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About the Book


December 1890: Eleven days before Christmas, Clarice and her husband, Reverend Dominic Corde, arrive in the idyllic village of Cottisham to watch over the Reverend Wynter’s flock, whilst he takes a richly deserved holiday.


With its village green and thatched cottages, Cottisham is a far cry from the bleak London parish they’ve left behind. But Clarice can’t shake the feeling that the welcoming smiles of the locals are hiding dark secrets. 


When a shocking discovery confirms her suspicions, Clarice can’t resist investigating. Could it be that the Reverend is not all that he seems? Are there black sheep in the fold? One thing is certain: Clarice is determined to uncover the truth. Even if it means putting her own life in danger.




To all those who would like to start again.




Clarice Corde leaned back in her seat as the train pulled out of the station in a cloud of steam. Smuts flew, and engine roared as it gathered speed. The rain beat against the window and she could barely see the glistening rooftops of London. It was 14 December 1890, ten days before Christmas Eve. She had been married little more than a year, and she was far from used to being a vicar’s wife. Neither obedience nor tact came to her except with a considerable effort, but she made it for Dominic’s sake.


She glanced sideways at him now and saw him deep in thought. She knew he was concerned for his ability to rise to this opportunity they had been offered so unexpectedly. The elderly Reverend Mr Wynter had taken a richly deserved holiday; therefore his church, in the small village of Cottisham, needed someone to stand in for him to care for his flock over Christmas.


Dominic had seized the chance. He had been a widower who had abandoned a self-indulgent life and embraced the ministry somewhat late. Perhaps no one but Clarice saw beyond his handsome face and ease of manner to the doubts beneath. She loved him the more fiercely because she knew he understood his own weaknesses as well as the power of his dreams.


He looked up and smiled at her. Once again she was warmed by amazement that he should have chosen her: the awkward sister, the one with the tactless tongue and the disastrous sense of humour rather than any of the reliable and more conventional beauties eager for his attention.


This chance to go to Cottisham, in the county of Hertfordshire, was the greatest Christmas gift they could have been given. It was an escape from serving under the Reverend Mr Spindlewood in the bleak area of industrial London to which Dominic had been sent as curate.


How could she reassure him that his new parishioners expected only patience, and that he should be there to listen and comfort, to assure them of the message of Christmas, and peace on earth?


She reached her hand across and touched his arm, tightening her fingers for a moment. ‘It will be good,’ she said firmly. ‘And being in the country will be fun.’


He smiled at her, his dark eyes bright, knowing what she meant to tell him.


The village was indeed beautiful, even though it boasted little more than a wide green with a duck pond and houses all around it. Many of the dwellings were thatched, their bare winter gardens neatly tidied. Perhaps half a dozen narrow roads twisted away into the surrounding woods and the fields beyond. The church was Saxon: slate-roofed, with a square tower rising high against the wind-torn clouds.


The carriage that had brought them from the station drew up in front of the rambling stone vicarage. The driver unloaded their cases on to the gravel, and drove away.


Clarice looked at the closed door, then at the fine Georgian windows. It was a beautiful house, but it seemed oddly blind, as if it were oblivious to their arrival, and they would knock on the oak door in vain. This was to be their home, and Dominic’s challenge and opportunity would be to preach and to minister without supervision, or the constant meddling of the Reverend Mr Spindlewood. Clarice knew she must behave with enthusiasm now, whatever doubt or loneliness she felt. That was what faith was about. Anyone can be cheerful when they are fresh and the sun is shining.


She looked at Dominic once, then marched up to the front door and banged briskly with the lion’s-head knocker.


There was total silence from inside.


‘Stay here with the boxes,’ Dominic said quietly. ‘I’ll go to the nearest house. They must have left the keys with someone.’


But before he could go more than a dozen steps a stout woman, with hair piled up on her head in an untidy knot, came bustling along the road. She struggled to hold a shawl around her shoulders against the wind.


