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Author’s Note


The drama of this novel is played out in real places: in towns, villages and churches lying in a corner of Herefordshire border country which I find uniquely beautiful. The events of the story, set a century and a half ago, are entirely fictional, are based on no real person, living or dead, and draw on no real incident know to me. Any resemblances are entirely coincidental. One or two real people from the past do make brief appearances – the local historian Richard Parry, the clockmaker Thomas Skarratt. I have also used many old local names.


I thank Miss Vera Harrison, Secretary of the Kington History Society, for so readily and kindly lending me maps and documents of the period. Beryl Lewis was also kind enough to furnish me with some local material. In London, Dr W.M. Jacob generously responded to questions about the Victorian church. Any inaccuracies about location or period detail are mine alone.





Part One


[image: image]





 



1860


[image: image]





1


[image: image]


December afternoon, the light fading, frost. As he pulled out his bags and slammed the carriage door, the engine’s escaping steam rose like a wraith to the gathering cloud. He called up along the track to where the guard was leaning out of the window, his features barely distinguishable in the dusk.


‘Thank you!’


‘Good night, sir!’


Then, as the train began slowly to move again, the wraiths of steam became great billowing clouds, and he stood back on the whitened grass and watched it puff away over the crossing and along the wooded track to Kington. The whistle blew, the last of the carriages clanked on the rail and the marvellous clouds dissolved into the winter air. Now, from beyond the trees on the other side of the line, he could hear the river, and from somewhere in the dusky lane behind him the turning wheel of the mill.


The first stars hung in the sky. There was a crossing gate, a keeper’s cottage. He crunched across the frosty grass, feeling the cold, in just a few yards, begin to bite as he let himself out to the lane. A lantern stood in the keeper’s porch and above, at a lighted window, a little girl was leaning against the glass and watching him. He put down his bags and raised his hat, unable to discern, from the lamplight deep in the room behind her, more than the fall of hair, a pinafore. He felt her gaze; then she withdrew. After a moment the door of the cottage opened: he glimpsed the play of a fire on the hearth, a candle on a table. Then the crossing keeper came out, pulling the door to, and picked up his lantern.


‘I’m to show you to the house, Mr Allen. She ain’t far.’


‘That’s very kind.’


‘I’ll close the gates first, if you don’t mind.’


‘Of course not.’ And he watched the man swing them to, over the dull gleam of the rails, and then walk back to him.


‘Will I take that big bag, sir?’


‘No, no, you just show the way.’


The lantern swung before them, shining on frozen ruts of earth, on bank and frosty hedgerow. Beyond its reach he could make out nothing but the dim outlines of the few buildings lying on either side of the lane: the mill house, a cowshed, a couple of cottages set back from the lane, each with a crack of light at the shutters. He heard, after a little while, the musical tinkle of a stream.


‘It has not frozen over?’


They were rounding the bend, and he set down his bags for a moment to pull up his muffler. Just to speak a few words made him catch his breath.


‘Even in snowfall he sometimes has a trickle.’ The man stopped to wait for him: as the lantern was held high, Richard saw the still outlines of apple trees in a little orchard, and then the dark depths of the woods, climbing the hillside, silvered here and there by the gathering stars. He made out Orion, and the Plough. ‘In the autumn he floods right across the lane. High as my boots, he’s been.’


‘Is that so? You’ve lived here a good few years?’ He felt his breath condense within the muffler.


‘Just four, since the line opened. You had a good journey?’


‘Very good.’


They came round the bend and he saw all at once the rising moon. It came from behind the eastern hill and shone upon the long line of trees on the ridge and down across the long sloping field towards the stream bed.


‘Here she be.’


The lantern swung out to the right. He saw by its beam and the pure clear light of the moon part of a great black barn set far up a track from a five-barred gate. Before it stood the cottage, set within a garden, bordered by a picket fence white with frost. It was right by the stream, and he could see now that its insistent music came from a little waterfall, tumbling through a gap in the field hedge.


‘I’ll see you up to the door, sir.’


The keeper was nodding at the wicket gate. His gate now. He lifted the stiffened latch, and they walked up the frozen path. He could smell wood smoke, saw the misty puff of blue against the inky sky. Downstairs the pale globe of an oil lamp shone at the window, and the key had been left in the lock. He had to take off his glove to turn it: it glistened in the lantern light and felt so cold he could hardly do so.


The keeper was stamping his feet.


‘I’ll say good night, then.’


He helped him lift in the bags, and then he was off, his lantern swinging away down the path, his footsteps scrunching. Richard called out his thanks as the man clicked the gate, then closed his front door on utter silence.


That night the cold was so intense he was almost afraid to sleep upstairs. He had been left a pot of soup on the range, a loaf and apples, the rector’s letter of welcome. He turned up the oil lamp to read it, and ate by the banked-up fire in the snug. In his bedroom he heaped up coat and cape and travelling rug upon the quilt, kept alive the fire in the tiny grate, then shivered at the window, watching the moon rise higher and higher, over the pitch-black hills.


The bedroom boards were bare save for a little rug beside his bed, whereon he kneeled for the briefest prayer: gratitude for his safe arrival; the commending into infinite care of his father’s soul, and the lives of his mother and sisters. When he pulled back the covers and blew out the candle, only the firelight showed him the room, and he lay watching its flicker over chest and washstand, the pegs on the door, the simple chair and wardrobe. Then, in the cold which crept back as the fire began to die, he tried to sleep.


But he found that the day’s long journey and the motion of the railway carriage were still within him: he rocked and swayed from Ironbridge to Shrewsbury, from Shrewsbury to Ludlow to Leominster. Here he changed trains. They puffed away through the winter landscape as the afternoon light began to fade, past Kingsland, Pembridge and Titley, Herefordshire Tudor villages of which he caught only glimpses. In Kingsland a butcher’s boy swept out sawdust by a window hung with game; in Pembridge a man tramped home with a Christmas tree. The train ran through woods and tussocky fields, scattered with sheep and cattle; through frozen ploughland; past a sudden sight of the river Arrow, red with blood as the sun sank low. That had unsettled him. Then he alighted, here in Bullocks Mill.


Richard turned in the narrow bed, tugging the blankets round him. He began to drift towards sleep and was startled awake by the call of an owl, hunting through the woods. At once he felt the thrill of fear and awe he had felt as a child, envisioning then something huge, mysterious, implacable. Now, in a new house, held in winter’s grip, he imagined as he used to do the sudden swoop upon trembling mouse or shrew, the dreadful soaring up, held limp and helpless. Childhood was long behind him, but as the call came and went through the heart of the woods he felt the same shiver of dread.


