1852 was almost three months out of date.


The red-haired woman seated herself heavily on top of the books and cast a quick look around the room.


“Old Parson Yardley died that month,” she said, indicating the calendar. “Cold got on his chest. His sister come straight back here directly after the funeral and took all manner o’ stuff away. Anything she reckoned to get a penny or two for, the old cat. Half of it weren’t her’n to take, neither.”


She glanced over to where Rachael was standing, an expression of sympathy on her young face.


“What’s left’s fit for naun but kindling, I’m afraid you’ll find. And you wi’ so little stuff of your own, an’ all. Still, them shelves are built in pretty solid—she couldn’t make off wi’ them, leastways. Your father’ll have plenty o’ space for this lot.”


She patted the books and got to her feet, her hands pressed against the small of her back to relieve the ache of the child within her.


“Mr Bates is not my father,” Rachael said quickly. When she and Esmond were first married she had been embarrassed when strangers meeting them confused their relationship to each other. Now she had learned not to be so sensitive. “He’s my husband. I’m Mrs Bates.”


“Oh … oh, I’m sorry, ma’am! I thought—” The other looked flustered. “There, that’s just like me. Always making a boffle o’ things. And there’s me went and told Frank … When I saw you outside it never crossed my mind you might be married. I hope you’re not offended?”


“Of course not. May I know your name?”


“Dinah. Dinah Flynn. I live out towards Troy Town, a mile or so off. At the alehouse.”


Rachael watched her as she turned away to unfasten the strap binding Esmond’s books, and thought how pretty she was despite the ungainly figure. Pregnancy had lent its compensation of a healthy glow to her skin that enhanced the burnished coppery-red hair caught into a loose knot at the nape of her neck.


“Leave those,” she said, as Dinah made to start putting the books on the shelves. “My husband will want to arrange them himself. You’ve already done more than enough.”


“It’s no trouble, ma’am. I like to be of help.”


“Well, perhaps you’d show me the kitchen quarters? I must make a start somewhere. It might as well be there.”


She followed Dinah out into the hallway and along a passage at the far end beside the stairs.


“Did Mr Yardley’s sister live here at the rectory?”


“After she were widowed, yes. Before that, some of us in the parish took it by turns to come up and clean and do. But when Mrs Phillips come, a year back it was, she didn’t want no help from anyone. Ran the place by herself till the old man died.”


“And is she in the village still?”


“Lor’, no! Not her. She took herself off back Chichester way.” Dinah looked over her shoulder. “We were glad to be shut of her, an’ all. Nobody liked her. She even tried to stop the parson baptising my little Frankie. Now then, here we are. This here’s the kitchen—”


She led Rachael into a high-ceilinged room at the bottom of the passage. Like the study, it was bare of any furniture. In the middle of the floor stood the hamper from Lewes containing the plates which Esmond had sneered at for being cracked and no longer of use.
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