‘All right! All right! I’m coming,’ she called out. ‘No hurry! It ain’t snowin’ yet. You must be the Reverend Mr Corde. An’ Mrs Corde, I take it?’ She stopped in front of them and looked Clarice up and down dubiously. ‘I s’pose you know how to care for a house, an’ all?’ she said in a tone close to accusation. ‘I’m Mrs Wellbeloved. I look after the vicar, but I can’t do no more for you than a bit o’ the heavy work, ’cos I’ve got family coming for Christmas, an’ I need me holiday too. In’t good for a body to work all the days o’ the year, an’ it in’t right to expect it.’


‘Of course we don’t expect it,’ Clarice agreed, although she had in fact expected exactly that. ‘If you show me where to find everything, and assist with the laundry, I’m sure that will be most satisfactory.’


Mrs Wellbeloved looked more or less mollified. She produced a large key from her pocket, unlocked the door and led the way in.


Clarice followed her, pleasantly surprised by the warmth of the house, even though the vicar had been gone for a couple of days. It smelled of lavender, beeswax and the faint, earthy perfume of chrysanthemums. Everything looked clean: the wooden floor, the hall table, the doors leading off to left and right, the stairs going up towards a wide landing. There was a large vase of branches and leaves of gold and bronze on the floor. For all her lack of grace, Mrs Wellbeloved seemed to be an excellent housekeeper.


‘You’ll be liking it here,’ she said more to Dominic than to Clarice. It sounded something of an order. ‘Folks know how to behave decent. Come to church regular and give to the poor. Won’t be nothing for you to do but your duty. Just keep it right for the vicar to come back to. I’m sure he’s left you a list of them as needs visiting, but if he hasn’t, I can tell you.’ She opened the sitting-room door to show them a graceful room with a wide fireplace and bay window, and then closed the door again. ‘You’ll be takin’ all services regular,’ she went on, walking quickly towards the kitchen. ‘An’ you won’t be wantin’ the sexton, but if you do, he’s first on the right on the Glebe Road. Gravedigger’s two down beyond.’


‘Thank you, Mrs Wellbeloved.’ Dominic avoided meeting Clarice’s eyes, and answered with as straight a face as he could manage.


‘I’ll be in reg’lar for the heavy stuff, ’ceptin’ Christmas Day, an’ Boxin’ Day, o’ course,’ Mrs Wellbeloved continued. ‘You’ll have enough coal an’ coke an’ likely enough kindlin’, but if you haven’t you can go walk in the woods an’ pick up plenty. Works best of all if you dry it proper first. An’ you’ll walk Harry too. I can’t be doin’ that.’


‘Harry?’ Dominic asked, puzzled.


‘Harry.’ She looked at him witheringly. ‘The dog! Didn’t the vicar tell you about Harry? Retriever, he is. Good as gold, if you treat him right. An’ Etta. But you don’t need to do nothin’ for her, ’cept scraps and stuff, an’ milk. She’ll fend for herself.’


Clarice made a quick guess. ‘Etta’s a cat?’


Mrs Wellbeloved looked appeased for their ignorance. ‘Right good little mouser, she is. Plain as you like, but clever. Capture ’em all in the end.’ She said it with satisfaction, as if she identified with the animal, and were in some oblique way describing herself as well.


Clarice could not help smiling. ‘Thank you. I am sure we shall get along excellently. Thank you for showing us in. We shall have a cup of tea, and then unpack.’


‘There’s everything you’ll need for today,’ Mrs Wellbeloved nodded. ‘Game pie in the pantry, an’ plenty o’ vegetables, such as there is this time o’ year. You’ll need onions. Vicar loved ’em. Hot onion soup best thing in the world for a cold, he said. Smells worse ’n whisky, but at least you’re sober.’ She gave Dominic a hard, level look.


He returned it unflinchingly, and then slowly smiled.


Mrs Wellbeloved grunted, then a pink blush spread up her face and she turned away. ‘Handsome is as handsome does,’ she muttered under her breath.