At last came the shriek, then silence.


At last he slept.


In the morning, the window was thick with frost. Downstairs there was ice on every pane and the shutters in the snug cloaked a passage of freezing air. The world was yet in darkness: for a moment he felt like a ghost, returned to an unlit empty house, with no one to hear his voice or have any sense of his presence here at all.


He lit the fire, closed the door, huddled over the snapping wood and leaping flames. After an hour the room was warm and the sky began to lighten. He breathed upon the melting ice until a misty circle formed on the glass, and through this he beheld the glittering garden as the sun broke through; beheld the lane winding up and away through the woods, the frosty fields and leafless trees all held in a miraculous stillness.
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He was in border country in Bullocks Mill, some mile and a half from the market town of Kington; just outside its parish, and within the parish of St Michael and All Angels, Lyonshall, where he was to take up his duties: curate for a year to the Reverend Oliver Bowen. Later this morning he must walk up through the woods to meet him, as the letter awaiting him last night had bade him do, joining Mr Bowen and Susannah, his wife, for luncheon.


Save for a half-remembered childhood journey, Richard had never ventured into Wales, nor even travelled so far into Herefordshire, but he knew that where he lived now lay between two great topographical features. He had been told about them; he had looked them up on the map. The earthern ramparts of Offa’s Dyke, which ran a hundred and twenty miles from the Severn to the Dee, here were to be found in stony heaps on the hills above the town, and in deep ditches by the paths along the river. And Hergest Ridge, which rose from beyond Kington’s last few houses, stretched like the spine of a broad-backed sleeping animal, out towards Wales: from its grassy, bracken-bordered height, riders and walkers looked out across the dense forests of firs which clad the Radnor Hills. Wild ponies roamed on the top of the Ridge, and in summer skylarks sang.


Walking country. Rich woodland and fertile farmland, cut through by the Dyke and by the rushing Arrow, tributary of the greater Wye, which ran to the south. The Arrow’s pools and depths, its flashing kingfishers, the motionless fishermen on the banks, its waterfalls and glinting shallows – all these were to wind in and out of the time he spent here, the plash of the turning wheel of the mill and the ceaseless rush of water always there, always with him, on every walk along the lane, in whatsoever frame of mind, and there were many; save when a train came whistling through the valley, and all sounds beyond it faded.


Now, in the dead of winter, the river ran slowly between its freezing banks and the wheel turned slowly too, ice gleaming on the blades.


The windowpane was running with melted frost. Through the watered glass he watched a pheasant slip through the picket fence and come stepping over the grass. His eye was bright, his plumage brilliant but for the clerical ring of white at the neck. Richard watched him cock his head this way and that, and bend to the ground for a husk or frozen grub; behind, his soft brown mate slipped through the fence to join him. Richard eased open the casement, and they ran. He flung out the crumbs from his breakfast and the birds flew up, whirring away to the woods. He closed the window quickly against the cold, gathered up his breakfast things and took them to the kitchen. When he returned, the pheasants were back again, and a little flock of songbirds, quarrelling over every speck.


He must bestir himself. He must unpack and acquaint himself with his new home before he set off, make some start at settling in; and he threw another log on the fire and warmed himself, then stood in the middle of the little room and looked about him, thinking where to place his few books and pictures.


There was a mantelpiece of good Welsh slate: here he might put the silhouette of his father, made on his ordination in 1826, at just the age he himself was now; and next to it the portrait photograph of all of them, taken just before his father’s wholly unexpected, unimagined death. They were gathered in the studio before some ferny backdrop, the five of them holding still and grave until Emily could manage it no longer and began to giggle, and though they struggled to maintain their composure the shroud of black cloth cloaking the photographer’s head began to twitch, and soon they were quite helpless. So that the photograph, when it came, showed them all at their happiest, only weeks before they discovered sorrow.


It was less than a year ago, and the melancholy which had settled upon him as he walked slowly behind his father’s pall had never left him; was something he could not dispel, try as he might. His mother and his sisters wept; he felt his very blood slow down.


Now he must make a fresh start, in this lonely place.


And he left the small warmth of the fire, took brush and pan and climbed the narrow flight of stairs to his bedroom, where the chill once again enveloped him. He blew on his hands, pulled up the covers and smoothed the quilt, taking his coat and cape to the banister to hang downstairs in the hall. Then he bent to clear the grate, put the pailful of cinders and ash by the door and rinsed his hands in the pitcher and bowl on the washstand, where he had had to break ice on rising.


He could hear the pheasant croak outside, but he could not keep still in the cold to watch him any longer, and hurried to unfasten the straps on the big leather bag, which once had been his father’s; to unfold and put away the perfectly ironed shirts and collars, the clerical white ties, the underclothes and handkerchiefs; to slip in the muslin bags of lavender which Emily had given him with a kiss.


‘I’ve made one for every day of the week. I wish you weren’t going.’


Tonight he would write to them all.


He hung up his two suits in the wardrobe, set brushes and box of cufflinks on the embroidered cloth, which Verity had found in a sale and thought just right for his chest of drawers. Then he opened the smaller bag and took out his Bible, inscribed by his father on his own ordination, and laid it by the candle at the bedside.


Last of all, he withdrew the chamber pot from beneath the bed, something he was quite unused to doing. He would, after a day or two, have a local woman in to do the work, Mr Bowen had told him in the letter. For now – well, Our Lord had had to do much worse. And he carried the pot carefully downstairs and set it behind the front door, to take down to the stream.


Up and down, up and down. He brought his coat and cape, and hung them in the hall, where the flagstones were dark with damp all round the blue and red rug. He collected the pailful of ash and carried it to the kitchen, where a mighty draught was blowing through the back door. Another thing to see to. He unpacked his pair of old skates and hung them on a hook, for who knew but that he might go skating here one day? He stood his fishing rod in the corner: something else to look forward to, with the river his companion, though in this cold it was hard to imagine that. And he took up the last of the wood and coal from the snug and laid a fresh fire for the night, knowing he would be glad of it. He brought down the little bag and set the pictures upon the Welsh slate with a kiss. Then he took out his handful of books.


The perfect place for a handful of books was above the desk in the corner. Here, no doubt, he would try to write his sermons. What weak things they still were. Above this desk a little window had been cut deep into the southern wall, offering a stout sill and the prospect of a good broad field, where a crow was sitting on the topmost branch of an ash tree covered in ivy. It towered over the hawthorn and hazel that grew alongside the stream bed, dividing the field from the long slope of the next, where the moon had risen last night to guide him. With the partial thawing of the frost in the weakened winter sun the air was damp and misty, and as Richard put up his hymnal and Book of Common Prayer in their slipcase, the volumes of Herbert and Donne, Donne’s Sermons, he looked up at the crow and felt the rawness of the air up there, the pockets of wetness within those glossy wings, the haughtiness. He slipped on to the sill The Imitation of Christ and then, at a little distance, Hooper’s Birds of Field and Garden, White’s Natural History of Selborne and Newman’s Butterflies and Moths.