Clarice thanked her again and saw her to the door. She was ready to be alone in her new, temporary home, and take stock of things. But first she wanted a cup of tea. It had been a long journey and it was close to the shortest day in the year. Storm clouds were looming up over the trees and the light was fading.


The house was everything she could have hoped. It had charm and individuality. The furniture was all well used, but also well cared for. Nothing really matched, as if each had been gathered as opportunity arose, and yet nothing appeared to be out of place. Oak, mahogany and walnut jostled together, and age had mellowed them all. Elizabethan carving did not clash with Georgian simplicity. Everything seemed to be useful, except for one small table with barley-twist legs, which was there, Clarice guessed, simply because it was liked.


The pictures on the walls were also obviously personal choice: a watercolour of Bamburgh Castle on the Northumberland coast, rising out of the pale sands with the North Sea beyond; a Dutch scene of fishing boats; half a dozen pencil sketches of bare trees; more winter fields and trees in pen and ink. She found them remarkably restful; her eye returned to them again and again. Upstairs she found another sketch, this time of the ruins of Rievaulx Abbey, bare columns and broken walls towering against the clouds.


‘Look at this,’ she called to Dominic, who was carrying the last case up to the boxroom. ‘Isn’t it lovely?’


He put the case away before coming to stand a little behind her, his arm around her shoulder. ‘Yes,’ he agreed, examining the picture carefully. ‘I like it very much.’ He peered at the signature. ‘It’s his own! Did you see that?’


‘His own?’ she asked.


‘The bishop told me he painted,’ he replied. ‘He didn’t say how good he was, though. That has both power and grace to it. At least I think so. I’m looking forward to meeting him, when he comes back.’


Clarice caught the edge of ruefulness in his voice. Those three weeks would go by too quickly, and then they would have to return to London, and Mr Spindlewood. Before that time Dominic must somehow show that he was wise enough, gentle enough, and patient in listening to care for the village alone. He must be passionate and original in his sermons, not only to hold interest but to feed the heart with the special message of Christmas. She knew this mattered to him intensely, and that his belief in himself wavered. Only the total upheaval of his life had made him consider religious faith at all.


She also knew that empty words of assurance from her would not help. He already knew she believed in him, and took it for granted that it was born of her love more than any realism.


‘I wonder if he’ll do any more drawing while he’s away this time,’ she said. ‘I don’t even know where he’s gone.’


Clarice awoke the next morning to stand shivering in her nightgown and drew the curtains open on to a glistening white world. The vicarage garden was surprisingly large and backed on to the woods. The trees were dusted with snow in wildly intricate patterns like heavy lace against a lead-grey sky, and the pale light gave it an eerie, luminous quality. She breathed out slowly in amazement at its beauty, momentarily forgetting to shiver.


She stared at it in rapture until suddenly she remembered there was housework to be done: grates to clean out, fires to be laid and lit and breakfast to be cooked. And, of course, Harry and Etta to be fed. She could not afford to wait for Mrs Wellbeloved to come.


A little after ten o’clock, when Dominic was in the study reading some of the vicar’s notes and trying to familiarise himself with the parish, there was a noise outside on the gravel drive. Harry came trotting out of the kitchen where he had been asleep by the stove. His nose was in the air and his plumed tail was waving; however, he did not bark.


Clarice snatched her apron off and went to open the door just as the knocker sounded. She pulled it wide to see a man standing just back from the step. He was a little above average height and apparently slender, although under the weight of his winter coat it was hard to tell. His face was fine-boned, not exactly handsome, but full of intelligence and a wry wit. His complexion was deep olive and his eyes had the liquid darkness that comes from the East. However, when he spoke his voice was as English as her own.


‘How do you do, Mrs Corde? I am Peter Connaught.’ He gestured vaguely behind him. ‘From the manor house. I wanted to welcome you to the village.’ He held out his hand, then glanced at the smooth, leather glove and apologised, pulling it off.