He thought of the butterfly collection in his room at home, pinned out in the shallow case beneath the glass; of the careful way he had graded the colours, the Common Whites above the Clouded Yellow, the Grayling and Heath and Brimstone above the Tortoiseshell, then the long line of Red Admirals and the single prize, the Camberwell Beauty, caught on a summer afternoon in a pause in a game of croquet.


‘Look! There!’ His father tugged at his sleeve, pointing towards the open door of the summerhouse, where a bowl of Victoria plums stood in the sun, the butterfly gorging upon them. He was inside the house for the net in a flash.


Long-distant sunlit days: he was twelve, then. Twelve or thirteen, and home from school for the holidays, Emily and Verity and Mama all lined up to greet him as he came home with Father in the trap.


In the hearth, the fire was sinking. He ran a hand over his books, then pulled on coat and gloves and went out to the back of the house with empty scuttle and basket.


Out here – ah, when the cold eased up, he could see himself out here, chopping wood before the black barn with the woodshed next to it. He saw another wicket gate, set between overgrown laurels at the side of the barn, and looked over it into a neglected field fenced off from the larger one beyond. Clumps of dead thistles stood limp amongst long grass fronded with frost; two little apple trees were in need of pruning. In spring he would come out here and see to all of it.


Now he slipped up the latch on the barn door and peered into the darkness. At once something scurried away and he stepped back quickly, then tried again, letting his eyes adjust to the dim light filtering through gaps in the boards. The space was huge, with room enough for a pony, even. And there was a low partition beyond which the trap might stand. He walked over the earth floor towards it, brushing away dangling strands of spider web, thickened with dust. Behind the partition stood a rough broad plank on a pair of old kegs: faintly, in the icy air, he could smell apples. Cider-making. He tapped each keg, but both were hollow. Still – he might try his hand at a little, and perhaps, in the orchard he had glimpsed across the low wall by the path, keep a hive or two.


He went out again, beating his arms across his chest, and carried his things to the woodshed, which, when he opened the door, smelled most wonderfully of resin. A bill hook and scythe hung on the back wall next to a good keen axe and saw; beyond the wood pile lay a glistening heap of coal.


He would not be without fuel and he would not be idle.


He filled basket and scuttle, then stood at the door looking back at the house, dull stone and timber beneath the slate. From the woods beyond he could hear the croaking pheasant, and then, all at once, the faint high mew of buzzard, and he looked up to see a pair wheeling far above, calling and calling as the morning mist rolled back over the fields and the hazy sun grew stronger.


All the birds of the air around him.


In some fashion he would not be without companions.


Within the hour, he was walking up the lane, wrapped up well and clapping gloved hands together. Just as well that the lane was frozen: as he picked his way over rut and hollow, the puddles glazed with ice, he wondered that anyone could walk here except in summer. Perhaps a pony and trap were indeed something else to think about.


Dearest Emily – What kind of pony should I look for? A chestnut with a star? A little skewbald?


At the turn in the lane he stopped, and looked back down at the house, his first proper sight of it in daylight at some distance. How well it was set within its garden, within the spread of the fields; how simple it was, but how well-proportioned, a room on either side of the door and three above. Quite roomy – roomy enough to entertain, perhaps, when it grew warmer. Who should be his first visitors?


He must call on his new neighbours once this day’s duties were done. No doubt he would see some of them in church. And he thought of the crossing-keeper’s little girl, pressed up against the lighted glass last night, looking down at him so gravely.


He could hear the tumbling fall of the stream, and the mew of the buzzard, circling still. And he heard something else – a footstep from somewhere in the quiet woods. He turned and listened: who might this be? There came the snap of a twig, then silence, and although he called out a tentative greeting not another footfall came, nor answering voice.


It must be a bird: as children they had been forever hopeful of finding some shy creature in the shrubbery, hearing a rustling there – something furry and soft, an orphaned mouse or rabbit to take indoors in a box and care for. Always, as they peered through box or laurel, a thrush or blackbird foraging in the undergrowth hopped quickly away.


He walked on, climbing the lane, the woods spread soundlessly around him.


It was over a mile to the Leominster road, which ran past the top of the woods, and by the time he approached it he was warm from exertion, though his feet were like blocks of ice. He had passed paths running this way and that through the trees, with here a resting farm cart, there a pile of logs. He had passed no dwelling, though from these signs he knew there must be at least a cottage or two somewhere. Now he came to a lodge, no doubt the dwelling of a gamekeeper, for if he had not seen houses he had seen plenty of pheasants picking their way along the verge, whirring up at his approach. No doubt it had been a pheasant he had heard earlier, and no doubt there were partridge too, and a regular winter shoot. Perhaps he could join it.


Beyond the lodge was the sign for a farm, but it was set so far back up the drive he could not see the house. I could live here for a year and see no one, he thought; then reminded himself that he had duties to fulfil and a community to serve, and within no time at all would be greeting his new parishioners in church. And at Christmas too.


‘You can’t go away before Christmas – you simply can’t . . .’


‘Hush! A vacancy has come and I am to take it. I am directed by the Bishop of Hereford, Emily, think of that! Now come, don’t cry. Father would not wish to see his dear girl crying . . .’


But he had had to fight down tears when he left, and turn away so they would not see them, and all through the journey his heart had been like lead. With his father’s death a little of him had gone too, he knew it, and he did not expect to feel things again as he used to do, try though he might this morning to cheer himself with the thought of country pleasures.


A carriage was rumbling along the road ahead. He quickened his pace to see it go by, and stepped out from the lane just in time to see the coachman flick the whip and the horses steam. They were making for Kington, down to the right, but he turned off to the left, and walked down the hill towards his destination, glancing at his watch and filled, all at once, with apprehension. He was still so young, so recently ordained. It was one thing to serve alongside his father in a parish he had known from boyhood: how would he measure up to this, his first appointment?


But you are not the incumbent, he reminded himself, hurrying down the hill. You are only the raw young curate, and must be guided by what you find here. Seek humility; forget yourself in service.


The Church of St Michael and All Angels was set high up on a walled bank rising from the road, and the track which led up to it was steep. It was quite a way for parishioners to come out here, a good half-mile up the hill from the village of Lyonshall, and then this climb. But come here they did: Richard’s letter of appointment had described a good strong attendance both for the services and for the village school, which, like the vicarage, lay within the churchyard.


‘You will find, however,’ the Bishop of Hereford had written, ‘that the fabric of the church, its roof and interior, are in urgent requirement of repairs and restoration. I believe that the vicarage, too, is in need of some attention.’


Richard stood at the foot of the track, looking up. Even from here he could see that the roof of the church had a great number of missing tiles and that the battlements of the tower had gaps like a mouthful of broken teeth. There was a rusting weathervane but no clock, and he fumbled beneath his greatcoat for his pocket watch. A good quarter-hour before noon: he hesitated. So anxious had he been to arrive on time that now he was early. What should he do? If he went up to look round and were seen from the vicarage windows, he might be thought to be lacking in circumspection: he should wait to be shown round this afternoon, not go prowling around on his own.


Yet he could not stand about here in the cold and, besides, he found himself wanting to get a sense of it all without an introduction, to have his first impressions and knowledge of it all alone. Perhaps, shifting from one foot to another, he felt that he would not in any case be quite alone: that the church’s empty interior and the cold sweep of the hillside churchyard might be filled not only with the presence of God but with his father’s spirit, come to watch over him on this momentous day.


And was it wrong to want to cherish these last few minutes of freedom?


Quickly, he climbed the long track between hedge and churchyard wall. A rook cawed in an elm; Richard pulled up his gloves, stamping his frozen feet as he reached the lich-gate. It was glassy with ice, and the latch, like that on his own wicket gate last night, was stiff to the touch. Inside, beyond the church, he saw pressed up against the north-west wall the low dark house that must be the vicarage. Ivy clung round porch and windows; he could see no one watching for him there, and walked up the long flagged path towards the south door of the church, the cold slicing into him, chapping his lips. He pulled up his muffler again and looked about him: at the elms, and the three or four yews, at the gravestones shimmering with frost. Winter’s stillness – but there must be many times when the wind came keen and terrible up here. He stood with his back to the crumbling tower and looked out across the road below to the unbroken fields and distant hills beyond, with nothing but the hedgerows and, on the road, a timber-framed house and a villa set behind gloomy laurels, to stop wind and weather come howling over the land.


And there in the south-east corner of the churchyard was the little schoolhouse. All shut up now for the Christmas holidays, the shutters barred and a great padlock on the door, but in term-time it must be a lively place. No doubt he would often be coming here to tell the children their Bible stories. Yet where did they run and play? Was there perhaps a yard at the back? He walked down a few paces, saw no enclosure and realised that the churchyard itself was the playground – it was here that the children must race about in their games of hare and hounds and hide-and-seek: in and out amongst tombs and gravestones.


For a moment this gave him real pause. He thought of the crossing-keeper’s child, glimpsed looking down at him last evening in the winter dusk: she must attend this parish school, and learn her letters and struggle, perhaps, with her sums, as Emily used to, though Verity was so quick. Was it right for a little girl like her to skip over the dead or stumble on the headstone of some other child – for he saw, as you always saw, how small were some of those dotted here and there, like lambs in a field. Then he reproached himself: children were children, and innocent – they did not think of these things. And as he turned and walked back to the church he tried in the cold to imagine summer, sunlight playing over the grass beneath the trees, and laughing faces peeping out behind old mossy stones. After all, if God were with them, why should they not play where their fathers lay at rest?


He was approaching the gabled south porch of the church and, even before he reached it, could see how the timbers were rotting and eaten with worm. He walked inside, and his footsteps echoed. Then he slowly turned the handle of the great oak door.


And as he swung it open he had one of the first great experiences of his adult life, for it seemed for an ethereal moment that an icy choir sung in the sudden disturbance of air, as pure and cold as glass, and as fragile, for at once the high clear sound was gone, and he stepped in, shivering, and quickly kneeled in a pew chosen quite at random, on a worn hassock embroidered long ago with lilies on the purple ground of Advent, and let his prayer of awe fly upwards, like sparks, into cold heaven.


When he lifted his head he was dazed. He took in the dreadful cold, the smell of damp and its stains on every wall, the rafters ravaged by worm and beetle. Then he got stiffly to his feet, knowing he must by now be late, and made his way outside again, and round to the vicarage.


So very dark and closed in did it look, with its low, broken-tiled roof and massive growth of ivy, and so deep did it lie within the shadow of the tower, that he wondered as he walked up the path how endurable it was to live here. But smoke was rising from the chimneys and he saw the flicker of firelight in the rooms on either side of the front door and guessed at parlour and study. A dish of water was set outside, next to the boot scraper. So there must be a dog or a cat, something homely. This steadied him a little.


Dearest Emily, Today a thing indescribably beautiful took place in the church where I am to assume my duties. Would he – could he – try to describe that ethereal music? And today (in such cold! ) I meet at last the Reverend Oliver Bowen, and his wife, Susannah. The vicarage has a rather gloomy and forbidding aspect, but inside—


The door swung wide, and a round-face maid was there.


‘Mr Allen?’


‘Indeed.’ He smiled, wiping his feet. ‘You are most prompt.’


‘You’re expected, sir. They are waiting to receive you.’


‘I fear I am late.’


He stepped across the threshold; he handed his hat and coat; he entered a low dark hall. A hat stand was on his left, and a towering grandfather clock stood in the corner by the parlour door, its mahogany casing just beneath a beam. On a little table a great stuffed hawk glared from beneath a dome of glass; on a whatnot stood a potted fern beneath a candle sconce and an engraving on a mildewed mount. He made out the picture’s subject at once: Christ raising Lazarus from the dead. It was a scene familiar since childhood – the outstretched hand, the look of gratitude in hollowed eyes. As a child he had wondered at the miracle, but that had been with the pages of a whole volume of biblical scenes. Hung alone in this gloomy hall it felt an ambiguous welcome.


‘Mr Allen.’ There was a cough. He turned as the door to the parlour opened. ‘Welcome. I am delighted to meet you.’


‘And I to meet you, sir, at last.’


What had he been expecting? Oliver Bowen was tall, as his father had been. His handshake was almost as firm, his voice a little hoarser. There was perhaps a difference of no more than a few years between them. But this man had white in his hair and shadows beneath his eyes, and where his father had had such an easy, loose-limbed stride, Bowen moved rather stiffly to stand aside at the parlour door. Impossible to know if reserve or discomfort caused this.


‘Come in by the fire.’


‘Thank you, sir.’