‘How do you do, Mr Connaught?’ she replied, smiling at him. ‘That is most kind of you. May I offer you a cup of tea? It’s terribly cold this morning.’


‘That would be most welcome,’ he accepted. ‘I think it’s going to be a hard Christmas – for weather, but I hope not for anything else.’


She stepped back and opened the door wider for him. He came in, glancing around as if perhaps the vicarage might have changed since he had been there last. Then he relaxed and smiled again, reassured. Did he think they would have moved things in a night?


She took his coat, and then showed him into the sitting room, grateful she had lit the fire early and it was pleasantly warm. She noticed how again he looked around, smiling at familiar things, the pictures, the way the furniture was arranged, the worn chairs with their colours blending.


‘If you will excuse me, I shall tell my husband you are here. Then I shall bring tea.’


‘Of course.’ He inclined his head, rubbing his hands together. His polished boots were wet from the snow and the wind had whipped colour into his face.


She went to the study first and opened the door without knocking.


‘Dominic, Mr Connaught from the manor house is in the sitting room. I’m just going to bring tea. It’s very good of him to come, isn’t it?’


He looked a little surprised. ‘Yes. And very quick.’ There was a note of apprehension in his voice.


Clarice heard it and was afraid he was anxious already that she might be too frank in her opinions, too quick not only to see a better way of doing something, but to say so. It had been known to happen before.


‘I suppose I should call upon his wife. She will know all the women in the village and everything about them. He hasn’t mentioned her,’ she added, biting her lip and looking straight into his eyes. ‘But I promise I shall behave perfectly. I will find her delightful and extremely competent, I promise you. Even if she is a blithering idiot with a tongue like a dose of vinegar! I really do promise.’


He stood up. ‘Just don’t expect me to watch you, and keep a straight face!’ he warned, touching her cheek so lightly she barely felt it. ‘Don’t change too much! I wouldn’t care to be Archbishop of Canterbury if I had to lose the person you are in order to do it!’


‘Oh, if you were Archbishop of Canterbury,’ she said cheerfully, ‘I would probably say whatever I pleased! Everyone would be far too in awe of you to criticise me.’


He rolled his eyes, and went out to meet their guest.


Clarice went into the kitchen happily. To be loved for herself, with all her dreams and vulnerabilities, the mistakes and the virtues, was the highest prize in life, and she knew that.


When she returned with the tray of tea and biscuits she found both men seated by the fire talking. They rose immediately and Dominic took the tray from her and set it down. They exchanged the usual pleasantries. She poured and passed Connaught his cup, then Dominic.


‘Sir Peter has been telling me a little about the village,’ Dominic said, catching her eye. ‘His family has been here for centuries.’


She felt herself blush. She had not known his title and had called him ‘Mister’ when she had asked him in. She wondered if he were offended. Normally she would not have cared, but all this mattered so much. She was not impressed with people’s ancestors, but this was not the time to say so. She composed her face into an expression of interest. ‘Really? How fortunate you are to have deep roots in such a lovely place.’


‘Yes,’ he agreed quickly. ‘It gives me a great sense of belonging. And like all privileges, it carries certain obligations. But I believe they are a pleasure also. I was very sad when I learned that Mr Wynter was taking his holiday over Christmas, but now that we have you here, I am sure it will be as excellent as always. Christmas is a great time for healing rifts, forgiving mistakes, and welcoming wanderers home.’


‘How very well you express it,’ Dominic responded. ‘Is that what Mr Wynter has said in the past, or your own feeling?’


Sir Peter looked slightly surprised, even momentarily disconcerted. ‘My own. Why do you ask?’


‘I thought it was so well phrased I might ask you if I could use it,’ Dominic replied candidly. ‘I would like to say something truly appropriate in my Watch Night sermon, which has to be as short as possible, yet still to have meaning. But I cannot prepare it until I have at least a slight acquaintance with the village, and the people.’
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