Richard entered the room. He saw the cold winter light at the casement overlooking the churchyard; the faded carpet, and horsehair ottoman; the round table with a pile of Blackwood’s Magazine; the oil lamp. He took in the plainness and darkness of it all, the leaping flames of the fire almost the only colour in the room, for the cat asleep on the fireside chair was the most solid black, and the young woman standing by the mantelpiece had hair and skin as pale as milk, and her gown was as pale as a dove.


And for ever afterwards, remembering her swift smile as she came towards him, remembering everything about that day, it seemed that an absence at the heart of important things was what so strangely marked it: a footfall in a wood, though no one made it; an unseen choir, half heard for an incandescent moment; the exquisite absence of colour – as if there were simply no need of it, was that what he felt? As if pale silken hair and dove-grey gown were everything – in the appearance of the woman who now put her hand in his.
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Luncheon in the vicarage. Save for the terms at school and his theological college, Richard had sat at a vicarage dining table every day of his life, as the family accompanied his father in the move from living to living. They unpacked the trunks of clothes and books and china in the houses of his childhood: the gaunt grey house in the hills outside Buxton, in whose church he had been christened, and, his mother told him, made not a murmur at the sudden shock of water – unlike Verity, two years later, who had screamed until she was purple. Then came the villa in the Potteries, where his mother began her modest collection of Coalport and he, hurling sticks into a chestnut tree one autumn, brought down a spiky case upon his upturned face so hard it split his lip wide open. That he did remember – the blood pouring through his fingers as he clamped them to his mouth and ran indoors; his mother’s gasp, his father coming out of the study, murmuring boys will be boys, swiftly pressing his own handkerchief against the painfully swelling lip.


Later, they had moved to Shropshire, to the rectory in Ironbridge, where Emily was born. From there he was sent to school, and something of his childhood ended; but in the long holidays something of his growing-up began: an elder brother, an only son, sitting at the right hand of his father at the table, sitting at the head of the pew, watching his father climb the steps to the pulpit, and bow his head.


‘Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be always acceptable in Thy sight, o Lord, my Strength and my Redeemer.’


He thought on a Sunday just before his confirmation: one day perhaps I shall climb such steps and say that prayer. At the confirmation service, kneeling with all the others before the altar rail, he closed his eyes, heard the rustle of robes, felt the stern press of the hand upon his head; he opened his own hands to receive for the very first time the pellet of bread that was the Host, the sharp metallic sip from the chalice that was the Blood, and he knew. No doubt, no speculation.


‘Take, eat, this is my Body, which is given for you: Do this in remembrance of me . . . this is my Blood . . . which is shed for you and for many . . . Do this, as oft as ye shall drink it, in remembrance of me . . .’


He swallowed, his mouth dry: he drank, and his heart was pounding.


Light poured in through the crimson and blue of the altar window.


This was his life.


‘You will take some cold mutton?’


He had been taking cold mutton at the vicarage dining table since he was old enough to come out of the nursery and assume his place there. Roast on Sundays, after the communion fast; cold on Monday or Tuesday; into a pie on Wednesday, with the very last scraps for the vicarage cat – they had always kept one – and the bones straight into the pot for broth on Thursday. The joint did vary, of course – spring lamb; a rare side of beef; poultry; and now and then pigeon pie or rabbit, if he and his father had gone tramping out with their gun.


‘There! Quick!’


The first time he fired he was blown straight backwards, landing whole yards away, while the rabbit went tearing over the tussocky field and his father fired, then came running towards him.


‘Are you hurt?’


‘No, no . . .’ Richard scrambled, dazed, to his feet. ‘Did you get him?’


‘I think not.’ His father patted his shoulder. ‘You’re bruised?’


‘A little.’


That first time they went home empty-handed. But once he had learned to brace himself for the kick, they’d bag one or two, bring them home to the back door still warm, hanging them up in the pantry to drip on to paper, nose down, ears back, long limbs outstretched.


Emily always wept.


‘Look at his poor little face – I shan’t eat a morsel!’


‘Yes, you will.’ He put his arm around her. ‘It was very quick, Em. He knew nothing about it.’


‘Do rabbits go to Heaven?’


‘Don’t be so foolish. Of course not.’


But their father, taking his boots off, greeting Verity with a kiss, said that Emily was asking a very big question, and was not to be dismissed. ‘If there is a corner in Heaven for rabbits, you may be sure that this one will take his place among them.’


He went to his study. Emily dried her tears. They all went out to the garden, their father’s eye upon them, as he looked up from his desk.


He had been beside them always. Now he was gone.


Now, on a bitter winter day, with the fire in this dark little dining room burning brightly, Richard sat watching a man of his father’s generation sharpen the bone-handled carving knife upon the steel. The room was at the back of the house, looking out on the churchyard wall. In the fields beyond it, sheep were grazing beneath a leaden sky.


‘We were so sorry to hear of the loss of your father.’ Oliver Bowen made the first cut.


‘Thank you, sir.’


‘A very fine man, from all accounts. The Bishop spoke of him most warmly.’


‘Thank you,’ said Richard again. He could hear himself struggling to speak steadily: it was surprisingly hard to do so.


‘You must miss him greatly.’ Across the table, Susannah Bowen was regarding him.


He nodded. ‘My mother and my sisters – it is hard for them.’


‘And for yourself – I am sure the breaking of the great bond between father and son must leave you quite bereft—’ She broke off, and he knew she was sensing how difficult indeed it was. ‘Forgive me,’ she said quietly.


‘Please. You are most kind to enquire.’ But he could not meet her eyes, and for a moment the silence in the room was like a pall.


Then he was passed his dish of cold meat, a log broke apart in the blazing grate, and the door opened. The comfortable maid was bringing in dishes of fragrant roast swede, and roast potato.


‘Thank you, Millie.’ Susannah Bowen lifted the first lid.


How good it smelled. This too was the fare of his dear home life, and as they began to eat, each hot mouthful filled Richard both with comfort and the kind of sudden lurching homesickness he had not known since those hideous first weeks of school.


‘You’re not crying, are you, Allen? Only weaklings cry.’


How he had hated it all, at first: the noise, the bells, the cold, the shoving – always someone to push him, to pinch or poke him, to threaten the sting of the cane. By the end, as his father had promised, there were things he loved: the scent of cut grass in long afternoons in the deep of the cricket field, where, in truth, it was butterflies, dancing over willowherb and cow parsley which had taken his attention quite as much as the game itself. ‘Dearest Father, Today I have seen a Purple Emperor!’ He had liked the polished floor of the chapel and the great, roof-raising hymns; he had learned to like Latin, though he never shone, and Greek, though he always struggled, and history, in which he had done rather well. He had loved his friends, still wrote to Symes and Moore, had brought their letters of condolence with him: ‘My dear Allen, What a truly dreadful blow . . .’; ‘My dear Allen, May I extend my very deepest sympathy . . .’ By the end of his last term he had, indeed, entirely forgotten the misery of his first.


Yet now, eating a familiar lunch with strangers, kind as they were, he felt himself once more a lonely, homesick boy; and where in boyhood he had felt his parents’ love as strong as the arms of God around him, now there was a most terrible black absence. His father was in Heaven, and he must rejoice; his father was watching over him, over all of them, and would do so always. But here, at a meal prepared to welcome him, where his new life must begin, he sensed that boyhood had never left him, and that those feelings of abandonment and loss could quite unman him now.


He put down his knife and fork, and reached for his glass.


Susannah Bowen said gently across the table: ‘This is your first visit to Herefordshire, Mr Allen?’


‘It is.’ He swallowed, and forced a smile. ‘Although, of course, I have come only from the next county.’


‘You had a good journey, I hope?’


‘Very good, thank you. I much enjoy travelling by train.’


‘Sometimes the train is as bumpy as the horse-drawn carriage.’


‘But so much faster – though it still took some hours to get here. And you, Mrs Bowen? Have you travelled much?’


She shook her head, and he saw the place where her knot of pale hair was held with a marcasite clip. For the first time he saw, too, some little tension about her eyes, as if she had slept badly.


‘I have travelled very little, I fear,’ she told him. ‘Indeed, I found my first steam train quite alarming.’


‘And where was that? What journey were you making?’


‘Oh, it was just a little trip to see my aunts in Worcester, but it felt as if we were being borne away to a distant country.’ She took the plate her husband passed her. ‘Now I am a little more at ease with it all. And as the wife of a clergyman I expect to move about.’


‘Indeed. As we did.’


And as he began to eat again, he thought all at once what an orderly progress his family had made across England, moving through adjoining counties – Derbyshire, Staffordshire, Shropshire, as if they were following a line of hills, or the path of a mighty river. Now he was over the border again.


Well. Perhaps God had always intended him to come here.


‘My dear,’ said Oliver Bowen to his young wife, as the meal was concluded, and she rose from her chair and rang the bell.


‘I shall be sewing in the parlour,’ she said. ‘I shall leave you both now – I’m sure you have much to discuss.’


Richard rose to thank her. Then Millie came in to clear the table, and Susannah Bowen, with a rustle of her dove-grey gown, retired.


‘We shall take ourselves into my study, I think,’ said Bowen. He rose, and as he did so gave a cough again, and at once put his hand to the middle of his back.


‘Sir?’


‘It’s nothing.’ He took a breath, walked slowly to the door. ‘Come.’


A fitful sun struggled through the ivy overhanging the study window, and Richard, looking around him, took in by its light the volumes of Gibbon, Macaulay and Carlyle in the bookcase; and of Lindley’s Botany: everything his father, too, had kept on his own study shelves. He saw the place for the Quarterly Review and Blackwood’s Magazine: familiar spines he had known since boyhood, as much a part of the texture of his life as the candle sconce above the bookcase, or the drawing of his father and Uncle Henry, made when they were boys.


And there was something else which spoke of home, for another engraving hung on the wall: Christ in the House of His Parents. His father had seen Millais’s painting itself on a rare trip to London and a visit to the Royal Academy. He had said it was filled with a light which evoked both Palestine and eternity.


Bowen was looking about him. ‘I had thought Millie was to bring in a tray – excuse me one moment.’


‘Sir.’


He went out, and Richard went closer to the bookcase. Bowen was up to date. Here was the July–October volume of the Quarterly Review, which he had not seen, for with his father’s death many economies had had to be made, and such subscriptions cancelled. But so familiar did he feel with them that almost without thinking, as if he were at home with his family, talking and browsing, he pulled this last one out, and ran his finger down the contents page.


‘The Missing Link, or Bible Women in the Homes of the London Poor’; ‘Ragged Homes and How to Mend Them’ by Mrs Bagley; ‘On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection by Charles Darwin: A review of Bishop Wilberforce of Oxford’.


Richard’s finger stopped, then he turned the pages. His father had spoken of Darwin, and of Alfred Wallace, who had prepared the ground for extraordinary new theories. Keen naturalist that his father was, he took a lively interest in all God’s creatures, but Darwin had startled him, as he seemed to startle many. And Bishop Wilberforce, it appeared, was taking him to task.


‘With Mr Darwin’s ‘‘argument’’ we may say at the outset we shall have much and grave fault to find . . .’ Richard skimmed the pages. ‘The words graven on the everlasting rocks are the words of God, and they are graven by His hand . . . Mr Darwin writes as a Christian, and we doubt not that he is one. We do not for a moment believe him to be one of those who retain in some corner of their hearts a secret unbelief which they dare not vent; and we therefore pray him to consider well the grounds on which we brand his speculations with the charge of such a tendency . . .’


There was a cough; there was a chink of glasses. Richard looked up to see Oliver Bowen returning with a tray, and glancing at him quizzically.


‘I see you have found something of interest.’


Richard flushed, and snapped the volume to. ‘Sir. Pray forgive me – something caught my eye.’


‘And what was that?’ The tray was set down on the desk.


‘A review of Mr Darwin, sir, by the Bishop of Oxford. My father read of his work with some curiosity.’


‘Did he now? I imagine he found Mr Darwin’s ideas as abhorrent as I do. I was very glad to see Bishop Wilberforce quite thoroughly undermine him.’ Bowen gestured to the fireside, coughed again. ‘I trust I am not to find I have taken on a curate who finds this heresy in any way attractive. Take a seat.’


‘Sir.’ Richard slipped the book back into the bookcase, flushing still as though he were back at school. Clearly, it was of no interest to Bowen what he might think, and since, in truth, he did not know himself, then let this moment pass; please, let him not offend on his very first day here . . .


‘Let us talk of other things,’ said Bowen, unstopping the decanter. ‘There is work to be done, Mr Allen. Will you join me in a little port wine?’


‘A little. Thank you, sir.’


‘Across the border, the temperance movement is very strong. Here—’ Bowen poured a little glass and held it up to the light – ‘here, we have today a special occasion.’ He gave a dry little laugh. ‘I hope I did not speak too harshly. It is a serious matter, is it not, to question the very nature of Creation? But you are welcome, Mr Allen. Please—’ he gestured to the chair on the left of the fire – ‘please, sit down. Your very good health.’


‘And yours, sir.’


And they sat, as the grandfather clock in the hall struck a sonorous half-hour. Richard’s chair was a worn horsehair, one of whose castors was missing, so that he found himself tilted towards the blaze of the fire, and tilted back again, whenever he shifted in his seat. He took his glass, and tried to settle.


The hesitant sun lit the china dogs on the mantelpiece, the brass of oil lamp and fender, a set of little brass scales on the rector’s desk, placed beneath the window. Richard sipped his port wine and felt stronger. The sun went in again. He regarded his host in the shadows, settling in to the high wing chair across the hearth, coughing, and pausing, then reaching for papers from the table. Oliver Bowen was not quite in good health, but here he sat, sipping his wine, glancing through papers, while Richard’s own dear father, who had strode like a young man across the fields and swung so easily into the saddle, now lay beneath a yew.


Bowen pushed up his pince-nez and regarded him: had he felt too intense a gaze? Richard’s eyes dropped to the place on the damask-covered chair where the solid black cat must have been scratching. He found himself imagining Susannah’s quick reproof, the way her hand might shoo the creature away, and smooth the torn loose threads.


‘So. Our duties.’ There was another little smile: Bowen passed a sheet of foolscap. Richard ran his eyes over the service times. There followed the notes of a funeral to be held within the week, of a baptism two days later. A winter child – he should have liked to think that one of his first acts here might be to baptise such a one, born so close to Christ’s Nativity, but the flowing initials O.B. were set against both services.


He went on reading: the dates of the Parish Council meetings in the first quarter of the New Year; the dates of the inter-parish meetings, chaired by the vicar of Kington; the start-of-term date for the parish school in the churchyard, which he must attend. There were three boys to be prepared for confirmation. Then came a list of the names of the sick who must be visited; an appointment with a church warden; an introduction this very day to the verger, Philip Prosser; the name of the Kington builder who must urgently patch the roof. And here were his own initials beside the last sermon in Advent, less than a fortnight away. He was to preach here for the first time in the very week before Christmas. At the thought of it, his mouth went dry. He drained the glass of wine, and cleared his throat.


‘There is plenty to do, it seems.’


‘Indeed. And although on winter days such as this you may feel you have come to the quietest place on earth, there is a great deal going on here. Kington is a lively little town, and of course the coming of the railway has brought changes; it is putting us in touch with the wider world.’ Bowen bent to the scuttle. ‘Bringing us good Welsh coal, for example.’ He cast a shovelful upon the flames. ‘The old ways persist, of course. We still see the drovers, as well as the railway cattle trucks. Old women still walk over the hills on market day.’


‘And when is that?’


‘Every Wednesday. I shall accompany you there next week.’


‘That is very kind, sir.’


‘And your domestic arrangements?’ Bowen leaned back in his chair. ‘I fear you would prefer to be housed closer to the church, to be somewhere rather less spartan, with a good servant living in. Is this so?’


‘In truth, it was bitterly cold last night, sir. But this morning – I felt myself begin to settle.’ Richard thought of his books on the deep stone windowsill; of the desk set before them, with the prospect of the field, and the glossy crow shaking water from his wings at the top of the ash tree. He would live alone for the first time in his life: perhaps, within such solitude, he might grow closer to God. And perhaps, in so doing, he might become a man.


‘The cottage fell vacant,’ Oliver Bowen was saying, ‘and since it lies so exactly between two parishes, it seemed an opportunity too good to ignore. But you must tell me if you find it too remote or too cold to bear. My last curate, Mr Davies, enjoyed comfortable quarters within the village here until his marriage and first incumbency took him away. I am sure we could arrange something similar for you. In the meantime, as I said in my letter, the woman Martha Price will come in each morning from Rushock Bank. You will see her cottage when you walk up to the Presteigne road: it lies just on the other side.’


‘Very good. Thank you, sir. I shall expect her.’


‘And now—’ Bowen tidied his papers again – ‘now I must take you across to the church. No doubt you are anxious to see it.’


‘Indeed, sir.’ He felt himself colour, and looked away. Slight though it was, his response was a deception. Perhaps he really should have waited to be conducted round, for he was such a poor dissembler: how could he feign an entirely fresh interest in something he had already seen? Yet he had, in truth, only gained an impression of dilapidation. And had he not been alone, would he have been vouchsafed that extraordinary moment? The intimation of a miracle – was that what it had been?


Bowen was getting up slowly from his chair. ‘And then I will take you down to the village and show you around a little. And then—’ he gave a little smile – ‘then your first day’s duties are done. You will be able to walk home while it is still light.’


Susannah bade them farewell in the hall, as the grandfather clock chimed two.


‘It has been a pleasure to meet you, Mr Allen. We do hope you will be happy here.’


Once more, he took her outstretched hand. He bowed.


‘I am sure I shall be. You are most kind.’


‘And your first sermon? When is that to be?’


‘On the fourth Sunday in Advent.’


Millie approached; he turned to receive his outdoor clothes.


‘We shall greatly look forward to hearing you. Shall we not, Oliver?’


‘Indeed.’ Bowen was pulling on his own heavy coat. Away from the fires the hall was cold and draughty. He took his hat, brushed his wife’s cheek with a kiss. ‘Go back to the fireside, my dear. I shall be home by teatime.’


‘Very good. Millie? May we confer for a moment?’


And the two women returned to the parlour’s warmth, as Richard and Oliver Bowen went out into the churchyard. Rooks on the path flew up; the sun was gone.


‘We shan’t linger long,’ said Bowen, as they walked past leaning headstones. ‘I fear that the building is in great disrepair, as no doubt you have been told.’


‘I have, sir.’


‘You have only to look at the roof.’ They stopped, and looked at it. ‘See those great holes? The rain has been driving in for years.’ He shook his head. ‘To raise sufficient funds for restoration is a tremendous task. I fear I have not begun to do what is needed. Still—’ they came to the south porch and he led the way in – ‘you are young, you have energy. We shall look to you. And now—’ He swung open the door.


Richard held his breath, but though the chill from the interior met them at once, the mysterious music of that choir of air was not audible now, and he followed Bowen inside.


‘We shall pray for a moment.’


They took off their hats; they kneeled side by side in a creaking pew. Outside, the rooks cawed in the elms; Richard, as he tried to pray, was aware of this, kneeling in silence beside a man he hardly knew, trying to concentrate. Father, he said in his heart, and could say no more.


Beside him, Bowen sighed, then rose stiffly.


‘Amen,’ murmured Richard, and followed him into the aisle.


‘So.’ They walked down the nave, their footsteps echoing. ‘How does it strike you?’


Richard looked about him. A stain like a map of India lay upon crumbling plaster on the north aisle wall, beside a marble tablet to the Hooper family. For a moment he was transported to the schoolroom and the globe, reciting the names of those magical, half-imagined places – Poona, Mysore, Kashmir, Calcutta. India! The sikh, the sepoy, the gilded dome and marble minaret. The elephant, the slinking tiger, the Ganges and the jewelled prince. As a boy, fired up by stories and engravings, by letters home from Uncle Henry, making such a success of things in the East India Company, he had thought to sail there himself, perhaps to serve in a mission. Then, three years ago, came news of the Mutiny, and his mother’s shocked white face. Then came the death of his father. He knew he would never travel now so far from his mother and sisters.


So, here he was, in quiet border country, and here was Oliver Bowen, coughing and pointing upwards.


‘See there? And there? I fear that if one single rafter were removed then the whole would fall in upon us.’ He stopped, and turned towards the west window, and the curtained recess beneath. ‘We do have a fine ring of bells, and loyal ringers. And there is a stove, which our good verger lights early on Sundays.’ He swung his arms across his chest. ‘What cold, what cold!’


He coughed again; for a moment he could not speak. Then they walked on down towards the altar, noting the pew with the broken back, the pew with its door half off the hinges, the places in the cracked flags where the damp dark earth came through; the place where the bucketing rain had soaked a once-fine hanging, now removed. Panes were missing in the plain glass windows, the holes stuffed with rags and paper.


‘And yet,’ said Bowen, as they reached the transept, ‘there are churches in far worse a state than this. I fear there are parishes where a less-than-dutiful incumbent has absented himself for months at a time, and something approaching ruin has been the result. I believe that in Cefnllys the bells rust, the furnishings rot and the pews are quite in pieces. Naturally, attendance is very poor.’


‘Where did you say that was, sir?’


They had come to the chancel. ‘Cefnllys, some miles across the border. You must learn to accustom yourself to the Welsh names – I shall lend you a dictionary. Of course, it is the Chapel which has the greater hold there, and I do not hear of those congregations allowing neglect of their good plain furnishings.’


Richard listened. How much he had to learn.


He looked around him at dark oak choir stalls, and the modest organ at which he longed to sit for a moment and try his hand at a little piece of Bach or Handel. ‘In what condition is the organ, sir?’ he asked, and Bowen said it was a poor wheezing creature, but served well enough, as it must.


‘I should so love to—’


‘In time, in time. You see we have one fine window.’


‘Indeed.’ And he gazed up at the stained-glass panels above the altar, where a ship broke up upon rocks in a mighty storm. ‘A good naval officer from Lyonshall,’ said Bowen. On the left panel, Christ walked upon the waters. ‘Now, let me show you behind the scenes.’


He led the way to a small oak door to the left of the altar. Richard followed, and as Bowen unlocked it and they entered the vestry, he was at once at home. Here was the cupboard of mildewed sheets of music; here were the Books of Common Prayer with missing pages, the hymnals in need of rebinding. Here were the vestments on a row of pegs: the cassocks, the surplices of choir and clergy, the long embroidered stoles. In Advent, purple was everywhere. He stepped aside as Bowen took out the keys to a box on the floor, and barked his shin on a broken-backed chair.


‘Here is the plate.’ Bowen raised the lid of the oaken box and unwrapped from black cloth the chalice, a little tarnished; the mahogany collection plate. ‘It is another sign of the times that we dare not leave this box unlocked, nor the vestry door.’


Richard rubbed his shin. He drank in the smell of old books, the sight of holy objects. He smelled polish and dust and stone and worn cotton; he smelled winter in a country church with every breath he took.


‘We must go.’ Bowen was relocking the box, straightening up again. As he did so, Richard saw him wince. He coughed again, and his face, when he ceased, was tight with pain. Then he gave a quick little smile and gestured towards the door. ‘After you.’


They walked down the aisle beneath the marble tablets. The light from the altar window lit here and there in blue and green and silver the carved end of a pew, the rim of the font, the flags. Bowen indicated the pairs of glass mantels screwed into the walls. ‘Since Kington has had gas we are able to hold evening services in winter, but in such cold we have only a very small congregation. I tend to hold evensong only until the end of November. We begin again in Lent.’


‘I’m sure that’s very wise, sir.’


They had come to the end of the aisle. At the top of the nave Bowen pulled aside the curtain, indicating the long loops of the bell pulls, hung on their hooks, and the rounds chalked up on a blackboard on the wall.


Richard made out Grandsire Doubles, and smiled. ‘I shall like to hear them,’ he said.


‘They make a fine sound, though at home we can hardly hear ourselves speak.’


He let the curtain fall, and they turned and looked back, down the nave. Beyond the rood screen the dull gold cross gleamed on ghostly linen as the light began to fade.


‘So,’ said Oliver Bowen. ‘This is your church. I pray you will serve it well.’


Outside, a wind was getting up, and the trees were soughing.


‘We must call on Philip Prosser,’ said Bowen, as they walked down to the lich-gate. ‘Our verger, a true churchman. He is just across the road, the house behind the laurels. He will be affronted if I do not introduce you at the first opportunity. His wife is rather a poor weak thing: visitors cheer her, I think, though you will find her shy.’


The Prosser villa, whose roof Richard had glimpsed in his solitary moments on the churchyard slope, was screened from the highway by a long path lined with a towering laurel hedge. It darkened the downstairs windows; leaves blew about in the porch. Here was another house which, recalling the good plain rectory in Ironbridge, fronting on to the street, and passers-by, he thought might be a difficult place to live. But the maid who answered the door seemed cheerful enough, and the Prossers were all smiles.


‘Come in, come in out of the cold.’ The verger was small and sharp-eyed; he shook Richard’s hand firmly. ‘Delighted to make your acquaintance, Mr Allen. May I present my wife? To be sure, Tilda,’ he added, as Mrs Prosser rose from her fireside chair, ‘you need not look so anxious with the arrival of a visitor! We have heard all about our new curate, have we not?’


‘Indeed we have,’ said Tilda Prosser with a little laugh. ‘Do excuse me, Mr Allen. It is just my way.’


The room had a fern or aspidistra in every corner; chenille draped every table. The company took their seats and began a little small talk – the weather, Richard’s journey, the length of Mr Prosser’s service. The maid came in and asked if she should light the lamps, so dull had the afternoon become.


‘Oh, do,’ said Mrs Prosser, but her husband checked her.


‘No need for it yet, I think. How we run through oil in this house. We will call when we are ready, Josie.’


‘Very good, sir.’ And Josie made a bob, and left the room.


Tilda Prosser picked up her work.


‘I wonder that you think of sewing when you have just complained about the light,’ said her husband. ‘Have you no more to say to our guest?’


‘Of course, of course. I hope I did not complain. Do tell us, Mr Allen, how are you finding it here?’
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